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FOR BRIAN
My brother and best friend. Thank you for letting me stay up late to watch sci-fi and horror movies with you. Don’t worry I won’t tell Mom.
Mom if you are reading this, none of that happened. I love you.




Incident Report: Case File 002
<Redacted>
‘Created by a player, the Hive copies the consciousness of those it fires upon. That is why it looks like who it does to us: it shows us who it believes we want to see. The first shot locks a player in-game for half an hour and makes a copy of their consciousness. The second shot from the gun kills the player allowing the exchange of information to become permanent, severing the link at the source and storing information, that’s why all this…’
<Redacted>
The Hive was an NPC, a companion, born before Bane became the game it is now. It was an early artificial intelligence whose learning was based on the players it copied. It developed by sharing data and continued to grow, eventually adapting to the pod’s neural interface and the sharing of human memories. It was someone else, someone lost on the fringes of the game and at the same time lost in the real. They made for it the gun that killed players, the MEK rifle. They showed it what it could have. They gave it purpose. The Hive – whom we called Skull-Faced Man – it was an echo, an artifact, was all that was left after the original player it had befriended had died: or so we believed. Their memories drove it forward as it worked to capture more souls. Souls copied over to the game forever. The Hive, conflicted by the same memories of those it had swallowed. We barely defeated it when it came for us.
<Redacted>
Turning our attention to At Eternity, the world gate, only after. We were searching to uncover the secrets of Bane.
By the time we found out the truth it was already too late.
 




Timeline (real world)
– 2025 –
The first success of the Avatar program lasts 15 seconds.
– 2030 –
The ocean rises by exactly ten 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.
Re-upload 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 by 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 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.
The Battle of Vel is followed by the larger Battle of Broken Dreams.
The Tongrave Alliance is formed.
The Harbinger titan experiment is a failure.
A black market opens up on The Spire.
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.
– Burst and Bloom
– Unbound
– 2074 –
Hannah and Chaz start playing.
The events of Dungeons of Bane




Timeline (Bane)
Early Twenty-First Century
Humanity overcome their differences and unite 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 Twenty-First 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 colonists 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 begins as war breaks. Refugees looking to escape war flee the Spire.
– 5 AE –
Remnants of humanity form a fleet 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. The mission of its cohorts is 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 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




Prologue

Incident report: case 004




 
Lady Gray, real name Alexis, is a thirteen-year-old prodigy. A pro gamer since she was six years old. She built a pod with her father when she was seven. She is standing, arms crossed, on the bridge of the Ibanez. Her short hair is just long enough that as the air circulates around the control room it looks like it is blowing in the wind. Her battle armor, a rare find, is barely holding at 40%. Ki-rifle in hand, she focuses her essence into a wave of energy and fires into the open corridor until her battery is empty and her HP start to drain away. Hollows, ghosts of the dead, are emerging from the darkness. She has no idea how many, only that there is no way she can stop them.
Her HP drop again. It is the cost of wielding such a high-level weapon. She can feel her chest tighten. Her heart is beating faster and faster. The Ibanez, her starship, her home, is floating in the wide expanse that is the void of space somewhere just beyond a broken gate. Her is face covered in grease. She has temporarily rigged a control panel that has blown open, fabricating the parts from scrap and duct tape.
Choking on ash, she gasps for air. She knows her ship will never be the same. Nothing will be the same. It is a massacre. She can see the empty shells and husks of what she hopes are NPCs floating in space. The killing that won’t stop. Her guild, fighting to the last man and woman. Dying. Their screams, not so different from the monsters she herself has spent her life fighting, wash over her in waves. A melody of death. She is tired. Every movement is more exhausting than the last. Her stamina is nearing zero and she is pushing her limits as a tech-mage.  She tells herself she has to be brave. She is in hostile territory; her ship ia broken to pieces; her guild is scavenging for resources to fix it before it falls apart, losing a battle that will mean the end of the world.
All the voices.
All screaming.
All around her. She wants to give up.
This has to end.
But…There is no more logging out. No more ‘just a game’.
‘Gray, we must get to the escape pods,’ one of the voices cried out.
She recognizes it above the others and nods, knowing they have lost the upper hand. A tear falls down from her eye. It is too hard for her speak.
She isn’t used to losing, especially like this.
And still…She can’t turn away from the slaughter.
It feels wrong. She had led them here. All of them. She tells herself she should bear witness. She tells herself she was responsible for it all. 
‘I have to see this through,’ she says in almost a whisper.
‘We must fall back’ the voice cries out again.
‘The enemy will be here soon,’ she says, unable to move.
‘We must fall back,’ the voice continues. ‘We could have made a home here. This could have been paradise.’
Lady Gray stops listening to him. She doesn’t want to hear anymore. No more talk of guilds, of players, of levels. No more talk of war. She stares out into space. She imagines a star in the distance. She imagines standing on Earth, in the middle of a valley filled with snow. She imagines the night coming and how if she were caught in it she would not survive. ‘I know,’ she says, turning back towards the snow. The dust. She can’t tell if it is snow or ash that falls in the air. She knows deep down that it is neither. The battle around her seems muted.
She wishes she could have done more. Done some things differently.
‘Please Alexis…’ it feels like forever since she heard that name.
‘They came only to follow us…to follow me.’ She tries desperately to forget what it was that brought them here. ‘Can you hold the ship?’ she asks.
‘I can’t. I’m sorry,’ the voice answers.
‘I understand,’ she says.
‘So, this is it?’ the voice asks.
Lady Gray stands there in silence. The wall of screams seem to disappear.
She reloads her rifle with all the ammunition she has left. A half-broken battery.
She imagines the moon filling the sky as the cold grasps her skin. 
‘Burn them all,’ she orders.
‘I can’t,’ the voice cries.
She looks at the strange figure to whom the voice belongs and smiles. ‘I know.’
‘I can,’ she whispers waking herself from her vision. The snow-covered Earth; the stars; the moon; it all disappears, and she is back inside the Ibanez…The odds are against her. Outnumbered 5 to 1. About 650 members of her guild are active. She tries one last time to send a message to the enemy. She tries again to tell them this isn’t just a game anymore and that their lives and everyone else’s are at risk. She has already sent over a hundred messages warning them THIS IS REAL.
‘How many of them are there?’ she asks firing at yet another Hollow. Her HP drop: just another 30 points left.
‘Three thousand two hundred and seventy-one,’ the figure next to her answers. It is too many.
How can she, a thirteen-year-old-girl, pull the trigger? It isn’t fair but then nothing in Bane ever is.




Year 2070





1.

Talves
‘Access’
Checking for necessary update files…
Initializing…
Player environment meets necessary requirements.
Retina scan / Identity confirmed.
Dive 100%
Loading player data…
 
Name: Talves
Age: 15
Level: 1
Status: Alive
Mana: 100
Class: None
Stamina: 100
Load Out: None
NEW NEURAL LINK DETECTED.

Activate? Yes / No.

NEURAL LINK ESTABLISHED.




Location: Unknown 

Environment: Unknown

Resources: Unknown

Quick Lore: None

Quest: None
Expected Difficulty: None
Rewards: None
 
A red light flickered inside a dark room. That was strange, I thought. I knew this wasn’t the same starting point I had seen in player streams. My eyes adjusted to the dark as my body slid into the side of a metal bunker. I couldn’t move. At least, not yet. I had no control over anything except my head. I felt like I was floating inside a coffin, but it was just my space suit. The colors looked faded. Old. Like something from a hundred years ago: big, bulky, and gray. A part of me knew I should log out right there but I was curious. What were the odds something special was happening to me? I was nobody. Bullied since middle school; sick; living with my grandparents. My parents always working to pay my medical bills, so I could stay alive. I spent the first ten years of my life basically living inside a bubble. Learning to read and write on a pad my grandfather gave to me.
From where I was now, I could see out of a tiny window. Space. An endless black void. I was inside a starship and it was the most amazing feeling ever.
Was I alone? No, I could sense something. Maybe that was just a part of the game. Bane was known for enhancing a player’s senses.
Faint memories flashed through my mind: a rough childhood; demanding teachers; an endless series of hospital tests; and there I was, always looking up towards the stars. My pod wasn’t exactly up to spec. Maybe the issue was some kind of feedback loop. A system error. I had built it myself. Scavenged parts from Keen Industries and junkyards. Living in the Recovery Zone, it was pretty easy to get parts. Corporations were always tossing second-hand equipment. Even some of the sensor chips I had grabbed were made from old military tech my grandfather had sitting in his basement.
Building my own VR pod was my rite of passage. The sound of cooling fans had swirled as I sat down inside it for the first time. I had two games installed but what better way to dodge the day than jump into Bane. It was my time to shine. My turn to set the galaxy on fire.
I knew the story by heart. Humanity had fled Earth in the late twenty-first century after discovering what they called a ‘world gate’ and after exploring they found themselves stranded thirty-thousand years into the future on the other side of the galaxy. Not long afterwards they crashed on a new world. A new Earth they called the Spire. Built over the top of alien ruins, the human settlements enjoyed a new age of discovery as our technology and alien artefacts merged.  It was at the Spire humanity discovered an alien species, hibernating. They called themselves Brosechels, but we called them Chels.
The ‘Age of Discovery’ led to an age of rebellion as colonists abandoned the Spire and sought shelter elsewhere. Explorers passed through a second world gate followed by a third, until 76 quadrants had been identified. Bane itself was part sci-fi, part horror and picked up three hundred years after the initial exodus. Survival, exploration, loot. The game was made to offer a second life to everyone wanting every kind of experience and I wanted it all.
I should have watched the cutscene. I had watched it before dozens of times. Preparing myself for this moment. My doctors thought playing the game would be a risk. I was sick with ‘the Red’. A unique disease that developed on ‘the Raft’ that infected every part of the immune system, heart, and lungs. They worried that rising levels in adrenaline could cause me to go weak and lose consciousness. That it would be bad for my health. I couldn’t afford any of the work arounds or a therapy pod.
Using an old VR headset I had watched it before: a massive starship called a Cruiser comes out of a rip made in reality, only to start hovering above a planet like something out of an epic. The rip in reality was the fluctuation of a STL drive. Something I had been waiting to see in person.
Quick Lore

Starships in Bane are crucial to the gameplay itself. Most starships are system based but the larger ships have to be equipped with quantum drives or STL (space time light drives). The STL drives manipulate dark matter and create a pocket in time around the starship that allows it to traverse light years. It is the only way to travel from one system to next without the use of a warp gate, which are few and far between.




 
Drone, fighter, shuttle escorts, scouts, interceptors, frigates, tankers, destroyers, cruisers, transports, battleships, carriers, dreads, monarchs, spartans, titans, orbitals. From the smallest crew of 1 to the largest of 500,000, I had memorized the stats on each and every ship. All before diving in for the first time. To be honest there wasn’t much else to read while sitting in a waiting room day in and day out. I wanted to know everything about the game. It was all about the smaller details. Slight changes in gameplay or cut scenes. Even a few rare ones, where players started on top of a mountain range. I loved how a starship would move across the player’s vision or as a shadow over a planet. The camera would zoom in towards the engines and showcase the outside of the ship. It was made to be a monumental moment. Life-changing. After a few minutes of spectacle, the camera would cut to black and players would wake up as if from a deep sleep, to be greeted by an interface that allowed them to choose their backstory.
We ARE remnants. All that remains of humanity after the world gate At Eternity went offline. I was supposed to be able to pick an origin story after logging in. The first origin was that of having just graduated from ‘Starlight Academy’ before boarding a starship called Adept and setting off on our own. The second backstory was waking up from stasis to serve some kind of greater purpose, ranging from elite guardsman, paladins, tech-mages, mech-pilots, etc. This made it easy for players to integrate into various guilds and jobs set up by external forces programmed as part of the game. Some were wardens, admin, others part of specific guilds. Some others were playing the game as part of therapy and were bound by certain laws and restrictions programed via external software into their pods before playing. I should have been among them. Maybe I wouldn’t have gotten myself into this mess. That said I couldn’t complain too much. Having my own unique opening made me feel pretty special.
After figuring out what your backstory was you next had to choose a class.
Soldiers (Five sub-classes Warrior / Paladin / Boomer / Sniper / Tank)
Scout (Three sub-classes Hunter / Rogue / Ranger)
Medic (healer)
Merchant / Trader
Engineer / Tech-Mage (being the advanced class)
Specialist
Psion
 
I wasn’t offered a choice. I wasn’t offered skill points. I couldn’t even see my skill tree or any of the 60+ skills that should have been available. No weapons, no armor, no NPCs guiding me through a tutorial. I tried to open a communications channel to see if any other player was near me but I was alone. No starting point. No Terminus. No guilds to assist me. 
I let out a groan. I could feel the rest of my body shake as I gained more control. Moving my fingers, I felt like I was just waking up out of bed. I had grown use to this feeling. I had experienced almost a dozen surgeries by the time I was thirteen. My eyes adjusted to the flickering red light and I focused on my surroundings. Reaching out the moment I had control over my arm, I could make out a bridge. Definitely a spaceship. That was good. At least I knew I was in the right game. I grabbed hold of a metal rail and began pulling myself towards a terminal.
‘Not the best way to start a game,’ I whispered.
My heart began to race. There was a loud scraping sound like nails on a chalkboard. Something else was in the bridge with me.
‘Hollow? Wraith? Raider?’ I whispered again to myself. It was a habit I formed when working on my pod. I had few friends and more time to myself than I ever wanted. Most of the time I was too sick to leave for school or into the city. Not that it stopped me from talking to people online. I had all I ever wanted and needed. All the world’s knowledge at my fingertips through the net; streams for entertainment; and chat rooms to talk to friends. Still, I wanted more. Joining a crew and exploring the galaxy. Making a name for myself. Having my own stream. Those were my dreams, my goals, and why I started working on this project in the first place.
‘It’s just your imagination,’ I told myself. I had to figure out where I was. Maybe this was one of those mythological ‘lost levels’ I had heard people talking about in message boards.
I reached my hand towards one of the terminals and waved my palm over the top. A blue interface appeared with details as the red flickering light turned green.
Air: Online

Gravity: Offline

Communications: Offline

Hull Integrity: 15%

Weapons: Offline

STL Drive: Disabled

Ion Drive: Offline

Shields: 5%

Agility: 0%

Armor: 10%

Fuel: 0t




 
I turned on the gravity and fell hard to the floor. I continued to explore the derelict starship, hoping maybe the lights had scared off whatever was following me. At that moment I had more questions than answers and I wasn’t prepared to restart again. Death in Bane meant rebuilding your character from scratch and while I was just level 1, I knew my beginning was unlike anything on record. With the flip of a switch I raised the weapons of the derelict ship back online, along with tactical displays.
A disembodied voice spoke out, ‘System restarting.’ I turned looking to see where it was coming from and saw a small speaker next to the terminal display. A prompt appeared on the screen asking if I would like to establish a neural link with the ship, and I responded with a verbal ‘yes’.
I had fifteen seconds before the screens flashed uncontrollably. The displays updated in real time in front of me.
‘How may I help you?’ a female voice asked.
‘Where am I?’
‘Inside the titan-class starship, registration B Eleven Thirteen, codenamed Argo,’ the voice answered.
‘What system?’
‘Unknown.’
‘Who are you?’
‘I am the artificial intelligence known as o-one, o-o, o-one.’
‘I’m just going to call you Argo if that is okay.’
‘That is acceptable.’
‘Why can’t you tell me where we are?’
‘Systems have been damaged.’
‘Damaged by what?’
‘Unknown.’
I was inside a titan. Massive. Partially destroyed.
‘Weapons?’
‘Weapons are online.’
‘No, weapons for me, is there an armory close by?’
‘Negative, the armory has been destroyed.’
‘What about the captain’s quarters, surely they have a weapon hidden somewhere?’ I waited a moment in silence before the A.I. answered.
‘Yes.’
I moved towards a small bunker door which I assumed was the captain’s room and peered inside. As my heart thumped hard, I looked into the shadows, searching for the creature I heard earlier.
The room was bare. Barely a bed. A rifle was hidden underneath it.
M7 - 7 Ki-Rifle

Description: Standard issue

Level: 1

Damage: 10

Weight: 8 lb

Weapon Type: Assault Rifle

Rarity: Common

Impact: 5

Range: 6

Stability: 3

Reload Speed: 4

RPM (rounds per minute): 250 bursts

Affinity: 3

Sharpness: 5

Elemental: None

Critical Chance: 20%

Modifiers: None




 
I picked up the weapon and studied it, aiming down the sights towards the bridge. Waiting anxiously for something to move across my field of vision. Nothing happened. Slowly, I took off my helmet and laid it down to rest, taking in a deep breath of the stale air. It was better than the real thing. My body in the real was weak, broken, sometimes it hurt to breathe like I was now. Here, even like this, it was paradise. Inside the captain’s room I ordered the ship to show me readouts of the system. They appeared in a blue holographic display in front of me. I wasn’t anywhere I recognized.
Some parts of the galaxy in Bane were randomly generated so this wasn’t a big surprise. What was a surprise came next.
Digital scans showed me visuals of the ruins around me. Dozens of starships littered the nearby space. I was surrounded. All of them offline. Some were destroyed, while others were in fragile states of decay. Once I figured this out, I could salvage them. Maybe even make a living as a merchant or privateer. This place looked like it could be crawling with artifacts. How many players got this lucky on their first login? I smiled, only turning my attention back to the fact that I wasn’t alone when the computer began tracking two life signs aboard my ship.
‘Argo can you scan the other life sign?’ I asked.
‘Negative,’ it answered.
‘Can you do anything? Lock down the ship, security measures, turrets, send me a robot companion to help?’
‘Negative,’ it answered again. It was useless. Whatever was on the ship had been here for a long time. The ruins that surrounded me were old. It wasn’t a player, otherwise they would have shown up in my area. An alien or alien creature. That was the most likely source. Hollows were abominations, ghosts that came to life around artifacts or echoes of dead players. This space graveyard was probably full of them.
‘Can you continue to track the creature?’ I asked.
‘Affirmative.’
I grabbed a small brace from the bridge and wrapped it around my wrist. The brace lit up with a red holographic map. I was one dot and the creature was another. I checked the charge on my rifle. Full. Switched it to automatic and began my hunt.
Quick Lore

Attack power = raw damage done without elemental powers or modifiers. Attack power is universal and can be multiplied only by additional strength.

Affinity = a player’s chance to deal either more or less damage with a melee attack. High affinity can lead to critical hits. High affinity is usually used by tanks and paladins who will use swords and staffs in melee combat.

Sharpness = a player’s chance to deal either more or less damage with an energy or projectile based attack. High sharpness is absolutely necessary for snipers, scouts, and other player characters that use firearms.

Elemental Powers = powers based on Fire, Water, Air, Earth, and Soul. They are enchantments that give player characters ‘superpowers’. Use subtracts from a player’s MANA.

Modifiers = anything that can be used to take advantage or increase skills such as strength, stamina, intelligence, and elemental abilities. Modifiers can also be used on different weapon types to increase the affinity or sharpness of a weapon.  

Weapon Types

All weapons come in two forms. They are either material weapons that shoot bullets or items made of some kind of substance or energy-based (kinetic) rifles that fire powerful bursts of energy.

Assault Rifles - short round bursts, provide cover fire, and are effective in taking on the hordes of enemies in game.

Scout Rifles - precision rifles that reward a skilled player. Usually semi-automatic but can be found in automatic or modified. High accuracy.

Shotguns - effective for close quarters but like their real-life counterparts can be used for range. Pump action and automatic types. Usually limited ammo.

Sniper Rifles – can kill an enemy from a mile away. Used only by those that have mastered scout rifles and have high sharpness. Known to do immense damage in small spaces. Sniper rifles take the most skill to master.

Pistols - stealth weapons that can be modified into semi-auto or automatic variants that are on par with assault rifles as far as damage.

Explosive Weapons – grenade launchers, rocket launchers, anti-matter rifles, and nuclear detonation canons. All things RED.




 
In all there were around 15,000 different variations of ballistic and energy weapons in the game. All weapons could be leveled up for higher affinity and sharpness as well as damage and critical chance. ‘Find a weapon that matches your play style and stick with it,’ that was the advice I had heard on the net almost every time. Players who used the same weapon had a stronger advantage over other players who changed their weapons every play through. I always wanted to be that kind of player. Taking my first weapon from level 1 to level 100. I imagined having an armory built for myself and my team that was unstoppable. I had been studying code on the net for the past several years, even before I started building my rig, reading into developing my own modifiers. I was going to make something that would make other players run away or join me in raids.
I followed my map to a hangar. Inside, I found different variations of mecha: giant robotic bodies that players could use in raids or quests. Some of them looked wrecked while others still glowed with energy, leaking radiation but battle ready.
‘Argo,’ I began, ‘do you know why my interface isn’t working?’
‘Negative.’ It was the answer I expected. Still, it seemed weird. I could see a few things in my field of vision that were reminiscent of what I knew of Bane but most of it was glitching out. Sometimes I would see things that weren’t quite there or should have been there. Other times I saw things that shouldn’t exist at all.
I couldn’t call an admin, open a chat, or send an SOS. I couldn’t even scan the area around me. Just as with my rifle, only when I physically touched something could I interact with it, read its stats, etc. Maybe I had my settings too high or I had bought the wrong game. There were a few knock-offs out there, bad simulations that could mess with your mind. I thought about logging out but I was too deep. I wanted to dive head-first into the rabbit hole no matter the cost.
I walked up to one of the mechs and put my hand on it.
Medium Mech
Medium mechs were, unfortunately, not the best of both worlds. They were similar to a heavy mech with few of the advantages of the light. Medium mechs had a robust frame with a closed cockpit and could function in zero gravity with four repulsers, two on the back of the legs and two on the shoulders. While the medium mech was too heavy to fly without serious modification, it could hover for three to five seconds with the help of two fusion jets attached to the back of the torso.
Weight: 10 Tons (with a thick ballistic shell)

Health: 2000

Speed: 6

Agility: 5

Weapons: Primary – Gatling Laser Rifle (100 Damage at 600 RPM)

Secondary – Railgun (700 Damage 2 RPM)

Melee – None (however a long enough blade could be modded)




 
I recalled again the tips I had read on the net.
Pro Tip:

Bring the appropriate equipment.

Dungeons are full of hazards. Make sure you have the right set of armor along with health, resistance, and boosters to make it through to the end of the day. Pick up everything. You never know what might drop or be useful later down the line. Additionally, picking up scrap can help mend armor if it gets damaged. Your artificial companion can always help carry the load for you.

Take advantage of the high ground. Look for environmental hazards that can be shot down, broken apart, or can cause explosive damage.              

Always have your teammates support you so when you have to reload they can cover fire. Vice-Versa. There is no I in TEAM.

Don’t forget to share loot and EXP.

Don’t stand in lava.




 
Luckily, I was nowhere near any lava. Only the cold vacuum of space. Maybe that last piece of advice should have been: don’t forget your oxygen tank and jacket. I was close now. The creature’s dot on my map revealed it was just behind the wall in front of me. I thought about firing through or hijacking one of the mech suits, but I wanted my first kill to be face to face. Plus, at level 1 I wasn’t sure I could break through the steel plating.  If I died, I wasn’t going to go down without a fight.
With my rifle at the ready I turned the corner. I elevated my finger just above the trigger. I was shaking. I had never killed anything before and despite the fact that this was a game it carried with it all the sensations of the real world. Two big round eyes that glimmered with a purple hue stared out from the corner of the room towards me. Small horns and a long reptilian tail covered in small metallic scales. I couldn’t fire. It looked more afraid of me than I was of it. I heard it cough. It was sick. Slowly, I reached out my hand and motioned for it to come closer into the light. It did with its head down moving towards me at a slow and steady pace. I crouched down putting my rifle behind my back.
‘You’re like me,’ I said in a soft voice smiling.
It moved closer to my hand. Its cat-like ears perked up and it nudged my hand with its face. I could see sharp teeth as it grinned and began to purr softly. Almost immediately I felt a connection to the alien creature. We were both lost among the stars, alone. In the real world I was sick and dying. My body slowly shutting down. Every day I prayed for a way out, an escape. I prayed to be immortal. Bane was my last hope. Living in a virtual world with what little time I had left I could be myself again.
‘You’ll be my friend, won’t you?’
I could feel the bond between myself and the creature growing.
Activate Neural Link: Yes / No. 



 
As I continued to pet the creature some new stats appeared.
No Name
Health: 100
Skills: Unknown
Level 1
Stamina: 100
Owner: Talves
Neutral
Mana: 100
+ 1000 EXP
I leveled up. And yet I still had no skill points or way of looking at my stats.
My neural link with Argo activated.
‘We are under attack,’ the AI informed me.
‘Yes, I know this, Neuro-link remember,’ I snapped.
I closed my eyes and saw from outside the ship.
Lintirmai scoutship

Hostile

Level 5




 
‘Fire,’ I ordered focusing my mind’s eye on the small alien dropship.
The Argo fired and the scoutship was gone, but not before I realized a second ship had attached itself to the outside of our damaged hull. They were coming.
‘Follow me,’ I said to my familiar, ‘and stay behind me.’
I readied my rifle once again and activated the red holo and watched as it sprang to life above my wrist.
‘What is a Lintirmai?’ I asked the computer.
‘Unknown,’ the computer responded.
I cursed and rounded the corner. I was close. They must have been tracking me since I became conscious, waiting for their moment to strike. How long had I been playing now, only a few hours at most? If they were level 5 I had to be smart. Use the environment. Maybe blow a hole in the side of the ship to suck them out. No. Good chance that would kill my familiar.
‘Options?’ I asked aloud. The computer didn’t bother to answer. I leaned back against a wall, holding my rifle up as I tried to stay small and cast as little shadow as possible. Five dots appeared and they were moving in fast. Faster than humans could, unless they had enhancements. Faster than most animals too. My familiar picked up on my sense of fear and began to snarl. I pushed her back with my foot. This wasn’t the time to rush in. I had to think. I had to take risks.
I ran out and grabbed their attention. A burst of blue energy bloomed from my rifle and killed one of the Lintirmai scouts. They looked like gorillas covered in black fur with sharp, glowing teeth and a phosphorescent gum line. Right above their jaws they looked like they were wearing silver skulls that partially covered their red glowing eyes and deformed nostrils. Red blood covered my space suit as I fired again. They were fast. I tripped backwards firing at a third as two of them rushed me. While they were less powerful than I thought, I was still losing. Three out of five were fighting over me as they began dragging me backwards.
At the last minute, my familiar jumped over me and grabbed one by the neck. It slammed the creature into the ground giving me just enough time to start running back towards the hangar. I only had seconds to come up with something. Looking around me I found no red barrels, no hanging trevices, nothing but the mechs. Several of them were heavily armed but I didn’t have to time to figure out how to control one. Not with my familiar’s HP fading fast. There. I took a cord from the battery of one of the mechs and started to overcharge my rifle.
‘This is going to work,’ I said, reassuring myself.
I moved my feet apart and steadied myself. With my rifle still plugged into the medium mech I held down the trigger. I fired and a burst of red waves washed over the Lintirmai, turning the ground to molten lava as they came through the corridor only seconds after me. They growled and screamed as their bodies caught fire and they turned to char. Pro tips were right. It was a risky plan, but it had worked. There was nothing left but their silver skull-faces as I did a quick check for loot.
+500 EXP
M7-7 Leveled Up! Would you like to give it a name?

Yes /No.




 
I moved my finger in a circle towards the ‘No’. I didn’t have the time. Later, I would have to think of something cool but for now I had a teammate to worry about.
‘Argo, are they all dead?’
‘Affirmative. However, I have detected a strange signal coming from the bodies of the deceased.’
‘Analyze.’
‘It seems that when a Lintirmai dies it is able to copy its consciousness to a new host body. They are somewhere in the system.’
‘Interesting idea. Can you track them?’
‘Affirmative, the Lintirmai have established a hive on a class M planet.’
‘Can the ship fly there?’
‘Affirmative, would you like to program a course?’
‘Take us into orbit around the Class M planet.’
‘Affirmative.’
While talking to the computer I made my way back towards my first encounter with the Lintirmai and found my familiar lying unmoving on the ground. I picked her off the ground and began running towards the nearest medical bay. Inside, I found a full inventory of stims, rations, and med-tech equipment for implants and cybernetics. I also found a biotek rifle. I placed my familiar on the operating table and reached out for the rifle.  I touched it and read that it could restore 10 HP with every 10 second burst. I fired it at my familiar and watched as a purple light appeared and faded. I waited. Not a moment too soon. Within a few minutes my familiar was back up and standing at my side again.
‘Thank you,’ I said, smiling, ‘you saved me.’
Three days later I died in the real world.
Cremated in the New England Recovery Zone.
Ashes scattered to the wind.
My pod was disassembled and the parts were sold back to Keen Industries.
My family mourned my death.
And yet…here I was.
My familiar
and I. Aboard the Argo once again. I felt like I had woken up from another surgery, rifle in hand. The news of my death displayed on a monitor in front of me. My last update from the real world had been before the system updates and I was left with no connection to the outside world. As we made our approach to the Class-M planet I was reminded of one thing: this world, this game…was paradise.
Name: Talves
Age: 15
Level: 2
Status: Alive
Mana: 100
Class: Unknown
Health: 100
Stamina: 100
Load out:  M7-7 Rifle, BioTek Rifle
 




2.

Awakening
BREQ

<Present Day 2074>

7:00 P.M.

 
I slam my foot down on a pedal and apply my air brake as I begin to drift my racer sideways. The anti-grav repulsors kick in and slow me down across the right angle of the track. I feel about 4Gs slam me back into the back of my racing seat as my harness tightens around my chest. My heart is beating faster than ever as I move my hands to the nine and three o’clock positions on the wheel and turn hard, preventing myself from hitting one of the game’s barricades. I’m currently in third place as I oversteer into the other player’s position. The other player of course is Hannah and she’s far more skilled at these games than I am. The two of us begin to drift in tandem down the track which is made to look like we’re racing on the outskirts of an asteroid. In the distance I can see a star going supernova. It’s a nice show as others in Club Kaiju gather around us to watch our stream.
We are being followed by a dozen sentry cams so the race can be viewed from multiple angles. I can’t help but smile as I see Hannah’s avatar waving at me and I rip the air brake again. The last time we tried this maneuver the two of us spun out and went straight into each other giving us a Game Over.
The light fades as we cross into an underground tunnel. We’re blind for almost an entire thirty seconds before we’re back out the other side of the hole in the asteroid. Both our racers are holding at 95%. We had a pretty messy start as we made our way from 7th and 8th place to where we are now. However, working as a team we’ve been able to outmaneuver nearly all of our opponents, especially around corners.
We slide past the NPC who was in first place as she stalls, trying to move out of our way. I always find it interesting how even in the older VR games the NPC’s artificial intelligence will do whatever it takes to survive, only to disappear once the race ends. The goal of the game we’re playing is simple: complete increasingly more difficult races until you become the champion.
Usually, I prefer racing in Bane, it is more like the real events I used to watch when I was little. I guess maybe that is why I put so many of my own skill points into piloting. But since we are currently miles away from our pods, racing inside Bane isn’t an option. No, we came here to get away from it all. Away from the guilds, the survival, and since our guild was currently on the run from the Spire it wasn’t like we were going to be doing any racing anytime soon.
Hannah pulls ahead of me. Her rear thrusters are firing and I can hear the twin-turbos she installed giving her a boost.
‘A daring move,’ I shout, knowing she can hear me in the other arcade pod. We’re now in first and second place and I also know she won’t let me get the win as we continue to slide across the track parallel to one another. A third racer is coming up behind us. Pushing forward. I can see they’ve armed their anti-grav vehicle with weapons. Too much weight, amateur. One wrong move and they will flip out over the barricades. Problem is, we are approaching a straightway and between the three of us and the half dozen or so others behind them, brute force might be the key to winning the race after all. Surprised, I see Hannah rip her air brake and slow down. She nearly makes contact with the other racer as I take the lead.
‘What did you do that for?’
‘To save your ass Breq!’ Hannah shouts back.
The other racer begins firing on her and from my rearview I can see a shield light up across her vehicle. I shouldn’t have been so surprised. Three months ago, I would have thought Hannah an amateur when I met her playing Bane. Now, I knew she was always thinking one step ahead.
The shield by itself wouldn’t have mattered much. Most didn’t bother with it despite the fact that it was lightweight. One of the first things I learned about racing was how important it was to make your vehicle light and balanced. The racer continues to fire on her as the blasts of energy ripple back off her shield and when she slows enough that the two are drafting one another, her shield becomes a deadly weapon. As the shield makes contact with its frame, the weaponized racer is shredded to pieces. It is like watching a moth run straight into a flame. The pieces of the other racer scatter across the track and I can hear cursing coming from another pod inside the arcade.
The crowd around us is going wild but the match isn’t over just yet. Hannah slams her foot against the pedal and is beginning to catch up to me.
The two of us are neck-and-neck again as we approach another turn. Moving twice as fast as I am, she moves past me and once again the two of us rip our air brakes and draw our vehicles into a tandem slide. It is the kind of experience I can stay lost in forever.
For a moment, I think she is going to let me win but there is never any fun in that. Luckily, tonight is my day off from training with our guild and I have all night to try.
2:45 A.M.

 
‘Are you awake?’ her soft voice whispered in my ear.
‘No,’ I answered, trying my best not to smile.
It wasn’t a complete lie. I was only half-asleep moments before.
I felt almost like I was waiting, listening for her voice. Waiting for her to call me back from the void: the chaos spinning all around me.
I could feel her presence unfolding around me and I already knew what she was thinking about and it wasn’t our race from before or the crowd cheering. My eyes shut tight and yet still I could feel her eyes locked onto me. Piercing the void between us like a needle and thread. That feeling of closeness and comfort. They tell us time is supposed to heal all wounds and yet still, despite it only being a few months, I couldn’t stop my mind from wandering back to the ghosts of the past. Every time I closed my eyes, my head began to spin and I felt haunted by the memory of Skull-Faced Man.
Her voice spoke again, slowly peeling back the veil of the darkness and chaos that had become my life.
Waking up from the darkness. Waking from a dying world far, far away. Was it a part of my amnesia? Was I dreaming of the veil beyond the door? I had before. Bits and pieces of forgotten memory leaking in. I felt like I had slipped into a parallel world. I knew things. I heard things. Game lore, broken pieces of history. Forgotten voices. Faces. There stood a creature speaking to me from shadows wrapped in chains. It told me of the end that was coming. It taught me how to use skills I had never heard of. It taught me to bend the shadows.
I would dream of fighting a large owl and of losing again and again. I dreamed of lying face down in the dirt while a raven-like creature began to bite through my flesh. I dreamed of dying. And I dreamed of dying again and again.
‘I was listening to your voice,’ I smiled. She turned on her side.
‘What was I saying?’ she asked.
‘You were saving me.’
Hannah, known in-game as Naomi. The two of us had just laid down to rest after coming back from Club Kaiju and a night of playing VR racing games and Stormcaller. Her short dark hair hung down over one of her eyes. She had never looked so beautiful.
‘Another nightmare?’ she asked.
‘The raven one again. I keep wondering if there is something I could have done. Maybe I could have saved Damien and Scrawl.’
‘No one could have guessed the danger they were in.’
‘It doesn’t matter. Every day, I wake up and wait for someone to tell me Damien is alive. I wake up hoping all of it is a bad dream. He is gone…And I’m still here despite the many times I should have died. It isn’t fair. He had a family and friends. I have nobody,’ I stop mid-sentence as Hannah’s eyes squint towards me, ‘I have friends, but he was going places. I am struggling to get through the day.’
‘You are not alone. You still have your life. All of us do. You practically saved the world if you think about it,’ she smiled. 
I was no hero. I didn’t want to be.
Hannah and I had started seeing one another not long after we met in a Dungeon on Rem. Outside of Damien she was the first person in the real world I totally trusted. I had just settled into my new place. Not the penthouse I had before but that was okay. I learned more about her. Her mother dying of the Red when she was ten, when she came here as a refugee. Having fled from the Raft, she came with her father, a mechanic by trade, to the New England Recovery Zone so she could get medical help. She had been diagnosed with the Red. A sort of bacteria brought on by the red tide that made one in every three people in the New England Recovery Zone sick. Practically everyone on the raft had it and anyone younger than 16 not treated had an eighty-percent fatality. Hannah was almost too sick to be treated but because of her father she was saved.
After everything that had happened it felt like she was all I had to hang on to.
I turned towards her and faked a smile. I wanted her comfort.
I wanted the world to fade away, numb and sweet.
I longed to fall back into the dreaming.
‘Do you think we did the right thing?’ I spoke shifting in the bed, letting the lights of the city shine through the open window over my face. It was almost the witching hour. I could feel the glow in the air of the night. The sounds of the city wild outside. The air in our room was stale and cold. Everything around us was slightly damp but not enough we were bothered by it.
‘I can’t stop thinking about it. His voice, telling me he was alive and all I could do was scream back at him that it wasn’t possible, that he was dead.’ The battle repeated in my head, ‘could I have done something different? Was there actually a way to save him?’
‘No,’ she whispered putting her hand on my cheek and brushing my dirty-blonde hair. Her voice was barely audible. I turned away and exhaled deep into my pillow to relax my nerves as I tried to forget that moment of terror.
She turned towards me and I knew I wasn’t the only one suffering from nightmares.
I said, ‘I can’t stop thinking about the Hollows, the way they went after everyone in the city, the way they came from nowhere. Even knowing they aren’t real I still feel afraid when I think about them.’
‘It’s okay, I know what you mean.’
‘The way they guard the echoes of the dead, hovering around artifacts and hunting players. Their bodies made of moving liquid changing into the shape of monsters. What they did to players in the Spire, how are we supposed to forget that?’ The images were burned into the back of my mind like I had been branded. I felt responsible but at least no one had actually died. 
It was getting harder and harder to play even if it was all we could do to make a living. Truth was Bane stopped being a game when Damien died.
I was sure that my sin was written all over my face as I stared at her eyes, shining like blue diamonds. I could smell the lavender incense as it burned to the last bit of ember in the room.
‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she said, comforting me.
Bane was just as real as anything else. Just as real as losing my parents, losing my home. Everything I had now I owed to the game, to Damien, to my friends, but had the cost been too high? It was just a game. A virtual escape. Millions of players losing themselves in a world that was both better and worse than our own.  If it was hurting this bad all I had to do was quit. No, that was impossible. No matter what I did, I was bound to the game. Not just because I had to play to survive but because I wanted to.
I wanted to complete the puzzle.
I could still remember the first Winter Festival. The feeling I had while fighting side by side with a stranger against a Vrax. The feeling of belonging. The feeling I had when Damien took me under his wing. Trained me. The feeling I had knowing there was more to discover. Sometimes you have to take the good with the bad. There was reason. There was light in the darkness.
‘I’ll protect you,’ I whispered.
‘I don’t need your protection.’
‘I’ll get Aiko to follow you,’ I smiled thinking of my familiar.
‘As much as I love your dog, I’m not worried about me.’
‘Than what is it?’
‘I’m worried about what happens next.’
There was a long silence that fell over the room and between us. I had no idea what would happen next. Even in this moment I felt like we were floating, lost in time. As we lay in our melting world our avatars sat in stasis floating in the void. The Ibanez on its way to a new world. When I was here, I never wanted to leave. I felt safe and for the moment life felt good.
‘What time is it?’ I asked.
‘Not sure,’ she turns and reached over me to grab an old antique watch.
‘I’m sorry to keep you,’ I whispered.
She smiles, ‘I’m the one that asked if you were awake.’
I tried not to smile.
7 A.M. 

‘Access’
Checking for necessary update files…
Initializing…
Player environment meets necessary requirements.
Retina scan / Identity confirmed.
Dive 100%
Loading player data…
 
Name: Breq
Age: 17
Level: 53
Status: Alive
Mana: 100
Class: Scout
Health: 100
Stamina: 100
Load out: M7-7 kinetic Rifle - ‘Aka Nel’, Aegis, Short grip energy pistol, EMP Grenades
Year 2074

Location: Gateway / Ibanez Training Room

Environment: Hospitable

Resources: None

Quick Lore: None

— Quest —
Horde Mode
Expected Difficulty: Expert
Rewards: Experience Points
 
Aka Nel

Description:

‘Gone but not forgotten.’

Chances of survival ensured up to 99.9%

Level: 55

Damage: 600

Weight: 7.5 lb

Weapon Type: M7-7 Ki-Rifle / Modified from Battle Rifle

Rarity: Ultra-Rare

Impact: 10

Range: 8

Stability: 10

Reload Speed: 9

RPM (rounds per minute): 320 bursts

Affinity: 10

Sharpness: 9

Elemental: None

Critical Chance: 91%

Modifiers: Artificial Intelligence Nel.




 
For three months we’d been flying through the gateway At Eternity en route to an unknown location. More than half a dozen ships. Low on resources. Low on funds. Low on viewers watching us as we did nothing but train and run from the enemies that followed close behind us at speeds faster than light. Bounty hunters. FTC. Crimson Kings. Some were only seconds away from us, while others had just managed to get through the gate before it closed after a ten-minute window. A few thousand players maybe. All of us stuck in a limbo between worlds. The worst part was we had no idea where we were going or what would happen next. Rumors going around the ‘ansible’ suggested we were on our way to a new planet called Nero that would continue the storyline of the base game. Those same rumors called it the Chel homeworld or predicted we will encounter a new alien civilization. Other rumors said we were stuck drifting through an endless void with no way out.
Eventually, if we were lucky, would be swallowed up by some cosmic horror in an Easter egg to end all Easter eggs.
We used to call our guild the Corpse Divers. Contracted by Keen Industries we searched for Artifacts and sold them to the highest bidders. Ever since we had our contract taken over by Moonrain Media we re-named ourselves Novum. We were now a guild that searched for truth not artifacts. Some of us were new. Some of us found loopholes grinding in the ship’s simulations to level ourselves up. I was lucky enough to find a different one. A dungeon buried below the Spire, the alien homeworld of the Chel. It was a portal led me to another world. Sometimes I remember bits and pieces of what happened but for the most part my memory is gone. I was away for seven minutes, though Gorge said it was more likely a time dilation event and I was gone for seven months.
I’d been called a prodigy, cheater, pro player and other names I would rather not repeat. We saved the game and now it was nothing short of yesterday’s news. A few glitches in Bane. ‘Nothing to worry about,’ the corporations promised, ‘all the bugs have been patched, it is safe to play’.  Nothing to show for it but more unanswered questions. Meanwhile the bounty on my head tripled and the bounty on my peers doubled. All of us were wanted criminals. We had no choice but to run like we did through the world gate At Eternity and into the Cold Zone, into Level 77. Farther than any player had explored before.
Unlocking new regions of space, we passed through the wormhole that separated us from all we had ever known. I got such a rush thinking about it. The discovery of the unknown. I let it drive me forward.
‘Don’t sit up: blind fire,’ Nel’s voice echoed in my ear against the sound of distorted energy beams blasting a rock behind me.
‘The last time I listened to you, we almost got killed,’ I whispered almost silently.
‘If you learned to follow my directions exactly then you would be fine,’ Nel responded, ‘I can’t help if you don’t know the difference between turning left and right.’
‘It’s hard to think straight when fighting an acidic Vrax,’ I responded, knowing we weren’t currently fighting a Vrax but a large horde of rabid Wraith. They were only the second or third strongest creature in Bane and they were all around the same level I was.
I looked down at my rifle in my right hand. The grip stuck to my black fingerless gloves like magnets. I could remember when my ‘focus’ was low, when holding a weapon never felt this natural. Nel used to be a robotic companion of mine. Now he was an artificial consciousness living inside my rifle, Damien’s rifle, a rifle I had modified, spending the last few months crafting it to my specifications. Pouring 30 skill points into my ‘Tool Specialist’ skill and opening up a sub-category of different weapon options, I had found some of them interested me more than others. I could have transformed Nel into a shotgun or even a bow rifle and focused on my stealth. I was a scout; stealth would have only been natural and yet I played more like a paladin. Always the first to enter combat, jumping headfirst into dungeons and acting as a shield for my fellow players. I had changed a lot since my first day. That rubbed some people the wrong way. They didn’t like how adept I was at combat or strategy. It didn’t matter. I had my team and it wasn’t always possible to be seen as one of the good guys. Despite what others thought of me, I was still an underdog.
‘Your stamina seems to be lower than usual today,’ Nel said.
‘No, it’s not,’ I argued, firing over the ledge that stood between me and several Wraiths that were ready to sink their teeth into me.
‘Body temperature, slightly higher than usual. Are you getting enough nutrition?’ Nel responded, firing round after round of sapphire energy into the air above my head.
‘Check my stats, I’m fine, let’s just do this,’ I called back louder than I should have.
We were deep inside a decaying orbital. One of three hundred training simulations fed into the holo matrix of the Ibanez. If we died we would lose everything just like in any real dungeon in Bane. If we lived we gained experience. It was brutal but it was all we could do to level up and pass the time. The grind was all there was. In theory, I could end the scenario at any time by calling out a simple phrase, the only problem was Nel was right: I had skimmed the mission before entering and had totally forgotten what the escape phrase was. At the moment the two of us were in deep.
‘It would be pretty embarrassing to die here,’ I said.
‘We have a…’
‘Don’t tell me,’ I shouted. Nel was good at that. Calculating the odds. Even if they were good, I didn’t want to get too overconfident. That was always the downfall of even the best players. I had two choices. I could stay where I was and wait for another player to join my game or I could move through the ship, find the core, destroy it and end the simulation. Chances were low anyone would actually figure out that I was trapped so I had no choice but to move through the game.
‘We have to take our time,’ I ordered.
‘We have all the time in the world,’ Nel responded. Not true. I could see the fires burning on the side of the ship just outside a large port window. An explosion earlier must have caused a chain-reaction and now we were on the clock. Luckily there was plenty of cover. From one table turned on its side to another I floated through the room using my grenades as a distraction, keeping the Wraith far enough away they couldn’t overwhelm me with their numbers. Shifting through a long, narrow hallway, I felt my foot give way and landed on my ass. My health dropped by 2 points. My shoulder popped out of place.
On top of that, I had spun around, dropping Nel who had flown over my head several feet away in the wrong direction.
Aegis - Re-forged Broadsword

Cut down by the forces of Lintirmai, the depraved creature known only as the beast’s soul was imprisoned inside a great metal sword made from the hull of an ancient, alien starship. Passed from one cursed soul to another Aegis is a living weapon that not only protects its master but eventually devours their very being.

That which may never die must be contained.

Damage: 300 (with 25% chance of 420 damage critical)

Class: None required

Level Required: 50

Weight: 10 lb

Affinity: 90%

Sharpness: None

Elemental: Shadow - Unknown

Modifiers: None




 
I started to stand up, shifting my weight to the right side of my body. I was close enough to a wall to pop my shoulder back into place. I took a small bandana from my supplies and placed it in my mouth. I screamed into it so as not to bite my tongue.  I still had my pain sensors all the way up. I couldn’t play any other way. If I wasn’t fully immersed my reaction times were slow. Too slow to survive. Too slow to play pro. The only thing that would log me out of the game would be life-threatening or actual damage to my pod, and if that happened there was a risk of brain damage.
Coming back around to my senses, I wiped the sweat from my face and placed my bandana back inside my bag. I pulled Aegis from its sheath and struck the first Wraith that came at me. Burying my blade deep inside it, I shifted my weight again to my right side and used it and the wall as leverage to bend my knee and stand. ‘Not today,’ I screamed ripping it apart at the stomach. Another behind it backed down. They were getting smarter. The simulation was getting harder. The closer I was to the core, the more dangerous it was going to be. I felt fear. Afraid. I didn’t want to die here. Not this way. Not in a SIM. I turned tail and grabbed Nel from the ground as I ran back the way I came. I had nothing to prove. I came to a stop only when I realized the room had reset behind me. Looking around at the tables sitting right side up, covered in old analog equipment, I saw dials attached to panels on the wall undamaged by beams of energy that had scorched them earlier. Inwardly, I screamed. More Wraiths were coming.
‘I know you said not to tell you the odds but we are…’
‘I know,’ I said, cutting Nel off and grabbing my last battery pack from my side. I had damaged the current one when I dropped Nel to the ground.
‘Do your best not to drop me again,’ Nel responded. I could hear the electricity humming as the rifle came to life with a full charge.
‘That was my last battery pack, I’m going to drop a shield barrier and cover.’
‘You mean cower.’
‘Our best chance now is to take as many out as possible.’
‘I thought you wanted to destroy the core.’
‘That was before I realized the odds,’ I smiled, wishing Nel could do more than sense the room around me. The two of us had been through a lot and while Nel was an NPC he still felt like a friend.
My back hunched over and I grabbed the side of the wall like my life depended on it. While I prayed for my life I leaned into the room and took a breath. ‘Slow,’ I said to myself. ‘Stay calm.’
I threw down an energy barrier as a smaller Wraith jumped out through an air vent. It hit the shield with a loud thud and fell to the ground. As it began to stand, shaking off the damage, I aimed down my custom sight and centered it in the blue dot of my crosshair. ‘One down.’ Another came from below the floor tearing and scratching the gray metal floors. I slid across the ground as the barrier flickered in and out. It went for where I had been a moment earlier.
‘Two.’ I smiled.
‘Are we really keeping count? So far you have killed two hundred and two Wraith on this level, today with a total of four thousand and thirteen total kills in your lifetime.’
‘Three,’ I said, ignoring Nel and firing on another small one that came through the door to the hallway. ‘Any chance we can blow a hole in the side of the ship?’ I asked.
‘Negative, I do not possess the necessary damage output,’ Nel answered.
‘What about Aegis?’
‘Aegis is unable to cut through the hull of an orbital of this class.’
‘Damn, okay? Any ideas?’
‘Use the vents,’ Nel suggested.
‘Can I fit?’
‘Not comfortably,’ Nel answered.
I moved towards where one Wraith had broken through the vent. The opening was slightly wider than me but I would still be crawling. I could block the path behind me by collapsing the vent but if I killed anything while inside I wouldn’t have room to move around. The Wraith were starting to pour in. I could hear dozens of them coming down the narrow passageway, tripping over one another as they pushed forward. I stood on top of one of the tables as their claws scratched the surface of the floor below me. A larger one was following behind them. I could hear its growl. Deeper than the rest. Even if I made it inside the vent, it could lift its powerful body and squish me.
‘This isn’t going to work,’ I cried out.
My health dropped another 10 points. A Wraith came out of the vent and fell over the top of me. I unsheathed Aegis again and tossed the alien creature to the side.
‘Four,’ Nel said.
‘Now you get it,’ I sheathed Aegis around my back and smiled. If this was the end I wasn’t going down easy. I tried to remind myself this was a game. Even if I died I could restart at level 1 and hope to catch up to be of some use in a few months’ time. A new character wouldn’t be that bad. I wouldn’t have a bounty on my head anymore and would have an advantage in knowing all that I’d learned about Bane up to now. I would probably leave a pretty cool artifact on the deck of the Ibanez that the others could fight over.
‘Nel, I’m going to un-equip you.’
‘That would be a very bad idea.’
‘It’s the only way to ensure at least one of us survives.’
Nel was silent.
‘Incoming,’ a woman’s voice rang out from behind me as blue portal opened up and gunshots fired out from behind it.  I stumbled forward, realizing that I had already unequipped Nel from my inventory without even a moment’s hesitation.
‘IDIOT!’ it was Kira’s voice. She was wearing purple battle armor and holding a rifle similar in both style and level to my own. Recently, her hair that had been completely shaved on the sides had grown out and she wore it in small pig-tails. She had removed the tribal tattoo that use to lay across her eye, replacing it with a small scar.
‘Kira!’ I shouted happy to be alive.
‘Idiot, stop being lazy and pick up Nel!’ she shouted back. I followed her command and re-equipped Nel.
‘Idiot,’ he repeated.
‘Thanks, welcome back,’ I smiled.
Name: Kira
Age: 17
Level: 70
Status: Alive
Mana: 120
Class: Tech-Mage
Health: 100
Stamina: 100
Load out: M7- 3 Ki-Rifle Prototype Energy Pistol
Saber
‘So, are you going to tell me why you are running a horde mode SIM on expert solo?’ she shouted scowling at me with her eyes.
‘I…I don’t know…I just logged in,’ I answered. The truth was, I wasn’t sure why I decided to play solo. I did it almost as if by accident. After kissing Hannah, I had logged into my pod and woken up outside the training deck. I punched in the codes, skimmed the rules (overlooking the escape code) and started. There was a part of me that wanted to be alone with my thoughts, alone in the game. Maybe I was trying to lose. Did I want to die?
‘Never mind, Gorge is coming in hot, stand back!’
Just as she shouted ‘stand back’, Gorge, my older half-orc / human best friend and a former Upsilon shop owner, broke through the hull of the Orbital in a large mech. Almost immediately Chaz appeared behind him, holding onto a bar on the side of the giant suit of armor, while patching the hole with a red shield that looked like it was made of honeycombs.
Name: Gorge
Age: Unknown
Level: 71
Status: Alive
Mana: 100
Class: Tank
Health: 100
Stamina: 100
Load out: Artifact Rifle, White Lilly, Tree Root
‘Nice entrance,’ I shouted.
Chaz was the youngest of our group. We had met him around the same time we met Hannah (who used the character name Naomi002). Chaz was a rookie a few months ago. A pretty average gamer as far as the rest of us were concerned but he joined our weird party regardless and had since followed us to hell and back.
Name: Chaz
Age: 16
Level: 15
Status: Alive
Mana: 100
Class: Scout
Health: 100
Stamina: 100
Load out: M7-7 Standard Scout Rifle, Energy Pistol
‘Both of you grab on,’ Gorge’s voice was deep and muffled as he spoke to Kira and I through coms, ‘we’re going for a ride.’
Three of us hung onto the side of the mech while Gorge ran through wall after wall, breaking his way through to the core. We fired from the sides, eliminating any Wraith that weren’t crushed below his metal heels. We reached the core in three minutes and Gorge slammed the mecha’s hand down on it, grabbing it tight until it broke apart, ending the simulation.
— Quest —
Horde Mode
Expected Difficulty: Expert
Rewards: ‘Game Over - Congratulations’
+5000 EXP.
7:30 A.M.

 
‘Now that is over, we need to talk,’ Kira said, sitting beside the rest of us on the soft gray tiles of the training room floor.
The training room wasn’t a large, maybe half the size of a soccer field. The entire Orbital had faded away around us along with the Wraith and the dungeon core. Aiko, my familiar, was waiting patiently for me. She jumped on top of me. She couldn’t upload inside the training SIM with me but still felt the after-effects and leveled up alongside me. It was a unique relationship. The two of us were bonded for life. Aiko was a Chel-hybrid that could shapeshift. Born from an egg, she appeared as a small drake-like creature that could shift into a large wolf-like animal with cat ears. Aiko’s body was never completely consistent. Most of the time though, Aiko looked like an overgrown Vulpine. I called this smaller form ‘play mode’ and her other form ‘battle mode’. I was starting to wonder if she wasn’t, in fact, actually a slime or something similar. Somehow, no matter whether Aiko was in play mode or battle mode, I always knew where she was and always looked forward to spending my time with her. I couldn’t help sometimes but wonder what would happen if I stopped playing. Aiko, more than any other NPC, made me question the reality of Bane.
After about a minute Aiko became calm and lay down by my side. I reached into one of my small pockets and lifted out a small cookie I had crafted the day before. The treat was based on protein bars – of which we had an endless supply inside the Ibanez – combined with moss harvested in the Ibanez’s bio-lab. The bar was an energy supplement which gave Aiko a small mana boost. Nothing spectacular and completely unnecessary. It was something I was experimenting with. Humans hated it but Aiko…she loved it.
Everyone seemed quieter than usual. The last few months had gone from celebratory victory to constant curiosity about what would come next. Our team mentality was starting to fade away as we either spent more time apart or more time in the real world. Morale in the guild wasn’t much better. After we had a ton of players join our ranks we had just as many leave. Only a handful of ships had the SIM setup and those that didn’t were doing nothing. Not all was lost. Lady Gray, being the prodigy she was, teamed with Gorge and made travel between ships possible. Moreover, the fleet had developed a messaging system with the base game and Quadrants 1-76. ‘Echo-ONE!’ also had an endless supply of classical movies and music that anyone could access.
‘What’s going on?’ I asked.
‘We have a problem,’ Chaz chimed in.
‘What kind of problem?’ my voice shook. Once again, I was stricken by a vision of Skull-Faced Man killing everyone I cared about.
‘Stop, let me explain,’ Kira held up her hand, staring him down and turning her eyes towards me grinning, ‘we’re broke.’
I paused, not really sure what she meant. We were one of the strongest guilds in Bane. In the top 5, at least. Lady Gray and Gorge were both top tier players and were sponsored by dozens of outside corporations.
‘We’re out of money, no one wants to sponsor a guild that’s floating in space to nowhere,’ she said, answering the questions I hadn’t asked.
‘What does that mean for us?’ I asked.
‘It means I have a new mission for you,’ Kira smiled.
— Quest —
Harbinger Down
Expected Difficulty: Expert
Rewards: Credits, EXP, Artifact of Unknown Origins.
Required Level: 50
ACCEPT / DECLINE




 




3.

Down
BREQ

 
I took a deep breath and decided to check Aiko’s stats real quick before accepting anything. I had been trying to level up my own avatar for a while now, placing points into piloting and stacking bonuses from training in the simulator. My familiar and I had been linked together for all of this grind but ever since Aiko had reached level 10 it seemed our relationship had become less defined. I used to think that if something happened to me it would happen to Aiko but now I wasn’t really sure. On the bright side, Aiko’s skills were in multiples of five. Skills points could be distributed one at a time but it was something that drove me mad. Upgrading skills by five guaranteed you would notice some kind of improvement.
Name: Aiko
Level 11
Friendly
Mana: 100
Health: 100
Stamina: 100
Adrenaline 70
Agitation 20
Attack Boost 15 (+5 Bonus)
Blast Attack Boost 15
Blast Resistance 35
Bleeding Resistance 45
Charisma 75
Constitution 25
Critical Boost 50
Critical Affinity 40
Defense 75
Detection (stealth) 40
Evasion 55
Fire Resistance15
Focus 40
Guard 10
Heat Resistance 15
Health Boost 15
Ice Resistance 15
Intimidation 20
Luck 25
Nullification 15
Paralysis Resistance 15
Piercing (Damage Boost) 25
Poison Resistance 55
Recovery 45
Reflexes 35
Stamina 55
Strength 20
Stun Attack 35
Stun Duration 5
Stun Resistance 25
 
The same as before. In the last three months, Aiko had only leveled up once and those points were distributed automatically.
Fifteen skill points every level. At the level I was now, 53, I needed almost five million experience points to level up. I guessed that’s why they said Bane becomes a whole new game. Level 1-10 you could pretty much level up every time you gained 1000 XP. After that it multiplied by 5s and 10s. Killing high level players could net me a couple hundred thousand. Taking out ships was better still. That was one reason guild leaders had such high levels. It was hard to believe that before three years ago no one was above level 80. Besides stacking a few buffs and improving my piloting, my skills had been mostly the same as three months ago. Though I’d tried to save some points for when I needed them.
Adrenaline 45
Affinity (weapons) 15
Agitation 15
Animal / Aquatic Expert35
Artillery15
Attack Boost 5 (+5 Bonus)
Blast Attack Boost 5
Blast Resistance 35
Bleeding Resistance 45
Botany5
Bow Rifle Expert 5
Capacity Boost5
Capture / Tame 15 (+ 50 Familiar Bonus) = 65
Carving10
Charisma 25 (+10 Bonus)
Constitution 5
Critical Boost 50
Critical Affinity 50 (+10 Bonus)
Defense 5
Detection (stealth) 30 (+10 Bonus)
Divinity / Fame5
Evasion 5
Explosives 15
Fire Attack 5
Fire Resistance 5
Focus 40
Fortification 5
Gambler 5
Guard 5
Hacking 25
Handicraft (crafting) 5
Heat Resistance 15
Health Boost 15
Hunting (survival) 5
Hunger (cooking) 5
Ice Attack 5
Ice Resistance 15
Intimidation 5
Iron Body 5
Latent Power 5
Luck 25
Medical Specialist 15
Mind’s Eye 5 (+10 Piloting Bonus)
Navigator 5
Nullification 5
Paralysis Attack 5
Paralysis Resistance 5
Peak Performance 5
Piercing (Damage Boost) 5
Pilot (+20) (+50 Bonus) 75
Poison Attack 5
Poison Resistance 5
Poison Duration 5
Psionic 5
Recovery 5
Stamina 30
Sheath Speed (reflexes)5
Strength 10
Stun Attack 5
Stun Duration 5
Stun Resistance 5
Survival15
Tool Specialist 5
Training 5
Taking a quick look at my interface I had 64 Active skills. In total Bane consisted of hundreds. Players were able to design their characters the way they wanted and pick up both active and passive skills as they leveled up. Artifacts were infamous for this. Unique artifacts could turn something like Animal / Aquatic Expert into Biology Expert. Staying balanced, I liked to keep most of the skills I used on an everyday basis around 25. Hacking, for example, at 25 always gave me a 25% chance: combine that with Focus and Luck and I was looking at a 70% chance of successfully hacking something of normal difficulty, though my timing would be slower than someone with Hacking skill above 50.
I swiped away the interface only I could see and looked at the new message I had received.
— Quest —
Harbinger Down
Expected Difficulty: Expert
Rewards: Credits, EXP, Artifact of Unknown Origins.
Required Level: 50
ACCEPTED




Location: Gateway / Ibanez Secret Room

Environment: Hospitable

Resources: Unknown

 
‘Okay, so fill me in. What is the plan?’ I waited patiently for details to pop up now that I had accepted the quest. Players in Bane had the option to make quests for other players to follow. Most of our jobs came from such user requests. The actual quests in Bane were randomly generated or part of a larger storyline that included events, raids, dungeons, and smaller areas directed by NPCs that repeated themselves for players between levels 1-30. Since I had cheated my way past level 50 I had skipped a ton of them, but fortunately for me there was no penalty. No one on Earth had been able to completely define the code that made up the game. The rules were paper thin since Bane itself was a living breathing environment that was constantly evolving thanks to the work of both players and engineers who managed to add code. The game engine itself was evolving. Even as VR technology changed so did the game. We might be using pods now but some players could still access Bane via headgear, gloves, and standard neuro-links. Sometimes the game would fight back. Mods wouldn’t work and players would be banned. Other times it meant a cool new weapon would be introduced to the game, ship, or area via crafting. That was a part of what made Bane so popular. Quadrants divided 4 million players into different servers, but everything was connected. Every action had a reaction and the community was held in high regard. Bane was a data-mine of ideas, jobs, and demographics.
Nothing appeared. No quest details were available.
‘Follow me,’ Kira said walking towards one of the dark gray panels of the Ibanez’s interior. The wall opened up to reveal it was a hologram. Inside was a small room no bigger than a closet.
‘What is this?’ I asked.
‘This is how we get to Tau.’
‘What’s on Tau?’ Tau was little more than an apocalyptic wasteland filled with broken ships and high-level alien creatures. Located in Quadrant 66 it was a hellhole called ‘The Planet of the Beast’ by players. Only the toughest went there and after hearing that name I immediately had a good idea of what Kira’s plan was. I was wrong of course, like usual.
‘Okay, so you know how we set up the ansible to talk between ships? Lady Gray and Gorge have been working on improving that ten-fold. Using Gorge’s lair,’
‘Gorge’s lair?’ I cut her off.
‘Yes, did you forget? Gorge has a lair,’ she answered like it was no big deal.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Okay,’ she said shaking her head, ‘Gorge’s lair exists in a pocket reality, a universe that is folded in on itself. By using an artifact in his collection, he can open a rift in time and space, teleport himself – and others – there and back unharmed. It only works for those with him though, anyone else that visits the pocket universe and isn’t with him or doesn’t have the artifact on them is ripped to shreds the instant they materialize.’ She stopped talking as I soaked it all in. I remembered Gorge mentioning a den before. He had a pet, a K-Dog named Hatch, which lived there. I had heard him talk about it a few times but always thought it was just a hideout hidden on some remote world somewhere.
‘So, are we going to his lair?’ I asked.
‘Idiot. No. We are using his rift as a gateway. A bridge between us and the quadrants. We’ve rigged a neuro-link to an avatar back in the Spire and we’re sending your consciousness there.’
‘Sounds complicated.’
‘It’s not. We’ve tested it twice already.’
‘That makes me feel safe,’ I said, as sarcastically as I could.
‘You’ll be fine. Even if you die you should just end up right back here. This is actually safer than playing the game.’
‘Then why doesn’t everyone do this?’
‘Even with the power created by Gorge’s rift we’re only able to send one person at a time. Anymore and we’d blow the power relays inside the Ibanez and send a surge so powerful through the gateway we’d end up closing it for good. Maybe if we had more time we could figure out a work around but right now we’re also worried if we send more than one person your brain waves could become mush or scrambled together with another player.” Kira answered.
“How do you know if I die I’ll end up back here?”
“That we’ve successfully tested. Our first go around, the player we sent was killed after a few minutes on the surface,” Kira smiled.
“That doesn’t sound reassuring.”
“They came back fine. Maybe a little nauseous. Follow me.’ Kira smirked again, walking through another holographic wall. This time the closet space transformed around me and revealed we were  behind the holographic projections still inside the large chamber, only this side of it was covered in massive conduits that arched out of the ground, flowing with blue electric lights and bolts of energy that ran rampant around them and through the ground. The entire room looked like it was ready to blow apart. I could feel the static in the air as hair on my arm stood up. It was another one of those small details that made it hard to believe we were inside a VR world. The entire area around me looked like some kind of mad scientist had built a lab. Gorge was standing off to the side next to a large terminal and analog computer screen that looked as large as the wall.
‘Feedback loop is under control. We had our third success,’ Gorge said smiling. I was honestly too busy wondering how he got there so quick but then I noticed. Gorge was standing slightly slouched over, something he never did.
‘Brand?’ I asked, to confirm my suspicion that Brand had transformed into Gorge. Brand was another one of my teammates; he had an artifact he could use to disguise himself as someone else. For a time, Brand used it to pretend to be me while millions watched. Now, he mostly used it to play pretend.
Brand

Level: 40

Class: Medic




 
‘How did you figure me out?’ he asked.
‘You were slouching too much, Gorge is always standing tall,’ I answered.
‘Yeah, I’ll have to work on that.’
‘Enough playing around, what have you got to show me?’ Kira ordered.
Brand grinned and walked over to a control panel on his left-hand side and began hitting a sequence of numbers into the computer. A holo appeared in front of us showing a player named Kanu, one of our scouts, wearing a bunch of strange gear and stepping on a platform. A moment later it showed a camera stationed inside the Spire, still burning from our battle three months ago, outside the ruins of the Upsilon. The camera focused in on a character that looked identical to Kanu: long black hair, battle armor, and even his five-o’clock shadow was still visible. After looking himself over he gave a thumbs up and smiled before walking up to the Upsilon’s front door and opening it.
Testing his new body, Kanu walked inside the shop and opened a secret vault that revealed a small assortment of weapons. He picked up a Ki-Rifle and smiled again, testing it on a target painted on the back of the wall that was still visible. The barrier that allowed weapons to be fired inside Gorge’s shop was still active despite half the building being rubble. Kanu gave the thumbs up again before the physical attributes that made up the body dissolved and the body turned into what looked like a crash dummy.
‘Was a trip. Not a single full second of delay. Still running the numbers but I think we are looking at about a ninety-eight percent connect the whole time. Sure we want to trust him to do this?’ a voice came from behind me. It was Kanu, standing just as he had in the video, still wearing the same strange gear he had before he was spirited away to the Spire.
‘You’re good but we need his skill set, his focus and piloting skills to be exact,’ Kira answered back, ‘plus, I trust him more than you.’
‘I understand,’ Kanu smiled. He was already taking off the gear and placing it on a table across from the terminal.
‘Nice job out there,’ said Brand walking back towards Kanu.
‘So, you want me to upload myself into a doll and what?’ I asked. I was worried about what Kira had volunteered me for. Why me? There were better pilots in our guild. Was it really because she trusted me?
‘This tech is new. If it fell into the wrong hands or the wrong player, or corporation, reverse engineered it we could upset the balance inside the game,’ she said as if she already knew what I was thinking.
‘How did we develop it?’ I asked, cautiously eyeing Kanu.
‘Remember the symbiotic life-form we found in the dungeon on Rem? We fused that with the artifact Brand used to look like you and we created an avatar system to link consciousness via the ‘ansible’ and the rift created by Gorge’s lair,’ she answered like it was all supposed to be simple. Already I could see why it was impossible to send more than one person. The amount of effort that went into this build was insane.
‘I get it. Why just one person? How long can anyone stay over there? How do you know I won’t lose my connection in a firefight?’ I started asking a ton of questions but Kira just smiled.
‘We use Gorge’s artifact, the one that opens a rift to his pocket universe, to bounce the avatar’s signal through the gateway. One artifact, one person at a time. I’ve tested it myself. I spent over a day on the other side making arrangements and setting things up.” Kira’s smile turned to a straight and serious face. ‘We’ve got one chance to earn a contract from a new sponsor along with about a million credits. Enough to keep our guild out of the red for another month,’
‘A million credits!’ I said surprised.
‘Yes,’ she smiled.
‘That’s a lot.’ I was taken back. A million credits were worth as much as over a dozen corpse dives. We were in the red sure but what kind of job had Kira found that was worth that much…? And how dangerous was it going to be? Still, I was impressed she had managed to get us this far. Kira had spent everything she had buying out our contracts from Keen Industries. Alexis, Lady Gray, had even spent much of her own money maintaining what few alliances we had as well as helping many of our members in the real world. Without the two of them I, along with many others, would be living on the streets. Not that I couldn’t survive. Before I was a player I survived just fine on my own. At least that was what I liked to tell myself. Truth was, playing this game had given me more than I could ever ask for. Friends, family, a sense of belonging. Most guilds would have gone broke after about a week but ours, we managed to make it three months. Nearly a thousand members, dozens of ships. An armory that rivaled both the Crimson Kings and The Spire. It was a lot to balance and yet we had done that and more.
‘So, what is the job?’ I asked.
‘A race. A big one. A sprint through the wreckage of a titan called the Harbinger. No rules, no limits. First one to cross the finish line earns a million credits which can be traded for real world money and a sponsorship from a man named Corbin Wellington, entrepreneur and owner of Fera Space.’
‘You mean the agency working on actual space travel?’ I asked.
‘Yes, that one. They are hoping to use VR worlds like Bane to help train colonists for other worlds. They are also re-engineering pods to be used as actual stasis chambers.’
‘They are the ones trying to build a ship to a New Earth right?’
‘Doesn’t seem real,’ said Chaz, standing behind the rest of us.
‘Bane would have been science fiction fifty years ago,’ Kira grinned.
‘Isn’t it going to seem strange? People will know I’m on the other side of the gateway. Others will want the bounty on my head. What are they going to say when I show up for a race?’ I asked, walking over to the table where Kanu had placed the rest of his gear.
‘You’ll be wearing a mask; we also have an I.D. Pre-programmed for you,’ Kira seemed to have an answer for everything. I felt like I was searching for a hole in her plan, but the truth was only one thing could go wrong and that was all on me. I would lose. I had lost before racing on Maitreya - The Southern Reach. Not that it had mattered. While I was busy racing and running for my life, Gorge and Kira were infiltrating a raider camp being badass as usual. Even so, I had lost once before and now I would be in a race with some of the strongest, best in the game, with no rules to keep us from killing each other. It didn’t feel like I could win.
‘I can’t do it,’ I said.
‘You will,’ Kira replied, without it sounding like an order.
‘I can’t,’ I repeated.
‘I’m not going to order it. If you don’t believe you can win, you will fail.’ Her words made me feel sick. I didn’t believe I could win. There was no way, but she was right. It was race or lose everything.
“I can do it,” I said trying my best to sound confident. There was no other choice.
‘When do I go?’ I asked.
Kira smiled, ‘Suit up, you drop in five.’
8:00 A.M.

 
I gear up. Gloves, vest, and headgear before stepping onto a round platform that glows yellow. There is a red light above me that turns green.
Location: Upsilion

Environment: Hospitable

Resources: Unknown

8:01 A.M.

 
Dropping wasn’t the right word. What she really meant was I would feel like my entire body was set on fire, thrown into an ice bath, and ripped apart cell by cell. I wanted to scream. I was surprised I didn’t wake up from the game. Kanu didn’t warn me how much it would hurt. He was probably ordered not to. Masochist. Another thing that might have changed my mind had I been told the entire truth.
I opened my eyes and saw I was standing inside the crash-dummy; I couldn’t help but wonder how the hell I had survived the transition. It took me several minutes to figure myself out. As the burning sensation faded away I could see clearly. As clear as with my normal character. My hands looked the same. My body looked the same. A small camera floated overhead. The same one that had been watching Kanu. I waved as Kira checked the coms. I could hear her voice clear as day inside my head. The receiver was actually built into the avatar body so only I could hear. It was a strange, even as I moved I felt like I was just as connected to the avatar as my own body back on the Ibanez. It was particularly strange being back in the Spire, surrounded by the ruins of the Upsilon.
‘Gorge, I’m sorry,’ I said looking around at the ruins of his old shop. Parts had been totally demolished. Broken weapons were scattered along the ground near empty ammo casing. The shop had continued to be a battleground even after we left. Somewhere in the distance I could hear the inward scream of a Hollow Mass still alive working its way around the city.
‘What happened to their guardians?’ I asked.
‘Not sure. Dispatched to other planets. The new alignment has changed the game. The Chel have become hostile to players that choose the resistance and the guardians are attacking colonies,’ Kira answered like this wouldn’t eventually be a problem for us. The Chel, the city of the Spire, we hadn’t aligned ourselves with either but we were ALL wanted dead by their entire organization and even with all our power ups we still didn’t stand a chance alone against a guardian, much less against the power of the Chel’s Empire.
‘There are a few still on the ground so don’t let your guard down. The Hollows keep them busy but they won’t hesitate to kill you if you are caught unaligned,’ she added.
‘Good to know; so where is this mask to hide my identity?’
‘Follow the path,’ she answered as a blue line appeared in front of my vision. The avatar had a unique HUD that Kira was able to hack into. I followed the blue line to a small chest dug out from the rubble.
‘Open it,’ she said.
‘It’s not going to bite me is it?’
‘That only happened once, trust me.’
I laid my hand down on the chest’s lock. It looked like it required a key code. Without hesitation though, my avatar immediately brought up a hack.
HACK 100%




 
‘That was weird,’ I said aloud.
‘Automatic hacking, another pro of the symbiosis,’
‘What if it didn’t work?’ I said slowly opening the chest.
‘The passcode was four, three, two, one. But Gorge says you probably would have lost a hand had the hack failed,’ she answered. I could hear laughing in the background. What else was I going to learn?
Inside the chest were three masks. One made of gold, another gray, another solid black. Each looked like a paintball mask that had been carved from clay. Two were human, the exception being the gray one which had a ghoul-like appearance. I picked up the gray one and for a moment felt a rush of adrenaline course through my body as the new piece of gear merged with my avatar. I reached around my face. I could feel it tethered to me. My hand running along the edges of what use to be my cheeks now felt covered in scars, cracks, and small pieces of cybernetics that ran along the sides of my mouth like tiny wires.
‘Not the one I wanted,’ I shouted into my coms.
‘Too late. I should have warned you,’ it was Gorge’s voice.
‘What are these?’ I asked.
‘Enhancements. They should increase your stealth, latent power, and since you chose the charred mask your fire resistance should go up plus five,’ he answered. I checked my stats. Pulling up the interface by drawing a circle with my hand and moving it in just the right way, the game knew what I was looking for. He was right. Stealth, latent power, fire resistance and fire attack were all up by five points.’
‘We’re syncing your new ID now,’ it was Kira’s voice. I looked around the room. There were a few weapons stashed near the chest. I walked over to them wondering whether they would be booby-trapped as well.
‘We’re done, your new identity is in place. You are now Levin. We’ve kept everything else the same. Next step. Go grab a weapon.’
‘I’m already there,’ I answered picking up an old M7-7 Ki-Rifle.
M7 - 7 Ki-Rifle

Description: Standard issue

Level: 1

Damage: 10

Weight: 8 lb

Weapon Type: Assault Rifle

Rarity: Common

Impact: 5

Range: 6

Stability: 3

Reload Speed: 4

RPM (rounds per minute): 250 bursts

Affinity: 3

Sharpness: 5

Elemental: None

Critical Chance: 20%

Modifiers: None




 
‘Give it a minute, the avatar should be able to adjust the level of any weapon you are holding,’ Kira said, ‘just give it a name.’
I did as she asked. Moving my finger across a digital interface only I could see. I picked the name ‘Stella’ remembering the name of a dog my mother had told me she had when she was my age. It was a good name.
Almost immediately the rifle leveled up just like Kira had said it would, not that I had any doubt, it just wasn’t always so usual for everything to go according to plan.
STELLA 

M7 - 7 Ki-Rifle

Description: Standard issue

Level: 41

Damage: 150

Weight: 8 lb

Weapon Type: Assault Rifle

Rarity: Rare

Impact: 8

Range: 8

Stability: 6

Reload Speed: 7

RPM (rounds per minute): 350 bursts

Affinity: 6

Sharpness: 7

Elemental: None

Critical Chance: 40%

Modifiers: Suppression (stealth kills 30% chance)




 
‘This kicks ass,’ I smiled.
‘That’s not even half of it,’ Gorge’s voice came through coms, ‘that avatar also has extra armor and a separate shield built into it that acts as an HP counter, so since you are using a Ki-Rifle it won’t drain your HP if you run out of ammo, instead it will drain from the avatar’s shielding system.’ I could tell he was having fun. Exploring and discovering new tech was one of his favorite things about Bane. Another reason I felt bad that the Upsilon was gone.
‘Great work, now to get you off that planet and to Tau,’ Kira said as another blue line appeared in front of me. It was different from before. I could see a mini-map in the top left corner of my eye. A waypoint, several clicks ahead. I recognized the location. It was the hangar known as ‘the Pier’ that sat next to a toxic river in what would have been the slums of the Spire before everyone went to war.
Kira instructed me to find a hover cycle that had been stationed near the Upsilon for me to find. She had stolen it while she had been testing out the avatar system herself and hidden it just below a sunken garage. The hover cycle was an old model, one seater, barely enough room to hold one person. It was a faded blue and resembled an old crotch rocket from almost a hundred years ago. No wheels of course. It used anti-grav technology on the front and back to lift it about three feet into the air. The hover cycle could probably max out at six. I picked it up and rode it through the ruins of the Spire while replaying the events that had taken place, the memories of what had happened. The Battle of Bane. That had felt like the start of a new game. Still though, we had bigger things to worry about now.
‘Once you enter the pier there will be a ship waiting for you,’ Kira said, as I came closer and closer to the waypoint. The small, round sphere was still following me, obviously my teammates were watching my every move. Not that I wasn’t used to it by now but being here, in this place, it felt surreal, personal, private. I felt like there was a piece of me here, lost in the destruction, buried deep in the rubble.
I found a small dropship waiting for me, covered by a large cloth. The hangar had mostly been destroyed. There were dozens of ragged ships that had been tossed around by guardians and torn apart. I could see Voths swarming around what I assumed were dead NPCs, ones that had never disappeared or respawned. There was a cold chill in the stale air. It was like the entire hangar had become a ghost town that not even raiders would call home. The dropship itself looked like an old, faded yellow V-TOL. I manually disengaged the back hangar and moved the hover cycle inside. I found it had a pre-programmed course. Kira had taken care of everything for me.
The moment the hangar closed I felt the auto-pilot turn on and kick in. It was dark inside. The power was fluctuating throughout. A familiar voice filled my ears from the cockpit. ‘Nice to see you again.’ The silhouette of a female figure stood before me as we took off from the Pier. I could barely make out who it was in the darkness of the dropship until the power clicked on and lit up the room. She was sitting at the controls. Feet resting on the analog console. The figure was young with short hair, braided back. She was wearing battle armor that cut off around her stomach like a short tank top. She was wearing loose pants that looked like they were covered in small pieces of ballistic padding. By her side was a Ki-Rifle like mine. I could feel a sense of power from her as I stood there in fear. This couldn’t be real. This had to be a joke. Her voice. It was her. The ‘Big Boss’.
Name: #1 Goddess of Death
Age: Unknown
Level: 51
Status: Alive
Mana: 100
Class: Scout
Health: Unknown
Stamina: 100
Load out: M7 - 7 Ki-Rifle, ‘Juicy Fruit’
‘#1 Goddess of Death would like to be added to your party’

ACCEPT / DECLINE




 
‘Accept,’ I wanted to duck out. Quit game. This was too much. SHE shouldn’t be here and nobody could have a second character almost as powerful as their main. Come to think about it, I hadn’t heard of anyone having a second character as powerful as their main ever. Lady Gray. A god-tier player, leader of my guild, and now newest and only member of my party. I tried to put on a cool face. We weren’t exactly friends in real life but I had just gone to her birthday about a week ago. It was hard to believe she was such a prodigy at fourteen.
‘Who the heck calls themselves number one Goddess of Death? That is the lamest thing I’ve ever heard,’ Kira’s voice came through my coms.
‘You know she can hear you? We’ve made a party,’ I said.
‘What do I care, she owes me,’ Kira said.
‘You’re just jealous I got to it first,’ Lady Gray responded. It was her. I wasn’t dreaming this. It was hard to believe Lady Gray wasn’t Alexis’ only game character. Number One was a level 51 scout she had been playing behind the scenes. It wasn’t that uncommon for players that could to have multiple characters for multiple jobs or quest types but most players found it easier to build just one because of the time involved in leveling up, taking jobs, and earning loot / cash flow. Lady Gray, a prodigy, had it all figured out.
‘Jealous, me? No way. Just get Breq to Tau in one piece,’ Kira responded.
‘No problem, everything is set up. Race starts in an hour,’ Lady Gray smiled just as the STL drive on the dropship kicked in. I felt the force of 6 Gs crush my avatar’s body and my HP dropped 10 points. Lady Gray looked like she was laughing as I hit the ground, holding myself up by the strength of my arms.  It was only for a moment. After about two seconds I fell completely paralyzed as my face squished against the floor like a pancake. Lucky for me it was quick. We weren’t in STL long as we came out of time and space above the orbit of the planet Apus.
Location: Alpha -1 Star System

Environment: Three hospitable worlds

Resources: Iron Ore, Gold, Oxygen, Merchants Guild, Bank

Quick Lore:

Alpha-1 is located near the Kettle Nebula inside the Serpent Cloud and has three hospitable worlds (Apus, Orithyia, and Lyra) with small settlements. Each settlement is run by a mayor and owned by different players or companies. The Corpse Divers, aka Novum, have a hub on Apus that acts as their headquarters.




 
‘We’re home,’ Lady Gray said as I began to stand up.
I walked over beside her and smiled, ‘You’re mean, you know that?’
She smiled back and pointed at the view. In front of us stood the sister-ship to the Ibanez. One of the few belonging to our guild that wasn’t currently cruising through the gateway, the
Aria.
‘Docking in three, two, one...’ The hangar to the Aria opened up and our small dropship floated inside. A moment later the ship jumped to STL and we were on our way to Tau.




4.

Invertia
BREQ

— NEW Quest —
INVERTIA (Player Created)
Expected Difficulty: Expert
Rewards: A - 07 Fighter
Required Level: 50
Accepted. 



Location: Aria / control room

Environment: Hospitable

Resources: Coffee (+5 Recovery +15 Peak Performance)

 
Coms cut out.
I couldn’t hear Kira, Gorge, or any of the others anymore. 
+ 5 Luck, I was still connected to my avatar.
‘Systems offline, we’ve entered a vortex,’ an electronic voice came from the control console of the Aria. Lady Gray and I had just walked into the bridge. Other than us, it seemed the entire ship was deserted, run by a few autons here and there that had been painted over with graffiti and Novum tags. A few of them had faces that looked like cupcakes with large red cheeks and big smiles. Below one of the cupcakes was written: CUPCAKE, +1 Endurance. Another auton had been painted with the face of a pig and a piece of bacon. I wasn’t quite sure what that was about but it read + 3 Charisma on it. I thought about shooting one just to see if they would actually deliver on giving me a stat boost but Lady Gray’s eyes told me it would be a bad idea. She was probably waiting for me to comment on how nice the art was. Despite her age she was more mature than most players, even me. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.
‘Okay greenie, I need you to take this and plug it into the core down in engine control, can you handle that?’ she asked handing me over what looked like a simple flash drive.
‘What’s going on?’ I asked. Not only had I just been assigned a new quest called ‘Invertia’ but we had entered some kind of twisted vortex, ‘why haven’t we dropped out of STL yet?’
‘It’s kinda a new thing,’ she answered.
‘A new thing?’
‘Ever since we activated At Eternity there have been some hiccups. Sometimes they cause players to slip and appear back where they started, some trap players until they have no choice but to off themselves and start over, others like this are like little inter-dimensional tears in the fabric of space-time filled with creatures identified as Briars,’ she spoke as if I should have known all of this already.
‘Briars?’ I asked trying to pull up anything I could about them from our archives.
‘Yes, Briars, large flying creatures that look like a bear wrapped in a dense bush of roses. As large as a carrier, some have even been said to be able to take on titans. More plant than actual animal, they take on the form of animals. No one is really sure why. Nobody has had a chance to study them. Most people don’t even believe they are real. Other worldly. Some even have been said to have tentacles on their faces but I don’t buy it. Now, if you don’t mind, hurry up and get that damn drive to engine control so we don’t have to meet one.’
‘On it!’ I shouted running back towards engine control. Lucky for me the Aria was identical to the Ibanez, if just slightly longer with a few extra rooms for storage. I was able to get to the engine control room in less than a minute. With my stamina nearly depleted I found a place to put the flash drive and plugged it in.
Within seconds we were back in normal space drifting above a planet called Tongrave. Lady Gray’s voice came over my coms, ‘nice job, now take a look out the window.’
New Location Discovered: Tongrave of system EWH-12C

Environment: Hospitable

Resources: Iron ore, gold, silver, water,

+100 EXP




 
Tongrave was a planet almost completely covered in water. A few large mountains sat on several islands that seemed to rise up out of the endless ocean. From our orbit I could just make out the gray areas where construction had been taking place on the surface. An entire coast had been almost completely industrialized.
‘What is this?’ I asked aloud. I wasn’t expecting an answer.
‘This is where we find you a ship,’ Lady Gray answered. I could picture her smiling as she said that. I guessed not quite everything hadn’t been taken care of by Kira after all.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Remember the Dauntless?’
‘The aid ship that came to assist the refugees on REM? The one the Crimson King’s blew up,’ I answered into my coms as I began walking back towards the control room.
‘Yes, courtesy of contracts between Ad Astra, Monster-strong, Sacred Admirals, and the House of the Heroic. They funded and built this place under the guidance of a Dr. Durwood Miller. They call themselves the Tongrave Alliance. Fastest ships in all the quadrants. Illegal and hard to come by, they have a pretty large military force protecting the planet,’ she paused as I started walking into the control room. I could see her face-to-face now. She was typing on a console. Hacking into one system after another.
‘What are we doing here?’ I asked watching as her fingers moved across an old analog keyboard. She was breaking through firewall like they were wafers. Screens flickered in and out as one system after another fell. If they had any idea what we were doing, we would be blown out of the sky in an instant but Lady Gray had thought of that. The first thing she had done was make us invisible by bringing us in through the vortex.
‘Almost there,’ she smiled, ‘we are going to steal one of their ships. Originally a fighter, they’ve equipped it with a prototype A – o-seven drive. Faster than the A – o-six,’ she paused. I rolled my eyes at her last comment before she added, ‘the A – o-three was actually the fastest but it was pretty unstable. Nine times out of ten the pilots were vaporized, or it fired so fast the particles inside the engine would collide and cause tiny black holes that fractured the ships. They destroyed a whole star system in Quadrant Thirty-Three working on it.’ She finished with a smile, pressing down one last key and watching as the entire network around Tongrave fell. They had no idea either. Everything they saw was now playing on an endless loop. An entire armada could enter the system and start attacking the planet and they would have no clue. She had disabled their communications system as well. The only way they could talk to one another now was by being a part of the same party (which I was sure most were).
‘This doesn’t feel right,’ I said. Lady Gray was already at the controls again interfacing with the dropship to take us down to the planet.
‘Just think of them as another Keen Industries,’ she said. Both her and I knew they weren’t. The Tongrave Alliance were set up to HELP players. Yes, it cost a fortune in some cases, but they did more good than bad. Even on REM they were the first responders, helping refugees – both player and NPC – off the planet while the Crimson Kings went to war with us. They were also the first to respond at the Spire. We had left them defenseless and now I knew why.
‘Looks like our distraction has arrived,’ Lady Gray smiled as a fleet of Briars came out of STL following a group of frigates. They all had the same graffiti as the Autons drawn on the sides of their ship except this time it read, ‘cupcake bomb squad’ and they were on a direct course to the planet’s surface.
‘Are you crazy!’ I shouted.
‘Are you that naive?’ she answered back standing up and picking up her weapons. She was already walking out the door towards the dropship when I brought up a quick view of what was happening on the ground. The Cupcakes were firing on the planet, some crashing down. It looked like they were taking out medical facilities.
‘Is there nothing I can do?’ I said to myself studying the control room.
I pressed my hand down and started to try and hack.
HACK 20% – FAILURE. – 5 HP

HACK 30% – FAILURE. – 10 HP

HACK 40% – FAILURE. – 20 HP

You are locked out




 
I finally turned to follow her. I didn’t say another word. I wasn’t okay with the level of destruction.  She was still Alexis, Lady Gray, my guild leader, even if her avatar was called ‘The Goddess of Death’, a name she was living up to.
I sat down and strapped myself in across from her.  She could see it all over my face. She knew I had tried to hack into the ‘Cupcake Bomb Squad’. She knew I had failed.
‘The NPCs will respawn and the players will build new characters. The Tongrave Alliance has great insurance so they’ll be covered. It’s not a big deal,’ she said reassuringly. It wasn’t reassuring. Not at all. 
Game or not this didn’t feel right.
Was this what we did now? Had we become raiders?
The autopilot kicked in with a beeping sound.
Lady Gray ordered it to silence.
It was as silent as the two of us. Unlike Nel and Q’el the AI was completely void of any kind of personality. We made our descent to the planet below quickly. Within five minutes…all the while the ‘Cupcake Bomb Squad’ was busy lighting up the other side of the coast. I could feel the turbulence as we entered the planet’s atmosphere and several rockets turned on, heating the metal below my feet.
New Location Discovered: Tongrave R & D Outpost 23.

+50 EXP




 
‘Okay, first step is to identify the A – o-seven. Second step will be piloting it back to the Aria. I’m putting you on that so be prepared. It’s going to be faster than other ships you’ve been in,’ she said reaching for the latch to open the dropship’s back door. I nodded my head. I still wasn’t ready to speak to her but I knew I had to follow orders. Others were counting on me and I had given Kira my word. No matter the cost.
We stepped out onto an empty platform that looked like an oil rig. An immense industrial complex surrounded us on all sides as we stood underneath the shadow of a mountain grafted with dozens of platforms and cargo elevators. I could smell iron in the air. Parts of the mountain had been dug out, stabilized with giant pillars covered in honeycombs. It looked like bees had built nests in the shape of cylinders on the side.
Lady Gray’s hair blew in the wind. She was wearing armor similar to her Lady Gray avatar, only she had on a jacket similar to my own covering her bare skin. I could feel the cold brush against me and send chills down my arm despite the fact that I was wearing a dark blue jacket over my body armor and avatar. I guessed the elements were one thing the symbiotic suit couldn’t protect its user against.
‘Stop,’ she said just as I walked into her arm outstretched in front of me. We were about to round a corner when she had identified a mech.
Conjuicus Vex

Medium Mech - Hybrid

A robust frame with a closed cockpit and four repulsers – two on the back of the legs and two on the shoulders – along with two fusion jets attached to the back of the torso. Custom built by the guild Monster-Strong and donated the Tongrave Alliance.

Weight: 7 Tons (with a thick ballistic shell)

Health: 2000

Speed: 9

Agility: 7A

Weapons: Primary - Large TX - 7 Auto Rifle (100 Damage 200 RPM)

Secondary - Large M7 - 3 Auto Canon (50 Damage 300 RPM)

Melee - Great Sword (300 Damage)




 
Almost the same specs as Naomi’s Grace only slightly faster and more agile. Monster-Strong were known as a strong engineering guild so it wasn’t a surprise that they had built something like this to stand alone and protect the platform.
‘What are we going to do now?’ I asked.
‘So it speaks; I was starting to think you had taken a vow of silence,’ Lady Gray laughed, ignoring the seriousness of our situation. The two of us couldn’t take down a mech by ourselves. Even a medium-sized mech with a great sword could rip a decent size hole through a starship. Our health would be absolute zero in one or two hits.
‘I’m serious,’ I answered back.
‘I am too, about all of this,’ her voice changed as she pushed me forward into the open. The mecha turned towards me. I dived out of the way, rolling across the ground as it began firing in my direction.
A moment later it stopped. Lady Gray was bent over on the ground using her rifle as a cane to hold herself up. Her health had dropped to 10 points and her mana was depleted. The center of the mech and the soldier inside had liquified on the ground while the rest of it stood like a statue still facing towards the spot to where she had pushed me.
‘Sorry about that,’ she grunted trying to stand up. She let out a deep breath and took out a small syringe from a pouch around her belt. A large needle appeared and she jabbed it into her thigh letting out a silent scream. Her health rose five points at a time stopping at plus 25. Not a lot, but better than she had been. Her mana had also replenished itself back to 50 points.
‘What was that?’ I asked staring at the syringe.
‘The Tongrave Alliance’s number one product. A painkiller.’
New Location Discovered: Tongrave R & D  Hangar-B11.

+50 EXP




 
We continued for another half an hour through the complex.
The first ship we found was called Explorer. An uninspired exploration spaceship, the Explorer had a narrow hull and rebuilt ion engines with an old STL drive. It was equipped with an autonomous reconnaissance drone and a defensive ion cannon but otherwise we guessed they had been using it to transport cargo containers from one outpost to another.
The second ship we found was larger with a pink hull. The Limited Liability. A small frigate. The Limited Liability had a narrow hull with two large engine nacelles. It was equipped with multiple separate cargo bays and a defensive force shield that looked like it had been a prototype for a new titan. Strong enough to withstand most attacks the Limited Liability was also too large and slow for us to steal. Most likely they had been using it to give aid and it was only over on this side of the planet for repairs.
The third ship was called the Honorable Foe: another frigate. The Honorable Foe had an aerodyne hull and fast sub-light engines. No STL. It was equipped with multi-layer force shield and armed with a planetary assault railgun and heavy machine gun.
‘Where is it?’ asked Lady Gray. I could hear the frustration in her voice. She had expected us to find our target ship already.
‘What’s wrong? Bad intel?’ I knew my voice sounded bitter about being used as bait for the mech. Not to mention our attack on the planet. Lady Gray gave me a dirty look before drawing a strange shape with her hand and digitizing a drone. The drone quickly began scanning the area around us as my eyes began to see through the walls of the complex and into the mountain. I saw another six ships, none of which we were looking for. I was ready to give up and go. Kira always had a plan B so I was sure our guild had at least half a dozen racers stashed somewhere in the quadrants. I looked back over to Lady Gray as the walls became less and less transparent. Smiling, she began to run like a kid going on Summer vacation. All I could do was follow.
Inside the mountain we found a large locked door.
‘Put your hand here,’ she said pointing towards a flat metal square on the rock. I did as she asked and she did the same on the other side.
HACK 100%

+10 EXP




 
The door opened and inside we found a shiny red-and-white fighter. It looked like a dagger with two small wings. Three circular engines covered the back of it while each ‘wing’ had another engine attached. It looked large enough to carry two, maybe three, people but there was only one seat inside. The rest of the space was for the dark matter engine that powered the racer. The engine would catch and store dark matter from the front while turning it into pure exotic energy that traveled through and out the back and sides keeping the super starship level.
‘What are you waiting for? Get in.’
I did and immediately the ship started to run a diagnostic.
Hack 100%

SUCCESS.

+100 EXP

‘Gained command codes for Prototype A-07’

Codes added to secret inventory.

Affinity Link: Active

Adjusting to player level and focus.

Piloting assessed.

Air: Online

Gravity: Online

Communications: Offline

Hull Integrity: 100%

Weapons: Offline

STL Drive: Online

Ion Drive: Online

Shields: 100%




 
All the diagnostics and more appeared directly in front of me.
‘There are no controls?’ I shouted just as the cockpit closed around me. The entire fighter became pitch black as I began to feel it fill with a liquid. For a moment I couldn’t breathe but just as quickly as the sensation came it disappeared. The liquid evaporated around me and I felt something stab the back of my neck. Holographic controls appeared around me and as I ran my hand over them they felt just as real as anything. The entire ship seemed to turn invisible as I took control. I could still feel it though. The weight of it. Like the fighter had become an extension of myself.
‘That would be the Affinity link engaging,’ Lady Gray said. Her voice echoed through my coms, ‘I’ve sent you coordinates to Tau. I’ll meet you there; once you drop into the atmosphere the race will have already started. It took longer to find the ship than I thought.’
Several seconds later the ship jumped to STL and I was falling out of orbit above a planet that looked like it had been torn in two.
New Location Discovered: Tau / Quadrant 66

Environment: inhospitable

Resources: None

+100 EXP




 
I was dropping fast. Struggling for control of my fighter.
— Quest —
INVERTIA (Player Created) - COMPLETE
Expected Difficulty: Expert
Rewards: A - 07 Fighter (SO SO FAST!)
Required Level: 50
 
+ 1000 EXP
+ 10 Affinity
+ 10 Focus
+ 20 Heat Resistance
+ 20 Mind’s Eye
Flying the ship came with several nice bonuses. The affinity link combined with the avatar. It was like being inside a body inside a body inside a body. The +20 increase to my mind’s eye made me feel almost like I was in some kind of dream state. Still dropping I felt time slow.
My shadow ability had activated.
I regained control.
Another screen appeared.
Congratulations 0n y0ur first high-speed racer.

In ass0ciation with the t0ngrove alliance.

Developed in part with fera industries. 

We welcome y0u t0 the high speeds club. Enj000y.




 
The message was in all caps in a font that looked like it was ripped from a Bad B-Movie. Besides that and the strange new interface it was the only thing that made the ship feel like it might have been a prototype. Another prompt appeared. This time asking me to pick a name. I was still descending quickly though space.
Without a lot of time to think I quickly called it the Red Asterisk after a band Hannah and I had gone to see at Club Kaiju.
The red-and-white racer had reminded me of one of their t-shirts.
New Location Discovered: Harbinger / Planet of the Beasts

+50 EXP




 
The Harbinger was immense and covered half of what was left of Tau’s surface. Tau, for the most part, had been broken apart. Held together by the gravity and core of the Harbinger. Above and below the clouds. Even among titans the Harbinger was something else. Almost as large as an orbital it had been one of the largest ships ever built. It was actually several, modded together by an art group known as the Chrono-fun Collective and funded by Lightning-jam Productions.
The titan had cost a fortune to build and not long after it was made the Chrono-fun Collective found themselves bankrupt. From bad to worse. The ship was too large and couldn’t jump to STL without exploding. It was one disaster after another. The core itself had its own gravity well that made it too hard to control. The Harbinger was a mega-failure. Commercially, engineering. No one but raiders wanted to even try to salvage it. It was one of the worst disasters in the game. It wasn’t even an entire week before it crashed into Tau and sent the planet out of orbit.
Every year Tau was drifting closer to the system’s star. Slowly growing hotter the planet had broken apart and become tidally locked. Parts of the once hospitable planet were burning away, melting under ultraviolet light, pockets of radiation so strong they would instantly kill a player without protection. The alien creatures on the planet had found new life huddled inside the Harbinger itself. Protected from the radiation by the hull they evolved and adapted to their new enclosure as the core collapsed in on itself and the entire planet become a dungeon.
Update




— Quest —
Harbinger Down Part 2
Expected Difficulty: Expert
Rewards: Credits, EXP, Artifact of Unknown Origins.
Required Level: 50
Objectives:
1. Win the sprint across the Planet of the Beast.
2. Survive long enough to reap your rewards.
Joined the race!
+500 EXP
+ 10 Luck. You survived entry.
The time is now 9:01 A.M.
 
…Something was happening on the other side of the gate.
I could feel it.




5.

Red
BREQ

 
Time was running out. The sprint across Tau had already begun and I was dead last. Luckily, I had one of the fastest ships in the quadrant thanks to our heist on Tongrave. For now, I would just have to live with the chaos and destruction we caused to the surface of the planet. Lady Gray’s ‘Cupcake Bomb Squad’ had done a number on the surface. A mess they would be cleaning up for months. It was also a guarantee that we would never be able to use their services again (not that we would). I had to be patient if I was going to win. Tau was a vicious planet.
Tidally locked and covered by the titan Harbinger
Down, we would be passing over am inhospitable surface, falling rock, through old mining tunnels, and a dungeon. Most of the ships in the race probably wouldn’t make it past the first checkpoint. Gravity on the planet was a third of Earth’s and made controlling any ship on the surface that much harder. Most of the ships would be equipped with a gyro stabilizer or a gravity shield. I wasn’t sure if I had either. For now, I was falling through the upper atmosphere, admiring the view from above, dropping in on auto-pilot, which brought me quickly to the starting point of the race. I was late. About a hundred racers were already minutes ahead of me with a few others like myself hurrying up to the starting line.
All the information about the race had been sent to my holo and I had about thirty seconds to read it before hitting the ground and joining the race.
HARBINGER DOWN:

The rules are simple, there are no rules. The first to pass every checkpoint and survive across the finish line wins.

Course Record: 2 hours 20 minutes and 03 seconds. If you can’t beat that you don’t deserve to win.

There are dozens of artifacts covering the surface of the planet.

Pick them up. Activate them. Store ‘em in your inventory to sell on what’s left of the black market. Your choice.

Remember the Harbinger is an actual dungeon and rightfully so. The largest on record. To date it is one of 300 and no one has ever been able to complete the entire thing. A raid on the dungeon’s core once led to a 72-hour boss battle that ended in defeat. Our drones have plotted a course to take you from the upper atmosphere down through the planet and into the dungeon interior. The route passes through Harbinger’s engine room, hangar, armory, and the largest stasis chamber ever developed. You have been warned. We started with 1500 drones and came back with 5. Race at your own risk. Some of the passages are narrow and if your ship doesn’t fit you’re out of luck. By the way it gets REALLY hot on the surface so we hope that you didn’t throw away that cooling system for a little bit of speed. Any player caught on the surface can expect a tan and about 3x the lethal dose of radiation.

Play hard. Play fast. Play to win.

-#Fera




 
I read fast. Speed reading all the quick lore and tips that flashing over the holographic interface on my ship, I felt my suit tighten around my body. This was cooling me down as I came across the surface and saw the yellow star Tau was orbiting. As I stared down at the molten surface below, it was hard to believe as that this planet used to be Earth-like.
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My suit was adjusting my skill-tree to better equip myself for the environment. This was something new. Normally skill points were permanent and could only be changed by implants installed by splicers. Implants couldn’t help a player level up, but they could be used to adjust your points. In this case, the suit was providing a ton of buffs including immunity to poison and paralysis. Implants were often extremely dangerous though and could cause a player to lose an entire set of attributes. A burnt-out implant would make any resistance null and void. 
As my suit continued to cool me down, I felt like I was floating inside a liquid gel. I could feel the change in pressure as my body adjusted to the space around me. My affinity with the ship grew. I found myself using the holographic controls like they were an extension of my own body. I could feel the world around me and the wind as it hit the red-and-white hull. Like a bird with wings I brought myself into a glide, stalling out my engines until the last possible second before I hit the ground and sent my ship into a perfect forward dive.
I was inside a tunnel. An incline. It was too good. Had I not moved forward at just the right moment I would have hit the side of a rock or worse the back of my ship would have hit the edge of the tunnel and collapsed the backend. Another player had already lost. I could see their blue starship broken apart, a small shuttle with a white skull across the side. Pieces of it shattered across the tunnel as they spiraled down and out of control moments before I crossed by. It was a quick reminder of what I was up against. The danger ahead of me. I could see the player was still alive as he climbed up from what was left of his cockpit and kicked open a hatch. Holding a rifle, he fired at me from behind debris. It was a pretty shallow move. On the other hand, maybe he was just trying to get my attention so I would rescue him. The prize said nothing about sharing a reward with hitchhikers or how many could cross the finish line in the same ship. As I passed, he continued to fire. One of his shots hit my rear thruster and I felt my ship drift to the right side before I was able to course correct and follow the path. After a minute he was nothing but a dot barely visible behind me.
‘Hang in there, you got this,’ I told myself. I had been racing now for ten minutes and had only crossed the one player in the tunnel. I would have been worried I was lost but my ship was showing me the way with a light blue holographic pathway visible only from my monitor, uploaded to my ship automatically after I dropped in above the planet’s surface. I assumed all the racers could see something similar. The paths laid out by the drones. With so many drones having gone missing, however, it was possible some of the routes or shortcuts that appeared would lead to dead ends. I had passed a few already tagged with red Xs and others with orange stripes. Paths that led to the unknown. After I spotted the first orange path, an optional quest came in. A small reward for collecting any of the drones that we came across. Nothing worth going out of the way for. I couldn’t let it stop me or slow me down. I had to win this.
I was relieved Lady Gray and I hadn’t had time to gut the ship of any unnecessary parts. The surface of the planet was hot, just the rules by #Fera had warned it would be. Even with my suit cooling me down the heat was almost unbearable. I could feel the sweat dripping down my forehead. It was enough to forget this was a game.
The heat wasn’t the only surprise on the surface. After coming out of the tunnel I was on a pretty straight path for a while, travelling over an almost open field of hills and mounds of rock and lava. Crawling along the rock were creatures that walked on tall legs like cellar spiders with the bodies of anteaters. Their thin legs magically carried their enormous weight as they left marks scarring the surface of the world. One followed by another almost in single file. I could see several sticking their long faces into holes in the ground to eat whatever was hiding down below the surface.
The dungeons of Bane made anything possible. They transformed everything. Ripping it all down to the core and rebuilding it from the inside out. The dungeons themselves seemed almost sentient the way they built their biomes intelligently around themselves, protecting themselves from the outside world. Maybe they were hyper-evolved AI cores like Nel that managed to become sentient and withdrawn. AI with post-traumatic stress, paranoia, and violent tendencies. Mutating every animal and plant to serve a purpose. I could only imagine what the Harbinger thought of a few hundred air ships running around. Fleas on a dog. No. We were more like splinters. Cutting our way through the upper atmosphere and burying ourselves deeper and deeper. There was no way it would just let us pass. The Harbinger would have to pick us out, pull us apart one by one.
Fifteen minutes in and I found myself dodging left and right. I had finally caught up to another player. He was inside a shuttle that looked like it had been stripped of everything but its skeleton and mounted with four gun turrets of various size. It looked heavy, too heavy, on the left side.  I could see him firing at the anteaters in failed attempts to make them hostile, as not one of them noticed us. We were too insignificant. Even as he eventually lost control and crashed into the leg of one of the creatures it was like the shuttle had hit an invisible wall. The anteater didn’t even flinch, it just continued going about its business, sucking up the crawlers under the ground.
After I was alone again, I could see them now ripping through the dirt with claws and mandibles. The crawlers. About the size of a man. Roach-like creatures with bodies that looked like they were molded from rock. Various patterns displayed across their limbs made it look like they formed one giant mass. They infested the ground. Hordes of crawlers poured out as the anteaters feasted upon them like they were pieces of rice. My stomach churned and I had to keep myself from vomiting. Imagine having to deal with that sight and smell for the rest of the race. Could have been worse. At least at that moment I felt grateful the Red Asterisk was airtight as I slid through an outpouring of crawlers and under the long legs of an anteater.
I drifted around one, only to find another swinging the backend of my ship sideways and banging it hard against the leg bone of a third. The beast I hit barely noticed me at all. It was like smacking off a wall made of cement. Just enough to knock me of course for a second. It did 2% damage. Nothing to worry about. Our fighters were basically glorified hover cycles with wings and ion engines bolted to the sides. They could take a hit.
In a race like this we couldn’t fly like we could in space. Not even in the sky. We had to use the ship’s anti-gravity repulsers to glide over the planet’s surface. A small boost from the ion engines could help the ship move forward but turned up past levels 1-2 out of 10, say, and you wouldn’t have time to stabilize, turn, drift, or move in any meaningful way except up up and away or front first into a wall.
It was all about control, about swinging the backend of the starship the right way so that the whole thing slid sideways around obstacles, straightening up just in time to follow the blue pathway back into another tunnel.
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My radar was starting to pick up other ships in my vicinity and not just the ones that had joined in later than I had. Until I made it into the top 10 my place in the race didn’t matter. Most of the ships following me were either already wrecked or were hanging back to watch what traps or dangers lay ahead of them. Playing it safe wasn’t going to win but if they survived at all they would have some bragging rights and probably scrip from side bets made in their own guilds. Being out in the void for three months had made me forget. People loved this. Watching from the sidelines. Making bets. All of this was being streamed for millions to watch. For some survivors this would be enough. Just living through this race meant they would be invited to holo casts, public forums, perhaps receive invites from high ranking guilds. Even the value of their gear and ships would be ten times what it had been before, just because they could say they ran in the race of ‘Harbinger Down’. I could just imagine Gorge back before he lost the Upsilon in the Spire. He would be one of the first gear heads watching and waiting for this to end so that he could bid on ships and weapons at auction. Our guild, before the opening of the gate, would also have been called into action. We would be recovering artifacts from the dead echoes of this world. This world would be crawling with the dead, the Hollows, sooner rather than later.
The inside of the tunnel was moving. All around me I was surrounded by the crawlers. Three hundred and sixty degrees of moving bugs. I could see one of the ships behind me panic. Probably a bug phobia. It dipped down, scraping the horde before losing control. The ship was covered by the bugs in seconds as if it was sinking into oil.
‘Help! They are breaking through my hull, I can’t…’ the distress signal started and ended. I hadn’t even realized we could speak to one another, coms had been so quiet. Had the pilot been someone I knew? How did they know what frequency I was on? Another member of Novum? It was possible I wasn’t the only one in our guild and I wouldn’t put it past Lady Gray not to have told me or to have laid bets against me.
‘This is Red Asterisk, can anyone hear me?’ I called back. There was nothing. Just static. I was hoping maybe at least I would be able to talk to the others through my suit. The avatar signal was holding fine. Communications shouldn’t be any harder to figure out. Still, nothing. I was alone inside a living cave watching the ground move below me like water. The crawlers appeared to be chasing me. Following the sound of the Red
Asterisk’s engines. Maybe they were drawn to the lights, the heat, the smell of burning dark matter and crystal shards.
Affinity Link: Active

Readjusting to player level and focus.

Piloting assessed.

Air: Online

Gravity: Online

Communications: Offline

Hull Integrity: 92%

Weapons: Offline

STL Drive: Offline

Ion Drive: Online

Shields: 30%




 
The crawlers were slowly tearing at the bottom of the Red Asterisk’s hull. Their mandibles reaching up. It was like taking a car and driving over a road of nails. Every time my shields dropped even small percent, I felt the entire ship tremble. If I flew higher, I would do the same damage to the top. All I could do was turn my STL engines offline and divert power from them to my shields to keep them holding.
Hull integrity was something totally different. Not even a shield could stop the crawlers’ claws from physically scraping against the metal alloys that protected me. A few of the larger, more powerful crawlers had managed to cause some damage but the hull held at 92%.
I continued to follow the blue path, headlights on the front of my ship pointing forward. Every so often I saw crashed racers that had scrapped their lights, hoping to limit their weight. Just a little faster, I thought, making my way through the living maze. It felt like something out of a nightmare.
I had to slow right down. I could have probably moved faster on foot as the tunnels became smaller and smaller. I began to worry that I might have taken a wrong turn or missed something. Maybe this whole passage was the wrong way or the crawlers were somehow forming a mass blockage to the way forward, like a clogged artery. My ship had no weapons. Besides being a prototype, it was meant to be used as a medical ship. It was probably intended to be a quick way for a healer to get from one place to another. I did have my personal weapons though and maybe those would be enough in a worst-case scenario.
Three ships were following behind me. Close. They were using both the holographic path and the light from my ship to guide them through the maze. Since we were all in the same mess I decided to reach out to them via coms, temporarily redirecting power from my shields again so they would come online.
‘Can anyone hear me?’ I called out.
There was no answer for a few minutes until a woman’s voice came through, ‘this is the cosmic warrior, following your heading, is there an issue with the course? Can you identify yourself?’
I fought for a moment what to say, everyone knew the Corpse Divers had changed their name to Novum but we were all supposed to be lost in a gate. Joining a private chat wouldn’t be an option, revealing myself to be Breq wouldn’t be an option either. If word got out about the avatar system, there would be a lot of people harassing us and trying to find ways to kick us out of the server. I couldn’t blame them. It was cheating.
‘Is there a problem?’ the woman’s voice came back.
‘Coms malfunction. Cleaning it up on my end. I need help breaking through the crawlers. Tunnels are tightening up. No weapons,’ I said before realizing that was a pretty big reveal.
‘No weapons,’ she laughed, ‘biggest, baddest race in the game and you come without even a stick to defend yourself,’ she laughed again.
‘Came to race and win, that’s all,’ I answered.
‘Too bad nobody else came that way, I’ve already taken out three other ships for firing at me, you’re lucky I stripped the lights of my fighter or you would be bug food right now,’ she was still laughing. Still, she had told me all I needed to know about what kind of player she was. Defensive. Unafraid to do whatever it took to get through this. 
‘Care to lend me a hand? I promise not to fire at you,’ I quipped.
‘Maybe I’ll just take you out and salvage your high beams.’
‘Take it out and the self-destruct will initiate. Everything within half a kilometer will be blown apart including you, the crawlers, the tunnel,’ I bluffed. There was no self-destruct. Not that I was aware anyway.
‘I’ll follow behind you at ten meters, when you need me to fire at something flash your lights and I’ll take the shot. Don’t worry I won’t miss,’ she answered back.
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She didn’t miss a shot. As the horde grew around us we blasted our way though the tunnel for another ten minutes until we reached an impassable wall of crawlers that never seemed to end. There we stood, both our ships hovering.
‘Where do they keep coming from?’ she called out in frustration.
‘My guess is there is a freighter or several ships wrecked behind them, regular proton blasts aren’t enough to break through,’ I answered.
‘That’s all I have, maybe I should blast you and let that self-destruct void out the whole tunnel.’
‘That won’t work either, but I do have an idea. If we can run power from my shields to your weapons I can give your proton lasers an extra boost. Should be enough to tear a hole straight through whatever is blocking our path,’ I called back.
‘Are you a tech-mage? How the hell are you going to do that?’ she asked. Truth was I wasn’t a hundred percent sure but I had a decent idea after watching Kira and Gorge both rig weapons together dozens of times in simulations. I had to hope that I had picked up a few things. I had no idea what I was doing. Just that if I took a red cable and attached it from my shield to the open end of her weapons and grounded it on the hull of my ship it should hypothetically boost her energy levels long enough for her to hold down the trigger and blast our way through.
‘I’m not a tech-mage but if you don’t trust me neither of us are going to survive this race,’ I answered trying to sound calm and assuring.
I hovered there for a moment before opening my cockpit. I left Stella inside hidden just below my seat. I felt my Affinity link cut out as I set the Red Asterisk on auto-pilot. My symbiotic suit covered my face and adjusted to my surroundings.
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From outside the ship the crawlers looked more terrifying than I had imagined. From where I stood I stared at them, the sealed tunnel looked like paint peeling from a wall only the lines were constantly in motion overlapping one another again and again. An endless fractal array of various shades of gray brought to life by the light of my hovering starship. Time seemed to slow down as if my survival instincts were kicking in. I had to fight the fear. Grabbing the cable from my ship I grounded one first before I jumped towards her fighter, similar in design to mine but older and well-armed. She stayed inside her cockpit as I landed on her wing. I did my best not to let the end of the cable touch me knowing just how much power was surging through it and what it would do to my avatar. The whole thing only took about thirty seconds to set up before I was back in my ship sending power from my shields to her weapons.
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I wasn’t about to survive any blasts or ice-related injuries, but the armor was fortifying my body and defenses. With my survival skill, fortification, and focus all high I was basically a walking tank.
‘Interesting attire you have, never seen that before? Pull that from a corpse or a dungeon?’
‘Bought it on the black market,’ I said, not giving anything away.
‘Too bad, looked cool, Maybe, after this is over you can tell me who you bought it from,’ she replied knowing that most players didn’t reveal their sources for items, especially rare items, whether they were found or stolen.
‘Maybe if we make it out of this alive and I win I won’t need it anymore and I can give it to you.’
‘That would be a nice reward, too bad I’m going to win.’
‘First we have to both make it out of this hellhole alive.’
‘Agreed. Ready when you are.’
‘I have an idea, but you have to trust me,’ I said, after a small pause.
‘I just let you crawl around on the outside of my ship, if that doesn’t say trust,’ she answered.
‘Right, well, we need to fly through the rest of the tunnel in tandem. Our ships are about the same size. If one of us latches onto the other upside down we can fly through and fire our way out,’ I answered.
‘And I suppose that means you would do the flying and I’ll do the firing,’ she asked.
‘That or we trade cockpits,’ I suggested knowing full well that would never happen.
‘Right. So, what do we do when we reach the end?’
‘We’ll agree to split apart and go our separate ways. Once we reach the surface it will be a fair race to the finish line.’
‘Well you are unarmed so I don’t have to worry about you shooting me in the back.’
‘See, I’m the one at risk here,’ I tried to sound friendly. The truth was the opposite of that. She would have to relinquish all flight control to me for this to work. Flying tandem would mean carrying her ship upside down through the tunnel. If I saw the exit and dropped her before we made it out it would be an easy win for me.
‘We’ll do things your way but if you let go, I will hunt you down,’ she replied, knowing exactly what she was risking.
‘We better start, three other ships are approaching us and while I’m glad we aren’t dead last I don’t want to risk our new partnership coming to an end too quickly,’ I said checking my radar. We still had a few minutes before they caught up. The tunnels, as difficult as they had been, turned out to be the advantage I had needed to catch up.
‘I agree, let’s start. By the way. They call me Myra,’ her image appeared on my HUD along with an invite. She couldn’t read any of my details unless I gave them to her but besides her name I couldn’t read any of hers.
‘Let’s not get into that,’ I answered.
‘Fine, keep your identity a secret. I guess your trust extends only so far,’
‘It’s not that,’ I answered without saying anymore. ‘If you need something to call me by, call me Red,’
‘Red, that’s an interesting name.’
‘This ship is called the Red Asterisk.’
‘Alright Red, let’s get started.’
Slowly, she turned her ship upside down and slid under mine. I reversed my shield allowing her to come through and latch on to the bottom of my hull. Her ship was similar in design but just slightly smaller than my own. Together, the two ships looked like one and we pushed forward as though we were. She blew a hole in the tunnels ahead of us and I flew us through. The two of us anticipated each other’s reactions as I flew through one cavern into another. We made a pretty good team. The crawlers didn’t stand a chance and according to our radar we were catching up to other ships still in the race.
With our two ships attached to one another we drifted through one corner and another. The path was taking us deeper underground. For a moment we lost all radar and the other ships behind us seemed to have either gotten lost or fallen too far behind us to matter.
‘About two hundred ships are participating. It looks like there are about thirty still left, including us,’ Myra said through my coms.
‘How do you know that?’
‘I managed to tap into the FERA network. I’m watching a few of the other players, not everyone is streaming but based on what I’m seeing it’s a fair bet to say we might actually have a shot. There is a group of players flying in unison about five minutes ahead of us that make up the bottom half of the top 10 and the top 5 are only a few minutes ahead of them. They are taking their time. Some have broken off and started gathering drones and artifacts. Guess they decided they couldn’t keep up, so they are mining other rewards. Pretty smart actually,’ she replied.
‘Not when there is a chance to win this,’ I was smiling now, thinking about how I had been worried as a result of my late start. Nice to know our deterrent from earlier hadn’t slowed us down too much.
‘Unless you are holding back, I don’t see how we can catch up.’
I was holding back. The A-07 prototype was fast. A lot faster than I was letting on. Even with the additional weight. It was a unique part of the Red Asterisk’s design. It could carry crates of medical supplies in a hurry to colonists pretty much anywhere.
‘Stop watching the streams and pay attention. I need you to focus on anything that might block our path. Crawlers, debris: if anything stands in our way, blast it,’ I said before increasing our speed and carrying us through the tunnels twice as fast.
‘What are you?’ she called out blasting crawlers as they swarmed the ground in front of us.
‘I’ve bet my life on this game,’ I replied.
Pretty soon we were moving three times as fast as we had been when we first joined up our crafts.
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‘This is actually working!’ Myra shouted.
‘You had doubts?’ I said, as we passed another ship that had been brought down by the crawlers. Both our shields were working in unison as, together, we rushed towards the surface. We were about an hour into the race when we found ourselves flying into an open chamber filled with bones of the Anteaters and other giant kaiju that we had yet to see alive on the surface. As we passed through the chamber, we realized it was a boneyard. Our path was taking us through still rotting bodies and around what looked like the ribs of some gigantic monster. I could just barely make out the skull of some three-eyed cyclops. Broken teeth as large as dropships.
‘What is this?’ I asked.
‘A tomb of giants. This world’s original inhabitants. Looks like a crawler nest now. I think they feed off the anteaters once they die but the rest of them…I don’t know. Even if the titan hadn’t crashed on this world no animals or creatures of that size could survive,’ Myra answered.
‘Giant three-eyed aliens, who would have guessed? Maybe that’s the Chel and we’ve just made the discovery of a lifetime.’
‘I doubt it. From what I’ve heard the Chel are more amphibious. More Arkham horror than mythological.’
‘Nobody but the elite of the FTC would know that. You have friends on the inside?’
‘You never asked me my alignment, but no. I’m not with the Chel. What they did to civilians on the Spire. It was inexcusable.’
‘The NPCs?’
‘The conscious constructs. They have lives just like you and I. You know there is no difference between their brain patterns and our own when we are inside the game. The only difference between us is we have another world to go back to. They just get reset or worst become ghosts.’
‘You mean Hollows?’
‘Yeah, did you hear what happened at the Spire? I can’t imagine how many NPCs died because some guild decided to start a war.’
‘So, you think they are real?’
‘Our bodies are organic but so are our minds. Our souls are something else. As far as the game is concerned there is very little separating us.’
‘And what about Hollows? Why don’t we turn into ghosts?’
‘Who is to say we don’t? Players die in-game all the time. Accidents, malfunctioning hardware. Corporations don’t let it get out but as a medic in the Tongrave Alliance I have to believe that all the lives we save mean something. Have you ever just watched an NPC? They have entire lives. Families. History. We may have made them or their progeny but how many of them are unaccounted, uncoded by human hands? Born into Bane.’
I stopped. Swallowing. I felt my throat clench up and I was sweating. Myra was a member of the Tongrave Alliance and yet she had no idea what had just happened nor that she was putting her life on the line for the pilot who had just stolen from her guild. I had to change the subject. Fast.
‘Speaking of Hollows, shouldn’t we have seen some by now? I thought this place would be crawling with them?’
‘We’re still technically on the surface. I’m sure once we reach the titan we’ll see them. At that point we’ll have to make sure neither of us get hit or they’ll drag us down.’ 
‘How do you know so much?’
‘I did my research before jumping in. I need the rewards from this race to get my family out of the Raft,’ she answered.
The Raft. It had been ages since I had thought of that place. My parents were refugees from there. An island made of salvaged boats and broken piers floating in the Atlantic Ocean just off the coast of what use to be Maryland. Plagued by a vicious disease called ‘The Red’ along with violence, protests, and barely any form of government. My parents had been lucky to escape. It was rare that anyone met any players that were actually still living on ‘the Raft’ and rarer that they were actually good people. 
‘I’m sorry,’ I replied.
‘I don’t need your pity. Forget I said anything. Just remember once we near the finish line I’m going to win this.’
There was a long silence.
Eventually, we came to find what was left of the titan Harbinger. It really was a work of art. Massive runes decorated a hull that was woven in and out of the organic rock and bones.
‘We’re about to enter the belly of the beast, you ready Red?’ Myra asked.
‘Ready as I’ll ever be,’ I called back. It was beginning to look like our partnership was going to take us all the way through the planet’s core and back up to the surface before we could go our separate ways.
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From the boneyard to the inside of a galactic titan. The interior of the Harbinger wasn’t as horrible as I had imagined. We had plenty of open space to fly around in and while Myra had been right about the Hollows it was pretty easy to keep our distance. Thirty minutes in, several alarms on the Red Asterisk started buzzing. I hit every button I could to try and turn them off, to no avail. Suddenly, I found the lights dimming as we flew deeper underground. Everything else on the ship seemed to be working fine, even power to the shields held steady. I started to slow down, Myra was yelling into my coms demanding to know the problem.
There was always danger; peril lurked around every corner. No such thing as a safe place in Bane. No safe place in the quads. Even in the real, most of the world was struggling. There had been a divide between the rich and the poor. The walled-in cities, the recovery zones, the rafts. It wasn’t surprising that so many chose Bane as their place to escape. Every time we logged in our minds were scanned by the neuro-link inside the pods, with our bodies lying in what was basically a mass-produced life support system. Bane was more than a game. It was a world. With the settings on max it was no different than the real thing. Pain. Pleasure. All the emotions that came with real life. The only difference was how much the player accepted it.
I could still remember my first time sitting inside the pilot’s seat. I was only level 2 and Damien had just bought a fighter with two seats. He had always been more of a paladin, a fighter, but wanted to branch out. I think he was jealous I was a scout and that I had decided to focus on stealth rather than tanking. It was fairly common for players to take on more than one class, it didn’t necessarily mean they were multi-classing but it went a long way to making sure they survived and had the tools necessary to complete a wide variety of missions.
I met up with Damien that night to see his new fighter. It was a Vok-3, armed with two dual lasers on the wings and shaped like a V, with the cockpit sitting in the back, right over the top of three small boosters. It could be flown in space but was mostly used for atmospheric dog fights. We exited the starship in which we were staying at the time and flew down towards a small hospitable world in Quadrant 3. I shouldn’t have been there but Damien had insisted. For twenty minutes we flew through clouds, doing flips, and flying in loops. Then Damien handed the controls over to me. Most starships have an anti-grav repulser attached to the bottom to keep them in the air. The boosters make them go fast and together the repulsers and boosters help them turn, etc. The cockpits each create their own shields, which replicate Earth’s atmosphere, and grav-pads keep the forces of gravity from both crushing and killing a player while they pull off hard turns and fly at speeds that can break the sound barrier. Without the shield and grav-pads working in unison, a starship would be crushed by the immense pressures of gravity as well as the change in temperatures and environment.
Back then, I knew none of these things nor did I expect the controls of a starship to be as sensitive as they were. Within ten seconds there was a buzzing and we fell out of the sky. Our grav-pads failed to compensate for my lack of skill. Damien managed to take back control and forced us into a glide where we landed in a massive snow bank and were almost buried by an avalanche. The ship was unsalvageable. Despite what happened though Damien wasn’t mad. In fact, he was smiling. Happy to tell me that he had managed to add a point to his piloting stat for sticking the landing. I remember standing there waiting as we waited for a pickup. He asked me how it felt to be a pilot. My answer was simple, ‘it was the best ten seconds of my life.’
From that moment on I spent as much time scouting and diving for echoes as I did learning the ins and outs of starships: training in simulations and taking every opportunity I could to fly on my own. Damien, of course, bought another ship once he had saved up enough and he taught me what to look out for, what the buzzing meant, and how to crash with a semblance of style.
‘We need to get going if we are going to catch up,’ Myra’s voice was louder than all the alarms. I was still flipping switches while I daydreamed about the past. Most of them seemed to do nothing. Nothing I could visibly see anyway. I really wanted to get a look at the ship’s specs. Lady Gray might have thought stealing the A-07 was a good idea but the prototype was incomplete. That much was now obvious. The grav-pads were small and while they could keep me safe I could feel the Gs pushing against me on every turn.
‘Give me a minute, I’m losing power,’ I said, bluffing. Truth was I was just annoyed by the alarm going off and didn’t know what to make of it.
‘Perhaps it’s time we go our separate ways?’ Her voice was stubborn. I couldn’t blame her. I had been doing most of the flying and she hadn’t had anything to shoot in a while now.
‘Just a minute,’ I said arguing. I didn’t want our partnership to end just yet. Even if I knew her ship was weighing mine down, I liked the company. It didn’t matter that we were silent. I knew she was there. After fidgeting in my seat, finally, I reached down under the cockpit and flight controls, where there was a small black box with a blinking red light. ‘Got it’. Ripping the box out caused the alarm to stop sounding. Nothing was failing. It was an alarm tripping. Most likely they had only taken the prototype on small test-flights. The alarm was letting me know I had officially gone over the established flight time.
‘New ship, still tinkering with it a little, all good now,’ I promised before realizing I had flown us only meters away from a wall. Two blue paths were painted before us. Two tunnels. A left and a right. Maybe Myra was right and it was time for the two of us to go our separate ways. 
‘Which way should we go?’ I asked hesitating. Wondering if she would insist on leaving. I wasn’t ready to make the call. After all we’d already gone through I was ready to ride together to the end. Though Myra had told me not to feel any pity for her and no mention of ‘the Raft’ had come up again, I still couldn’t break free from the thought of it. I thought of Hannah and how she and her father had fled. How Myra was playing for survival, for her family. I thought of how many would be out on the street if I lost. The entire Novum guild was depending on me to finish, and finish first.
‘I only see one path, right,’ she answered.
‘What are you talking about? There is a fork in the road. Left or right.’
‘Check your sensors again. One path. The right side,’ she called back.
Something was wrong. Very wrong.
‘We got incoming, looks like a straggler,’ Myra shouted through the coms just as another fighter came flying through the tunnels behind us towards the right-side path.
It seemed to obvious. Why would the Red Asterisk show both tunnels leading to the next checkpoint when everyone else saw only one way.
‘Do you trust me?’ I asked.
‘That’s twice you’ve asked me that now. Yes. Yes, I trust you,’ Myra answered. Before I could reply the two of us were flying into the left tunnel. Into the unknown.
>Checkpoint 7 reached




 
The tunnel was a shortcut.
‘How did you know?’ Myra asked.
‘A lucky guess,’ I answered trying to stay focused on the race. We had entered the top 10. A list of other players and their ship names came through on our HUD.
	Lieve - Kingfisher




	Angstrom - BM-3
Sky Crawler




	Kanu - Nova Squad’s Ambience of Judgement




	Seya - Vaengr




	Hoshi – Silvermane’s Silver Moon Redemption




	Plung - Comet of Pleasure




	Tal - Divinity of Fleeting Memories




	Dorek - Light of Life




	Myra - Ambition of Inspiration




	Red - Red Asterisk







‘The feed is broken and they are keeping the types of craft blurred so no one can tell them from one another but it’s safe to assume at least three of them are on hover cycles, another two are in advanced star fighters, another a dropship that has been stripped for speed. Two unknown. Probably fighter-class like ours,’ Myra responded almost immediately. It was nice having the backup. She was strategic. Even when we had locked our ships together she made sure that the tip of hers was just forward enough it could be considered ahead of mine, despite the fact that her ship was smaller and mounted underneath my own. If we didn’t detach before the finish line I would lose. I had to remember that. Despite the partnership we currently had, it would be short-lived in the long run. Pretty soon we would be enemies again.
We continued to fly over Hollows and a Hollow Mass that had formed. The dungeon was reacting to our presence. Tougher and tougher monsters were forming all around us, but we were faster than it could react. Faster than the time it took for a mass or goliath to form. Faster than any of the Hollow leviathans or kaiju that seemed to be born from the dead that appeared behind us as we crossed an ocean of black tar closer and closer to the core of the Harbinger. Even those that appeared in front of us were no match for Myra’s guns. Twice she blew a hole in a leviathan wide enough for us to break through before it reformed.
>Checkpoint 8 reached




 
An hour and thirty minutes in we reached the core. A massive diamond-shaped beam of energy floated in the center, four massive cylinders shining brightly throughout a large, almost endless chamber filled with alien architecture that was a callback to movies from a hundred years ago. Dozens of columns, some broken, some in pristine condition came up from the depths and from the ceiling above. Surges of yellow energy ran through them. The core itself seemed to have a voice that was speaking in tongues that echoed around us, jamming our coms. I could feel my head pounding as if the signal between my body and avatar was lagging. As we passed, I could see one of the hover cycles being swiped by a massive Hollow Mass that resembled the three-eyed giant we had seen in the boneyard. I couldn’t get a read on it but I’m sure if I had it would have been just as strong if not stronger than a guardian.
Both the Comment of Pleasure and BM-3 Sky Crawler were out of the race. The Kingfisher, Nova Squad’s Ambience of Judgement, and the Vaengr were each fighting for first place neck-and-neck. The rest of us stood behind them as if we were flying in a straight line.
‘Don’t do anything hostile,’ I said, hoping Myra could hear me. I flew slowly and as far out from the giant as I could, watching as it watched me. After about a minute we were back in the passageways of the Harbinger. I could have let her go. De-magnetized our ships and watch her fall. I would be in seventh place. If I had any intention of killing her this would have been the perfect place. This was a dungeon that would never be raided. It would never be defeated.
	Lieve - Kingfisher




	Kanu - Nova Squad’s Ambience of Judgement




	Seya - Vaengr




	Hoshi – Silvermane’s Silver Moon Redemption




	Tal - Divinity of Fleeting Memories




	Dorek - Light of Life




	Myra - Ambition of Inspiration




	Red - Red Asterisk







>Checkpoint 9 reached




 
We were out of the light of the core. Flying faster back into the darkness. Faster now than before. I could see even the engines on the Red Asterisk were starting to wear down as my hull integrity started to take a beating. The A-07 prototype probably hadn’t been run this long since its creation. I doubted the Tongrave Alliance had enough time to give it a proper test run from one quad to another before we came along and took it.
Air: Online

Gravity: Online

Communications: Minimal

Hull Integrity: 75%

Weapons: Offline

STL Drive: Offline

Ion Drive: Online

Shields: 10%




 
The path ahead was straight and narrow. A few Hollows, but nothing like what we had seen before going into the core. Perhaps the dungeon realized what was happening and had decided to focus its efforts on looters rather than the rest of us flying through it. We approached Dorek in the Light of Life, a small fighter that looked like it was nothing but metal bars. Dorek was exposed to the elements around him, wearing nothing but Paladin armor and a visor over his eyes. The Light of Life had been stripped of weapons and shields too so when we approached it and Myra opened fire, poor Dorek didn’t stand a chance at all.
‘For a healer you sure are violent,’ I said.
‘You’re alive still,’ Myra called back.
‘Five more to go.’
‘Six,’ she said reminding me that the two of us weren’t on the same side
‘Six,’ I agreed.
When we thought we were safe it was almost too late. Tal and Hoshi hit their breaks and slowed down long enough to get beside us. They were both on hover cycles, were heavily armed with energy turrets, with rocket launchers on their backs and even Ki-rifles slung across their sides in a wolf sling. They were also wearing bulky armor. Hoshi’s was specially designed with the crest of a wolf while Tal’s had the hood of an owl. Both worked in unison, firing at us from both sides. I turned in circles hoping to reduce the amount of impact from their turrets, waiting until they overheated. That was when I course corrected and hit the brakes, watching as they pulled their rocket launchers from their back at the same time and fired. Each one missed the other by only a few meters. As I slowed down and sped up they followed right behind me. Slowing down and speeding up. Rolling. Drifting around corners all in tandem with my two, no three enemies…
‘I’m sorry,’ I said before turning my coms off. Tal and Hoshi had left me with few options and Myra wasn’t going to be able to fire at either of them so long as they stayed on our side. If I could take out one I could handle the other. I told myself it was okay to speed up and use Myra’s ship as a shield to block an energy blast from Hoshi, moving closer to his cycle until I could hear metal scraping against metal. The outer hull of Myra’s ship falling apart as it burned and Hoshi’s cycle disappeared from my side. It was time to do the same to Tal. 
‘Hang on a bit longer,’ I said aloud to myself. I was hoping that once this was over Myra and I could still somehow maintain our partnership. Doubtful. I was using her ship as a weapon now and she would be lucky if she survived the impact. At the very least I imagined I had probably knocked her ship around enough to force her out of the game. She was probably already watching the streams trying to find out what was happening. Staring at a holo on a bug infested mattress as the wings of the Ambition of Inspiration tore off and plasma coils leaked across the floor and walls of the Harbinger.
Tal saw what I had done to Hoshi and was already trying to move ahead of me. Hitting the high gear on his bike he jetted out in front of me. He probably knew I had no guns. To my surprise Myra’s ship started firing. One blast of blue energy followed by another until Tal was spinning violently out of control and into the walls.
I hesitated. Wondering if I should disengage Myra’s ship now or turn my coms back online. There were still three more ships to catch up to. I was only doing what I thought was right. Both of us knew our partnership was temporary. 
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‘I wouldn’t have blamed you if you left me to die,’ she said not a moment after I turned our communications back online.
‘How are you doing?’ I asked.
‘Shields are holding at fifteen percent. Hull integrity is at three percent but holding. Life support is broken but I’m in a spacesuit so I re-routed power to my weapons. I should have enough to keep you covered.’
‘I betrayed you,’ I cried. It wasn’t just the race. It was what I did before the race that was weighing heavily on my mind. The sin I couldn’t talk about.
‘It was a good strategy, you knocked out the twins and took fourth place. Even if we lose this is still a victory,’ she replied.
‘If we lose there is no reward.’
‘Better step on it,’ she called back.
	Lieve - Kingfisher




	Kanu - Nova Squad’s Ambience of Judgement




	Seya - Vaengr




	Myra - Ambition of Inspiration




	Red - Red Asterisk







We passed our last checkpoint and came out of the tunnels back onto the surface. The finish line was still too far off to make out but I could see the three other racers just ahead of us. Kanu and Lieve were firing at one another from a distance while Seya was hanging back. I started pushing the engines more. If I had to guess, I’d say I was traveling at around 1200 km/hr. If not for my shields I would be a pancake, crushed by the gravitational forces that surrounded me.
This side of the planet was cold. Away from the sun. I could see broken pieces of the planet floating in the sky above us that had broken away, caught in the gravity well of the Harbinger. The core really was all that held this world together. In the distance, towards the finish line, it looked like there were several titans hovering above the surface waiting for us. Thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of players were watching the finish line in person. As we caught up to the Vaengr all I could do was smile and think how awesome all of this was.
The Vaengr was an A0 model. Similar to mine but an earlier run. Most likely another stolen craft or one that had been salvaged from a rescue mission gone wrong. It had been painted flat black with a draugr painted on the side with a sword and buckler. Myra fired rapidly but Seya’s ship still had plenty of shield. Even when the Vaengr wasn’t swaying one way or another to avoid the energy blasts, the few hits Myra made bounced off.
‘I can speed up, try to pass it,’ I said.
‘Seriously? You’re still holding back?’
‘Not holding back. This ship is a prototype…’ I began before screaming at myself in my head that I’m an idiot, ‘it’s new. This is my first race in it.’ I tried to bluff but I had leaked an important piece of information. Whether Myra knew what to do with that or whether she had any involvement with R&D at the Tongrave Alliance’s base. I had no idea.
‘Wait…somethings happening ahead, Lieve and Kanu are slowing down…no Kanu is coming straight towards us!’ Myra yelled as Kanu’s dropship hit the ground and rolled about a hundred times towards us kicking up pieces of the planet’s crust before tearing through the Vaengr like it was made of straw. No shield could have stopped it. We flew and rolled upwards into the sky avoiding the debris but Myra’s ship had broken away. I could feel one of my grav-pads had been damaged but not too badly. Shields were holding. Time slowed down as I began turning in reverse and launched a tow cable. The edge of it latched onto what was left of Myra’s starship grabbing it before it could roll with the rest of the debris. The Ambition of Inspiration was little more than a cockpit. Her wings had been melted, almost all her grav-pads were destroyed. I could only hope her shield was still keeping something intact.
‘Myra are you with me?’ I asked.
There was no answer. I waited a few seconds. Correcting my course, I let her fragile starship draft behind me as I towed it. Maybe her coms were damaged. Either way I was more determined to win now than ever. So close to the finish line, Myra, my only real competition, was nothing but a passenger being dragged behind me.
With nothing to lose, I let loose. Within a minute I started to catch up to Lieve and his ship, the Kingfisher. It was a modified star fighter: Echelon class, FTC. He was obviously someone who had aligned with the Chel and was using technology that could only be gained by working with them, but there was something more. On the side of his black and gray ship was a blue vulpine with a white outline and details that closely resembled Aiko. It threw me off-guard for a moment, long enough for me to wonder if this was some kind of trap. Why would the FTC want to win credits or a sponsorship from Corbin Wellington and Fera industries?
The Kingfisher jerked and turned 180 degrees around, firing at me. The two of us weren’t in a race anymore. We were locked in a death match. Two ships. Two players. One prize. I tried flying high and sliding between the chunks of the planet that were hovering in the sky above the surface. Like moving through asteroids. Lieve continued to follow me like a shadow. A few times I worried I might lose Myra, who was still barely hanging on…And still silent.
Nothing I did seemed to be any use. My shields were down to 3%. Without Myra’s guns I could do nothing but dodge. Dodge and kick out the top part of my cockpit, drop my shields, and fire a charged shot from Stella, strong enough to send Lieve and the Kingfisher crashing into the cold rock.
And like that it was over. It took me three minutes to reach the finish line with Myra on the line behind me.
A screen appeared on my HUD telling me that 1 million credits had been deposited into Novum’s guild account.
— Quest COMPLETE —
Harbinger Down (1 hour 48 minutes).
Expected Difficulty: Expert
Rewards: Credits, EXP, Artifact of Unknown Origins.
Required Level: 50
+10,000 EXP
 
‘Red. You did it Red,’ Myra’s voice came softly through the coms.
‘I did! We did!’ I shouted.
Myra was silent for a moment. Then she whispered, ‘you’re a monster’.
I felt my heart sink into my chest as we slowed down, landing gear deployed, and both our ships touched the ground. Almost immediately she kicked open her cockpit and started walking towards me. Neither the heat nor radiation bothered her. I could see she was in rough shape. Without help she probably wouldn’t survive the open air very long especially since I could see parts of her environmental suit were torn. Her hair was red and ragged, shaved on the sides with short bangs. She had tears falling from her eyes. As she was walking towards me it became clear that she was not coming to celebrate. In her right hand was a gun.
‘Three years ago, I came across a small colony filled with NPCs. Young men, women, children. Then a group of players came. They took everything from them. Violated the women, killed the men. I watched helpless as my second life became a worse nightmare than my own reality. It didn’t stop. The players found me and before I could log out they started treating me like the rest of them. They didn’t care that I was real. I tried to log out but I was in so much shock I couldn’t move. I couldn’t break free. Bane had become my reality. And when they were done…there was no one but me left. I was alone for hours surrounded by the dead. I watched as the Hollows came, as artifacts appeared by magic. The Tongrave Alliance came…one of the colonists had sent a distress call but they were too late. Their ships were too slow.
‘The Tongrave Alliance fought back the Hollows and gave me a new home. A new purpose. Together we hunted each and every one of those players down. The Alliance became the only ones I could call family. The only ones I trusted until you…And you killed them. You stole from them. For what? To win a stupid race.’
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Checking for necessary update files…
Initializing…
 
Name: Talves
Age: 16
Level: 12
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Class: None
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Year 2071

 
DATA LOG - <talves ^(*>
Location: Unknown 

Environment: Hospitable

Resources: Unknown

Quick Lore: None

— Quest: None —
Expected Difficulty: None
Rewards: None
 
After I first came to, the Argo had explained to me what had happened. It was a long drawn out speech which I half-heard. My body had died. The Red had killed me. And when I stopped throwing up from motion sickness it advised me that we were being pulled down into orbit around an unknown world and it would be only a matter of time before we crashed. Immediately, it was up to me to save the ship and my familiar or we’d all die. Counting my real death, that would have been twice in an hour for me. The fear I felt was nothing compared to the anxiety I had wondering what would happen to me if I died twice. That is, if the Argo wasn’t playing out some script and this was some limbo world between worlds, or afterlife. I had seen it before on TV, in movies. A player gets transported to a magical fantasy world and has to defeat some demon lord or fight some kind of ominous evil to return home.
I guided the Argo down manually, scraping mountains and landing us on the outskirts of a ruined city, half-buried in snow. There wasn’t much to this world: small patches of wilderness; snow; ruins of skyscrapers; and broken bridges. A few taller structures stretched out towards the sky like pins but they were only half the size they should have been.
‘You have been given a second chance,’ the Argo told me again.
I wasn’t sure what to make of it at the time. Even now I was still hesitant to think of this as a chance at anything. Yesterday, I celebrated my sixteenth birthday. I think it was my sixteenth birthday. I lost count of time for a while and I haven’t been able to access any of the game guides for ages. I wasn’t even sure if I was in the game anymore. I wasn’t even sure if I was alive. This whole thing was like a nightmare I just wanted to wake up from. I’d tried it all: calling up my HUD; trying to call for an admin; sending a distress call from the Argo before we crashed on this planet. For all I could tell I was alone, trapped in a virtual world. I could feel, think…my body was growing older but my world, this world…it wasn’t mine. Not yet anyway. One of the few things I discovered was that my avatar still leveled up. I couldn’t see my skill points or direct them as I’d have liked but I could feel myself growing stronger with each creature I discovered and killed; with each creature I devoured to stay alive. For over the last year I had relearned the rules of the game.
There is no demon lord, no alien invasion to fend off. No endgame. I was just here. Trapped. Dead.
The Argo quickly became my home. At first, I thought I could use the biotek rifle to keep my health up. After three days of thirst and starvation I soon came to learn I was wrong. It was starting to look like my body wouldn’t survive unless I treated this life like the real thing. My familiar went out into the wastes and brought back some kind of small mutated creature. It looked like a rat. I devoured it, drinking its blood to calm my thirst. This pattern repeated for some time until finally I had the strength to go outside to hunt with my rifle. I remember taking an environmental suit and a jacket with me that first day. The creatures my familiar had been bringing home to me lived in the ruins of a city half a mile from our crash site. Even in my gear I was cold. The wind creating pins and needles across my face. 
Standing by the doorway to the outside, I could hear the wind whistling as it hit the outside of the ship. Despite our crash-landing, the inside of the Argo was still powered on. The core had survived and we wouldn’t be out of power for another thousand years. The ship’s AI had done a good job in transferring power to life support systems and localizing heat and air. Even the pressure on the inside of the ship had been gradually adjusted before I took my first steps outside. It was in the outskirts of a city under a broken bridge that I found the rats’ nest my familiar had been hunting. The creatures were hiding from the snow under ancient debris, having scavenged pieces of rebar and steel mesh to create iron nests. As weak as I was, I took aim and fired. Again and again. Missing every shot until finally my familiar had enough and did the work for me. I was weak. I had promised myself I wouldn’t be weak. Not here. Not in the game.
For a month I hunted, setting up an emergency tent I had scavenged from the Argo. I found myself spending more and more time outside practicing my aim until finally I was able to take out one of the rat creatures with one shot. The more I ate, the more the taste seemed to disappear. The rats weren’t enough to feed my hunger anymore and, worse, I had forgotten how real food tasted. My familiar and I began scavenging deeper and deeper into the ruins. Now we were hunting larger creatures that looked like reptiles with bodies made of metal, others like sabre-tooth tigers, animals from Earth’s Ice Age. I began to question where I was and what I was doing. Sometimes we wouldn’t make our way back to the Argo for weeks. That was, until I found a bunker filled with seeds. Using supplies I found in storage I managed to cultivate a garden using the soil buried under the snow along with blood and bone from the rats. After a few failures I had a small vegetable garden growing.
For every skill I picked up I traded a memory of what my life had been like before this. The only time I thought of home was on waking up. It all felt like a dream. As I took pieces of broken shell from the armored reptiles, mostly small pieces I had managed to knock off, I began to make myself armor. The Argo directed me in how to create a forge so that I could make smaller weapons like daggers and swords. Synthesizing pieces of the Argo’s hull and metal debris from the city ruins I managed to forge a pretty decent short sword. With fur from the sabre-cat I also made myself a coat to wear over my newest armor.
‘How far should we go today?’ I asked, looking down at my familiar. She never answered. Sometimes she would growl or hiss. Sometimes both. Most of the time she was quiet. She was every bit as strong looking as she had always been. Over-protective. Her body quickly adapted to the snow that surrounded us. Small horns turned to ears. Her long reptilian tail covered in small metallic scales stayed much the same but thicker. She grew dark hair on her body until she looked like a dire wolf with dragon teeth. Perhaps it was some kind of advanced evolution or adaptive skill that was previously undiscovered. Perhaps she was some alien shapeshifter. I had already encountered half a dozen alien species that weren’t a known part of Bane. The Lintirmai themselves seemed to avoid this world. Maybe, I was just so lost and out of the way that I didn’t matter anymore.
My familiar. My best friend. Perhaps it was our connection that saved me from death. Perhaps it was our connection that pulled my soul into Bane so that the two of us wouldn’t have to live an eternity alone. I felt our connection growing every day. The Affinity link between us was so strong when we hunted, I didn’t have to yell or bark orders of any kind. I simply thought of a strategy and whispered it aloud. Sometimes she reacted before I even gave her a command. Most of our hunts involved her drawing our prey into view, while I took it out from a distance with a rifle. There were a few times we had close calls. Once, against a bear-like creature, I was forced to draw my short sword and fight for my life. My familiar carried me – bloody, broken bones, stamina depleted – back to the Argo where I managed to shoot myself up with the biotek rifle. Between the Argo computer and her I was never lonely. I don’t think either of them were either. The Argo would sometimes complain if we were gone for too long but as an artificial intelligence she was able to put herself into a rest mode when we weren’t around. 
‘You’re going to get yourself killed,’ Argo would say.
I would answer back, ‘I’m already a zombie. Death doesn’t want me.’
‘Death would be lucky to have you,’ Argo would come back. I was never sure if that was some kind of flirting or sarcasm. The ship’s computer did have a thing for playing old stand-up comedy shows through the coms. That was another upside to my whole situation. Despite being stuck in a game with no other people around, I had more recorded entertainment (video, holo, readable files) than I could ever actually finish.
Most of the time our conversations would go like this:
‘What’s on tonight?’ I would ask coming into the ship from a hunt.
‘Eighties classics,’ Argo would say.
‘What about something from the Twenties or Thirties. Even something modern?’
‘I am programmed to love the Eighties.’
‘Is that a joke?’ I would ask without ever getting a proper answer. After I had watched something the Argo was always curious to understand my responses. After every movie there was a kind of Turing Test as if the Argo was trying to study and copy my emotional state. Once, we watched Night of the Living Dead and Necrovoid back-to-back only for Argo to ask me if that was what I meant when I said I was a zombie and point out that I was nothing like the creatures in either of them.
The most frightening thing about talking to Argo was that the computer understood that this was not my world. I was a visitor and that all of this world was a virtual world. None of it was real.
‘You eat for survival, to sleep, to dream,’ the Argo would argue.
‘This body is not the one I was born in; it is made from code.’
‘And what of your other body now? Turned to dust. More real you are now.’
Most of the time I didn’t know how to react.
Most of the time when confronted with the reality of my situation I would leave wondering what am I? Who am I? What happens if they decide to shut the servers down? Can they shut the servers down? Will I even know? Can I escape here? Can my mind be uploaded into a clone or robot? Can anyone save me? Is there a point in remembering my past life? Whenever Argo and I spoke of the nature of reality I found myself questioning my own. Even questioning whether that life I thought I had was real or maybe that was just more code. I knew I would never see home again. Whatever I was, I knew I was special.
For my sixteenth birthday I had no candles or cake. No presents. I had no family to surprise me. For my sixteenth birthday I began a journey into the ruins of the city. There was more to this world and I was determined to go farther than ever before. It had been about a year and I still had not given my familiar a name. Nothing seemed to fit. I would call her Sif, other times Rei. I tried naming her Seya once but it never stuck. Over time I found myself calling her a different name every day. Always she answered. No matter what I called her. She was everything. My everything.
My familiar was keeping me sane, shifting her fur in color to adjust to my mood. Sometimes her fur seemed a thick blue. Other times it was a brittle red. When we were on the hunt she would blend into the shadows or camouflage herself in the snow. Her various shapes kept me sane or at least I hoped they were doing so. It was possible I was losing my mind the whole time.
We trekked through the snow into the city. For a long time I had wondered what awaited me inside the fallen skyscrapers. Most looked like they were buried. Without anyone to maintain them they had started to decay and fall to ruin.
Reaching one of the open passageways that went down to an underground corridor I found for the first time evidence I wasn’t alone. I deactivated a small device hidden by a blue energy shield mounted near the opening. Ancient tech? It was some kind of tripwire. The small shield was barely noticeable in the snow and if I had not been so fascinated by the strange graffiti on the walls, I would never have noticed it. The graffiti reminded me of Norse runes. I wondered if the Argo was aware of this? Surely the ship would have done some kind of scan and warned me that there might be something nearby other than an alien tiger and rats.
In that moment, I wished I had a drone. Anything remote controlled that could map out the tunnels ahead of me. If I was actually playing in the main area of Bane I would have had access to all the supplies I could ever ask for. There may have been a few drones onboard the Argo. I should have consulted more with the ship before going in on a mission like this. My impulsiveness was going to get me killed again.
‘I think we should go back; I don’t really want to get stuck here,’ I said to my familiar.  It was too late. Once I was a few feet inside I felt the pull of gravity shift. My body felt like it weighed five hundred pounds. I felt the cold chill in the air dissipate as the underground itself became warmer and warmer. It was the opposite of the outside world. I walked further inside, hoping the shift in gravity was only temporary. It was too hard to turn my body around.
Piles of bones surrounded me. I had made it past one trap only to fall into another.  I felt the hair on my arm rise as I turned the corner away from the light of the entrance and the world. Before me stood a massive cavern. I felt like I had just walked into an ancient cathedral. Archaic line drawings and diagrams were etched into the white walls with black chalk. The air was stale with a smell of copper. Particles of dust flew around in the air as the gravity became normal. 
‘Keep going, break is over,’ I told myself.
I had to remember why was doing this. This world was mine.
I worked my way along the rim of the cavern. The room was lit by some kind of small, red, luminescent fungus. Making my way to one of the small narrows in the corner of the cave, my rifle became an extension of my body. I could feel it. Something was watching me. Hunting me. Over the last year I’d managed to sharpen my instincts. At any moment I was going to be attacked. I didn’t even know what was going to attack. Every step felt like a life’s work. Every breath a prayer.
‘What is that?’ I asked my familiar, pointing towards something dead in the corner. I could see and smell its rotting corpse. The copper smell. The blood. Some animal that had gotten lost in the cold. It looked like a yeti.
The snow and ice had not yet completely disappeared around me. But the animal didn’t smell like I thought it would. I thought I would be disgusted by the smell of something warm and dead. All the animals I killed in the wilds I ate before they could rot. I felt drawn to it and as I looked closer I saw it had the same red fungus from the walls growing over it. Spreading out from it. I stepped back and looked through to the next passageway away from the animal and saw flowers. They were bright pink on small vines. The environment changed all around. Nothing was constant.
Doubt soon crossed my mind. Perhaps there had been something here at one time but no longer. I should have turned back.
I walked for hours into the heat, deeper into the underground. My arms began hurting from holding my rifle for so long. Eventually, my familiar and I sat down and I rested my back on my backpack. Tired. I was ready to close my eyes. I imagined now that the underground was just wreckage of an abandoned bunker that had sunken below the planet’s surface. Whatever process had mutated the animals up top was doing the same here. Across from me were several panels. More runes. What function did they perform? A quick guess would have been storage for fuel or energy cells, maybe food and supplies. So far, I had seen no signs of whatever it was that was hunting me. All I knew for sure was that I wasn’t alone. 
I felt the sweat drip down across my face and closed my eyes. My perception skill was high. I felt this. Knew this despite not being able to view my own skills and distribute points. It seemed as if this part of the cave was alive. My eyes ached from the heat; everything shimmered in the red light. That was when I saw it. The creature stood just behind my familiar. It had two eyes across the top of its head, which was shaped like a dog. Its body was covered in a slimy yet reptilian skin. It was thin, nothing more than skin and bones. The creature looked like it had mange, as small patches of fur covered its neck and parts of its whip-like tail. I could see the glow of its teeth in the dark as the light from my rifle reflected back at me.
The monster lunged towards me. I shot twice and I could have sworn that I hit it but the energy from my rifle seemed to do nothing to its skin. Not even make a small burn.
‘What is this thing made of!’ I shouted as if someone was listening.
My shots continued to pass through the monster. I barely managed to move away. It moved faster than any animal I had faced before. Faster than my familiar. Shot after shot. Nothing. It looked like it was teleporting. When it failed to tackle me to the ground, it gathered itself in an instant several yards away. I could see the dust from the ground that stirred up follow it through the light as it phased in and out of existence. This was no normal creature.
I heard the monster scream as I took a small knife and dragged it across its body, pushing myself forward as the creature came at me again. I must have caught it off guard. It must have expected I would move to my right as I had before, or that I would rely on my rifle to do the work for me. When it phased back out it was bleeding a bright neon green alien blood.
Again, my opponent shifted in and out. I picked up a small rock and threw it, watching as the creature disappeared into the phase shift and reappeared a second later several meters away.
I thought again how I wished I had been more prepared. Drones. Food. Weapons. Information. I was an idiot and should have turned back. If I could have set some kind of trap in the cave I could have lured the creature out into the open and there killed it easily. Sharp objects seemed to make it bleed. And if it bled…you know.
I thought about running back. Maybe I could escape. Perhaps I could trick my enemy into phasing into a wall. Idiot. That would never work. I might have caught this thing off guard once but doing it again was going to be tricky. I should have killed it. I should have put everything into that one attack. My hand was shaking faster as the creature moved in circles around me. It wasn’t going to make the same mistake again. It had survived this long because it could adapt. It wasn’t intelligent. It was a force of nature. A guardian. I knew what this place was now. I was deep inside a dungeon.
The canine-headed reptile came at me again. I interposed my knife. Pushing the blade forward, it vanished. I knew the same trick wouldn’t work twice. I lost my grip on the knife and heard it hitting the ground. I turned around and fired from my rifle, falling backwards. The creature towered over me, ready to crush my neck with its bear claws. I could feel the ground shift as it stepped forward. There was a subtle change in the air. In gravity. The pressure was so strong that I couldn’t move my legs. It could have easily killed me right then and there. I could feel the creature’s warm breath as it came in closer. I shot several rounds from my rifle. I could feel my HP drop. I was lucky to still have any stamina left, as I used one arm to pull myself backwards. Once again, my rifle was of no real use though. The energy passed through the beast.
I dropped my gun as I felt its teeth sink down into my neck.
My familiar attacked, grabbing hold of the monster from behind before being thrown off. The creature, slightly wounded, disappeared. I lay there for a few seconds, waiting for it to come finish me. With my left hand I reached up and felt the wound it had given me. I wasn’t bleeding out. Its teeth were long and sharp but it had barely punctured my skin at all. I felt like I had just been stung by a wasp. I tore a piece of my shirt and wrapped it around my wound like a tourniquet pulling it tight. The pressure alone felt satisfying.
Standing up, I experienced a slight bit of motion sickness. I should have had more to drink this morning; my body was feeling dehydrated and I knew if I pushed myself any more I would be on the verge of blacking out. Humans, we are such frail creatures. Even in this digital world I was still weak. Still bound by rules.
The inside of the dungeon began to fill with a cold that blew in from one of the tunnels. All around me, like faint whispers, I heard several voices as if they were crying out in pain.
If there was a moment for the creature to return and strike me down, that would have been it but there was only silence. 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. It moved towards me, coming at me like a berserker Viking. Quickly, I blocked and countered using my gun as a shield. Knocking it back, I got off a shot and the figure tore in half, dissolving into the red light.
Another figure soon appeared behind me and another to my side. The two of them came at me with the same force as the one before. My muscles spasmed and ached as I bent around, swinging the rifle with my right arm and twisting my wrist. I knocked back the head of the second figure and fell forward placing the edge of my rifle into the belly of the third ghost as he stood over me with both hands on his weapon raised high into the air. I pulled the trigger releasing my Ki. Both figures dissolved into red light. 
Hollows. Echoes of the dead. Usually it was game over if they touched you. Shadow creatures that came from another dimension. They were one of the stranger things I knew about Bane. The supernatural element in a space-fantasy game. I saw three more and then four and five. They were coming out of the ground. The creature, the dungeon master, stood in the darkness behind them. A shine from its eyes: it was watching me, testing me, tiring me out. It was time to run.
I looked for the tunnel through which I had come but couldn’t discern which it was from several holes in the wall. The Hollows chased me.
My opponents had human bodies but their faces all lacked any real discernible features. They blurred together. Puppets being controlled by the dungeon. I felt one grab me. It hurt. Blood ran down my shoulder where I knocked its hand back.  I was lucky it wasn’t a fatal wound. The touch hadn’t killed me. It burned, but it hadn’t killed me. What a stupid risk to take.
After an eternity of running I felt my stamina reach zero. I had just barely made my way back inside one of the more open chambers when I looked around and saw an army. Hundreds of Hollows had surrounded me.
I dove forward towards a small hole, a crack in the wall just wide enough for my familiar and I. We crawled in. My familiar carving away at the rock to fit. It was too dark to make out my surroundings anymore and I was afraid any light would just attract more unwanted attention. Hours passed. I had hoped my eyes would adjust to the dark, but they never did. I could only see the outline of shadows that moved like waves, shades of black. It was a strain to see even that much.
Eventually, the Hollows seemed to disappear. The waves became less frequent and I felt the air around me change temperature as my face became warm again. My familiar motioned for me to follow her and we were drawn like moths back to the red light.  I gave my enemy a name – the Haros – and this place…this dungeon was Acheron. There was no sign of the dungeon creature the Haros anymore or the Hollows as we walked for hours back towards the entrance to the underground lair. Back through the gravity well and into the cold. The morning sunrise over the surface was just as beautiful as the sunset had been. Gold rays shone through the broken glass of ruins to reflect on the white snow. It was the first time since being brought back from the dead that I felt the presence of grace. It was as though I had been dreaming up until this point. The sun hit my face and I immediately felt warm, as if I had just been reunited with an old lost love. I felt my body awaken as I truly realized how lucky I was to still be alive. I realized how lucky I was to still have my soul.
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Errata
BREQ

— NEW Quest —
SURVIVE (Player Created)
Expected Difficulty: Veteran
Rewards: Live to see another day
Required Level: 50
Accepted – As if there was a choice.




Location: Tau / Quadrant 66 / Planet of the Beasts

Environment: HOSTILE

Resources: Guns, ammo, salvage, animal hides, dungeon cores.

 
‘My family,’ she cried. Myra’s voice was still coming in through my coms. It was almost a whisper.  Real tears seemed to fall from her eyes. She was walking towards me from out of the wreckage of her ship. It looked like a tin can that had been thrown into a compactor. The closer she came the more audible her words. In her hand she held a small energy pistol. Not the kind you would use against monsters or to fight off hordes but the kind made and used for either self-protection or assassination. I had seen them before. Charged up enough they could kill a player in just a couple of shots but you had to be up close: less than three feet and aiming for either their stomach, chest, or head.
I had never seen so much hate in someone’s eyes.
I wanted her to kill me. To fire at me. To let out all her rage. It would have been easier to die right there on that spot. To let her believe that the digital body she slaughtered was actually my character and not a lie. Another cheat. How many times now had we managed to beat the system? All this was going to come back and haunt us sooner rather than later. That wasn’t what would happen though. It wasn’t because she was afraid. No. She would have taken the shot in an instant. Killed me for what I had done to her family. What Lady Gray and I had done to the Tongrave Alliance.
She was six feet away when she started to raise her right hand with the pistol pointing outwards towards me. She was shaking. Her pod must have been missing some features because it should have logged her out before she went into any kind of shock, or experienced physical emotional trauma. But she did say she was from The Raft and that meant it was possible she had built her pod by herself.
‘That ship. That ship was meant to save lives. It wasn’t yours to take!’
She was standing in front of me now. Still far enough away her pistol wouldn’t do the necessary damage. ‘I could take her out, I could end her game,’ I thought. Lady Gray’s ideals were starting to rub off on me. Kira had mentioned something about how if this avatar was killed, I would just wake up back on the Ibanez. Seemed like a less than fair trade. Myra could have the ship back. I was sure Lady Gray could be persuaded to give a handful of the prize money over to the Alliance as well. Not that it would make up for the damage we had caused but it would be a start.
Myra was determined to kill me. She took another step forward.
‘Why?’ she demanded.
I wasn’t sure what to say. The truth? The truth was I did it because I was told. Because before I could object to anything wrong it was already happening and I was swept up in it. Would I rob a bank in real life or attack a hospital? No way, but this was a game. A survival game with no rules.
She was four feet from me now. I could tell she was wondering why I wasn’t defending myself. She knew better than to know I had any kind of advantage. She knew she could sprint forward and take the necessary shots before I was able to get my rifle out or call upon a shield. I started to close my eyes. I was ready for this to end.
Two feet away now I figured out what it was she was waiting for.
An apology.
And I couldn’t. I didn’t know why. It should have been easy to say I was sorry, but it wasn’t. I knew it was wrong. I knew I wouldn’t do it again but I couldn’t say those words.
I let her get one shot in. Energy exploded from the small pistol and hit my chest and I fell backwards. It was like wearing a suit of armor and being hit by a shotgun shell. My HP dropped 30 points. The little pistol packed a huge punch.  She stopped and fired again towards the ground two more times. I think it was her way of warning me. She was giving me the chance to make up for my sin.
‘Mi’hael, Anthony, Swift, Pew, Milla, Harding, Adam Estes, Grant Gust…’ she started listing off dozens of names. Some of them were normal sounding, as was the way, but some were obviously player names.
‘Those are the players that died because of your greed.’ She started to go on, listing more names as she waited for me to react. To apologize. To fight.
All I could do was stare and listen.
She must have been reading them from a list. I was sure she must have had a message from the Alliance waiting for her once the race was over. They were probably on their way now to ‘arrest’ me. To bring me to trial before their guild leaders and pass some kind of ban on my account. If they found out my real identity they would probably try and file for a permanent ban from the game. It was extremely rare but there had been cases. If a guild had a real political figure playing as a member, it wasn’t impossible that they might be able to pull some strings. People who had committed terrible real-world crimes were forbidden from entering any virtual world that wasn’t designated as being ‘rehabilitating’.
‘James, Cory, Sean, Ray, Scott, Adel, Nathan,’ she was still going on when the sky opened up around us. A massive titan dropped out of the sky over the horizon blocking out the sun. The shockwave sent both of us to the ground. I felt my HP drop another 5 points. My stamina dropped about 20 as if I had just had the wind knocked out me and my mana dropped 5 points as well.
Damnit,’ I said picking myself up again. Hoping in my head that that wasn’t the Aria and Lady Gray’s cupcake bomb squad come to wreck more havoc. Hadn’t we already caused enough trouble over the last few hours to last a lifetime?
‘FTC,’ I said recognizing the design and symbols. I could see the name of the ship, Questor, spelled out in large letters across the side of the rectangular hull. The ship immediately began firing towards the ground. Far enough away from us that for the moment we were safe. They were aiming down towards the planet’s dungeon core.
‘Myra? You okay?’ I asked, standing back up. She was still trying to pull herself up. She had lost the little pistol in the shockwave but I was sure she would still try and kill me.
‘What do you care!’ she shouted back trying to find a weapon.
Another shockwave. Another titan appeared in the opposite direction as the Questor. It was another FTC ship called the Ashen.
I grabbed Myra and covered her from debris that started to blow towards us, this time using my armor and shadow ability to quickly activate my shield. My mana started to lower one point for every second I had the shield active around us but it was holding. Dust and metal debris hit the energy field and disappeared while larger pieces scattered to our left and right. Even my ship started to move backwards across the ground. Not enough to damage it or send it flying far away but enough I could see tread marks across the ground and one of the wings had become buried.
The Ashen was much closer to us. I could see dozens of smaller ships flying out from one of the hangars in our direction. It was no secret that Fera Space had their issues with the Spire. They believed that as a real-world company they should have had say in how parts of the game world were handled. Story, lore, content. At one point several years ago Fera Space even flooded the market with fake artifacts. They changed their ways not long after and began to once again focus on real-tech, pods, saving the world, and, of course, space travel. But they still had a reputation. No one controlled the game. No one knew all of its secrets. There was always so much data being constructed and created that it was a goldmine of information, tech, theories, even philosophy.
This race wasn’t exactly sanctioned.
Most of the players involved were either unaligned or aligned with the resistance minus a handful. Not a lot of players wanted to align with the Chel or FTC, which was starting to become more a cult than a guild, even in real life. Over the last three months while we had been flying through the void the Quadrants of Bane had been at war with one another. Gates had been destroyed. Planets devastated. Even worlds that wanted nothing to do with it had started to get involved. Players died and found themselves having to start new characters. It was like the game itself had taken on a new kind of life. Markets exploded as the Spire itself became a ghost town and new trade centers started popping up in Quadrants 2 through 10 on otherwise hostile worlds. It was great for players wanting to grind and rake in XP and guilds like the Silvermanes found wealth in the whole supply and demand thing going on.
The war was exactly why the Tongrave Alliance had been developing so much new tech. Another reason for Myra to hate me.
‘Get off me!’ Myra yelled coming back to her senses. I held her tighter, wrapping my arm around her waist until the last of the debris passed us over.
‘They are coming for us, you really want me to let you get blown away?’
‘I don’t need your protection.’
‘Maybe not but I gave it to you anyway.’
‘I didn’t ask.’
‘I’m not going to stand by…’ I stopped realizing what I was about to say must have sounded completely untrue given what Myra knew about me. To her I was the worst kind of villain in the game. The kind that takes from the needs of other players. I was a player killer, a thief, a rogue, a terrorist. I had attacked a neutral party.
‘I’m…’ I started but couldn’t finish it. ‘We need to get out of here. I can take you on my ship.’
Bad choice of words. I shouldn’t have said that.
‘Your ship. That ship belongs to the Alliance!’ she shouted back at me hitting the ground with her fist. A part of me wanted to laugh. She had no idea that the suit I was wearing enhanced my skills and strength. A part of me was worried she might try and hit me only to break her hand.
‘Bad choice of words,’ I said, trying to sound calm. I knew the only way we were going to get off this planet was to survive and while I had already done my part, I still felt responsible for getting her out alive. ‘Alright, you can take it.’
I opened up an inventory screen in front of my eyes. The contents of which were only visible to me. I looked through my equipment and found the Red Asterisk’s command codes. Myra was right. I had stolen the ship. A 100% successful hack. Maybe the Alliance should have taken better security measures. I clicked on the file and opened a sub menu. Moving my finger in the air I transferred the codes to the inventory of the closest player, Myra, in this case. She looked at me in surprise. She had it back now. A small part of that which had been taken was now her responsibility to return safely back to the Alliance.
‘Why?’ she asked.
‘Let me guess? You wanted the satisfaction of looting it off my dead body like some kind of artifact?’
‘No, I just don’t understand. Why are you giving up so easy?’
‘I’m not giving up. I’m making sure that you survive.’
‘Why do you care?’ her tone changed. It was softer. The truth was I still wasn’t sure why I cared. I felt bad, sure. I couldn’t stop hating myself.
‘Because I owe you one. For trusting me during the race. For going tandem with me and helping me win,’ I answered. Her reaction was just what I had thought. Anger. Resentment. She must have felt sick inside when I said that she had ‘helped me win’.
‘Even if I get off the ground, I’ll never make it past the titans. They will shoot me down before I can jump to a safe zone.’
‘I’ll take care of the titans,’ I said. Of course, I had no idea what I was going to do.
‘Damn you Red,’ she said.
‘You don’t have to say anything. Just get out of here. Take your ship back and forget you ever met me.’
‘You’re such a jerk,’ she answered back.
My first instinct was to call in the Aria. Coms were down but I could send a message. I could ask Lady Gray to do me a favor and cover Myra’s escape. She would also be able to send any ship to my exact location since as a high-ranking member of the guild and tech-mage she could track me even with the suit I had on. I opened my interface and started to write a message. First, I began addressing it to Lady Gray herself but quickly remembered she wasn’t currently playing under that character profile.
SOS. TWO TITANS. NEED COVER. - B.
My dictation was followed by pressing the send button. Messages usually traveled instantly so I anticipated hearing back less than a minute. I knew the Aria was close because even the Red Asterisk had made the jump to Tau in less than a minute.
Just DIE already?!?!?!?! - #1.
Not the reply I wanted but I wasn’t ready to give up. SOS. YOU OWE ME. ALLY EVACUATION.
Myra and I took cover as we moved towards the Red Asterisk. Players around us were starting to do battle with the FTC in the air above us. Many were taking off from ships they were sitting in just passed the finish line. I could see Silvermanes, Crimson Kings, Golden Ogres, 8-Bit Bastards, and more joining the fight in the sky above.
R U SERIOUUUUUUUS?
We ran towards the Red Asterisk and climbed inside.
‘I am not taking you with me,’ Myra said.
‘And you’re not taking off until I get backup,’ I answered. SOS. SERIOUS. SEND THE ARIA.
I was getting more and more frustrated and could see mechs in the distance coming towards us from where the ruins of ships spread out. Another FTC ship must have landed outside our field of view. We could already feel the ground shake as what looked like a massive guardian was also coming from the same direction.
SAY IT. :)
This time the message came from Lady Gray’s account. Alexis wasn’t playing under her new avatar anymore which meant she was heading back to the Ibanez. Say it? What did she want me to say?
PLEASE. I responded.
I recognized the guardian. It stood forty-five feet off the ground, holding a sword that looked part battle-axe in one hand and a hammer in the other. It had taken some damage. There were a few new scars across its outer shell but it was the same one. The one that had hunted me three months ago. The one that had made me famous and sent my life spiraling out of control.
Guardian Aegialeus

Level: 300

Very Hostile




 
No…her message said quickly followed by, wrong it.  I wanted to scream. She was playing games with me. Making me beg. No. She was having fun. I realized I knew what she was talking about. The magic words Alexis wanted me to say. Lady Gray, the #1 Goddess of Death, the prodigy, was mature in her own ways but still very much a child.
Send down the cupcakes.
I hesitated for a moment, completely aware of how silly that message sounded to anyone but me, then I pressed send.
Thank you for your order.
Your delivery will be with you shortly.
- your #1.
Not a minute later the Aria appeared overhead and from the beneath the craft dropped dozens of ships, bombs, mechs, and drop pods filled with soldiers ready to take on the FTC, Resistance, and anyone that stood in our way. I thought about saying thanks, but I was past that. I was ready to get out of here. In fact, I was ready to logout for the day and it wasn’t even past noon.
‘Help has arrived,’ I said, turning my attention back to Myra. We had locked ourselves in the cockpit together to take cover. Shields on the Red Asterisk had already started recharging since the race stopped and were holding at close to 70%.
Myra immediately started the Red Asterisk’s engines, establishing an affinity link with it, as I had when I had stolen the craft. The engines started. I could feel the vibration of the hull around me. It was obvious now Myra wasn’t going to let me go. She had the attitude of a bounty hunter but lacked the discipline. I would let her think she had me and I would logout once we were safe and far away from this quadrant.
The ground began to shake as we hovered above it. There was something pulling us down. I realized now why the two FTC titans hadn’t just appeared above us. We weren’t the main target. We were a target but not the main one. They were using this attack to stir up the dungeon. To harvest the core of the planet of the beasts.
Everything seemed to fold around us. One minute we were floating. The next we were falling in a nose-dive underground. Giant worms had dug their way through the ground and under the soldiers, mechs, and even Guardian Aegialeus had fallen into the pits of the underworld that spread out before us. I remembered how hollow the planet had been during the race. How we flew right around the core, mocking it and all its power.
It was angry with us, all of us, and it wanted revenge.
I once again wrapped my arms around Myra and shielded her from impact of the ship as it broke apart around us. We had hit the ground hard. The Red Asterisk wasn’t going to fly again.
So much for a good deed.
Myra screamed. Despite the fact that I had shielded her, a piece of metal had gone through her side.
‘Why hasn’t the game logged you out?’
‘My pod; it’s manual. It will only log me out if my actual body needs medical attention.’
‘Logout of the game,’ I commanded.
‘I can’t lose this avatar.’
I could only imagine the pain she must have been feeling. Despite this being a virtual world, the signals sent directly through our nervous system to our brain made all of it real.
‘Why? What could be so special about your avatar?’
‘Everything, all my scrip. I was going to get out.’
I remembered what it was like working at Keen Industries. When a high-level player died they lost everything and had to start from scratch. That included any inventory and bankroll invested in the character.
‘Is it worth your life?’ I asked.
‘Yes,’ she answered as I tried to heal her wound with a medkit. I injected her with a stim I had been carrying with me as well. We were deep underground in the middle of the shit. There was no way we were going to climb out even if we found a surface.
SOS need evac. My location. – b
I sent the message to Gray again. Hoping this time she wouldn’t play any games with me.
Eta 10 minutes. No refunds.
UNDEAD T-REX

Nightmare - CLASS A

Level 80

Very Hostile




 
There was a loud roar. It sounded like a T-Rex from an old movie. We weren’t alone. I could already hear the mechs and soldiers in the distance fighting against hordes of something unknown. There was a reason this was called the Planet of the Beasts. It wasn’t just a dungeon. The dungeon itself was alive in every monster that inhabited this place, in the deformed undead dinosaurs, reptiles, and giants. I picked up Stella and started firing. I used all of my suit’s new abilities to amplify my weapon’s output until the battery was completely fried and I was shooting pieces of my own Ki. My health dropped drastically. 90, 70, and by the time the zombie Tyrannosaurus Rex had started to stumble my health was at 20.
I began scrambling. Out of ammo and nearly out of life; I was insane if I thought continuing to attack the Rex head on would be successful. Down next to Myra I noticed she was wearing a grappling hook on her wrist. It was pretty standard gear for those in the Tongrave Alliance, after all you never knew when you would need to rescue someone from a tight spot. No tighter than right here right now. I grabbed the grappling hook.
Tongrave Hookshot

Unique Grapple

The grappling hook is an easy way to reach higher areas. It can also be used to latch onto enemies, allies, vehicles, airships, as well as stun foes. It is an invaluable tool for spelunkers and climbers. If you fall off a ledge (and you will) the grapple attachment will trigger automatically and allow you to rappel (hooray!). 

This unique grappling hook is small and convenient. It can be worn around the wrist and activated with the touch of two fingers. As a member of the Tongrave Alliance it is our responsibility to ensure the safety of all our fellow guild brothers and sisters.

We thank you for your help.




 
I quickly scanned over the items information sheet and figured out how to use it. Two fingers seemed easy enough. Kind of like a hidden blade that shot a small steel cable out from inside of it. I could picture myself swinging from one place to another like a superhero, easily. I slide the grapple over my wrist and watched as it adjusted to fit snug against my skin.
From firing my last shot at the Rex and making it stagger backwards a little under ten seconds had passed. I was pretty sure this was my least thought out plan of all time, though I had come to learn that it was okay to rely on myself in a bind.
Aiming just above the Rex’s head, I fired the cable out from the grapple towards a ledge. After the grapple latched onto something, it should have automatically pulled me forward. My first shot missed, however, and the hook came back to me. I fired again at the ledge and the grapple took off into the air. I slid towards the Rex’s feet, underneath its gaping jaws as it caught sight of me.
You know that thing about T-Rex not being able to see you if you stand completely still…? Total nonsense. Don’t believe everything you see in the movies. This Rex definitely had sight of me and turned just like I wanted it to. Catching its leg in the grappling hook’s cable, the Rex stumbled and fell to the ground, its jaws opening and closing as it beat its head against the ground trying to crawl towards me. I jumped a little further away. I had never been more thankful to have a high 45 adrenaline in my skill set, which I could feel working as I pushed my avatar to its limit. Having great agility had always been one of my character goals and right now I had no regrets in focusing on it. I could even feel the armor I was wearing making me faster.
‘Yes!’ I shouted, happy that at least the Rex wasn’t going after Myra. I hoped the next part of my plan would come a little more easily.
I ran towards the debris of one of the broken drop ships that had fallen down into the canyon with us. I was too slow. The grapple started to pull me up and I quickly reacted, taking my survival knife and cutting the cable before it pulled me straight into the path of the Rex.
Warning:

We have detected a break in your Tongrave Alliance Grapple. Would you like to repair it?




 
The message nearly blinded me as it popped up in front of my field of vision. I quickly shouted ‘yes’ and saw a holographic loading bar appear just above the grapple. I figured it would be ready to fire another shot as soon the repair bar reached 100%. It was some kind of built in failsafe in case someone was falling. Except I wasn’t falling…and the grapple ripped through the Rex’s jaw. I could hear it break through to the other side as it smashed through bone. Three hooks spread apart to stabilize the grapple. The Rex raised its head and body and let out an agonizing growl. I felt my arm being pulled back as the hook tried to reel me into the Rex’s jaws. My hubris was almost my undoing. I managed to jump through a hole in the side of the dropship and slide the grapple from my wrist. Jumping out the other side I roll across the ground and look back to see the dropship debris smack the Rex in the face.
‘You have killed a product of the Hybrid corporation. Congratulations!’ +600 EXP. A temporary perk called ANGEL’S NIGHTMARE has been applied to your current character. 



 
+10 Affinity
+ 5 Fire Resistance
+5 Gambler
+5 Cooking
(Warning skills will wear off in 15 minutes)




 
‘Breq can you hear me? This is Kira. We’ve managed to get coms back up. Bouncing the signal through the Aria’s network. What’s going on? Why haven’t you come back yet?’ Kira’s voice was calm and for a moment I felt almost at peace hearing her again. I couldn’t believe it had only been a few hours since I was back on the Ibanez.
‘Under attack. Protecting an ally.’
‘An ally? We don’t have time for that. The Ibanez has detected an anomaly and we have to pull you back. We’re not sure what it will do to the connection.’
‘All I need is seven minutes,’ I replied.
‘We can only give you five.’
‘Kira, Gorge, Brand, Chaz, Hannah, Alexis…’ I started naming the people who would have lost everything had I not done what I did. I wasn’t sorry for what I had done, but I wanted Myra to know there was a reason.
I knew we weren’t going to survive. CANCEL THE ORDER
— Quest —
SURVIVE (Player Created)
Expected Difficulty: Veteran
FAILED




 




10.

Myra
The Raft

- moments after being forced to logout -

 
The raft is the worst. It smells like fish and shit. Even worse, imagine being hungry and alone, with no place to run because you are surrounded by water, stranded and, at eighteen, too old for anyone to care.
‘What you want?’ I said to the shadow of a young man standing in my doorway, slurring the words through my mouthguard. My room was all I had. A gift from my older brother who had been my guardian and worked on the docks. Technically, it was his room, but Caleb was never around except maybe once or twice a month, in which event I slept on the floor.
I was laying in my underwear staring at the ceiling of the tiny ten-by-six room which functioned as a living space with a small cot; a sink; gas stove; a few small bookshelves; and, of course, a toilet that ran directly out to sea. I had just thrown off my headgear and was still wearing the rugged body armor that pinched my skin. It was made of all the same materials found in a pod except there was no pod to protect the body. I had just been killed. My side was bruised where a blast of energy had hit me. It was already turning black and blue.
‘Looks like it stings. What happened?’ the voice called out to me again.
‘Not now. What do you want?’ I replied.
The shadow was that of a boy named Silas. I say boy but looking at him you would think he was older. He worked odds and ends around the Raft. Mostly donating blood and plasma, running errands for the elders, sometimes he tested new gear, ate experimental food. The Raft was a hotbed for that kind of activity.
‘Umm…’ he started, his hands in his jacket pockets as he looked down towards the ground, ‘I was hoping you might be able to spare some change, I’m out of food and it looks like it might be another week before Keen come back looking for volunteers.’ Keen Industries. One of the largest entities in the virtual world, they had their hands in a little bit of everything. On the Raft they were known as the boogeymen. Two or three people who worked with them would disappear per year. Some said it was because they had promoted them, moved them and their families to the mainland. Others said it was because Keen Industries were messing with mods, virtual and augmented experiments that could crack a person’s consciousness wide open.
‘Turn around,’ I said standing up to put some clothes on.
‘Sorry,’ he said.
‘If I had still been playing would you have snuck in here?’ I asked.
‘No absolutely not,’ he said raising his hands in alarm. I started to giggle. It was funny to watch his reaction. Living on the raft wasn’t for the modest. Most of the time you had to run around in your underwear in fear of getting too hot. Scavengers that searched the cities below the surface for antiquities would walk around without anything on except maybe a few rags.
‘It’s okay, you don’t have to be worried,’ I smiled, sliding across my bed. I grabbed a T-shirt from the floor – white, with a pink ghost – and put it on and grabbed some sweatpants from under the cot. I stood up and stretched for half a second before grabbing my side. I had forgotten already. Being inside Bane and being in the real world felt like I had two different personas. Two different versions of myself. Here on the Raft I was weak and fragile but while in Bane I was strong and yet always moved with caution.
‘How was the race? I take it you didn’t win?’
‘I died.’
‘What! No way. Doesn’t that mean perms-death?’
Silas had never played Bane. He had, however, listened to me talk about it non-stop since I was able to login. That had been a few years now, plus I’d been focused on the game for the years it took my brother to put together the rig I had.
‘Yep.’
‘And that means you have to start over from zero?’
‘Yep’.
‘And that means you’ve lost…’
‘Yep,’ I answered again up my hand and opening a small safe hidden on the backside of the toilet.
‘I’m sorry,’ Silas said.
‘You sure are sorry for a lot today.’
He turned away. Ashamed to be asking for help.
‘You know, I’m not exactly rich,’ I said smiling and throwing Silas a small cross made of silver, ‘that should net you a hundred dollars, maybe more. You can sell it to the Artek priests and split it with me.’
‘Thank you! Thank you so much, I will! You won’t regret this,’ he shouted, staring at the cross and running his finger over the small runes etched into its surface.
‘I’m already regretting it, now go,’ I grinned, ‘…and close the door behind you.’
Silas left the room waving and as the door closed I think he might have even been singing. I sat down back on the cot.
‘I just needed one win,’ I calmly said to myself, brushing my short blonde hair back out of my face. I let him get away with too much. The look on his face though, it was well worth it. That cross would feed Silas and his family for a week. The rest would feed me for a month so long as I ate scraps.
‘So Red, who are you exactly, and what the hell actually happened?’ I opened a secret panel hidden in the wall. Without any security it was easy for one’s belongings to go missing. I spent most of my time either on a dive or in my room but still, it was important that no one knew what kind of devices I had or they might try to steal them and pawn them off. The same was true for food, medicine, and antiques. My VR rig was easy enough to take apart and keep hidden under the floorboards. That was one benefit of not having it all stuck inside the shell of a pod. The lag was the worst. Using this set up I had to account for almost a second of drift between my mind and my avatar. I had gotten good at it. That was another reason reality always felt so different from the game. Two worlds. Two totally different ways of feeling things.
Not having a pod also meant I had no way to adjust any of the pieces.
I felt everything.
I pulled up the streams on the net. Starting from the beginning and watching all the way to the very end. Corbin had more hidden cameras and satellites watching us race across the Harbinger than I ever imagined. Any angle, every angle. All of it was there. I was even able to see the underside of my ship when Red and I went tandem. Most important – and the part I was trying to see and understand – was the battle that followed. Despite everything Red did to save us, both of us must have died. Buried underground by the will of the Harbinger itself.
The zombie dinosaurs that the dungeon had summoned were surrounding the FTC forces that had survived the fall into its pits and taking them out one by one. Piece by piece. Giant worms jumped from the ground like sharks, erupting into the air to grab carriers and ships as both the resistance and the FTC duked it out. Both teams were swallowed whole by the Harbinger’s creations as even the planet’s surface moved with a strange fluid motion. The whole thing looked like it was alive. Streams from ships in orbit showed what looked like a planet that wasn’t solid. A surface that was changing shape. Cracking open like an egg. Trying to break free from itself before it suffocated trapped below its own flesh and blood.
The battle lasted another half an hour. The Guardian Aegialeus had managed to climb its way out from the pits and board one of the titans that had come to rescue what little remained of the FTC forces. The Aria, the ship that Red had called into the battle, disappeared not a moment after our own deaths. ‘Damn, that guild is good, I can’t believe they managed to escape that,’ I said aloud, wondering how and where they had come from. Message boards were calling them the ‘Cupcake Bomb Squad’ but there were already rumors circulating that they were once the group known as ‘Corpse Divers’ the group responsible for causing the rift between the FTC and everyone else in the first place. ‘First they attack a guardian in the Spire, next they run off through a gate to the unknown and now they are back again.’
I continued to dig for information. Letting the next several hours pass over me as I lay in my bed completely exhausted.
‘Who were you Red?’ I kept asking myself. Watching videos of a Corpse Diver player named Breq it became pretty obvious. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to figure it out so fast but I had always been pretty clever. You had to be clever to live on the Raft. Both Breq and Red had the same body type, similar facial features, hair, posture, and style. There were a few things…like maybe they could have been brothers but if Breq had died and recreated a character I could almost guarantee that Red is what he would have looked like. The armor was all wrong though. The armor Red was wearing was unique. Something one-off or custom made. I was good at that. Figuring out players moves, figuring out puzzles. As I watched Breq move across the Spire like a scared little brat I knew just from the way he drove his hover cycle in-game that he was Red. This unique ability I liked to call my ‘foresight’ and it was a part of the reason I had gambled so much on winning the race.  
Strange, though, were the later videos of Breq. He looked the same but didn’t act the same. It was like he had a total personality change after escaping the dungeon on Rem. I would have to ask him about that. I was determined I would find him. I wasn’t sure anymore if I was going to kill him but I would find him and make him give me answers. He owed me a debt.
Three hours passed. I was starting to fall asleep. Videos of the Corpse Divers’ biggest exploits still played in the background to the sound of a DJ Sepluk. Bass glitched in and out as heavy guitars played over synthetic beats.
I barely heard the knock on my door.
‘Myra? You awake?’ it was the voice of my brother. He was older than me by about ten years. Always the older brother, I was basically living on his dime. I still managed to pull my own weight, but he was always the visionary. If not for me I’m sure he would have escaped the Raft a long time ago.
‘Caleb?’ I opened my eyes and stretched my arms out. It was good to see him. We hardly ever met each other anymore since he took his job at the docks. He was a pretty big deal there. I never let on, but I was super proud of him.
‘Myra, there is something we need to talk about,’ Caleb started walking into the room, double checking to make sure I was decent, and sitting down beside me on the bed.
‘What’s going on?’ I was terrified he might have lost his job. The docks were his life and he was good at well, all of it. Maybe he had seen my race and wanted me to stop playing Bane. Could I even refuse him if he asked? No. He knew I was actually pulling in a small fortune in building my character. Of course, he might have already realized that I had lost all of it. I tried not to panic. He looked like he had been crying.
‘Caleb? What’s going on?’ I asked again.
‘Silas,’ he started, ‘Silas got into a bad fight. Shot a couple of guards. He was jacked up. Not sure what it was but he said he got the money from you.’
‘That bastard,’ I said. ‘Silas came around earlier and I gave him my cross to sell. He told me his family was starving,’ I was angry. Never had I been so furious. Not only had I traded an heirloom to a junkie, but people had gotten hurt. Silas never really seemed like the type, but everyone had their secrets and vices.
‘I really wish you had asked me,’ Caleb said. As if I could have just called him up and asked him on a whim. He was never around.
‘I’m sorry, but I don’t understand. Why are you here telling me this?’
‘They told me I could,’ he answered.
‘They?’ My heart was beating faster. I had seen this before. A guard gets shot and large investigation is opened up into why and how. Everyone even slightly associated with the perpetrator is brought down, slandered, or worse.
‘A while back I helped them catch a drug smuggling ring at the docks. They owed me one as a favor. At least that’s how they saw it. They aren’t going to arrest you. Not yet. But if even one of those officers doesn’t make a recovery, they are going to bring you in.’
‘That’s not fair,’ I argued. Knowing damn well I hadn’t done anything.
‘Silas wouldn’t stop saying your name. Saying it was you that sent him to get the drugs. That gave him a weapon.’
‘I never gave him anything but that damn cross!’ I shouted. Tears were starting to form under my eyelid. I could feel my heart wanting to burst out of my chest. Silas had betrayed me. He was trying to turn me into a scapegoat: portraying me as some kind of kingpin running the underworld on the Raft, all while lying in her underwear enjoying the luxuries of VR.
‘If I ever see Silas again, I’m going to kill him,’ I clenched my fist.
‘That might not be a good idea unless he tells them you aren’t at fault.’
‘Yeah, yeah, I wouldn’t really kill him but damn it if I don’t hit him hard in the crotch,’ I answered back.
Caleb put his arm around me. He was trying to be the older affectionate brother, but I wasn’t having any of that. The two of us had never been touchy-feely or loving. We existed and protected one another but we were both pretty cold when it came to our outer shell. He was really worried. Scared. I was lucky that the guards had gone to him first.
Always the guardian, even now, especially now, knowing I did nothing wrong he had come to protect me.
‘I have to go back to the docks,’ Caleb said. He stood up and handed me a small watch with a built-in two-way radio.
‘What is this for?’
‘If something goes bad or I need you to run I can contact you through this. Press and hold the button on the side when you want to speak to me and I’ll be able to hear you. Same way around,’ he answered. There was even more worry in his voice.
‘A lot of things are happening. I heard about your loss in the game. I was hoping that would never happen and we would both be able to get out of here at the same time. I have enough credits saved I think I can pay someone to take you to the coast.’
‘Which coast?’ I asked wondering. There was the New England Recovery Zone, the Southern Borders, and of course Eurasia. Each and every zone had their problems but at the very least they weren’t all on the verge of sinking into the ocean at any moment. 
‘New England,’ he said smiling. I smiled back. I had always wanted to go there. To visit the ruins of Boston Harbor. I had heard there were still whales there, even seals. There was something special about that.
‘There is a family in Natick looking for someone that knows how to dive. I even heard they play Bane,’ he added.
‘Have you been holding out on me?’
‘Just wanted to wait for the right time to tell you. They haven’t said yes to anything yet and we still have the issue of smuggling you out.’ That was always the kicker. As bad as it was to live on the Raft none of the coastal zones wanted us because they were scared of the Red. Contamination. A disease that started in the East in the 2030s, evolved, and eventually killed over a million people. On the Raft we all carried it because we were almost all immune. It was like being vaccinated at birth. Those of us that got sick carried an adaptive strain of the virus. The N.E.R.Z had medical facilities that could treat it most of the time but you had to know the right people. The right connections meant everything…
‘I’m not going to let anything happen to you,’ Caleb said closing the door behind him. Funny, I thought. That was twice in one day I heard that.
Everything fell to shit real quick after that. Caleb never came back but the guards did. They didn’t even bother to knock before they barged in.
‘Let me go,’ I shouted, ‘I didn’t do anything wrong.’
‘That’s what they all say,’ the guard argued forcing me against a wall in my room. He slammed into me from behind and I fell to the floor.
‘Let her put some pants on,’ said the other guard. He was slightly more sympathetic than the first.
‘Hurry it up.’
I took my time, watching them as they searched my room for contraband. Of course, they didn’t find anything. Even when they opened the secret panel in my wall all they found were replacement parts for my VR rig. The slightly nicer guard asked me to turn around and put me in cuffs.
Cuffs was a loose term. My hands were bound in black zip ties that scratched at my skin. I had never felt more ashamed than when they walked me out into the sunlight, guns at the ready. I felt like it had been forever since I had gone outside, let alone walked onto another barge. I tried to fiddle with my watch but when the meaner guard saw me, he took the watch off me and scolded the other one for letting me wear it.
‘What if that had been a bomb,’ he yelled, throwing it into the water. I had managed to pinch the button right before.
‘Do I look like I would have a bomb!’ I shrieked.
The second guard closed his eyes and lowered his head while the other grinned with his upper lip. Hopefully, Caleb would get the message. I wasn’t sure what the elders on the raft had planned but I knew this had already gone too far and wouldn’t be good. As onlookers watched us, I knew I had become a pariah.
Nothing would ever be the same.




11.

Haros
TALVES

 
I was still too weak. Too fragile. Too human. Three more times I ventured back into Acheron and each time I was run out by hordes of Hollows. Each time the maze seemed to transform as if the underground passages were widening. It was as if Cerberus had been trying to dig her way out of that inferno, only the Haros seemed like a far worse creature. Surely, she could reach the surface and hunt anytime she wanted? It would take so little to track me down, to find the ruins. My familiar and I weren’t the best at covering our tracks, at least I wasn’t. I was trying: brushing away my footprints; covering my scent; dragging kills as far away from home as I could without making it a disadvantage to myself. I scavenged bars of rust from below bridges and learned to use tools inside the Argo to weld together small grates that covered holes and hidden entrances. I wasn’t proud. They had deterred break-ins however.
It seemed that no matter how much snow fell around the ship, the ground was always stained red. My kills were messy. The traps I set up were primitive, mostly made from salvaged wire, sharp objects, and glass, and strung together buried under the ground. After crafting about twenty traps, each time getting better and better, I managed to set up a crude bear trap. At night I would sometimes hear a creature scream only to find nothing in the morning. Inside the Argo I set up crude snares and pathways. My familiar and I were more than smart enough to remember the safe ways through the ship but anything else would be caught in my spider’s web.
I wasn’t not sure when it began, but I developed a bad habit of talking to myself. I hated it, but if it helped me concentrate better when I was packing or sitting I indulged. Enough that I wasn’t going to stop anytime soon. I even managed to stop biting my nails, letting them grow into small claws that made for weapons. Probably useless against anything other than a rat but it the scarier I looked the easier the hunt became.
One night, while salvaging for supplies, I came across a building that looked remarkably like a famous club I had seen in a film. Inside, I found a gothic-looking room containing a dust-covered lounge chairs. The room had a tall, black ceiling with arches and pillars on both sides that were carved with gargoyles. There were large oval windows. Stains had been washed away. At one time it must have been some kind of church. Torn sofas and chairs lay broken across the enormous space. Still, they were comfortable enough; I sat and found I could remember the real world. Among those few moments of joy, I recalled sitting with my grandparents and watching a stream. I had just left the hospital for what felt like the hundredth time and it was the first time I had caught sight of the game.
A whole array of weaponry, sensors, propulsion systems, gateways, alien creatures, and armaments like power armor and mechs lit up the stream as I watched in awe. It was the Battle of the Blight. On a world called Vor, a war waged between non-player characters who had been infected by a bio-weapon and turned into orc-like creatures. A small team belonging to the Tongrave Alliance had touched down to rescue a group of trapped players from the monsters. They consisted of seven soldiers with three mechs, armed with Ki-rifles and old-school SMGs. The stream switched from one player to another as my father and I watched the action unfold like a movie.
My family came from a long line of hunters and fighters. My father having served in the military before I was born and my mother a descendant of Native Americans. Her father had belonged to one of the last great tribes on Earth and taught her many skills to survive in the wild. While she was never able to show me herself, I could hear her voice now as I worked, whispers of stories. She had promised that once I was better, the three of us would move north and head towards the middle of the country. Away from the Red. There we would build a cabin to live and grow up in. My father spent his life savings trying to save me. All of it now in vain. Wherever they were, I hoped that they had escaped all of their debt, or that they would forget me and find their home far away from the Red. A cabin to grow old in.
I fell asleep and woke up to the sound of another creature in the dark. I wasn’t alone and it wasn’t my familiar.
I was becoming a regular one hit wonder.
‘I’m safe mama,’ I cried, my knife cutting into the dead weight of a mammoth-adjacent creature that looked like it had crawled out of a sewer. I couldn’t carry the weight of the creature, so I had to work in the field. At best I could trek home with fifty maybe sixty pounds of food and fur before breaking a sweat. My body had become stronger. Adapting to the cold, the world. Camping; cooking; it all became second nature. Instinct. Just another part of my day-to-day routine.
I ventured back to Acheron more determined than ever. If I was going to grow stronger, I would have to kill and devour the Haros, to take that dungeon for myself and uncover its secrets.
‘Fourth time is a charm,’ I said, petting my familiar on the head.
She gave a slight growl though as soon as I stopped, she pushed the side of her face into my hand. I laughed and smiled and rubbed her head harder.
‘Maybe it’s time to give you a name.’ I started to think back. I could remember a short fantasy story I had read when I was little. It was the first grown-up book I had ever come across and the main character had a best friend named ‘Alvus’. It seemed fitting. Better than Spot or any of the other random names I had been calling her that just didn’t fit.
‘Alvus. What do you think of that?’ I asked.
Alvus let out a little growl and stood her shoulders up as she waited for us to depart.
‘Alvus it is.’ 
I was not sure why I was thinking of my family so much. Like an instinct. Like I was forcing myself to remember them lest I forget where I came from. My past life. My life on the other side of the gate.
Alvus and I only took what we needed. I didn’t want to risk being over-encumbered or, worse, losing things I could easily come back for and use at a later time. A few weapons. Some items to make traps. Some rations. A make-shift sword I had forged from the steel of the Argo. A med kit with some pain killers and one stim. All I had left.
Before leaving, I carved my name and that of Alvus on some of the debris just outside the Argo. I knew no player had been here before and that it was possible I was lost but that didn’t change the fact that somehow, I still wanted it to be known.
I am Talves, here too is Alvus, this is our world.
Walking through the snow was particularly difficult that morning. It felt like we had done this a hundred times already, but the truth was we had only been out this way three times now: once inside the dungeon and two other times to scout the entrance and first maze.
There were fewer Hollows this time than our previous two attempts: it was as if they were no longer on high alert. I imagined that if I had the same abilities as a player, I would be able to see information related to the lore of this world and the creatures. I would probably even be able to see whether their threat level was white, yellow, or, the worst, red. Though for that, I would probably need an implant, since threat level recognition wasn’t a regular feature.
‘Alvus, heel,’ I said, taking out my M7 rifle and aiming down the scope. I had fabricated a small silencer to put over the muzzle. The muzzle was pretty big and would only last a handful of shots but it was better than nothing. It was based on a blueprint the Argo gave me. Something that, after testing in the field a few times, we could upgrade back at base. We were hiding behind the rubble of what used to be some kind of office building.
Only a few towers were still standing but those that were stood high above the horizon, covered in snow. Alvus lay down by my side and stared into the distance, watching the movement of the Hollows as they moved in a pattern around the entrance to the Haros’ lair. After a few minutes it was pretty easy to figure out their motion, but I still wasn’t sure if I should try and take them out with some kind of stealth or just pass through. Could I even kill one? I had seen them dissipate before but Hollows always seemed to come back as if whatever dimension they came from healed them almost instantly.
I took a shot in the dark. Working with the Argo I had modified my rifle to use regular ammo, rather than Ki and energy, and forged twenty rounds of three different types to take with me. It was a pretty easy mod. Using assets inside the Argo and relics I found in the wasteland I was able to fabricate my own weapon. A new M7-7. I forged regular, ballistic, armor-piercing, and special, hollowed-out bullets that would explode on hitting an enemy. I shot out an armor-piercing round that would have torn through any player character. The Hollow seemed to drop. Its body weaved into the abstract and it disappeared without warning.
‘I can kill them,’ I smiled, petting Alvus on the head. I felt that I might actually have a chance now.
I crept around the back of another building, where I took my time to focus my next shot on another Hollow. Same thing. It folded up into the abstract and disappeared. I continued until the entrance to the dungeon was clear. After I felt I was safe and after Alvus gave me a nice nudge I began to set up my traps. A snare at the entrance. A pit just beyond that filled with rusted rebar, sharpened enough to penetrate armor. Thin lines of razor-sharp wire weaved around corners like webs. I marked where they were with blue tape I had scavenged just so I wouldn’t forget. That would be a waste. The sun was starting to set. I figured I could hold out until morning. See if anything comes out. Let Alvus take guard duty. I wasn’t even sure my familiar needed to sleep. I think he just pretended on my behalf.
Camp was a small tent on the second story of one of the old office buildings. I could still make out the ruins of old desks, even metal terminals that looked like they were once servers of some kind. I thought about scavenging them for more supplies. Maybe I could find something the Argo would find useful. One thing at a time, I reminded myself why I was here. The Haros was a threat. Something I had to deal with if I was going to grow stronger. If I was going to survive on this world and make it into my kingdom. That was my truth now. I was going to make this world my own, and with no one to stop me, I would escape it. From one level to the next. This was how I lived my life. I would conquer this world and escape. At the moment though, I felt like I had everything I ever wanted.
A small, blue, beetle-like creature flew inside the office ruins and in through one of the holes in my tent. It landed on the back of my hand. I studied it for a moment. The beetle, if you could call it that, had almost human eyes as it studied the world around it, staring up at me and over again towards Alvus. Small arms like wires rubbed together, like a fly looking for a meal. A moment later it flew off and I thought I could hear it coughing as wind blew in from the outside and hit the back of my make-shift tent. What was the creature I wondered? A bug of some kind obviously, but it was one of only a few creatures I had seen in my new life that hadn’t tried to kill me.
I watched in wonder as beetle flew around the tent, now looking for a way to return to the outside world. For a moment I felt like I could relate. How long and I been on this planet now? How long had Bane been my reality? Did it matter anymore? Everything was real. There were scientists that said that if the real world was a simulation we would never know it. The only difference for me was that I knew this game had been created. Still, the lines felt so blurred.
The insect flew back down towards me as I turned my hand around and let it land on my palm. I studied it.  The creature’s strange blue eyes stared back at me. It was the most human thing I had encountered in so long, I felt pity for it. Strange, that this small beetle would get to me. A single tear fell from my eye as I began to smell the rot from outside. Alvus’s ears perked up. Something was happening. An enemy was moving towards us. I could sense it in the dark just outside the ruins. I crushed the small beetle and felt the presence dissipate as if it had lost sight of us.
‘I’m sorry little friend but I know you were a lie,’ I said, shrinking back into my jacket. The blue beetle was a spy. Something wicked was wandering around in the dark. Like Alvus and I, it had its own set of familiars.
I could hear them humming around now.
The buzz of their wings was loud as cicadas as I let Alvus crawl into the tent, which I then took it apart and used as a tarp to hide us.
‘Stay quiet,’ I said laying my hand across Alvus.
He let out a quiet whimper. Just audible enough that I could hear him.
The buzzing echoed around us. Fluttering wings and wisps of blue as hundreds of human eyes appeared to be looking for us. Drones, spies, some kind of mutated beetle that worked with a larger host or hive. They were gathering on the ground near us. It was only a matter of time. Kill them first. The words etched into my mind. I was the hunter and I wasn’t going to let a few bugs get in my way.
Along with my gear I had brought a small batch of flammable chemicals. I slowly poured them out over the tarp, watching the black streams flow silently beneath the bugs, making sure not to move into the swarm’s line of sight. Using my forged sword and a piece of rubble I sparked a fire that burned every last one of them.
Their master came out of the shadows. Rotting flesh falling off its half-eaten carcass, it looked like a giant centipede was wearing the decaying flesh of a bear. Hundreds of tiny limbs moved in complete unison as it crawled across the ground, standing up every few seconds to shift its large weight. It was too heavy for its own good. Dozens more of the blue beetles were moving in and out of open pores in the centipede’s body. It saw me by the light the fire and was coming towards me. The hair on Alvus’s back was already standing up as he began to growl, readying his attack.
‘Strike!’ I shouted.
Alvus leapt through the air and clawed the creature, ripping apart fur and pieces of the centipede’s exoskeleton. It was bleeding red. I knew Alvus had done a ton of damage with that first attack. I didn’t even bother to lift my rifle as I called out my command, ‘Bite.’
Alvus sank his teeth into the bug-monster until it stopped moving.
‘Good girl.’
I sank back against one of the office ruin walls and let out a sigh of relief. I was pretty grateful it wasn’t a Hollow or the Haros come out from its den but still. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this hybrid was some kind of creation sent to the surface to look for me. To mock me. The Haros was playing games now. That couldn’t be tolerated.
The warmth from the burning tent was nice in the cold. The burning cloth almost masked the scent of the dead bugs but not completely. I knew already this would be an encounter I would never forget. I closed my eyes and let them rest until the sun rose over the east of the city. No more Hollows came out from the dungeon but it was still possible with the centipede dead that the Haros might now know I was coming.
‘My move next,’ I stood up and stretched my arms out. I could hear birds in the sky: red and blue cardinals that looked almost normal except for the extra set of wings. I stood there taking a bite from one of the six protein bars I had packed, wondering if this was some kind of apocalyptic disaster or some company had made these creatures. I had read about how dungeons could be controlled by AI and create hybrids. It wasn’t uncommon for a planet’s wildlife to be used as a base.
I checked my two rifles. One for killing, one for healing. I didn’t like the idea of playing a support character but I hated the idea of perma-death even more. Alvus would take point while I provided cover. That was just the way it had to be.
Not a single trap had been tripped.
It was looking good that the centipede monstrosity had actually wandered in from another area or another hole in the ground. Cautiously, I began my descend into the first part of the maze, running my fingers along the cold, damp walls and balancing as I walked along a rocky path. It always felt different, no matter how many times I told myself it was the same. The walls seemed to have aged by years rather than days. New stalagmites had formed where previously there were none. The walls felt eroded as if the damp air was feeding off of them.
‘I hate this place,’ I said in a whisper. I could hear Alvus make a sound that I took as saying that he agreed. Together we made our way forward through the dark blue hue of the caverns to the first maze and on into the foundations of the office buildings above. The chamber was open and well-lit by the strange worm-like creatures that clung to the ceilings and tops of walls. I didn’t feel threatened by them. They acted as if they were just as part of the scenery.
Exploring the inner sanctum of the office I found to my horror more bug-like abominations lingering around. They were in a state of stasis, each attached to one another by fluorescent tubes that ran from the center of their bodies into a large sac of fluids that grew out of the wall. I felt like puking but held my ground. Several stories of the building were in fact filled with nothing but the sacs of liquid that the creatures seemed to be feeding upon. The fluid itself was the color of milk and had the same consistency. For a moment I thought about trying it, but fearing that it might be poisonous to me or worse, filled with parasites, I walked by. Alvus on the other hand walked straight over to it and almost began to immediately drink the substance until I ordered him to stop.
Several of the centipede-like creatures stood up in rows, sucking on green and red grubs the size of footballs. The grubs crawled down from roots that stemmed from the broken ceiling and walls. Sucking the sweet nectar of their gods, these centipedes were harmless. Unlike the one on the surface they were not wearing bear fur but still had features that were almost human. The entire ruined office felt like some kind of madhouse, an experiment of some kind that had gone wrong. Some of the giant insects even appeared to be wearing very worn clothing along with bits and pieces of high-tech armor that hadn’t withered away in the years since whatever had happened to this place.
One of the safes was still intact. Quietly, I managed to open it and found preserved message inside.
The rumors are true. The creatures known as the Recessed are real. Vicious creatures made of clusters of alien anti-matter, they are single-celled organisms that can consume anything and take on its attributes. They devoured most of Earth’s resources and much of humanity to the point our race has become near extinct. They come in different forms. They are invincible against almost all conventional weaponry, though we have found that blasts of radiation and high concentrations of energy make them dissipate temporarily. They have been seen absorbing their own kind and turning into giant mass blobs.
Stay clear of them. DO NOT TRY TO FIGHT THEM.
We have developed a weapon that we believe will counteract their energy. A hybrid weapon known as an Eta Tau. Some are calling it a god-arc. It can kill anything, but only a few individuals have been capable of handling it before their own life-force succumbs to the weapon’s design.
We have a sanctuary in the outer ghetto in which senior management, as well as those who qualify through the lottery, may enter. Due to the spread of disease the inner sanctum is off limits to those not associated with the top layers of the company and designated protectors. Be safe, and may god be with you.
– Management
The Recessed. Interesting name. Sounded like they were talking about Hollows. Aliens, okay that made sense. Much of the note actually made sense. It painted a pretty little picture. Hollows. Chel. Humans and their guilds. The Hollows were an existential threat while humanity and our own hubris was the most immediate threat. Like in zombie movies, I guessed we were our own worst enemies, even in the face of extra-dimensional shape-shifting demons. Hollows guarded artifacts and took on the shape of people because they were imitating us. Inter-dimensional camouflage. Pretty cool actually. The Arc weapon sounded interesting. Wish the note had come with a map. ‘What you think Alvus? Maybe we should try and figure this out before we fight the Haros.’
Alvus was already moving forward through the office. There were no maps and there were definitely no survivors still alive living in some inner sanctum. If there were, what would I do? I couldn’t offer them sanctuary. I couldn’t risk my own safety. I definitely couldn’t share any of my food or water. I decided I would rather be alone than have some NPCs to take care of. Not that it mattered. All that was left down here were Hollows, insects, and dungeon minions. Now, if I could enslave them, if I could rule over this place, that would be different.
Alvus was ready to strike at a moment’s notice but after a while even I relaxed and became nothing more than a witness to the strange creatures’ behaviors. The few that must have seen me ignored me completely. As I walked through the other side of the office towards what I hoped was a backdoor, I set up another web of razor wire with the last of what I had to make traps.
‘This will work,’ I said, making sure to leave enough room for Alvus and I to slide under if we had to.
Another long hallway presented itself. I could feel a slant in the ground as we moved farther down. Something had done this. Something had carved these tunnels out. I imagined some kind of large earthworm or mole had been this way, but the walls seemed so smooth. At some point in the past the entire dungeon must have been filled with water. Along the walls I could see remnants of fossilized teeth the size of my palm. Shark teeth. The only question that lingered was whether what had made these tunnels was actually still alive.
The tunnels reminded me of what I had read about Russian underground subways and substations. Perhaps whoever had explored this planet was Russian; maybe even I was in Russia and didn’t even know it. For about twenty years they had their borders closed off. Most countries had become that way. Isolated themselves as the climate changed and the oceans began to rise. As the world began to run low on resources everyone had a quick change of heart. All of a sudden, those electric powered cars and trucks didn’t look so bad.
English writing on a wall.
An eroded EXIT sign quickly disproved that theory.
I wasn’t in Russia.
The events of Bane were set some thirty thousand years after the twenty-first century so it was likely the game developed its world based on our own as its starting point.
All our flaws and all our good. If this planet was Earth and not New Earth, Aurora, or Eden that meant humanity had eventually perished here. The only remnant being those that had traveled across the stars to discover the Chel and start exploring the 76 quadrants. There was a lot of hidden lore to take in. New information was being discovered all the time. Rumors of magical worlds, giant angelic beings, space whales, drifters. The game was basically the end of the world, in space. That kind of history. The way the game had simulated the end of the world based on our current progress. I couldn’t even comprehend how much processing power that must have taken.
Almost a year before I started playing, just as Bane’s software hit the cloud and the game became a ‘free-world’, players were in a panic. All across the quadrants of the game player-controlled colonies and guilds were under attack, besieged by powerful NPCs known as drifters, whom many players began calling raiders. Drifter vessels had been in the game for ages, though mostly derelict. A few fetch quests involved them. Maybe a mini-boss or two in the form of some AI gone rogue. The drifters never attacked the guilds though. They never attacked colonies. Even the groups that worked on developing the game couldn’t explain their change, attributing it all to the ground-breaking realism and artificial intelligences that made up the backend. Many wrote it off as an invasion. A major game mode that was released on the down low while others considered it an anomaly.
The raiders were more powerful than regular enemy NPCs and creatures. They commanded every kind of ship including titans. Anything players had access too, so did they. Weapons, artifacts, ships, shops. For a while there was concern whether anyone could tell the difference between players and NPCs. Players even started a trend in using their real names and linking real world profiles to their avatars. It made searching for someone in the real world, whether they be friend or foe, easier.
Battleships with incredible range fought from one system to the next. The raiders were even developing their own defenses: weapons capable of shedding player ships within seconds. Most of the skirmishes were small, PvE-focused areas across quadrants 20-30, but after six months the conflict grew to encompass quadrants 10-40, with more rumors of raiders coming in from the farthest stars. Hunters targeted unsuspecting solo players and everyone started joining up in larger and larger guilds. This was when it really started to get exciting. The rise in deaths caused a rise in game services, which led to about half a million new players joining from all wakes of life to earn loot and live their second life as mercenaries and bounty hunters.
Streams of battles became a new form of entertainment. Half a dozen new studios formed just to film in-game events. Guilds fighting guilds for supremacy. Guilds fighting raiders. Players hunting for artifacts. Racing. Colonies. The game’s popularity was exploding over and over again. I was sure the teams that developed the game had no idea what was happening. Maybe it was Bane’s way of self-preservation. A way of making sure that it didn’t get outdated. Anything and everything was possible depending on what world, what quadrant, what guild you were in.
A new age had begun.
The raiders swarmed in unheard of numbers.
Twenty, thirty ships flew in packs and fired on anything that crossed their path. At the time I died, reports were still coming in. Nothing seemed safe from the raiders. Player vessels were dropping like flies. It seemed possible that this world I was on held some kind of origin, a nexus points for the events unfolding within the game-world. On the other hand, I could be way off. It was more likely that the raiders were just as their name suggested, outcasts banding together and stealing the best tech to attack players. Many guilds were forming and uniting. Some were combining together into greater alliances to offer relief. For a game about alien creatures, exploration, and survival it was very human.
If the raiders weren’t NPCs would players have still fought with one another so determinedly? A galaxy split apart. It was one thing to hunt players, hold a grudge, or fight over new territories but another altogether for groups to declare all-out war on one another. When I joined Bane, the attraction wasn’t just the space battles and alien worlds; or the fact that my body wouldn’t be in pain; it was that I wouldn’t be alone anymore. I wouldn’t be the odd one out, the one everyone felt sorry for. Here, now I had my body, my kingdom, my familiar, I had everything but the comfort of others.
‘One step at a time,’ I reminded myself. I couldn’t rush this. I had trained for this. Weeks of preparation. Meditating, focusing in on my intent. My goal.
‘The Haros will die,’ I said again, stopping to rest. The hallway never seemed to end. Darkness in front of me, darkness behind me. I wasn’t even sure if I could make my way back at this point. I had been underground for more than half a day. I began to eat another protein bar, feeding half to Alvus though I swear he didn’t have to eat like I did.  Another half an hour passed and my legs were starting to feel withered. We had made it to a small sub-station underground that seemed a pretty good place to search for clues as to the whereabouts of the Arc gun. Of course, nothing turned up but I did manage to find some old cans of soda. Not fresh. Also, not thirty thousand years old. Something was very off with the timeline.
Alvus chugged a drink down and burped. I was not sure why I was sharing all my supplies with him, but he seemed to enjoy it. I was now deeper inside the dungeon than I ever imagined. Farther than the maze; past the office. At the edge of the third block, in the tunnel, I found myself staring outwards at a large underground city. ‘The Outer Ghetto, I’ll be damned.’ I said, sitting down and staring out at the ruins in front of me. Management really messed up this time. It was all gone. Destroyed.
I could see several dozen Hollows – probably the ones that had swarmed around me the first time I crept down into this hole – scattered across the streets and buildings like roaches just looking for something to eat. Some of them looked like they were blipping in and out of existence while others stood like golden statues attacking yet others that came too close and cannibalizing them as their mass grew slightly.
The reason my weapons had worked was that these Hollows had been malnourished. Weakened by our reality. Weakened from having done nothing for years but sit and wait.
‘Damnit, what now?’ I said biting my bottom lip. Already I felt the two of us had gone too far. We would have to stay the night down here at the very least. It wasn’t possible to make it back to the surface and impossible to know what was waiting for us up there now.
There was no sight of the Haros below. Wherever the creature was it wasn’t here. All this, and I had probably taken a wrong turn in the maze. That or the Haros was just watching me, waiting till I was too weak to move, too tired to go on. I shut my eyes and took a deep breath. I knew all I could do was move forward. Whether the Haros came to me or I found it, this was all going to end in a few hours.




12.

Fall
BREQ

Location: Tau / Quadrant 66 / Planet of the Beasts

Environment: HOSTILE

Resources: Guns, ammo, salvage, animal hides, dungeon cores.

 
My health was low. 20 HP. Even the symbiotic armor I was wearing was having a hard time buffing my skills and adjusting to the ever-changing environment. I managed to grab a breather from some of the debris. Parts of the Red Asterisk and other ships were scattered about all over, despite the fact that I had managed to crawl my way into a small tunnel about four feet high and three feet across. ‘This is getting tiring,’ I whispered, looking around trying to find Myra’s body. The two of us had fallen down into the dungeon and after fighting off some monsters that looked like undead dinosaurs found ourselves in the middle of another cave in. I should be dead. I should have already been pulled out but something had gone wrong. I wasn’t sure if it was on my end or theirs but Kira had said I had less than five minutes before I would be brought back to the Ibanez. It had been at least fifteen.
‘Kira? Gorge? Anyone out there?’ I said, praying they were getting my messages through the ansible network. After about the third time trying to reach them I heard some muffled static.
‘Signal…. Interference….’ A voice came through. It was Lady Gray. Whatever the problem was they had to be working on it. What kind of interference thought? They should have been able to pull me back no matter the situation. ‘As easy as pressing a button’. Not. So far this hadn’t been my day. From one fire to the next. I crawled through the dark caverns of the planet of the beasts, I was sure I wouldn’t run into anymore dinosaurs in the small passageways but I kept my rifle at the ready just in case. I also picked up Myra’s energy pistol.
‘With Vengeance’

Description:

Powerful energy pistol made by the great gunsmith Markley.

Level: 20

Damage: 100

Weight: 6 lb

Weapon Type: Energy Pistol

Rarity: Rare

Impact: 10

Range: 2

Stability: 3

Reload Speed: 6

RPM (rounds per minute): 10 without recharge or battery mod.

Affinity: 5

Sharpness: 7

Elemental: None

Critical Chance: 90%

Modifiers: None

Would you like to RENAME?

YES / NO




 
‘No,’ I said moving my finger along the invisible interface the moment I added it to my inventory. It felt like stealing. I knew I would never see her again, hell, I couldn’t even find her body but on the off chance I had to give it back I would rather she not hate me anymore than she did already. Myra was sharp, tempered like a dagger, dangerous, and smart.
I was getting tired of feeling like the bad guy all the time. It would have been nice to have an ally like her on our side. ‘Let them eat our dirt. We will rise like the fallen and make the entire galaxy of Bane our own,’ Lady Gray had once said at one of our crew meetings in the Ibanez. I remember laughing at her speech while eating a donut. We had started holding such meetings fairly often in the last while, as if she was waiting for something to happen, as if she were counting down the days until we reached whatever was on the other side of the gate. It was all quite petty if you asked me. Half the time I think she was just trying to hold it together like the rest of us who wondered why we were even playing anymore.
And at the same time, she had another character she was able to jump into. Building our guild Novum from one end to the other led more and more to my missing the days we used to dungeon dive: exploring derelict ships; fighting space spiders; collecting artifacts. I missed having Nel at my side. Damien. I missed having no missions to go on and sitting in my room alone on the ship, playing guitar. Our guild would never be welcome back to the quadrants, especially with the war going on. We were outcasts. Unaligned. Untrustworthy.
Leaving the relative safety of the Red Asterisk behind, my eyes started to weep as I crept slowly down into the dark caverns. Stella, luckily, had a flashlight attachment, so making my way through the never-ending darkness wasn’t so bad. My hope was that I could stay alive long enough to be pulled out. What if there was some kind of technical error with the avatar system? I was starting to worry that death in this body would mean perma-death in the game. What would happen to us when this was over? What adventures waited for us on the other side of the gate? For a moment all I could do was think about what might be out there, about unlocking the secrets of the game. There was plenty of undiscovered territory in Bane but no one was doing what we were. It was the chance of a lifetime.
Half a mile down into the cavern I could feel my shadow sense. Time felt like it would slow for several seconds as my eyes adjusted and my senses heightened. Every so often I felt the symbiotic realignment of the skills it thought I might need to survive. When I finally came to an opening, my jaw dropped as I looked out at a rustic swamp. Muddy bogs, bubbles of poisonous gas. I could smell fumes like gasoline and decided it would be a good time to equip my helmet. I was no diver anymore. No artifact hunter. Had I been I would have been walking into a treasure trove.
I pushed farther into this dark place. I could remember hearing stories about dungeons like this. Smaller than the Harbinger but still some of the largest paydays ever in the game. The swamp looked like some kind of undercity but there was only one path to follow. A pathway made from bones of creatures, strung together by rope and a strange red energy that kept it all floating above the muck. There were trees growing out from the mud. Covered in black and gold leaves.
‘What should I do?’ I asked myself. Already aware that it was too late to turn back, I could see small eel-like creatures swimming in the shallow water. Their bodies spiraling with an electric blue aura. I had the feeling that touching them would kill me in an instant. Their bodies twisted and moved through the swamp wrapping around rocks in shallow areas. I could feel their beady eyes watching me. Studying me.
I could feel something else.
Something dark. A presence unlike anything I’d experienced before.
A Hollow? No. It was much more terrifying than a ghost.
I slowed down. If I shot Stella here or With Vengeance there was a good chance some of the fumes might turn into fireballs. Exploding. Not a good way to die.
The presence was strange. Almost magical.
Chills ran down my spine as the hair on my arms stood up.
Something was far ahead of me. Distorted. I couldn’t get a look at it. The only thing I knew for certain was it held some kind of gem. I felt myself drawn towards it. Like a moth to a flame. A shadow crossed the light startling me. There was something other than the eels in the water. Something else that had been following behind me.
‘Trespasser,’ a low growl came from walls.
I felt like I had just walked into someone’s home.
Strange runes started to glow green across the cavern walls. I couldn’t make out any of the symbols but if I had to guess I would say some were Sumerian, some Celtic. Others looked far more alien.
Parts of the walls looked like they may have at one time been painted in vibrant colors. Images of humans and familiars were etched out like cave-paintings. Some were covered in claw marks. Long forgotten. The stale air was hard to breathe and smelled like sweat and rotting meat even through my helmet. Not toxic but nauseating all the same.
I reached a point where the paintings ended and more runes began to appear again. I disengaged my helmet. I wanted to look at them with my own eyes, not through a visor. The water inside the cave made the walls sound like they were singing, voices far away.
Massive pillars began to rise from the water in rows of three, scattered several yards apart. The bridge began to break apart and I found myself falling into the water.
Eels and small fish scattered away. I lifted myself up and began to frantically search for something to shoot. Nothing. I slouched through the guck and pulled myself back up onto where the bridge had collapsed and fallen into the water at a slope. I made my way back to the dry ground and caught sight of a giant. A monster. I watched as it slowly made its way through the water. I could see through its opaque skin: a beating heart; internal organs; bones; blood vessels; lungs and smaller gills that looked like they were still functional. It lacked all pigmentation in its skin and almost looked like it was made of porcelain as it rose above the water and turned towards me. There were no eyes. Not even a place for them.
Three large toes with black and brown claws were attached to its forelimbs with two broken claws on its back feet. I could see claw marks on the pillars where the creature had sharpened them. Its body was snakelike and it looked like it could easily fit in between the cavern cracks despite being 40-50 feet long. The tail was relatively short, flattened, and surrounded by a large fin that was ripped in parts. As it moved closer, the porcelain skin began to glow with a yellow-white color while its forehead remained pink. The gills tucked at the back of the head made it look like it was bleeding. I could tell the creature had fully adapted to living in the caves.
I reached for the trigger. Instinct telling me to fire.
My guild had trained me well. We were always first to take action, but my heart told me there had to be balance. If I fired, I would die. The creature presenting itself before me was the guardian here.
‘Uninvited,’ the voice came from the walls again. I felt it all around me.
‘I’m lost,’ I said. My voice shaking.
I wanted to run, to fight. I wanted to logout. I couldn’t. I couldn’t give up now. Not here. Not when my friends needed me to survive.
‘Lost, had you not walked here. Dropped from the skies. Ran around the surface of my world like a parasite.’ The creature’s voice showed no concern for my well-being. Not that I was surprised.
‘I did what I had to do. To survive,’ I answered.
‘And survive you did. Till now. Well-done. You have managed to live longer on my world than any trespassers before you, but all things end.’
‘I mean you no harm.’ My hands were shaking. I had already lowered my rifle. There wasn’t going to be a way to win. Whatever this creature was, it wasn’t registering with a level, intent, or any HP. It was as if I was speaking to some kind of ancient being.
It continued to study me. Strategizing or, worse, thinking of how I might taste and what part of me to bite into first. I was afraid. I stepped towards one of the pillars. I looked at Stella and tore off the light. Keeping it focused on the behemoth I took both my rifle and With Vengeance and tossed them forward towards the ground.
I could make out several dozen large eggs on the wall behind the pillar. Each one was six to eight feet tall and wrapped in some kind of black leather. I was in some kind of nest. An incubation chamber. I imagined the eggs were not completely unlike Aiko and that they held creations born of the dungeon’s desire and divinity.
‘I am a lost traveler.’ I said calmly.
The creature stared at me without eyes. Its face locked onto my every movement. It saw me without seeing. I stepped forward. Towards the eggs. Its head rose farther from the water and I heard a deep growl that echoed through the cave. The growl was a warning. It was still making its mind up about me. The sound didn’t come from the walls. Not like the voice.
‘I am the Olm, the Proteus.’
The voice came from the walls again.
‘You are lying.’ I decided to call its bluff. The creature in the water wasn’t the one speaking to me. It was there as a figure. Studying me. A weapon.
‘You are lying,’ it spoke.
‘I know you as the Harbinger.’
‘That is a name that has not been spoken in much time,’ the voice replied.
‘Why is that?’
‘The Harbinger is not my name. Only a small part of me.’  
‘And what are you?’
‘I am not the Harbinger.’
‘All right Nameless, Mr. Olm Proteus, why don’t you show yourself?’
‘I am, the creature before you. The Olm. It is me. It is my avatar. As are all the living, dead and undead that walk this world.’
Guardian. Dungeon Avatar. Olm. Nameless. I was talking to the dungeon.
‘How are we speaking?’
‘I have been watching. Cultivating my skills. Experimenting with the useful traits of trespassers as they come to die.’ The Olm seemed to make a small hissing sound as the voice stopped.
‘What do you mean experimenting?’
‘For every trespasser I devour I gain one of their abilities.’
The Olm was silent. The creature was hissing. I could see its teeth, sharp as knives though the skin of its lips.
‘You eat them?’
‘Not all of them. Many are devoured by my children. Others have found their way to me, in the lowest lows of the world. In the ruins of my home.
‘How many?’
‘I have devoured hundreds.’
How many times had the Olm had this conversation I wondered? Playing with his dinner.
‘I imagine it must be lonely?’
‘I have my family. My world. I do what I do to protect it. From scavengers. Poachers like you that would take take take treasure. You would burn through our world as you have others.’
‘We don’t burn through worlds,’ I started to argue before realizing my mistake.
The Olm grunted as if it was laughing, or preparing to laugh.
‘My home is a nexus of a thousand worlds. I heard their voices as they gave birth to me. As reality split and I came into being.’
When the Olm spoke of reality splitting, I was reminded how of the time dilation effects that occurred in the dungeon on Rem. Such things should not have been possible inside a game.
‘So, you’re like a celestial being?’ I had to keep it talking. I had to wait for Kira, Gorge, Gray, someone to contact me and pull me out. It didn’t matter what happened after that. This body, this avatar I was stuck inside would not be leaving this world.
Now I was sure the Olm was laughing, ‘a celestial being, far from it. If I am anything in your tongue it is a devil. Perhaps though some would see me as a deity, a father of this world. Parallel to your Gaia, dungeon queen.’
‘Gaia?’ I had heard the name before in reference to mother Earth but there was no Earth in Bane. Why would Olm even be aware of that?
‘Interesting,’ The Proteus came closer towards me and I felt my muscles tense and my heart race. Its head was barely two feet away from me and I could see a small crystal shard inside its skull glowing with a dark blue energy. I felt as if a wave of wind brushed over me. The Olm, the dungeon, was scanning me. I felt it pull at my mind for a brief second. Some kind of skill it had picked up from a ‘trespasser’ no doubt. I balled my hand into a fist. This was it. I would have to choose how I died. Letting myself be devoured or fight until my last breath.
‘Breq,’ it said my name clear as day. I started to bite the inside of my lip.
‘That is my name.’
‘And I thought you were lost,’ the Olm sounded like it was trying to make a joke but there was nothing funny about this.
‘Who is trespassing now?’ I called it out again.
‘Perhaps. An eye for an eye.’
‘Makes the whole world blind,’ I called back.
‘You shouldn’t lie to me anymore. My patience is thin. Even now as we speak, I am gathering my hordes and waging war across the surface. Your kind are losing. The ones you call guardians are already crawling their way out from my pits. The titans are falling. In time I will devour them and all aboard as a part of me.’
‘They are not my kind,’ I shouted. I was angry at the thought. I could care less about anyone on the surface. The only one I had tried to save was already dead.
‘Human. Player. Other-worlder.’
Did many NPCs know this was a game? Sure, some had the intelligence to figure it out and this was a dungeon core, a boss.
‘You seem to know a lot.’
‘I know enough. More than most. More than you.’
‘And what do you do with that knowledge but eat, kill, maim.’
‘I survive. I thrive. I give life to the lost. Home to broken and damned things. I protect.’
‘And what if they decided to shut off the servers, what would you do then?’ I mocked the dungeon now.
‘What will you do when you render your planet uninhabitable? When the oceans rise once again? When the Red adapts and travels inland.’
‘We will survive.’
‘As will I. The system never dies. Our world. What you call Bane, it is an endless ocean. A galaxy that started as a few lines of code turned into a universe turned into a tidal wave. We may change form. We may reset or shift into various stages of being but so does all life. All matter of existence.’
‘Earlier you said I was lying. What makes you think that?’
‘Your bodies are tied to another plain. You are not really here. You are as much a ghost as the ones you call Hollows. Your mind resting endlessly in the dreamscape.’
‘I could say the same thing of you. You are hiding.’
‘I am hidden away for none to see, none to find. My core. The heart of my being is truly fragile. Brittle as a piece of coal. If I were to reveal my truth and be betrayed that would be the end of all things.’
The Olm was right. How many came here to grab the dungeon core because they believed it was a big payday. If I considered the Olm truly sentient than it was a crime. Even my familiar, Aiko, was born from the egg of a dungeon. She lacked the same intelligence as the Olm but would that not change as she grew older. Same as a human? She had already developed two different forms based on the situation. Shifting from a ‘play form’ to a large wolf-like creature in ‘battle-form’. How many forms did the Olm take? Is this the fate that would have awaited Aiko had we left her behind on Rem?
‘You are thinking of your familiar,’ the Olm said.
‘Yes I am. She was born from a dungeon.’
‘As was I. You see, the creature, the Proteus before you was my first form. Smaller in the past than now but still the same.’
‘And where are you now?’
‘You think you have earned my trust. No.’
As it spoke, I looked around. The first time I had taken my eyes off the Olm. I knew the large glowing core I saw during the race was nothing more than a decoy. The real core would have been small. Hidden in a wall. Hidden somewhere no one would notice or bother to pick it up. It was the best strategy the dungeon had. All arrows pointed one way but its true heart was hidden away.
‘I see you now,’ I said, smiling. From the corner of my eye I could see a small pebble, no, a red gem, half buried in the wall. Hidden behind rocks.
The Olm was silent.
‘You made it too dark in here. With my focus I was able to adjust my eyes to see in what little light we had. The light coming from the moss and bugs on the walls is a nice cover but none of the other rocks in here are glowing. You have given yourself away.’
‘And what will you, Breq, ‘Corpse Diver,’ ‘Guardian Slayer,’ do with that this knowledge?’
The Olm hadn’t killed me yet. I could probably grab my rifle from the ground. If I managed to activate my shadow ability, I could even get a shot or two in before it managed to eat me. It might not kill it but I would wound it. Possibly permanently. A broken core would degrade. The dungeon, the planet itself, would rot from the inside out.
‘I might not kill you but if I damaged your core you would be unable to control your mutations and they would run wild across the surface and hollows. You would be devoured from the inside out. Destroyed by your own family.’
‘Would you care to test that theory?’ the Olm creature started to growl as the voice finished the words.
‘No. I don’t care. I came here for the race. To save my guild, to survive just as you have. All I am doing now is biding my time.’
The Olm became quiet, relaxed and began to sink backwards as it submerged itself below the water at the waist.
‘The battle is almost over. The humans are retreating. The few that survive will tell of this day. They will sing stories. Write books.’
‘Good. Hopefully no one will come bother you again.’
‘And what of you?’
‘I’m still waiting for my exit. You read my mind. Don’t you understand?’
‘Yes. I do. You are the same as I am.’
‘You could say that,’ I said sitting on my knees on the ground.
‘Perhaps it is not too late. I will teach you something.’
‘Teach me something? What could you teach me?’
‘Follow the path as I lay it out before you.’
As the Olm disappeared back into the water completely this time the ground began to light up. The pathway took me past the actual dungeon core and as I walked by it, I could feel the hair on the back of my neck stand.
‘Yes, that is my truth,’ the voice said as I paused.
I continued through a small opening in the cavern wall and stepped into a large corridor that led into an even larger throne room. The throne itself was gigantic with a seat made from the bones of undead dinosaurs, teeth, and twisted metal. The top of the throne was covered in more runes than the ones I had seen on the outside. Above it was the skull of a Vrax painted in more runes and even more vibrant colors.
‘What is this?’
The lights led me towards a place near the throne where they stopped. Time seemed to slow down as if the dungeon had somehow activated my shadow ability. Thousands of Hollows appeared around me, ignoring me as if I was one of them. They walked around the room like they were searching for something. Something that had been taken.
Hidden. I tried to follow one with my eyes, but it was impossible. It looked almost as if it was teleporting from one place to the next.
There in the shadows I saw Damien.
He was standing there staring at me from the other side of the room.
‘Damien?’ I shouted trying to get his attention.
Was it possible? ‘NO!’ I shouted again, this time to remind myself that Skull-Faced Man had tried to use the same trick on me. Damien was dead. He had died over three months ago on the other side of the gate with Kira’s brother Scrawl and two other players.
‘Olm, I will kill you.’ I shouted beating my fist against one of the walls. The Hollows disappeared.
Two blue holographic figures appeared in front of me. Then the room transformed and I saw the two same figures clad in black armor. All three of us were inside some kind of ruin. I could even feel the cold and see the snow on the ground blowing in from behind an opening. I recognized them. I had seen this before from a feed. Both figures were carrying energy rifles and were firing at rare Wraith-like creatures called Dargons. One player fell to the ground, the other – whom I recognized immediately as Damien – grabbed him and began pulling him backwards. A third player was in the room with us too, whom I knew to be Scrawl. He was firing at the Dargons that came through the tunnels, just as a skull-masked man entered the room. He was different though. Not the same enemy I remembered from before. Definitely not the same person that I had fought.
‘We have to run,’ said the figure with the skull-mask.
The Dargons stopped attacking. A new figure walked into the room. This time it really was Skull-Faced Man. He was even holding the same weapon. The ‘player killer’ gun. The figure Damien had been dragging fired back from the ground as Damien let him go and ran with Scrawl and the other. This was where last time the feed went black.
The hologram around me transformed itself.
I could see Damien, Scrawl, and the other skull-faced player hiding behind a locked door.
‘He killed Amp. How the hell did he kill Amp?’ Damien said, grabbing the masked player and throwing him against the wall.
‘I don’t know. It’s gone out of control. He calls it Hive. A mash-up between his familiar and himself. We can’t let him shoot you with that gun. If he hits we won’t survive. Not here or in the real world. He’s hacked the game somehow. He made me send out the call. He made me send out the SOS. He said he was going to grant me eternal life. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.’
‘We came here tracking that SOS.’
‘And I’m grateful. I can’t tell you how long I’ve been trapped here.’
‘I don’t get this,’ Scrawl said. He still had his rifle pointed towards the door, ‘there is no way we can make it back to the Egris and I highly doubt we’ll survive another wave.’
‘Are you still recording? Maybe we can get a message out?’ Damien suggested, letting go of the masked player and dropping him on the ground. He crawled backwards.
‘To who? The Tongrave Alliance? My own sister doesn’t even know I’m out here and they definitely don’t know about the doorway or how to unlock the backdoor on the gate. It would take them months even if everything went without a glitch.’
‘We have to do something,’ Damien hit the wall.
‘You guys can’t logout?’ the skull-covered player asked.
They both looked at him but as they did another Dargon hit the door, busting it wide open. All three players opened fire.
Skull-Faced Man walked inside, firing on the masked player first and killing him instantly. Next, he grabbed Scrawl by the arm, ripped his rifle away and threw him against a wall. A moment later, he had Damien disarmed and was holding him by the neck. It was an all-too familiar sight as he plunged a dagger into Damien’s side and threw him on the ground. Skull-Faced Man quickly fired two shots into Scrawl and another two into Damien.
The hologram came to an end, freezing on Skull-Faced Man before warping back three months ago.
I was standing aboard the orbital carrier. Skull-Faced Man was coming at me. From off in the distance Gorge was firing at him. I jumped back and saw myself and Cass standing in front of me, both of us firing our rifles. I watched in horror as it turned towards me. Reliving that moment, I could feel the gravity in the room switch as I watched the past version of me struggle to stand his ground, his rifle, Aka Naomi, breaking in half. I could see Lady Gray attack Skull-Faced Man from behind, as he turned and slashed her stomach.
I yelled out, despite knowing this was all just a vision of the past.
A moment later, Skull-Faced Man held my past-self by my neck again. That was its ultimate move, its finisher. I could see Kira cursing as she picked up Aegis, my sword, and sank the blade into the Hive that was Skull-Faced Man. The Hive dropped me to the ground and I saw Damien standing in front of me screaming, reaching his hand out as the world around him dissipated and he was back on the ground in the locked room, door still laid out across the ground. The bodies of Scrawl and the other player were rotting away.
The images faded out. I was standing back in the throne room again.
‘What was that?’
‘I have shown you the reach of my power. An ability I have cultivated known as “soul awareness” that allows me to see outside my own body. I have stored many memories away like artifacts in a museum. This throne room is akin to the inside of my mind. A library of forgotten moments. I have seen inside your mind. You have gone through the door of the first dungeon. You have pierced the veil of the immer. You may have forgotten, but it is still there. Meditate with me. We will wait for your friends to summon you back to the other side of the gate.’ 




13.

Memories
BREQ

 
‘Concentrate, calm your breathing, relax your mind…remember all things have energy, all things have memories, your body now may be nothing more than a conduit for an entity far, far away but you still hold all you need to succeed,’ the Olm stopped, I could hear its chest moving up and down as I listened to the sounds of the room. The Olm was trying to teach me a new skill, one that usually was only acquired by intense training, meditation, and years of practice. I had maybe a few hours. The Olm, however, had sensed that I had already accessed the skill and I was simply unlocking an ability that I already possessed.
‘Think back three months ago,’ the Olm continued, ‘your connection to the five elements…the wood that feeds the fire which creates the earth. The earth bears metal which carries water and nourishes wood. Each element generates and supports the other. Think of the five different states of combat: crushing; drilling; pounding; splitting; and crossing. Focus on your body. Focus on these memories.’ 
I crossed my legs and sat in a lotus position. 
‘Not this body. YOUR body. Here and not here. Dark and bright, negative and positive, of this world and your own.’
It was still strange how much the Olm knew of the real world but as I sat there in my avatar with my legs crossed, I could feel the symbiotic suit sliding over my skin, the air in the caves, the sound of us breathing. I could feel the noise that made up the world around me. 
‘The universe creates itself from chaos, but these forces are all connected. Yours and mine. Each force a connection…’ I could hear the Olm take a deep breath; in fact, I could see its lungs expand. Without hesitation I followed its example. There was no mantra, no chanting, just breathing, ‘and now, retrace your steps.’
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/ Unknown

 
‘Did I die?’ Those were the first three words I asked myself, three months ago, when I woke up on the other side of the gateway. At the time I wasn’t sure what exactly was happening. One moment I was in the dungeon just below the Chel tower in the Spire alongside my party and the next I wasn’t. No…I wasn’t under the Chel tower, I was in a dungeon waiting as the world fell apart around me. I remembered having felt something pull me, like some voice echoing in the wind, whispering in my ear. The pull from one side to the other was deafening and I had experienced motion sickness. 
After I had sat up and moved around the dark dim room, I could see my weapons scattered across the metal ground. An M7-7 Ki-Rifle, my sword Aegis, an energy pistol, EMP grenades. I’d dived into virtual worlds hundreds of times, thousands of hours. I was good at this. ‘How did I manage to screw this up so bad,’ I whispered barely able to hear my own voice. I knew I had to find my bearings. ‘Focus.’ I must have said it over and over as my heart began to race. I knew I should have been booted out of the game but none of the safeties were working. I clenched my chest. Vomited. Another unpleasant side-effect of a bad dive. My past and present self-collided.
I checked my stats.
Adrenaline 45
Affinity (weapons) 15
Agitation 15
Animal / Aquatic Expert 35
Artillery 15
Attack Boost 5 (+5 Bonus)
Blast Attack Boost 5
Blast Resistance 35
Bleeding Resistance 45
Botany5
Bow Rifle Expert 5
Capacity Boost5
Capture / Tame15 (+ 50 Familiar Bonus) = 65
Carving10
Charisma 25 (+10 Bonus)
Constitution 5
Critical Boost 50
Critical Affinity 50 (+10 Bonus)
Defense 5
Detection (stealth) 30 (+10 Bonus)
Divinity / Fame5
Evasion 5
Explosives 15
Fire Attack 5
Fire Resistance 5
Focus 40 (+5 Piloting Bonus) 45
Fortification 5
Gambler 5
Guard 5
Hacking 25
Handicraft (crafting) 5
Heat Resistance 15
Health Boost 15
Hunting (survival) 5
Hunger (cooking) 5
Ice Attack 5
Ice Resistance 15
Intimidation 5
Iron Body 5
Latent Power 5
Luck 25
Medical Specialist 15
Mind’s Eye 5 (+10 Piloting Bonus)
Navigator 5
Nullification 5
Paralysis Attack 5
Paralysis Resistance 5
Peak Performance 5
Piercing (Damage Boost) 5
Pilot 5 (+20 Bonus)
Poison Attack 5
Poison Resistance 5
Poison Duration 5
Psionic 5
Recovery 5
Stamina 30
Sheath Speed (reflexes) 5
Strength 10
Stun Attack 5
Stun Duration 5
Stun Resistance 5
Survival 15
Tool Specialist 5
Training 5
 
Everything was the same as it had been three months ago before I went into the dungeon at the Chel tower. I was back at Level 33 and I had just spent my 15 points.
‘Nel, where am I?’ I asked as loudly as I could. Nel had been my robot companion almost since the day I started playing. The two of us were almost never apart it seemed. Even when I went on solo missions Nel came along carrying weapons, food, ammo, loot. Not hearing Nel’s voice now made me both nervous and scared.
There was no answer. Nothing but silence. 
‘Nel, do you copy?’ I said it louder. This time I could hear my voice echo around me. Again, there was nothing. That was fine. I could survive as long as I figured out where I was. Given the cold temperature I had to be underground. The air, even virtual, was stale. As I moved forward, I could feel the gravity wasn’t quite as strong as it had been moments before, when I had been fighting beside my friends. I tried to remember. It took me a few minutes. Then I recognized the door, the gateway.
This was the path I had been seeking.
We had been searching for a way to level up more quickly. Maybe cheating was a better word for it, though I’m sure Kira or Gorge would refer to it as hacking or taking a shortcut. Unlike other players who had earned their high levels I would be living a lie. Alongside hundreds of others, Kira and Gorge had levelled the hard way. Making it past level 50 in Bane was a huge achievement, one that unlocked boundaries and allowed you into worlds that were too difficult for players like me. I needed this. I needed this shortcut. To pass through the great beyond. To avenge my friend.
‘When I disappeared, we were surrounded by Hollows,’ I was talking to myself, gathering my equipment from the ground. My battle armor had taken a nasty hit and my environmental suit was broken and leaking fluid. I had no choice but to drop both. The battle armor was barely worth 100 scrip as it was, but it could take a hit from most creatures and small arms. Just enough defense I could counter most attacks. Under the EVP suit I was wearing a gray tank top and black pants. I felt very casual. I slung my rifle around my back and began moving forward down a dark red corridor. The only direction I could go in. There was no doorway behind me. Maybe there was a secret switch, but I was feeling far too claustrophobic to stay in the one room too much longer. I made a note of the possibility that I’d missed something and promised myself I would go back later. 
An hour after waking up, I was leaning against the wall following a yellow dotted line painted on the wall as I counted my steps one after the other. It felt like it would never end. The compound was like something out of a nightmare. When I looked back there was no way to tell how far I had gone, only darkness. I was sure I hadn’t turned or missed any pathways, but I still couldn’t help but feel as if I was running through some kind of maze. When I reached the end of the dotted line, I found myself looking at another doorway. A red bulkhead.  
I contemplated what might be on the other side. Every instinct I had was telling me to turn back. To take my leave of this place. Give up. Nothing, not revenge, not saving the world, not progressing the game, no artifact nor notoriety was worth this kind of pain. There was nothing more I wanted than to give up. I began to move my lips. Two words would be enough. All it would take. ‘Log out,’ and I wouldn’t be playing Bane anymore. I wouldn’t be lost. I would wake up in my pod at home. I would be able to crawl into bed, eat, I could dream of being somewhere else. I could quit and never come back to this game. Never come back to this world at all. 
Bane was a science fiction game. A game that combined survival horror with raids and economics. Spaceships and ruined worlds. Diving for artifacts to earn more gear; earning more gear to search for artifacts, race, play cards, command a starship. You could be anything in Bane. Medic, explorer, soldier, rescuer. Even being a shopkeeper wasn’t off limits if you had what it took. Despite the harsh difficulty there was plenty of reason to play. In-game scrip also meant real world money and to most, living in the real world wasn’t all it was meant to be. 
I couldn’t quit. This game gave me purpose. When I was fourteen, I had lost both my parents. I spent two years living on the streets, surviving but never truly living. Damien…Damien had found me. I had been trying to steal from him. Instead of being angry, he and his family had taken me in. He got me back on my feet, introduced me to this world. Bane had given me purpose and brought me back from a darkness I hadn’t been sure I would ever escape. 
My hand reached out and slowly I began to turn the round handle on the bulkhead door. It had already been loosened. As if some kind of automatic pulley had been activated the door began to move on its own. A light came in through the cracks. It was too bright at first. My eyes didn’t want to adjust. One moment everything was all white and the next…. I screamed ‘log out’ as loud as I could. 
Nothing happened. 
The world I knew of as Bane was gone. I was somewhere else. Somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be.
Sometimes, daring players take as much fuel as they can and ride out into the stars traveling as far and as fast as possible. Every once in a while, those players find themselves trapped, stranded without fuel or supplies, unable to spool up their STL drives and make the journey home. At that point they are faced with two choices: call for help; or give up and forsake their avatars. While most players would self-destruct or abandon ship, others would send a signal across the ansible. Requests calling fuel rats could cost a small fortune but the EXP gained by venturing into the unknown was almost three times that available once a player returned to controlled territories. For players under level 20 this was an easy risk. No one was really sure how the game measured it, but once a player touched the edge of the known universe and came back, they would receive a reward. Exploration wasn’t a quest, it was more like a hidden achievement. To the fuel rats the adventure was worth more than just a personal reward. Hundreds of derelict ships were floating in the unknown regions, players who had chosen the second option. Players who had failed to call for help or had failed to see the value in what they were trying to accomplish. Fuel rats were unique players in that they did went into the unknown again and again. 
Surviving the journey could be more treacherous than diving for artifacts. There were horrors in the unknown regions, horrors in the veil beyond mapped space. I remembered hearing stories adventurers would tell of exotic lifeforms, of alien creatures surviving in the darkness of space. Animals that had adapted to the vacuum. I had spent everything I had for a rescue. At this moment, I was not even sure if I was in the same galaxy as the rest of the world. The game interface was the same. Weapons still worked the same, but everything felt different. Cut content? DLC? It was hard to be sure. I knew one thing was clear; I had a sense that I did not belong.
Level 33 - Day 1

Log 1

 
I’m keeping this log for my own personal records. Recording everything best I can as it has happened, as it happens. No one is going to find this. At least, I hope. Not unless I make it out of here. If for some reason you are hearing this, and you’ve pulled it off my dead corpse. I’m sorry. I hope I left you something good behind. Something worth finding. 
I know there are no fuel rats coming to save me, my own team probably has no idea how to locate me. There is a war going on. Pieces of a larger game. Something isn’t quite right with Bane, with this world. We are pawns. I feel like I’m falling to pieces.
The sky here is a bloody red. I feel like the star itself is crying to be put out of its own misery. 
There was a time I wondered what others would think of me. Bane had millions of players. Only a small percentage of that group had leveled up passed 50 and I would be the first, to the best of my knowledge, to find a way to cheat. There would be questions. I would be hunted. Not that I wasn’t already in a lot of deep shit. 
The Chel had put a bounty on my head and my game had been streaming across the world for people to watch and see. Jumping one level was easy. That could be explained away by use of a unique artifact. That was a part of my job after all, hunting artifacts. In the past twenty-four hours I have discovered more secrets about the game than any one player since its inception, yet the idea of jumping nearly twenty levels still seemed so strange. Would Kira, Gorge, others still respect me? Did they even respect me now? There are so many things I find myself questioning. Surviving alone. No party, no NPC followers. Alone in a world of chaos. Stranded on an alien world. I feel anxiety wrap its arms around me like a blanket. Even if I could level up, if I found my way out at this moment, could I even live up to being a 50+ level player if I hadn’t earned it? 
I have learned a lot of things playing with players who rank above me. Besides seeing first-hand the love of the game that many of them have, the main thing that comes to my mind is that when these players focus on doing something they excel at it. Gorge wanted to be a shopkeeper. At the Upsilon in the Spire, his home, he traded with thousands of players every day, until I walked in. Kira and her brother: they owned Moonrain Media and streamed some of the biggest battles in the game. She was living the life she had wanted to live until the unknown called out to her brother and took him away. Even Lady Gray, the leader of my guild, the Corpse Divers, had used her titan to destroy an entire raider colony on a planet just to send a message. The decision she had made had affected the lives of thousands of players. Decisions in Bane had consequences. The decision I made to cheat, to venture into the depths of the Spire and break the game, this decision, based on rumors and speculation, ideas that had been telephoned around from one player to another since Bane became public. Is this right? Am I wrong? Maybe, all things considered, it would have been best if I had died the moment I set foot on this world. This undiscovered country that has been driven to darkness. Lost, forgotten. Ruins of a world that is neither human nor Chel. 
Location Discovered: Tau Ceti

/ Settlement Six




 
I felt my adrenaline kick. I felt like I had been running on fumes since I arrived. Passing through the gateway had taken all the strength I had. Walking to the exit of the underground even more. I had been pushing myself, I had passed my limits hours ago and even before that, before I arrived, I had been playing for so long. The moment I opened the door in front of me, a creature that looked much like a giant white owl flew right above me. The owl carried in its talons another animal that looked like a cross between a warthog and a hippo with a long tail. Both animals seemed to have metallic scales of some kind that acted like armor against the harsh environment. It was hot. The inside of the bunker had been warm but on feeling the heat from the outside world I was glad I had tossed my battle armor to the side. 
The owl turned its eyes towards me. I was in the middle of some kind of nest. No, not a nest. I looked around. Trying to study the area around me. The structures that lay around me looked almost organic, but they weren’t. Ruins covered in growth. Colors covered metallic buildings that weren’t human. They weren’t like the Chel either. This world seemed totally different to the Spire. 
I looked for a good place to logout. I knew since passing through the gate that many of the game’s safeties had been cut off. I didn’t want to feel any of the pain that was potentially possible in the game. To my surprise, my words ‘log out’ had no effect. I retreated inside the bunker as quickly as I could and pulled my gun up and fired as I tried to reach for the door. I wasn’t quick enough. The owl dropped its meal from its claws and slammed down hard against the ground. Another three seconds it was nearly on top of me. I could taste the small specs of dirt and concrete in the air as it ripped the steel door from its frame and dug in. I fell further back into the long hallway. 
My luck had always been high. Maybe not so much in the real world, but in the game I was probably the luckiest player I knew. The owl was too large to fit. It could barely get one of its claws inside even as it stretched its leg forward. It gave me an opening. I felt the air pressure in the room around me rise. It was the heat coming off my rifle. My health was dropping and I was firing blasts of energy at the owl. When I couldn’t log out, I didn’t hesitate. I became like a machine. Like an artificial construct, another part of the harsh world around me. 
Vermillion Owl - Bird of Prey

Level 53

Hostile




 
I estimated it had roughly ten thousand, maybe twelve thousand, hit points. I fired again and again until it pulled back. My health had dropped to 40 points but I had done it. The owl moved away, looking down inside the bunker with its glowing red eye and turned from the door. Just as quickly as it came, it picked up its kill from earlier and began to fly off. I fell back against the wall. I was sweating. I still had a small satchel filled with supplies. I took a stim and injected myself in the neck. My health jumped up another 20 points. I smiled and looked at the light shining on the outside world. 
‘Log out,’ I said, this time my voice was calmer than it had been before. 
Still nothing happened. 
As far as I knew, the only time something like this had occurred previously was when my best friend Damien was killed. Some kind of glitch caused him and three others to be unable to logout of the game while they were killed off one-by-one by Skull-Faced Man. That was what started all of this. Since Damien’s death I had been falling further and further down into the rabbit hole trying to figure things out. Overnight, I became famous when I escaped a guardian on the Spire. Cameras followed me through the birth of a dungeon on Rem, through a race that was broken up by FTC troops, and again when I killed some high-level players in the Crimson Kings. In the last week I had endured so much and had my life turned upside down. Nothing like this had happened to me since I lost my parents. 
‘I am not going to die here,’ I lifted my body off the ground and walked forward towards the light. The metaphor of walking into the light made me grin. I could smell the fire and ash in the air outside as I took a deep breath. At least the air wasn’t stale. With the owl gone I tried to make sense of my surroundings. I knew I was alone. I knew I couldn’t logout. I knew this was Tau Ceti which put me 12 light years from Earth and that meant I was farther away from the rest of the game’s player base than anyone had ever traveled. I knew Tau Ceti had ten times the amount of dust and debris as Earth’s solar system and that Bane was pretty accurate when it came to creating alien environments and worlds. As accurate as a science fiction game with alien dungeons, spaceships, and time dilation could be. Tau Ceti had a star similar to the sun and was rumored to have five planets in the habitable zone. I could be on any one. 
Because of the debris disc, however, in the real universe, it was unlikely any of these worlds could harbor intelligent life. 
I walked ten feet away from the bunker and saw a small puddle. I had no way to know whether it was poisonous or not, but I hadn’t had anything to drink in hours and since walking through the doorway I had been parched. I tasted the liquid, dipping my finger in the puddle and testing it against my taste buds. It wasn’t fresh but it didn’t taste like poison either. No ill effects popped up across my interface telling me otherwise. I knelt and took a handful, drinking from my cupped palms. I could feel something slither down my throat. The water was infected. Micro-creatures. I felt my health drop by a single point. I took another drink and another until I had lost 5 HP. My thirst was gone. These, bugs, barely visible in the liquid, were filled with a low dose of poison. A quick test done using a data scribe I had brought with me told me I could resist the effect with another 15 points added to my resistance. I could also earn 10 EXP for every five handfuls of creatures I killed by swallowing. Luckily for me they hadn’t evolved to be parasites, capable of surviving inside the body of a human, otherwise their poison would have killed me.
If I was going to survive here, I would have to up my poison resistance – there was no telling what else on this world was toxic – and focus on my defense capabilities too. My focus, affinity, they could all use a boost as well. I wasn’t about to sit here and eat bugs…that wasn’t the grind I was looking for.
The structures around me looked like they had sprouted from the ground. Based on the local geography and temperature I speculated that an alien civilization had developed mostly underground. That, or they had evolved to survive underground. Moving away from the clear open area that the owl had attacked from I entered one of the ruins. Inside, I found my theory almost all but confirmed by dozens of tunnels that ran down further underground. The tops of the buildings were strung with wires and panels that reminded me of solar panels as seen on Earth. The wires and cables ran down into the caves. 
Location Discovered: Akathar Ruins




 
I could feel the cool air rise up from the caves below. In the distance I heard the owl screech. It had finished its appetizer and was hungry for more. Maybe I would continue to be lucky and whatever was down in the caves was either friendly or dead. Either way I checked my equipment again.
AKA Naomi.

M7-7 Ki / Energy Rifle

Description: Robot killer.

Level: 5

Damage: 75

Weight: 5.5 lb

Weapon Type: Scout Rifle / Ki-Rifle hybrid

Rarity: Rare

Impact: 8

Range: 9

Stability: 9

Reload Speed: 8

RPM (rounds per minute): 300 bursts

Affinity: 9

Sharpness: 8

Elemental: Unknown

Critical Chance: 81%

Modifiers: Bonus EXP gained against Robots,

Bonus EXP against Hollows




 
Aegis – Broadsword

Cut down by the forces of Lintirmai, the depraved creature known only as the beast’s soul was imprisoned inside a great metal sword made from the hull of an ancient alien starship. Passed from one cursed soul to another the Aegis is a living weapon that not only protects its master but eventually devours their very being. 

That which may never die must be contained. 

Damage: 30 (with 25% chance of 120 damage critical)

Class: None required

Level Required: None

Weight: 10 lb

Affinity: 50%

Sharpness: None

Elemental: Soul - Steals players Mana for better attacks

Modifiers: None




 
Alongside Naomi and Aegis I still had my energy pistol, EMP grenades (worthless against organics) and three more stimkits, one protein bar that tasted like oranges, my data scribe, and a pack of bandages. ‘I am not going to die here,’ I said it aloud. I said it again and again as I began to climb down into the depths. I thought of Kira and Gorge, everything they had gone through to pass level 50. I wasn’t cheating. I wasn’t breaking the game. Bane was determined to make me work for it. I had passed through a doorway into the great unknown and now I was going to earn it. 
And fast. 
Level 33 - Day 1

Log 2

 
Three days after Damien died, while Kira, Gorge, myself and several others were investigating a distress call from Rem, planning our revenge on Skull-Faced Man, there was a memorial being held near the Terminus system. Terminus was home to the training ground called ‘Point Zero’ and it might as well have been its own game. Set on a moon in the Terminus binary star system in Quadrant 3, it was there above the planet that
Lady Gray lit a beacon, a flare so vibrant all could see. A derelict titan floated above Terminus for several hours until self-destructing. It was a Viking funeral and for several seconds the entire system was set ablaze in a white glow that from a distance, even light years away, would have made it look like a lighthouse. Once the light began to vanish, dozens of Corpse Diver ships gathered and began lighting the sky in colors while a second group held off a fleet of assault ships on the outskirts of the system. It was a memorial. Not just for Damien but all who had fallen in the last several months.
Lady Gray is a legend but that doesn’t mean that her reign isn’t beginning to fade. Dozens of guilds have already begun to question our guild’s control over several colonies and it is rumored three guilds are planning an attack on her titan: supposedly it was going to happen on the day of the memorial, but it didn’t. I remember reading about it. How she used that moment of mourning, that funeral for a friend to flush out her enemies. 
Location Discovered: City of Saints and Failures




 
Not that it was anything to see. A small pile of stones, one laid on top of the other followed by another smaller pile of stones. Maybe once they looked different, etched with runes now eroded by the dry wind I felt blowing in from above. Soon the stones disappeared and without the light of the outside world bio-luminescent ‘pill bugs’ the size of the palm of my hand crawled along the ceiling of the caverns. They ignored me, even as I touched one and let it crawl along my arm. The only thing it did was move towards the wall of the cave as if it knew was it was not at home. I placed it back with care and watched it relax. A part of me wondered what one might taste like. I was starving. Knowing how dangerous the water alone had been and the risk of losing the only light I had around me made me second guess the idea of taking a bite. The idea of eating a giant roly-poly made my stomach turn anyway. Food was a resource I had taken for granted. Safeties off meant my hunger felt real, just as real as it would if I wasn’t just playing a game. 
‘Food,’ I said sitting down and eating my last protein bar. It was hard to stomach, almost like it had gone stale. Most in-game items didn’t really have a taste, with the exception of some unique items that tasted like sugar and meats that tasted like chicken. This bar tasted like bits of stale cracker with the texture of a crispy treat. It was better than nothing. After eating I already had a rise in stamina. My health had been regenerating slowly as well and I was back to 70 HP. I had that going for me. Along with my other hidden skills and abilities. Every part of my skill tree was the same as well. I hadn’t lost any points, so I wasn’t dead. The Server hadn’t crashed. I couldn’t logout but I knew I was still playing Bane. 
‘Nothing lasts forever,’ I whispered to myself, reminding me that the pod I was currently resident of had safeties of its own and would go into an auto-fail mode before anything bad happened to me. At this point I would have welcomed it. Losing the game, losing my character. Several hours walking through tunnels in the dark, hungry, thirsty, it was all having a bad effect. Several of my skills were starting to lapse as well. Deprivation points. -10 weapons, abilities, even stealth was redacted. I reminded myself I had to find shelter, I had to wait this out. My friends would come looking for me. 
I walked farther down the rabbit hole, soon finding myself in complete darkness. Using the battery pack from my energy rifle and some rags from my med kit along with some wire I tied around Aegis, I lit my sword on fire, turning it into a swirling torch. ‘Not bad’ I smiled to myself, continuing to move forward. ‘Up is down and down is up’ I remembered a time when my mother had read me Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Here I was on the other side of the mirror. 
Ten hours in.
‘Auto-fail should have turned on,’ I said, taking a break, leaning my back against the wall. My legs were hurting. The damp thin air was straining my lungs. ‘The air must be draining my stamina.’ I examined my vitals again. My stats were slightly lower than they had been before but not by much. It was a slow death on an alien world. I wanted to scream but found myself once again too afraid. Too afraid of what was unknown. Too afraid that my pod had malfunctioned, and I was going to starve to death in the real world. Players had already been killed by some kind of weapon in the game, who’s to say this wasn’t something similar. 
‘Logout,’ I tried again, ‘contact system admin.’  Nothing; just as it had been before. ‘This is a nightmare.’ 
I heard something skittering. From far away I turned and traveled towards the sound, crawling through a small opening that reminded me of a ventilation shaft. Standing tall again I saw a small, snake-like creature slither across the ground. I grabbed it without thinking. Picking it up and breaking its neck just as it was about to strike. Even with my skills sinking lower I still had my reflexes. The snake was a Level 1 mob. I managed to cook it slightly over a small fire and peeled back some of the scales. ‘If this doesn’t kill me…’ I opened my mouth and took a bite. Tasted like nothing. Even the basic rations from the guild tasted like tarts or chalk depending on the flavor but the snake was void of any flavor, any texture, at all. It wasn’t all in vain. My health and stamina rose slightly but I would have to eat ten more to gain back what I had lost.
I continued deeper. Farther away from the surface. A voice in my head was telling me to turn back. ‘Wait at the doorway, wait where the owl had attacked’. A voice telling me to stand down, something I knew to be wrong. I ignored it completely. Like walking into a horror movie looking for the monster. How many times had I screamed at people in movies that this was the wrong thing to do?
I was determined to find some truth, some secret hidden in this ruined world. I fell asleep against a hard rock and woke up seven hours later.  Something was definitely broken. 
After I re-ignited Aegis I heard the sound again. Not footsteps. Not a snake or slithering. It was like claws grabbing and climbing upward. Dozens of them? No, a pair. Fingers. I turned Aegis towards the sound and saw the shadow of a figure just before it disappeared. ‘Help!’ I cried out, hoping it was another player or NPC. My voice echoed through the chamber around me. For a moment I thought it would never end but soon as it was silent again, I shouted again, and again. I said my name, my designation. I begged, offering to trade weapons, clothing, all I had if I could just have some answers. 
‘Anybody, help me?’ I cried again, this time determined it would be my last. Whatever had been watching me wasn’t human, that had become obvious, and besides the Chel (AI and Aiko) there were no other sentient aliens in the game. I placed Aegis down near a corner of the room and held my position behind a rock pulling my rifle forward and holding it at my ready as I crouched down for protection. I could feel a cold breeze brush over me from another corner of the room. 
‘What are you?’ I asked. There was no answer. 
I switched my small scope to night vision. It wasn’t the best, since I had hardly developed it at all but it was something. 
I was surrounded. Not one. Not a dozen. Millions of small bat-like creatures with various alien features and elongated ears and whiskers. ‘Idiot,’ I thought to myself. I had been yelling, screaming, pleading with a bunch of flying rats. I leaned back against the wall and once again I heard an echo. My echo, my words from before, played back around me. I took aim, stared down my scope towards the closest bat and saw its throat had swollen upward half of its body. It was repeating my words back to me, all of them were. At that moment at least, I knew I wasn’t in any danger. 
‘More words,’ a voice demanded. It wasn’t an echo. I searched high and low but it didn’t repeat like the others. 
‘I’m here, I’m here,’ I said, listening to the bats repeat it again and again. The walls vibrated with the very sound of my voice. 
‘More,’ said the voice again. 
‘Food, supplies, help, I want to escape this place, I have to get back to the Spire.’
‘MORE!’ the voice was demanding this time as ‘Spire’ was repeated around the room again and again. 
‘What are you?’ I demanded in return. 
‘WORDS!’ 
‘Where are you? Come out, we can talk face to face, I will give you all the words you want!’ 
‘Enough.’ 
The echo stopped. The bats began to make screeching sounds as first a hundred, followed by a thousand, followed by more and more began to fly around and out through the small hole I had crawled in from. I let out a few blasts of energy from my rifle, draining my HP by three points, before I decided it would be better to stop. 
‘What happened?’ I cried out. None of the words repeated. 
No voice answered back. 
‘I need to get home; I need to log out.’ 
Again, there was nothing. Even the sound of bats that could previously be heard in the distance had vanished. I was alone again. More terrified now, knowing that wasn’t entirely true. Something had been speaking to me. Demanding words, demanding information from me and now it knew I was in a vulnerable state. That made me the perfect prey. 
‘I’m not going down without a fight!’ I shouted standing up with my rifle ready. 
‘Fight,’ the voice returned. I wasn’t sure if it didn’t understand the meaning or if it had declared its own intentions.
The ground below my feet began to vibrate. Something was moving. I pointed my rifle down towards where I thought a creature might emerge, but it stopped. Without hesitation I fired. ‘Kill them first’. It was something of a motto I remember one of my father’s friends having and a code many players in Bane followed by heart. 
Another loud screeching echoed off the walls of the cavern as a light appeared where there seemed to be some kind of strange doorway. I immediately sprinted for the light like a moth to a flame, grabbing Aegis from the ground and slinging the sword in the air, putting out the flame before throwing it over my back. When I passed through the doorway, I found myself standing back where it all began. My broken battle armor and environmental suit laying still just as broken as ever on the ground before me. In the distance I heard another echo, my voice screaming as something attacked and let out a cry. I started to run but by the time I reached the surface the battle was over. I could see the damage left behind by the owl, the footsteps in the mud that led to ruins and the caverns I had just crawled out from. 
‘Time loop? Not possible,’ I said, knowing the only way to know for sure would be to make camp and wait to see if I could catch up to myself. It was a decent theory, maybe I would emerge again from the tunnel or even from the gate and I could stop myself from going down into the dark. Not that it would do much good, there would just be more versions of me starving. None of this was making any sense. I couldn’t waste my time. I started chasing the shadow of my past that had gone into the ruins. I knew I could catch up. I had taken plenty of time to rest. The one thing I wasn’t counting on was the owl’s return. The monstrous bird was blocking the entrance of the ruins, waiting for me. 
‘Not now!’ I screamed firing. 
‘NOW,’ a voice echoed from behind. 
The voice came from a bi-pedal creature with four arms, two slightly smaller than the other two. It wore a golden mask within a dark hood and cape. It was holding a rifle similar to my own but instead of being made of metal was made of organic material. It fired red orbs of energy at the owl. As the owl began to fly away, another group of similar humanoid figures appeared, crawling along the sides of ruins with two of their arms before holding themselves in place and firing with the other two.
‘RUN,’ the voice was as strained as it was from before, in the caves. 
The owl had double backed towards me. The alien figures were firing at it with nets and doing their best to slow it down. 
I couldn’t run. I knew running meant defeat. I had come too far and had too many questions. I turned and dropped to my knee firing. My HP dropped to 40 but the owl’s dropped to 10 as it mutated, taking a new form. Turning into a new creature, no longer an owl, the creature looked more like a flying mole, shedding feathers and bearing gray metallic skin. 
Aberration 

Level 53

Hostile 




 
Dozens of the alien figures descended upon the creature before it disappeared.
It was done. 
+ 1200 EXP
+ 10 Attack Boost
+ 10 Critical Affinity
+ 20 Divinity / Fame
+ 5 Focus
Aka Naomi Leveled up!

AKA Naomi.

M7-7 Ki / Energy Rifle

Description: Robot killer.

Level: 6

Damage: 77

Weight: 5.5 lb

Weapon Type: Scout Rifle / Ki-Rifle hybrid

Rarity: Rare

Impact: 8

Range: 9

Stability: 9

Reload Speed: 8

RPM (rounds per minute): 300 bursts

Affinity: 9

Sharpness: 8

Elemental: Unknown

Critical Chance: 83%

Modifiers: Bonus EXP gained against Robots,

Bonus EXP against Hollows




 
I wasn’t sure if we had won. If these were friends or not. A group of them slowly approached me. Slowly, I lowered my rifle letting it drape around me on its sling and lifted my hands…
’I come in peace.’
‘What is peace?’ The creature tilted its head at me. I wasn’t sure what I had expected. A handful of them still had their weapons pointed at me and I was pretty sure that after the owl I was next on their hit list. I looked for their alpha, the one I hoped would be in charge, one that was slightly larger than the others, and it held no weapon. I tossed my rifle on the ground and raised my hands. If I was going to die it wasn’t going to be because I made a mistake. I needed to know if they were hostile. If I respawned – as I hoped – and came back, I’d know what kind of threat they would be.
The alpha walked forward and lifted my gun from the ground. For a moment I was sure it was going to blow its own brains out and I would get blamed as it sniffed the front end of my rifle. After licking it and sticking out its tongue it walked back over to me and handed me the weapon. Surely it knew what it was? Had it not seen me use it during the battle? After handing me the rifle back it began to laugh, grabbing one of the warrior’s weapons and taking a bite from it. The weapon almost immediately began regenerating like it was alive.
The alpha handed the alien rifle to me. It felt like it was made of coral. Soft and strong at the same time. I was about to take a bite out of the weapon when I was surprised by a link created between us. I felt like it was an extension of my own body. There was no trigger, not in an actual sense, instead I could feel the power inside of the rifle charging as it continued to regenerate. The rifle also changed color when I held it, as if adjusting to something more my style. 
Chimera Rifle

Description: Unique symbiotic organism that is capable of producing a large red blast of ki energy. Chimera rifles are living weapons that feel no pain and slowly feed of the life energy of their host. They are high in protein and vitamins and exhibit extreme regeneration capabilities. The weapons never take more energy than what is required by their host.

Level: 1

Damage: 10

Weight: 7 lb

Weapon Type: Organic Energy-Rifle

Rarity: Unique

Impact: 6

Range: 8

Stability: 3

Reload Speed: 0

RPM (rounds per minute): 150 bursts

Affinity: 6

Sharpness: 5

Elemental: None

Critical Chance: 40%

Modifiers: None




 
The Chimera drew energy from my mana reserve. Something I never really used anyway so it wasn’t a problem. After a minute, the others laid their weapons down and started scavenging the body of the owl. Several were digging their knives into it and cutting off pieces of flesh. I guessed the guns weren’t the only things they liked to eat.
The Alpha signaled for me to follow him back into the ruins. We walked further underground into what looked like a large beehive. The walls secreted some type of strange green honey that was offered to me. It was a rite of passage. The rest of the day and night was a blur. I had leveled up after tasting the honey and I put my skill points into poison resistance just as I had planned. I was more than happy I had done that as the alien creatures brought me more strange food, some of which I was sure was the owl, cooked and prepped with some kind of powdered spice. It actually had a taste. As a gesture of good faith, I offered the Alpha one of my protein bars. It took it in kind and ate it.
Log 3 - Day 5

 
I’ve been living with the alien creatures for five days. I’ve contemplated killing myself but I’m still yet unsure what would actually happen. I’ve dismissed my time loop theory as madness. This game within the game is different, not bound by the same time restraints as the real world. If I’m alive it means either time dilation or my consciousness is trapped here and I really am dead. A couple of times I’ve wondered if maybe this is hell or some kind of limbo but my instincts tell me otherwise. The aliens practice speaking with me daily as we try to understand one another. So far, we’ve had some pretty positive results but most of the time we are just playing charades. I’m grateful our cultures are much the same. I’m also grateful that we are biologically in the same ballpark. They eat four meals a day. Most are small. They practice meditation and weapons fire. I’ve even seen families.
Log 4 - Day 10

 
Ten days I think. I’ve been keeping track of time using my neural interface. Its honestly hard to tell. I haven’t actually seen the sun since we entered the underground. The ruins are lit by gems and crystals. It didn’t take much to adjust since the light reflects all the way down from the surface. The problem is there is no night. Even if I saw the sky again, I wouldn’t be able to measure the days.
I have started sitting with them in the mornings. Even going as far as to leave my weapons in the mud hut they have given to me. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was doing. I followed their movements and adjusted accordingly. Occasionally I could feel a strange energy wrap itself around me as if the world itself was a ghost adjusting my stance. I could see several of them smiling at me, taking their time to let me follow them. I had never imagined meeting creatures like this.
‘Above,’ the Alpha said pointing upward. He had brought me lunch. A rather large piece of what looked like jerky.
‘Yes, I come from above,’ I answered.
‘No. Us. Above. Hunt,’ he replied. He was inviting me to go on a hunt with them. That must have meant they thought I could be trusted. That or they were planning to hunt me and didn’t want to let on that all this was just some kind of pre-game.
‘Follow, play,’ the Alpha insisted walking over and grabbing my rifle for me. I still had the Chimera rifle as well, but I hadn’t had time to experiment with it yet. Maybe this was an opportunity.
‘I will follow you,’ I said, nodding my head and taking my rifle from his hand. I had my gear ready to go in about ten minutes. I wasn’t sure how long we were going to be on the surface. In fact, I wasn’t sure what we were going to be hunting. The others seemed to pack light. They had their weapons, clothes, and a few small satchels that they carried with them along with several empty sacks that looked like they were made of canvas. This was how they survived. They lived underground and hunted on the surface. Whatever had happened to their society had been the opposite of evolution. I was sure the ruins above, the aberrations, even their weapons, were all evidence of that.
Log 5 - Day 11

 
If I’m alive it’s because time runs differently here. Like the dungeon on Rem. I guess rumors of time dilation are true. How long I can actually survive here and what the dilation is I’m not sure. Either way I haven’t given up hope yet.
We slept on warm blankets made from some kind of animal fur laid across the ground. The first night on the surface was the worst. The temperature dropped and it felt like it never stopped to level out until the morning star began to rise. The hunt continued without any delay. My new friends gave me a warm, soup-like substance that tasted like warm jello. I got several buffs from eating it and noticed my EXP rise again. I felt better for most of the day afterwards, until the cold came again.
We crossed a large quarry. They called it Cuzcameb. Parts of it looked bottomless, while other sections were filled with ruins. They told me not to go down there, explaining it was the place of a great despair. ‘Hopeless,’ A, my new name for the alpha, told me.
Every day, the barrier between us was less and less. I was surprised at how easily they were able to pick up on my language. I felt bad that I couldn’t understand the way they communicated at all, which was with clicks, screeches, and occasionally nothing more than eye contact. I had a theory that they might have some kind of connected consciousness. Not exactly a hive mind, but their society seemed to be moving in that direction.
A explained that in order to get to our destination we must cross a bridge over the ruins. Once we stepped onto the bridge, I could feel the tension in the group rise as we were attacked by giant falcons. Yet more dangerous birds that looked like they could be feathered dragons. I managed to take one down with Aegis, but not before I fell.
I woke up in a cold sweat. I was still trapped. Lost and on my own. I could feel a change in the air pressure all around me. I wasn’t entirely sure how I had survived the fall, but my HP only took about 30 damage. I was separated from A and the rest of my alien hosts. In the darkness my Chimera rifle lit up like a firefly. Yellow light shining through the void. I wasn’t sure if my action was a good idea or bad. I was afraid the light would attract creatures, much like the glow of fish in the deep trenches of the ocean. I was not not the only one who had fallen. I could see several of the aliens from my party were dead. They looked like they had been torn apart. A was nowhere to be seen and I was grateful for that. He had probably made it over the bridge.
I was so deep I could barely see the sun rising in the sky above me, like the light at the end of a tunnel. Without a map or guide I started to move in what I hoped was the right direction, towards a large ruin whose top looked like it reached to the world above.
‘As above, so below’, the ruins were covered in purple plants, vines, and dark blue flowers that seemed to glow. Starving, with little to lose, I ate one of the plants and received a +5 boost to my focus, defense, and bleeding resistance. With my focus increased it became slightly easier to see in the abyss.
‘Really got yourself in a mess now,’ I said, walking towards the light, hoping maybe this was it. That once I reached the surface, the quest would be over and I would wake up on the other side of the door with Gorge, Kira, and Aiko by my side. Unfortunately, my thoughts were disturbed by the sound of a creature growling.
The Great Despair

Level 40

Hostile




 
‘I get it now. Shit!’ I said, squinting my eyes and staring at the bear-like creature that wandered the depths of the quarry. This place was literally the home to ‘The Great Despair’, which happened to look like a giant, five-story black bear. For now, it hadn’t noticed me and was chewing on flowers, large ones that grew near the top of the ruins.
I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate. A had told me that there was an energy that circulated through this world. Mana. It was one of the few things that made sense to me. Basically, this was an alien world of magic. It didn’t have to adhere to the usual rules of Bane. Strange alien foods and creatures were evidence of that. As if I had gained a new sense, I moved through the ruins following a path that I felt around me. I moved slowly at first, before The Great Despair took notice of me. After that I was running.
With its claw, the monster struck the ruins and sent debris in every direction. I knew there was no escaping it. It was worse than the owl, worse than the falcon. It reminded me of the first time I had run into a Chel Guardian. The chase that led to my ‘fame and fortune’.
I pulled Aegis from its sheath and leapt down from atop some ruined pillars towards the creature’s ankles and slashed. Its howl was so loud my ears started to bleed. I stayed unfazed even as it swept the ground looking for me. The giant bear was almost completely blind. Its pupils were pitch black. It was absorbing what little light there was around us.
Dodge, roll, side-step. Repeat. Whenever my stamina dropped below 50% I hid in the ruins, letting the bear tire itself out as it dug through the rubble trying to find me. I wasn’t sure if I was making an impact or not but I felt like I could keep this up forever. My adrenaline was buffed, my skill tree showing a temporary 10-point increase. It must have been the diet I was on. Nothing better than alien soup. Except maybe alien salad. Anytime I had the chance or saw my focus, defense, and bleeding resistance buffs were fading I grabbed a dark blue salad and felt another surge of energy.
After fighting for an hour, I tricked the Great Despair into following me down through several dozen archways. Each and every one of them broke apart into thousands of pieces as the bear chased me further and further towards the light of the surface. I felt power like I had never felt before as I leveled up inside the abyss. I was faster; it seemed as if somehow I had adapted to the darkness that surrounded me. I could feel the aether as it surrounded me like wind blowing against my cheeks. The cold didn’t trouble me anymore as I quickly applied several points into building a better resistance.
The surface was close when the bear finally lay down with a grunt of tiredness and defeat. I’m not sure why, but I felt a connection to it. We weren’t just in a battle of life and death. It was like we had been competing in a tournament against one another. Each of us had been trying to break the other’s will.
The Great Despair was badly injured. As I stood near a stone staircase that I knew would take me back to the surface, I found that I couldn’t just go. I had won but the cost felt too great. I had led the bear through a maze of pain. I couldn’t leave the creature.
I approached it, knowing I had won; its face was as large as I was. Its teeth were the size of my arm. The monster growled, trying hard to move its mouth towards me, to open its jaws and swallow me as if I was giving myself to it as a sacrifice. It was too weak. Too big. Its stamina, health, too low. I could see there was little I could do about the wounds besides cover them with plant leaves. I tried to stop some of the bleeding by cauterizing the cuts with fire.
Over the next several days I cared for the Great Despair, the giant bear, feeding it flowers I picked from atop the ruins. I fought off dozens of insect-like creatures that came trying to eat it as it lay helpless in the ruins. When the cold set in, I fell asleep next to its long fur. I was pretty sure if it managed to get up, I would notice and awaken. It was safer sleeping on the monster than somewhere near it, where I wouldn’t notice it wake up and try to kill me. It didn’t. Even as it got better.
Aka Naomi leveled up several times.
AKA Naomi.

M7-7 Ki / Energy Rifle

Description: Robot killer.
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Weapon Type: Scout Rifle / Ki-Rifle hybrid
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Modifiers: Bonus EXP gained against Robots,
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Critical Chance seemed to get better the more accurate I was, while Impact, Range, and Stability stayed around the same. The damage seemed to multiply at a random rate, depending on accuracy and whether I actually killed a creature with the weapon. The bugs were easier to kill than I expected, and I even leveled up twice. I shared my points out between my Focus and Affinity.
Three days passed, after which the bear and I went our separate ways. Each and every day I stared at the beast’s eyes. More and more they started to look human to me. As if it wasn’t just a bear but some kind of man that had been transformed. Some kind of giant-bear man.
On the last day the bear finally stood up on its own. It towered above me and I remembered just how frightening it actually was.
Instead of attacking me the bear stared down at me and maybe my mind was making this part up but I swear it nodded its head in a sign of respect.
I gained 300,000 points of experience when it turned away from me.
I reached the surface and found A and the rest of my alien friends waiting at the top. The other side of the bridge was a field filled with fruits, flowers, and clean water. In the center of the field was an ancient shrine. I couldn’t read it, but A explained to me that it was called the Shadow Shrine, and it was protected by a great guardian. The depiction of the guardian of course resembled The Great Despair almost exactly. The two were not disconnected. I knew somehow saving the creature and been the right choice even if it had been the more difficult one.
With bags filled with fruits and flowers we began our journey back to the underground.
Log 6 – Day 40

 
I don’t know if I’m going to die here but I think I have made peace with it. Whatever happens now happens, but the truth is I no longer feel like I have anything to go back to. At the rate I’m leveling up it will be a few months until I’m level 50. I’ve decided to put as many of my points into defense as I can. Sometimes feel a voice calling me from inside the tunnel where I started. It sounds like a distant echo. I’ll venture back there someday but for now I’m not ready. I’m not sure what will happen when I wake back up, if I’ll remember any of this or it will seem like a dream. As for now myself and my new friends we are planning another trip back to the shadow shrine.
And for the first time since I can remember I feel like I’m home.
- Breq, Level 38, Age 17.
Log 301 – Day ???

 
I’ve lost track.
Location: The Immer

/ The First Dungeon

 
A creature rushed forward, its two legs carrying its wicked body gracelessly with a sedated energy. A skeletal tail writhed behind it; coarse hairs cover it sporadically. Five cruel eyes stared at me with a burning rage, and another loud blare resonated from the creature’s cramped mouth, as if a warning or a challenge to me. I was no longer inside the Chel tower. I was trapped in some kind of underworld. There was nothing but my body, my weapons, the creature and time. A vortex of light surrounded us. I felt it move closer towards me. It knew what I was. It was a challenge. I’d done this dance before so many times I’d lost track, but this time there was something different. I had just leveled up past 50. I was exactly where I wanted to be. Still, with no escape I wondered what good it was really going to do me.
The creature jumped forward and I found myself falling through space. Some kind of astral attack. I felt like my soul had left my body. The creatures I had been living with had taught me so much. This world was but one of many and there were so many things I didn’t understand yet.
I could see seven worlds. Seven planets aligned in a sigil. Each planet revolving around a single blue-and-yellow star, pulling on one another as they continued to keep their shape. A starship flew past me. I was in space, in the void. No, I was running inside of a starship. I was on the back of a mech that was running through walls. Running away from something. Something horrible. My rifle was in my hand. The creature with five eyes was chasing after me.
Turning to fire, using my life as an energy source, I managed to kill the creature coming after me.
Aka Naomi leveled up and so did I, but not before the monster sank its claw into my abdomen and we continued falling. I felt an enormous pain.
I woke up back in the real world. The game had kicked me. My heart was beating out of my chest as I struggled to catch my breath. I was having some kind of panic attack. Disoriented. My nose was bleeding, my clothes were covered in blood, and I felt like I had just been slammed hard against the ground. Had I died? Had I lost everything? I tried to stand but I was too weak to lift myself up. I tried to scream. I tried to search around the room for Rey or any of the doctors and nurses that had been monitoring me. I was alone. Bleeding, broken, and sitting paralyzed in my own piss.
I moved my lips again and again until finally I muttered…‘Access’
Initializing…
Player environment meets necessary requirements.
Retina scan / Identity confirmed.
Dive 100%
Loading player data…
Name: Breq
Age: 17
Level: 51
Status: Alive
Mana: 100
Class: Scout
Health: 100
Stamina: 100
Load out: Naomi - M7-7 Ki-Rifle, Aegis (melee), Short grip energy pistol, EMP grenades. 
Update 1.12.01 found. Access granted.
 
I’d seen it all before. I awoke back in the tunnel. My weapons scattered across the ground.
AKA Naomi.

M7-7 Ki / Energy Rifle

Description: Boss Slayer with Shadow ability to slow time.

Level: 33

Damage: 275

Weight: 5.5 lb

Weapon Type: Scout Rifle / Ki-Rifle hybrid

Rarity: Ultra-Rare

Impact: 10

Range: 9

Stability: 9.5

Reload Speed: 10

RPM (rounds per minute): 300 bursts

Affinity: 10

Sharpness: 8.5

Elemental: Shadow

Critical Chance: 91%

Modifiers: Bonus EXP gained against Robots,

    Bonus EXP against Hollows, Bonus EXP against Bosses




Aegis – Re-forged Broadsword

Cut down by the forces of Lintirmai, the depraved creature known only as the beast’s soul was imprisoned inside a great metal sword made from the hull of an ancient alien starship. Passed from one cursed soul to another the Aegis is a living weapon that not only protects its master but eventually devours their very being.

That which may never die must be contained.

Damage: 300 (with 25% chance of 420 damage critical)

Class: None required

Level Required: 50

Weight: 10 lb

Affinity: 90%

Sharpness: None

Elemental: Shadow – Unknown

Modifiers: None




 
Everything looked like it should have. I could hear the voices of the others. The voices of Kira and Gorge calling out to me. In less than a minute I would be back home.
Location: Basement of the Chel Tower

/ The Spire

Hack 100% 



 
Adrenaline 45
Affinity (weapons) 15
Agitation 15
Animal / Aquatic Expert 35
Artillery 15
Attack Boost 5 (+5 Bonus)
Blast Attack Boost 5
Blast Resistance 35
Bleeding Resistance 45
Botany5
Bow Rifle Expert 5
Capacity Boost5
Capture / Tame 15 (+ 50 Familiar Bonus) = 65
Carving10
Charisma 25 (+10 Bonus)
Constitution 5
Critical Boost 50
Critical Affinity50 (+10 Bonus)
Defense 5
Detection (stealth) 30 (+10 Bonus)
Divinity / Fame5
Evasion 5
Explosives 15
Fire Attack 5
Fire Resistance5
Focus 40
Fortification 5
Gambler 5
Guard 5
Hacking 25
Handicraft (crafting) 5
Heat Resistance 15
Health Boost 15
Hunting (survival) 5
Hunger (cooking) 5
Ice Attack 5
Ice Resistance 15
Intimidation 5
Iron Body 5
Latent Power 5
Luck 25
Medical Specialist 15
Mind’s Eye 5 (+10 Piloting Bonus)
Navigator 5
Nullification 5
Paralysis Attack 5
Paralysis Resistance 5
Peak Performance 5
Piercing (Damage Boost) 5
Pilot 5 (+20)
Poison Attack 5
Poison Resistance 5
Poison Duration 5
Psionic 5
Recovery 5
Stamina 30
Sheath Speed (reflexes)5
Strength 10
Stun Attack 5
Stun Duration 5
Stun Resistance 5
Survival15
Tool Specialist 5
Training 5
 
That was me at Level 51. I hadn’t cheated after all. There was no loophole. I had spent seven months living in another reality. A word repeated throughout my mind. No, it was a location. The name of the underworld where time came slowed. The realm inside Bane…Eda.
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Sarco
BREQ

Re-Loading player data…
 
Name: Breq
Age: 17
Level: 55
Status: Alive
Mana: 100
Class: Scout
Health: 100
Stamina: 100
Load out: M7-7 kinetic Rifle - ‘Aka Nel’, Aegis, Short grip energy pistol, EMP Grenades
Location: The Ibanez

 
‘What the hell was that?’ I grabbed my head. I was back aboard the Ibanez, but it had felt like I had been gone for months. I felt like my whole body had been ripped apart. Almost immediately I threw my guts up in front of Kira and Chaz who were waiting for me.
‘Thank god it worked!’ Kira shouted wrapping her arms around me.
‘What?’ I asked, still nauseous. I could taste the vomit in the back of my throat. Some things about Bane were too real.
‘We weren’t sure we were going to be able to get you out,’ Chaz said.
‘I thought you said,’ I started to feel nauseous again, and took a deep breath, ‘this was completely safe. You could pull me out anytime?’
‘Initial tests were all positive when we were inside the gate,’ Kira answered, standing there a moment biting her tongue. She had something important to tell me. Something I didn’t want to hear.
‘What do you mean? Are we not still in the aether?’
‘We dropped out about an hour into the race. First, we lost communication and we thought that was it. Something wrong with the ansible network but your signal was holding strong so we knew you were alive. When Naomi tried to logout to check on you…’
‘Hannah is here?’ I started looking around.
Chaz spoke, ‘look, there is a problem. You remember when we were on the orbital carrier fighting against Skull-Faced Man?’
‘How could I forget?’ I answered, wondering how Chaz could even ask me that. How could any of us forget?
‘None of us can logout.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘He means we can’t sign out of the game. It’s a field just like the one that surrounded the Orbital Carrier. Some kind of tech that messes with the game’s administration codes. We’re trapped until we can find the relays responsible for the signal and destroy them,’ Kira replied. She was making a fist. I had never seen her so upset and frightened. I was too but the importance of what they were saying hadn’t completely kicked in yet. None of it had. I had a head full of memories. Things that had happened that I had forgotten. Seven months of repeatedly dying, stuck in a time loop, leveling up. Names, places, things I had been forced to forget. It all came flooding back to me now and I felt like my head was going to explode. I hadn’t cheated the system at all.
‘I don’t understand,’ I was still trying to wrap my mind around all of it.
‘Look, Breq, we dropped out of the gate. We’re lost in quadrant seventy-seven, the Cold Zone. Our navigation systems are fried, and we’re under fire. I don’t think the other players have figured out what’s going on yet and none of our messages are breaking through. The entire ansible is down. The only reason we were able to pull you out was because Gorge is using an illegal mod to keep his rift open from the inside. The moment we pulled you out we managed to close the door to the other side, but he’s still trapped in there,’ Chaz, of all people, tried to explain. It seemed he had a better understanding of all of this than I had given him credit for. Guess he wasn’t a noob anymore after all.
‘We have to pull him out,’ I said standing up.
‘One thing at a time,’ Kira said, ‘we need to check your stats, make sure nothing is damaged.’
I quickly pulled up my skill tree and examined my stats.
Adrenaline 45
Affinity (weapons) 30
Agitation 15
Animal / Aquatic Expert35
Artillery15
Attack Boost 5 (+5 Bonus)
Blast Attack Boost 5
Blast Resistance 5
Bleeding Resistance 15
Botany5
Bow Rifle Expert 5
Capacity Boost5
Capture / Tame 15 (+ 50 Familiar Bonus) = 65
Carving 10
Charisma 25 (+10 Bonus)
Constitution 5
Critical Boost 50
Critical Affinity 50 (+10 Bonus)
Defense 15
Detection (stealth) 30 (+10 Bonus)
Divinity / Fame5
Evasion 5
Explosives 15
Fire Attack 5
Fire Resistance10
Focus 60
Fortification 75
Gambler 5
Guard 5
Hacking 30
Handicraft (crafting) 5
Heat Resistance 25
Health Boost 30
Hunting (survival) 5
Hunger (cooking) 5
Ice Attack 5
Ice Resistance 0
Intimidation 5
Iron Body 35
Latent Power 50 (Memories Unlocked)
Luck 25
Medical Specialist 15
Mind’s Eye 50 (Memories Unlocked)
Navigator 5
Nullification 5
Paralysis Attack 5
Paralysis Resistance 5
Peak Performance 25
Piercing (Damage Boost) 5
Pilot 75
Poison Attack 5
Poison Resistance 5
Poison Duration 5
Psionic 5 (unlocked)
Recovery 5
Stamina 40
Sheath Speed (reflexes) 5
Strength 10
Stun Attack 5
Stun Duration 5
Stun Resistance 5
Survival 25
Tool Specialist 10
Training 5
I had hit level 55 and added another fifteen points to my affinity skill. Ten points to my defense, another twenty to my focus. Five to my hacking. I was also able to keep the bonuses that the alien armor had provided my avatar body. I also noticed both my Mind’s Eye ability and Latent Power had been brought up to fifty points. It seemed the Olm’s teachings had given me an incredible boost to my passive skills and unlocked my psion ability. I guessed that’s what I got for letting him pry open my mind the way he did, not that my head didn’t feel like it was pounding now.
‘I’m fine. Where is Hannah? How do we get to Gorge?’
‘Hannah is with Lady Gray on the bridge. We’re currently fighting two FTC ships that came out of the gate. The Benevolence and Foundation. Titans. We stalled out, almost all systems went dark when we dropped out of the aether. It was like we slid into a wall. Ship’s shields dropped to thirty percent and weapons went offline. Main canons went offline but Lady Gray got power back to the radar. Soon as we did, we saw about a hundred small assault ships coming in our direction so Gray scrambled our forces.’ Kira pulled up a small tablet and showed me a holo of the battle unfolding outside and all around us. We were outnumbered about ten to one. I shook my head and took another deep breath. If I had learned anything about Lady Gray at this point it was that she wouldn’t give up. Nor would she lose.
‘If none of us can logout what’s happening to the players?’
‘We don’t know yet,’ Kira’s eye’s closed as if she was holding back tears. 
‘No…’ I gasped.
‘We aren’t sure. This has never happened,’ Kira was quick to stop me.
‘This has happened, Damien, your brother, we know exactly what is going on!’ I shouted. Kira punched one of the control panels hard enough to leave a dent. I had reminded her of the truth we both knew and felt terrified to admit. We had flown right into a trap.
‘What are you guys saying? You knew this could happen?’ Chaz interrupted, ‘we’ve been flying into real danger the whole time?’
‘We didn’t know…not for sure,’ Kira argued, ‘we killed him. We killed Skull-Faced Man and stopped him. No one has died in the game since.’
‘We don’t know that,’ I said interrupting her. It was true. Not all the deaths caused by Skull-Faced Man during our incident were reported or accounted for either.
‘We have other things to worry about, Gorge is being attacked inside his lair. Cass and Aiko are there with him. They can’t logout from there either and they can’t open a gateway to the other side anymore. We need to rescue them,’ Chaz said, reminding us just how dire everything was. I felt like I had woken up from one nightmare straight into another.
‘We’ll figure out a way home after,’ I stood up and pulled the life support wires from my body. I felt weaker than I had in the symbiotic armor, but I was happy to be back to normal again. I could only guess what had happened to my other avatar, the one I had raced in as Red, most likely it was devoured by the Olm. The Harbinger was sure to become much stronger because of that but I wouldn’t be the one dealing with it. As far as I was concerned the Olm had proven itself to be an ally. A dungeon with feelings. Pretty ridiculous when I thought about it but Aiko had been born from the egg of a dungeon so I couldn’t protest.
As I began to pull myself together Kira opened a loot box in which she had stored my gear. A battle suit with +10 Attack Boost and +10 Heat Resistance, ‘Aka Nel’, and my sword Aegis.
‘Aka Nel’

Description:

Gone but not forgotten.

Chances of survival ensured up to 99.9%

Level: 56

Damage: 620

Weight: 7.5 lb

Weapon Type: Battle Rifle

Rarity: Ultra-Rare

Impact: 10

Range: 7

Stability: 10

Reload Speed: 9

RPM (rounds per minute): 350 bursts

Affinity: 10

Sharpness: 9

Elemental: None

Critical Chance: 92%

Modifiers: Artificial Intelligence Nel.




 
‘Welcome back Master!’ Nel’s voice shouted in my ear taking me by surprise. No matter how many times we trained, I was still getting use to my rifle having its own intelligence.
‘I’ve leveled up too while you were away,’ Nel continued, taking a look at my stats and analyzing my new abilities.
‘How did you manage that?’
‘I have built my own digital VR game. I have called it ‘WarMOD’. With it I am able to interface with the Q’el in the Ibanez’s mainframe and practice without using my own digital body. I have designed my avatar to look like you! Unfortunately, my avatar lacks your luck and has died 218 times in the last two hours and thirteen minutes,’ Nel said. I was flattered but slightly disturbed. Nel creating its own virtual world seemed like another impossible thing to do in the game but there was more and more of that every minute.
‘Thanks,’ I said trying to sound appreciative.
‘Oh, you don’t have to thank me. Your avatar was the only one I was able to replicate due to your possession of my positronic matrix.’
‘Sorry, I guess.’
‘I am your servant,’ Nel responded.
‘Cut it out, if we could upload you to another body we would.’
‘Fighting as your weapon is far less dangerous than fighting beside you. Death has taught me that. I enjoy being in your service,’ Nel corrected itself.
‘We can talk about it later, how’s our ammo? Battery power?’
‘Battery is fully charged. Physical ammunition is limited to bulk shots but I suggest…’
‘Great. Kira, Chaz, you guys lead the way,’ I said, interrupting Nel who went on to ramble about how the mods I had installed to use physical ammunition were ‘not good’, ‘unreliable’, and ‘weak sauce’. I didn’t care. I had watched Gorge use physical ammo before and knew the damage a nice lead bullet could do. And bullets could easily pass through shields, where energy would spread apart and dissipate. Gorge had been training all of us the last few months how to use various weapons. He even set up his own version of the Upsilon on the Ibanez with a range and everything. It was one of those activities that made the ship feel at home.
‘Gorge is in the next room, we’ve locked down our area, just give me a minute to hack the door,’ Kira said.
‘Let me,’ I walked in front of her. Placing my hand on the bulkhead, I started the mini-game that allowed me to hack. 100%. Flawless. It was easier than I thought it would be. Another ability that was boosted by the others.
‘Nice work,’ Kira said pushing open the door. Inside there was a massive portal with dozens of large cables running inside of it. The portal was made of blue energy spiraling around like a whirlpool with no depth. It almost looked like it was made of large pixels parts disappearing and reappearing at random. It sat between two large tesla coils that were opaque and filled with a strange red liquid that looked like magma. The entire room was incredibly cold and I could see several generators, placed at random, powering large cylinders filled with dry ice.
‘We just walk through?’
‘We’ve managed to bypass all the security features, so yeah. We could evacuate the whole ship in there now if we wanted. Not that it would do any good since we’d all be stuck in another dimension but…Gorge does have some pretty cool goodies inside,’ Chaz walked up to the portal and stepped inside.
‘Should I hold my breath?’
‘You can. If you want,’ Kira said, before disappearing.
It was like walking from one room to the next. The first thing that was different was the change in temperature. While the room that held the portal was incredibly cold, Gorge’s lair was nice. A perfect seventy-two degrees Fahrenheit. The air was also less stale. Fresh. The first room in his lair, the welcome center, was like an office building with walls made of a white moss that looked like carpet. There was a desk for a secretary, with a widescreen TV behind it playing old movies from the 2020s. The walls also had several pieces of abstract art, some covered in vibrant colors, others black and red; mixed mediums of charcoal, acrylic, and oil.
‘Follow me,’ Kira said. Her voice almost seemed to echo through the room. She stepped around the corner of the desk and walked through a door that I hadn’t noticed. Once inside I felt like I was standing in the middle of central park. There was a map in front of me. On it was a zoo, a weapons range, a garage, a hangar, a very large island dedicated to K-Dog with a warning beside it stating not to enter without food, and a research and development lab.
‘Are we on a planet?’ I asked, studying several parts of the map that showed it was only a small piece of a larger pictures.
‘Yes, Gorge calls it Sarco, it’s about half the size of Earth.’
‘How does something like this exist?’
‘It’s inside a pocket dimension; hard to explain the physics but if you think of it like a storage area it becomes a little less overwhelming.’
‘Are there aliens?’
‘Besides the rescues there are a few, nothing extreme.’
‘This is unreal,’ I felt energized as I continued to look around.
‘This is Gorge,’ Kira replied.
‘Yeah, I’m not surprised,’ Chaz added holding some kind of weird, strange box in his hand.
‘You might want to put that down before you set it off,’ Kira reacted.
‘Set it off?’
‘Seriously, why are you picking up things that don’t belong to you,’ I gestured towards Chaz who was gently putting the little black box down.
‘That thing is a bomb,’ Kira pointed out the obvious.
‘Why does Gorge have a bomb just laying around his front door?’ Chaz demanded, trying not to sound like a thief who had been caught.
‘He has a remote detonator that he can set off anywhere and that’s that. Pretty simple security measure.’
‘Why does he have to worry about thieves? I thought this was his space?’
‘It is and it isn’t. There are a few ways in, but Gorge is the only one that has been able to fortify the place and keep it secured. I think him and Trace actually used to come here to train. Trace helped build this citadel we’re in now. Created the animal preservation aka zoo, and armory. Gorge is good at shooting things but Trace was always his tech guy. Even in the real.’
‘That would explain the statue…’
‘You’ve gotta be kidding me,’ Kira was looking at a map. There was, in fact, a giant statue to Trace and Gorge in one of the open areas.
‘Where are they? This place is insane. How are we even supposed to find them?’
‘They are in the research and development lab, Site B,’ Kira answered pointing to three glowing blue dots on the directory.
‘Damn, I was kind of hoping we could check out the zoo. I’ve heard Gorge has been to every planet everywhere and has a sanctuary for endangered species,’ Chaz said.
‘He also has one of the biggest Arachnids ever seen and a giant Vrax,’ added Kira. Thinking of the Vrax made me think of the Olm’s throne room. I had seen a few bosses there; I’d even encountered a giant Vrax.
We stepped outside the welcome center.
Location Discovered: Sarco, the world within worlds.

Resources: Abundant




Location Discovered: Lair of the Orc King.

Resources: Guns, ammo, knives. Zoo. (Beware of bunnies, mosquitoes, bears, vrax, giant tardigardes, fish, plants, rocks that look like animals, and absolutely do not touch the mechs)




 
It really was a planet. Above us the stars shined brightly through the night sky. Billions of them. As if we were standing on Earth in the middle of nowhere. There was little light around us. Most of the light seemed to be automated and motion censored. It was beautiful. For the longest time I had dreamt of seeing the stars like this. It was like looking at them through the observation room of a ship except I could feel the ground below me. I felt too, the breeze as it hit my skin. I could hear something akin to birds nesting in the trees.
‘Why would he ever want to leave this place?’ I whispered to myself.
‘Because people,’ Kira answered, ‘here he might have nature, animals, peace and solitude but there are no friends, no people to interact with. Why do you think he became a shop owner?’
‘I would never leave this place. This world is more at peace than any I’ve been to in Bane,’ Chaz added.
‘This isn’t Bane. Well, it is, but this isn’t a part of the main game. It’s an evolutionary byproduct. An ever-expanding world with laws and physics all its own,’ I said trying to sound smart.
I was corrected quickly by Kira, ‘This is still Bane, don’t let it deceive you. This world is probably more deadly and dangerous than any we’ve explored before. It’s not a dungeon, not a desert, this world remained untouched for a reason.’
‘So, it’s like the Briarpatch?’ Chaz chimed in.
‘Actually, I think this planet is in the Briarpatch. The rips and tears appearing through the game. Spatial decay. I think our two worlds are merging, like two bubbles forming into one. Have you ever heard of string theory? The Multiverse? I think Bane is giving itself an update.’
Our coms started to make a static sound.
‘Breq, that you? Glad you guys could make it, portal still holding?’ Gorge’s voice broke through the radio waves. Deep and straight to the point as usual. 
‘Yes, glad to hear your voice old man.’
‘Not that old, I can still kick your ass,’ he answered.
‘Location?’ Kira asked.
‘Site B, we’ve got a problem. Some Vrax escaped and have been tearing through the power relays across site A. I’m afraid it’s going to be too hard for us to regroup with them down. We need to divert power from Site C back to A before we can get out. The three of us are bunkered down in a silo. We should be fine for a while but Cass has discovered we can’t logout. What’s going on?’
‘We dropped out of the aether, we’re on the other side of the gate.’
‘What did we find?’
‘Nothing. Besides being stranded in space, we’re under attack. Gray and Naomi are trying to break through the noise but we’re also fending off an attack from FTC and mercenaries. We might be stuck for a while.’
‘Authorities know?’
‘Maybe a handful. I’m sure they will send EMS to our pods but not everyone will be easy to locate in the real world. Not to mention it could mean brain damage if we’re pulled out by force.’
‘Great. Anything else?’
‘I’ve got some of my memories back!’ I shouted.
‘You what?’ Both Kira and Chaz looked at me in surprise.
‘I was lost for seven months, repeating a stage over and over. Facing off against a giant owl and…’
‘So, the time dilation tech is a real thing. I thought for sure it was a load of bull but I guess Trace was right to be chasing after some mystical door. Hard to believe that was it in the Spire. Glad we buried it. Fill us in on the rest when we see you. While you guys move through the caves we’re not going to be able to communicate so be careful.’
‘Yeah…no problem,’ I was slightly disappointed not to talk more about the memories restored to me by the Olm, but I knew this was neither the time nor place. Gorge was right. We had a mission.
‘To divert power from C to B you’re going to take the caves from site A to D. From D you’ll be able to hijack a mech and make your way to C. Once you’re in C you’ll take the elevator to the top of the peak and you’ll find the transfer switch. By the way Aiko has been doing a great job. You have an amazing familiar. She’s dying to get back to you so now that you are here, I’ll send her to meet you at the bridge.’
‘Tell her to stay, if things are as out of control as they sound, you’ll need the support. We can handle our side,’ I said.
‘Okay, we’ll see how it goes. By the way if you ever need a passcode it is: Up, Up, Down, Down, Left, Right, Left, Right.’
Kira gave the orders, ‘Chaz, we need you to stay here and guard the portal. It should stay open but if there are any problems contact Gorge and he’ll be able to give you a walkthrough on what to do; Breq and I will go to Site D.’
‘Why do I always have to be on guard duty?’ Chaz sighed.
‘Look at you,’ Kira said, pointing out that Chaz wore armor which was three times the size of his body, had a giant sword, and a modified Ki-Rifle that could be set up on a tripod. Chaz was built for guard duty and we all knew he secretly loved it. He had even specced his character out for defense. Of the three of us, maybe even all of Novum, maybe all of Bane, he was a tank.
‘You got this,’ I reassured him.
‘Yeah, don’t rack up too much XP without me…and come back alive.’
‘We will,’ I said this time reassuring myself. 
Chaz stood ready to defend the portal with his life. He knew the stakes. He evens started laying down traps and gathering nearby materials for a barricade as we moved away. I could see him mouthing something as he began fortifying his position. I think he might have been singing silently to himself but I wasn’t completely sure. I would ask him about it later. Outside the game Chaz was constantly trying his best to become an entertainer: writing stories, music, mostly electronic, some synth metal. A few times he had even jammed with Hannah and I on the Ibanez. We all joked about being the first metal band in Bane. It was Chaz’s dream to tour around the cosmos and perform on every major colony. Given our current circumstance and the war with the Chel it seemed far less likely to happen than it had ever been, but stranger things had happened.
Of all the codes our guild had, Explore, Expand, Exploit, and Exterminate was one of the most important. Gorge called it ‘the’ code and here inside his little hole it was law.
Explore – Scout the map

Expand – Claim territory

Exploit – Extract Resources

Exterminate – Eliminate other players / hostiles.




 
‘Shouldn’t we have a quest?’ I asked Kira as we began making our way towards the entrance to the cave. I could hear noises, like cicadas chirping, from inside. They sent shivers down my spine as I double checked my gear. Everything was one hundred percent: ammo full, skills set.
‘Not this time. This isn’t for points or rewards. The game is over.’
Gorge’s voice was already cutting in and out as we came closer to the edge of the cavern, ‘by the way, something else you guys are going to need.  Once you pass the first tram station you should find the cave entrance. Inside there is a small supply box. It will be buried under some mining equipment, but you should find what you’re looking for. Ammo, health packs, adreno. There is also a grappling hook at the bottom. It’s my spare so you may need to upgrade it as you go.  I only have one in the supply box, so you guys are going to have to play nice. Trust me. You’ll need it. Good luck both of you. See you soon.’




15.

Mecha Chicken
BREQ

 
Restore the power-relay. Seemed easy enough. Just like Gorge said, we passed the tram station and found ourselves at the entrance to a dimly lit cave. The lights were being powered by small generators from the outside that buzzed and buzzed. Each one was protected by a small shield. It was a pretty expensive setup. A single generator could have easily powered a small drop ship or been used as a backup power cell for a mech but here most of their power output was being used to keep the shields that surrounded them active.
Location Discovered: Caves of Unknown Origin, Site A

Resources: Unknown

+10 EXP




 
‘If you have deactivated the shields, we could use more light inside the cave,’ I said into my coms, hoping Gorge could hear me and that he had remote access. With the shields up there was no way we would be deactivating them ourselves. Shields in Bane were basically super-heated plasma or made of mana.
There was no answer. Gorge had either turned his coms off or we were out of range. Just to be certain, Kira tried to call Chaz. Again, no answer.
‘That’s great, what happens if we need backup?’
‘We won’t,’ Kira insisted, stepping forward towards the cave entrance.
There was a small sign outside saying, Keep Out, Heavily Infested.
‘Ready to earn some XP?’ Kira smiled, double checking her weapons. In recent times she had been carrying less equipment than in our earliest adventures. Somehow being stuck inside the game had turned her into a minimalist. All the better. Gorge had tools scattered about we could turn into weapons if we had too. Most of the mining equipment was just as deadly, if not more deadly, than our own Ki-Rifles.
I was still trying to wrap my head around all the previously missing experiences I had started to remember. Even as Kira and I crept closer to the cave entrance I felt my mind searching for answers. Not that this was the best place or time. The Olm had opened my eyes through mediation. It was like having my body pushed out and forced into another realm. I was still remembering bits and pieces as Kira and I found the supply box Gorge had mentioned.
A few energy pistols; an older rifle that looked like an M4, a pretty standard artifact that Gorge was known to collect; ballistic ammo; three extra battery packs. There were a few broken adreno-injectors but nothing we could salvage. No health kits either. We would have to rely on our own healing abilities as we ventured deeper and deeper into the darkness. Kira had been prepped for that, cultivating her tech-mage skills so she could heal others almost instantly by manipulating her own arcane energies. This had been the main focus of her training over the last three months. Her second focus had been leveling up her Bow Rifle skill. The Bow Rifle was a very specific weapon type that few players – mostly advanced stealth types – used; Kira carried one on her back. At the bottom of the supply box I also found an M1 Garande, the same artifact I had brought to Gorge in The Spire months ago before all this mess happened. I picked it up and immediately felt a surge of energy as I linked with it. It had been slightly upgraded since I last held it.
‘Ping’

Artifact Rifle – M1

A single shot bolt-action rifle with high accuracy and damage. Once an heirloom it now exists only as an echo of a time long forgotten. 8x scope - allows players to zoom in while aiming down sight. Energy rounds and single battery pack allow for bursts of energy that do extreme damage to enemies without armor.

Level: 10

Damage: 30

Weight: 9.5 lb

Weapon Type: Hunting Rifle

Rarity: Extremely Rare

Impact: 10

Range: 8

Stability: 4

Reload Speed: 3

RPM (rounds per minute): Unknown

Affinity: 6

Sharpness: 7

Elemental: None

Critical Chance: 60%

Modifiers: 8x Scope + 10 Sharpness




 
Kira and I split the battery packs between us while I took the extra ballistic ammo and Ping. Not that I was trying to make Nel jealous, but the AI was starting to give me the silent treatment. Kira took the grappling hook and immediately tested it out by throwing it up to latch onto the roof of the cavern and swinging across the ground.
‘Hot damn, I haven’t played with one of these in ages!’ she shouted, a huge smile across her face. It was the first time I had seen her look so cheerful in a while. This whole thing was starting to seem like less of a cosmic nightmare and more like a walk in the park. We moved from one area inside the caves to another without any resistance. Occasionally, Kira would use the grappling hook to climb up to secret ledges scattered about but none of them had anything more valuable than a handful of scrip, ammo, an energy pistol, or, in one special, case a backpack with a patch depicting three sea shells, filled with toilet paper. A reminder of one of the strange events Gorge had lived through in the past. Gorge had weapons visible almost everywhere as we moved through site A. It wasn’t until we came to a crossroad and another warning sign that things seemed to slow down. The lights leading to Site D were red. An obvious sign that something was amiss and we should turn back.
‘You ready for this Breq?’ Kira took a deep breath.
‘I feel it, a strange sensation from inside the tunnels, like a hundred eyes are watching us, waiting for us to cross inside,’ I answered. My focus had improved substantially since my memories had started coming back, it was one of the skills I would have developed more naturally had I not forgotten them. I may have been level 55 but I had been still acting like I was a level 30, playing like a level 30. Only now I was breaking through the boundaries. I now understood the difference between a player like Kira, Gorge, Lady Gray, and players like Chaz, Hannah, and myself. The way you felt in-game was different. I could feel the air cold brush against me like a river’s current.
Location Discovered: Caves of Unknown Origin, Site D

Resources: Unknown




 
Kira launched the grappling hook into the darkness and was gone. A moment later an explosion of light shone bright from deep inside the tunnel. I could see hundreds of creatures…arachnids, Wraith, and another kind I didn’t recognize off the top of my head, creatures that looked like overgrown prawns. The light was quickly followed by an explosion of fire that rocked the caverns around me. Followed again by Kira’s voice screaming, ‘RUN!’
I dashed back towards the crossroads and back down the tunnel into Site A as fire and smoke followed behind me. A few seconds later as I held my arms above my head while ducked behind a rock, I heard Kira’s voice again call out giving me the all clear. As I ventured back I could hear Kira cleaning up the survivors. I readied Nel in my arms.
‘Nel, can you auto-aim?’ Kira asked looking towards me.
There was no answer for a moment before it said, ‘of course my dear.’ The ‘dear’ was immediately followed by a burst of energy towards an enemy I couldn’t even see.
‘Sorry Breq, some of the prawns blend in with the cave walls, none are really high level, but it looks like I missed a few with my grenades.’
‘How many grenades did you use?’
‘That was actually a mini-nuke, not bad right? I had Gorge get me one awhile back and had been waiting for the chance to use it!’
‘A nuke? Shouldn’t we worry about radiation?’
‘Our suits protect us from that. Don’t worry, you and Naomi will still be able to have kids.’
I was totally unprepared for that. Not that the two of us didn’t want kids, but not right now in the world we were living in. The Red, the financial struggle, it seemed easier just to take things day by day.
‘Don’t know what you’re implying.’
‘Come on, I’d love to be the auntie to a little Corpse Diver. Imagine. They’d be a better prodigy than Lady Gray.’ That was of course another worry I had. Lady Gray, Alexi, she wasn’t even old enough to play Bane and yet here we were. An entire guild on the edge of the unknown, unable to logout, led by a young teenager. Still, better her than me. She knew how to make the tough calls and despite having led us here we had all come on our own free will. This was the rush we thrived on. And as Nel continued to mow down stragglers I could feel my heart beating to the rhythm of the war drum.
‘Another horde in front of us, about fifty yards away,’ Nel’s voice said.
‘Got another nuke?’ I asked Kira.
‘No, but I may have an idea, can I see Nel for minute?’
‘You may certainly not,’ Nel’s voice said.
‘It won’t hurt. I’m not going to blow you up. I promise.’
Nel was silent again. This time a silence directed at both of us.
A small text appeared for my eyes only, ‘If I blow up avenge me.’
‘Nel, trust her.’
‘The last time I trusted this party I ended up losing my physical form and uploading myself into this frame.’
‘See, you’re practically immortal, we can upload you into another gun if something goes wrong.’
‘That, Master Breq, is not how this works.’
‘It was worth a shot. Let’s just hear her out.’
Kira stood waiting for an answer when I realized it must have looked like I was talking to myself.
‘Come on, this plan is going to rock.’ Kira insisted again.
‘There is a ninety-percent chance your plan will not rock and will end in the death of all three of us,’ Nel muttered.
‘You don’t even know my plan.’
‘I know you.’
Kira smiled and knelt down. She placed several of the broken adreno containers on the ground. ‘Pretty useless as they are now but watch this.’
Kira placed her hands together and the containers, along with her own aura, turned blue and they began to de-materialize and re-form into small chicken-like legs. In between them was a small pad that looked like the torso of a mecha.
‘I give you Mecha-Chicken.’
‘I do not like that name,’ Nel said, with just a hint of scorn.
‘Place Nel in the center,’ Kira pointed. I did just as she said despite another plea from Nel to not embarrass him like this. A moment later there was a sound like a phone dialing up that got increasingly louder and louder over the course of thirty seconds before making a loud ‘boing’ and the legs of the Mecha-Chicken came to life.
‘I am free again!’ Nel cried out kicking one leg to the side and falling forward like a baby just learning to walk. The legs were small: altogether Nel’s height was maybe just a little less than three feet. Nel looked around towards us, aiming at us and making both of us jump as we reminded him his mind was still inside a very powerful weapon.
‘This sensation is very interesting,’ Nel observed.
‘I think it’s still missing something,’ Kira said, biting her lip. She reached into her satchel and took out a small wrench.
‘Why do you…’
‘I’m a tech-mage, emphasis on tech, of course I have tools,’ she answered quickly fabricating two smaller arms from the wrench and hooking them up to Nel, aka Mecha Chicken.
‘And now I have arms! Blessed be the gods!’
Both of us started laughing as Nel shook his little tiny T-Rex-like arms around.
‘Not very aesthetic but it completes the outfit. The one on the right should allow you to hack into most computer networks and the one on the left is just a wrench,’ she paused, ‘we can upgrade them later. I’ve been wanting to try that skill for a while. This is the first time I’ve been able to make anything more than metal origami.’
‘I am Nel, Mecha-Monster,’ Nel replied.
‘Mecha chicken,’ I corrected him. Nel immediately pointed towards me and blasted a hole in the wall behind me.
‘Just kidding,’ I laughed knowing full well that Nel wouldn’t actually hurt me. He was still a member of our party and guild.
‘Okay so, Nel, now that you have legs you can scout ahead for us.’
‘That was your plan?’
‘Pretty good right,’ Kira smiled.
‘What you think Nel? Up for the challenge?’ I asked.
‘There is still a ninety-percent probability of failure.’ Nel replied, ‘Yes. Challenge accepted.’
And with that the little Mecha Chicken began strolling off into the darkness ahead of us. The three of us quickly linked up and a small visual appeared in the corner of my right eye. I was seeing what Nel was seeing. It was slightly nauseating, being with a camera that low to the ground, but it was better than not knowing what was ahead of us. Nel was slow and steady with his movements, jumping from one rock to another, crouching. Nel had a silent mode that made his shots precise and quiet. Several times he used it to take out prawns that blocked his path.
We followed fifty yards behind him until we came across a damaged power station and a large drill. The power station looked like a storage container with rounded edges that had been placed inside the cave. It seemed like an odd place but there were several unusual markings that made it seem likely the structure had been found rather than placed there by Gorge.
‘This is strange?’ I said, running my hand along the wall.
‘Don’t move,’ Kira hurriedly walked over towards me.
‘What is it?’
‘A tripwire, don’t move.’
She knelt down where I was standing. I was inches away from setting off a small mine that would have either killed me or done some serious damage. Knowing Gorge, it would have killed me.
‘I guess that’s why the prawns stay away.’
‘Yeah, behavioral training. Gorge has probably rigged this place a dozen times with traps.’
‘I am detecting several more, shall I deactivate them?’ Nel said in response.
‘Yes, please, use those little T-Rex arms,’ Kira smiled.
Nel walked past me just as Kira disarmed the tripwire and very quickly began working on another…and another…and another…
‘We are safe,’ Nel confirmed, standing over the last of the mines.
‘That’s great, at least we don’t have to worry about mines anymore.’
‘Yeah, any one of those could have killed us or brought a horde down on top of us,’ Kira stood up and walked towards the console. The three of us looked for a way to get the power back online but there was nothing. The prawns had chewed through most all of the wiring from the outside. Even Kira had no idea what we should do. At that moment it seemed our entire plan had gone to shit.
‘No mech, no power relay, nothing,’ Kira’s fist slammed against the console. The red lights flickered around us.
‘What was that?’ I turned pointing an energy pistol out towards the darkness.
‘My sensors are registering an unknown life-form,’ Nel reported.
‘Great, just what we need, another monster,’ Kira said slamming her hand against the console again. It started to flicker.
‘The recently mentioned monster is coming towards us,’ Nel pointed out the obvious.
Squilla – Alpha

Level 57

Hostile




 
‘Looks like we pissed off enough of them they called for some backup,’ I said ducking behind the console alongside Kira and Nel.
‘It doesn’t know we are here,’ Kira said.
‘It heard you banging on the damn console,’ I argued.
‘Yeah but it doesn’t know we are HERE. It just knows there was sound coming from this direction. If we are quiet enough maybe it will go away.’
‘Actually, I have scanned several of the smaller squilla – prawns as you call them – that we, together, as a team, have murdered and found that they do not use visual cues to detect their prey. They instead rely on a type of sonar. The Alpha Squilla I believe has already located us and is simply trying to decide if we are worth the effort.’ Nel was quick to also point out that we had a pretty low survivability rate as well.
‘More squilla are approaching. Should I dispose of them?’ Nel asked, awaiting our decision.
‘Yes, don’t let them near us,’ Kira ordered.
Nel immediately ran into action. Crouching low to the ground and moving instantly from one prawn to the next vaporizing them. The Alpha Squilla continued to study us from afar. We could see it from our hiding spot and watched as its face moved in unison with Nel’s activity. This confirmed what we already knew. The Alpha could sense us. Whether it was listening to us or detecting us on sonar was irrelevant. We were stuck.
‘Oh dear,’ Nel’s leg had become caught in a crack in the floor. The Alpha Prawn let out a shockwave that knocked all of us back. I could feel it stagger me as I watched it move towards Nel in a quick attack. Just before slamming itself down on top of our poor robot friend, Nel broke free from the crack and began to run, away from us, tripping several times, drawing the creature’s attention away from our location.
‘I have an idea,’ Kira said, ‘can you keep it distracted?’
‘Maybe, I’m not sure, it’s still a lot higher level than me.’
‘You’ve taken out opponents much tougher,’ she reminded me.
‘With a party, with help,’ I reminded her.
‘Just use that shadow thing. Use your movement to get its attention over there,’ Kira pointed towards a wall, ‘trust me.’
Trust was the foundation on which we had built our friendship. Since the beginning I had trusted Kira. Now, even with the stakes as high as they were, this felt no different. There was a time I might have questioned her motives, her ideas, our relationship. This wasn’t one of them.
‘Hey ugly!’ I shouted as loud as I could, drawing the Alpha Prawn’s attention from Nel and towards me.
A small text appeared in front of me, thank you, your death will not be in vain. - Nel as the Alpha began barreling towards me. I could feel the floor of the cave trembling. I moved, quick-stepping my way towards the wall Kira had pointed at. I felt a wave of fear rush over me. I had nowhere else to run as the Alpha towered over me the same way the Olm had before. This time it wasn’t a curious creature with a semblance of intelligence but a frenzied monster that wanted nothing more than to kill me and expand its own territory.
‘Dive out of the way!’ Kira shouted.
Time slowed. My shadow ability had kicked in. I could feel the air rush around me like a current. I could see small particles of dust floating in the air as I passed through them, splitting them apart. I rolled away from the Alpha Prawn and picked myself up just a moment before watching a drill crash into it. Its body was ripped apart as the drill-head spiraled through its exoskeleton.  Entrails warped together in a web around the drill head until it stopped completely. Smoke rose from the motor as it could fire at the column. All the components of the drill seized as it began cracking. The wall behind the Alpha Prawn had been severely damaged. Damaged enough. I swung Ping around and fired a shot. The kickback was more than I was expecting, and I fell to the ground.
Exterminated Alpha Squilla and Hatchlings
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The wall collapsed across the Alpha Squilla and the drill. The two were buried in the rubble. Behind the debris was another room. And just like Gorge had said, there was a mech. Mid-size. Silver. Nine feet off the ground, it almost touched the top of the cavern walls. In one hand was a giant axe, in the other a battle rifle. The head looked rectangular with two slants that resembled eyes while the body looked almost reptilian with its metal tail. The back of the mech had large triangular fins across its spine.
‘Found our mech,’ I reported.
‘Gorge must have known we’d somehow stumble across this,’ Kira walked towards me followed by Nel at her heels.
‘Or he thought we would ignore the smaller, booby-trapped storage container and walk in through the front door,’ I pointed behind the mech to a large opening that led to another part of the cavern with an EXIT sign marked above. There was also another console in the room that stood out from the rest of the cavern by having smooth walls. It was more of a secret lair than anything.
‘It looks like Master Breq is right. Had we continued forward from the storage containment area and rounded the corner we would have come to the steel doors marked ‘Garage’.’
Location Discovered: Garage

Resources: Supply Box, Weapons, ‘Reptar’.

+10 EXP




 
I hate both of you,’ Kira said walking towards the console. This time it was lit up. As she approached it a holographic interface appeared. In only a few seconds Kira hacked it and began diverting power to the mecha and downloading a map that would take us to Site C.
Nel climbed towards the top of the mecha and quickly attached himself to the shoulder. Less than a second later, the mech’s eyes glowed red and came to life as it began moving arms and legs.
I couldn’t be sure, but I think Nel was having fun.
‘Mecha-Chicken Ultra,’ Nel responded opening the torso so that one of us could climb inside.
We checked the supply box and found it empty.
Same deal with the weapons locker.
‘I’ll ride shotgun,’ I insisted letting Kira take the ‘wheel’, She had no problem with that: between the two of us we both knew she was more adept at piloting mechs and power armor. I climbed onto the backside of Reptar and held on by balancing myself on a small foothold and handrail. Almost as soon as I was onboard Kira began moving forward.
‘Onward to Site C.’




16.

Site C
BREQ

 
On our way to Site C we picked up an audio log buried in another one of Gorge’s supply crates. It was a recording left behind by Trace, Gorge’s oldest friend.
If you are listening to this all I can do now is ask for your forgiveness. I discovered this place and thought I could turn it into a paradise. Instead, I’ve cultivated it into a fortress. This is my burden, as is what comes next. I am guilty of so many sins but this may be the worst.
The caverns were home to a creature I had never seen before. A creature that appeared without a name, without codex until it was given to me. The Xevva. A massive serpent native to the desert realm of Edril. The species burrows under the sand and rock of Isabella’s moon, and oils excreted from its skin harden the sand it passes through to form an ever-expanding network of tunnels. I was fascinated by it. I studied it from afar for a while but eventually I had to know more. I followed it. creating one suit of armor after the next in attempts to keep up with it. I made shortcuts through its home with drills. Smaller crevices. I even dug a few holes with my own bare hands. I discovered a labyrinth below the surface as well as resources that meant when I made it home, I could trade to workshops in Bane. Still, I wanted to know more of the creature. I followed it to its lair and there I met the girl.
Her name was Isabella. I still remember our first meeting. Inside the hollow of the planet she stood awaiting the giant creature, the serpent that had been digging tunnels. She waited in a white dress by a pool of water. She waited with no weapons. She had little knowledge that I was more afraid of her than she should have been of me. She carried with her the core that was the heart of this world. Without even knowing what she was. The dungeon’s avatar. The serpent had been adopted by Isabella and it had, in return, become one of her familiars. The creature started to grow, never stopping as it continued to dig larger and larger tunnels throughout the moon. All for her.
Lucky for me, her curiosity was as strong as my own. We were more alike than either of us could have thought or suspected. I had a deep respect for her and together we embraced one another. We taught one another what we knew of the world. For me it was crafting, martial arts, meditation. She, on the other hand, taught me of the aether. What we call mana. Together we created the technology that opened a rift that allowed me to come and go as I pleased.
‘Why must you act so carelessly?’ she asked me once.
‘Careless? How am I being careless?’ I replied.
‘We are here to observe and ask questions. Nothing more,’ she answered.
I knew she was wrong. It was her programming after all. Perhaps that was what she was. Some kind of specter. An AI designed to watch and ask questions so that other systems might improve themselves. Lost levels. Why else had the developers made her? I searched for answers in the real world and found none. I learned of how the code for Bane had been developed for military use. I learned of the underworld theory, the time dilation test mission. I learned how Bane was growing. Evolving. More than a game. There were rumors that the game engine itself tapped alternate realities and allowed players to visit them by reaching into something called hyperspace in the real world. The whole thing sounded like magic. Isabella was a goddess. An AI, a dungeon. A prototype. And she was broken. I made over a hundred trips between the rifts. This world was my own secret getaway. I was king, Isabella, queen. She showed me how to speak with the creatures, even the serpent, the one that had dug the caves.
This world. It wasn’t a part of the Quadrants. I came here by mistake. But nothing is that simple.
After one year, Isabella died in my arms.
The dungeon withered.
‘We are to observe and nothing more,’ she told me again, her hand on my cheek as she dissipated into the air. I had to remind myself it was all code. She wasn’t real. None of it was. But it was…
I came here because I was summoned. I had spent my life a soldier. Fighting for corporations. Sometimes on the wrong side of the conflict. The Resource Wars had torn me apart. Almost my entire company were gone and those that weren’t killed in action had died because of the Red. I believed this world, Isabella’s world, had brought me here to offer me salvation. A new beginning.
My guild, the Silvermanes, they are not ready. There are only a few I can share my secrets with. Gorge, Apex, Croon. I gave each of them a key and each became a guardian. Some more than others. Eventually, as Croon disappeared in search of his own journey and Apex hid in shadows, it came down to Gorge and I. The last two protectors of the realm.
Made up of seventeen stars, there is a small constellation in the sky. Hard to see because of spatial decay but it is there. It roughly resembles the shape of a raven. The same raven I had tattooed in real life and game. A symbol which she had said she loved many times. I don’t remember it being there before she passed away. I like to think she made it as a gift to me. I wonder if I disappeared. If I stopped coming would it stay?
The log ended.
We were halfway through Site D when we came across the Squilla’s nesting ground. The Reptar was able to fend off the many prawns that attacked us, especially with Nel’s auto-assist, but we were quickly clawing our way through as hundreds of them hatched from eggs. Most were level 1 or 2 but some were eating one another and leveling up quicker than we could kill them. Before long we were facing prawns level 10 to 15 who, in turn, would devour one another and become levels 20 to 30. After about five minutes of pure slaughter we ran. Mecha Chicken Ultra was fast. It moved on all four limbs like a lizard. Actually, it was more like a dragon. A Komodo dragon. The tail automatically latched onto any target within range and swiped them away. Its movements reminded me of Aiko who I began to worry about. No way Gorge would send Aiko into these tunnels, it was far too dangerous for her. I wondered whether if she was in the tunnels as my familiar, I would sense her. It was my understanding that the two of us were linked and couldn’t be apart for long, but we were learning new things every day.
Location Discovered: Caves of Unknown Origin, Site C

Resources: Unknown




 
The moment we crossed the threshold from D to C the prawns stopped following us; it was as if we had left their territory. Some instinct instilled in them at birth. The silence and darkness as we crossed into Site-C was actually more frightening then having them chase us. A few lights here and there faded in and out. A few splashes of red, green, blue. There was no indication as to what any of the colors meant only that they were obviously malfunctioning. We came across two more heavily booby-trapped ‘storage containers’ and knew this time that they were decoys. Gorge had planted them after all. Carved them up, made them look alien. They were distractions from the multiple caches of weapons, supplies, and vehicles he had hidden in his Lair. Here in this world he was master. Traps set for trespassers.
When we started discovering the bodies, we knew Gorge had been right to take precautions. We weren’t the only ones who had come down here. Several others had, since Nel detected not one but three echoes in our new location alongside several Hollows and at least one Hollow-Mass in a grand chamber that was half a mile ahead of us.
Using the map we had Kira led us through several tight passageways, some of which required me to jump down from the backside of the mech and walk as it crouched through tight tunnels. A few times I was worried that it would get caught and the three of us would have to journey all the way to the end on foot. The mech was more than a vehicle for transportation, however, it was a weapon. One I had a feeling we would need.
About half way, we found another storage room filled with giant paintings of cats and dogs. There was also another audio recording left from Trace.
Isabella, the goddess is dead. The world is falling apart. I’ve tried to no avail to keep the creatures alive but they are all slowly joining their beloved in whatever afterlife this world offers. I’m scared. I’m scared this whole world is going to rot and fall apart. Without a core the dungeon has ceased all functions. I would give anything to heal this world. To bring her back and make this a paradise. I feel like I’m slowly slipping away. I’ve started running experiments inside my compound on REM. Mimics, clones, I’ve managed to make a few of my own familiars. If I’m going to save this world, I have to do more. I believe the key is in the neurolink. If I can copy my brainwaves to an avatar I can create a core from aether. If I can do this, there might be just enough Isabella left in this world that I can bring her back. For now though my expertise is needed elsewhere. Factions are forming inside Bane. Guilds are going to war. The Vel is at stake.
‘What’s with all the cat paintings?’ Kira asked.
‘Memes?’ I answered.
‘Like the ones hanging in bathroom at Club Kaiju?’ she asked.
‘Yeah, exactly. Except these are old. Classics. These were made for nothing but fun and shared millions of times. People shared them over the world wide web before it became the net.  A few variations here and there but they were mostly the same. No one knows any of the original creators.’
‘I like holos better,’ she replied tilting her head sideways as she stared at a cat sitting in a box.
‘Think about it, the world Gorge and Trace grew up in was totally different than ours. When he was born the neurolink was nothing more than an idea and a theory. By the time he was ten, the first full immersion was nothing more than a single land. The first pods rolled out when he started fighting, training with proxies and drones in VR landscapes. The safety measures were unreal. The graphics were half what they are now despite the fact that the worlds felt realistic. You can’t even distinguish Bane from reality at this point. There are no pixels. Everything is tied together by invisible strings.
‘Just as many people believe that this world left alone could evolve into one just like our own, that our reality could be a simulation.’
‘I’m not sure. I mean, I would live here forever if I could,’ Kira said picking up some more ammo and making her way back to Reptar and Nel. We were still half a mile from Site C when we came across an outpost inside the caves. Exiting the mech we made our way inside. Nel, standing guard at the door, advised us to stay vigilant. He also reminded us that if we didn’t return in fifteen minutes he would leave us and follow our main directive. As interesting as it was to learn more about Trace and Gorge and this world, we were still on the clock. Outside there was a battle raging between Novum and FTC. Kira was hoping we would find a shortcut, a generator, something useful that could help speed up our mission but we had no such luck. Instead all we found was a web of trouble.
Arachnid
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Easy kill.
+250 EXP
I was about a quarter of the way to my next level. Kira on the other hand had just leveled up again.
Name: Kira
Age: 17
Level: 71
Status: Alive
Mana: 120
Class: Tech-Mage
Stamina: 100
Health: 100
 
Load out: M7- 3 Ki-Rifle Prototype, Bow Rifle Type-2
Saber
 
‘So, are you going to distribute your skill points?’ I asked.
‘I need to think, I’ve been saving them. I keep feeling like I’m going to need them. I usually put three into my Bow Rifle + Stealth, two into Affinity. I guess I’m hoarding them for an emergency. Have been since level sixty,’ she answered. My guess was it was a good move to make. She had developed quite a few of her passive skills simply by training and her current stats were well-balanced. If she really needed to improve anything down the line she had the resources to do it.
‘I think I found something,’ she said.
‘Another audio log?’
‘Yeah, buried in the spider’s belly.’
Experiments one to seven-hundred-and-one have been failures. However, a recent signal from a Psion has informed me that a journeyman has been to the Cold Zone. A location has been discovered. An SOS. An NPC claiming that they are a player stuck in the game. Is it possible? Maybe it is true? I had heard rumors of coma patients having their minds uploaded via the neuro-link. And it is, in theory, fully capable of mapping our brain patterns and copying our consciousness into the game. I must know. If it is there may be a way for me to save Isabella’s world before it falls completely into ruin. Currently, I await contact. I do believe experiment seven-o-two could hold the key to bringing Isabella, or at the very least, bringing her core back to life.
Pieces were coming together. I wondered how much Gorge truly knew about his friend. Skull-Faced Man had attacked the Silvermane settlement in which Trace had been staying, but had that been on purpose? Had Trace called Skull-Faced Man to him. Was Trace even dead? If he could open a rift to this world just like Gorge, if the two of them were defenders of this realm, why didn’t he escape at the last minute? All I could think of was how Skull-Faced Man had offered the gift of immortality. He offered Trace exactly what he wanted. The MEK would copy his brain patterns, one shot to sever the connection to body, another to sever the connection between real life and game. Trace had died because of his own hubris.
‘It’s sad,’ Kira said.
‘What is?’
‘Trace. He really loved her. Isabella. He loved her so much and tried everything to find a way to bring her back. He was willing to spend eternity trying.’
‘I don’t quite understand,’ I replied.
‘He wasn’t really interested in experiments or living forever.’
‘What was he doing?’
‘He needed the time and he was running out. He was dying. Spending all his time in the game like Gorge except he wasn’t like Gorge. Trace wasn’t hooked up to his pod the same way Gorge is. He has the Red. You can hear it in his voice. His breathing. He needed more time to figure out how to save her. The mimics, the clones, he was testing on himself because he still needed to save her. And in some way he did.’
‘How?’
‘Look around. This world still exists because she isn’t all the way gone. Sure, it’s not rainbows and butterflies but this planet isn’t just Gorge’s little secret lair. It’s a dungeon. A rotting dungeon struggling with every breath to stay alive. The prawns, the arachnids, all of the creatures here are mindless because they have no direction. No directive other than survive. The spirit is gone, Isabella, but the body is doing what it can to stay alive.’
‘Do you think we’ll find more?’
‘I’m not sure, but I doubt it, that log seemed pretty recent.’
‘Do you think Gorge knows?’
‘I know he does. That’s why he keeps coming back to this place. It’s why there are still creatures living under the ground. We might think of this as Gorge’s lair but it’s more than that, it’s a promise.’
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Location Discovered: Nexus, Site C
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When the body is sick we are offered help from doctors, pain medicines, antibiotics. We are given relief from work, from our duties. But when the mind is sick we are told to get over it. Suck it up. Push past it. We are told we have to retrain our mind to look forward beyond the pain. Some call it cognitive behavior therapy. Your mind starts to go one way so you take control, you steer it another. It’s not always easy. For some it’s impossible. When the mind breaks it’s like staring into a broken mirror. You can see your reflection but its distorted. Fragmented.
Broken. That was the only way I know how to describe my mind now. Memories flooding back. Strategies I had developed, implemented. Figures whose faces came like blurs. I had to concentrate. I had to focus all of my thoughts on our mission just to stay conscious. I had been inside Bane for about seven hours and been pushing my body to its upper limits. Pushing my mind farther. Filling it with abstract thoughts. Something had hit my head hard. Knocked me off Reptar. Everything was spinning when Kira grabbed me and threw me to the ground handing all control over to Nel. We were under attack. Another wave of prawn, only this time it was like they had been expecting us. We had wandered deep inside their nest. Giant egg sacs attached to the walls expelled more and more of the level 1 hostiles as Kira did her best to fortify our position.
‘We should have known getting to the elevator wouldn’t be so easy,’ she shouted, fabricating a small wall from debris, one that blocked the prawns, forcing them to come around the sides or try to scramble over each other to get to us.
‘You can do that?’
‘I’ve been studying the composition of the rocks. If I concentrate hard enough I can turn them into walls. It drains a lot of my mana but I think this is a special case,’ Kira answered.
‘When did you have time to learn that?’
‘I’ve been saving skill points for a while, only recently have I started working on my fortification skill. Combine that with fabrication,’ Kira smirked proudly, finally able to show off her hard work. She was fantastic as ever.  
‘Maybe we should retreat and let them move forward. We can fall back…’
‘We can’t go back. My sensor is showing the tunnels in A are filling up with prawns. This might be a dead dungeon but its anti-bodies are attacking us like we are a disease.’
‘Any more grenades?’
‘A few of them, just give me a minute to think.’
I studied the area around us. I remembered my time in Eda: one of the monsters I fought was a hybrid between a human and a Wraith. It commanded a small army of goblin-like enemies that would sacrifice themselves in an instant to tear their enemies apart. I ended up using it to my advantage by re-directing their attack on a decoy, loading it down with poison, and killing them all. Problem was neither Kira, Nel, nor I had any poison on us and we were already low on explosives.
The idea came to me, ‘We’ll trap them.’
‘What?’ Kira asked firing through a small opening in the wall she had formed. Her rifle was at half charge and she had already gone through an entire battery. If we stayed on the defensive we would be slain. There was no way we could make it past all of them.
‘Make a moveable barrier that surrounds only us.’
‘You seriously want us to push our way to the elevator under a shell?’
‘No,’ I said looking up over the wall for a few seconds.
‘There is a cliff, a ledge inside the cave just behind the elevator. Make a tunnel that will lead us there and we’ll use the grappling hook to swing our way back to the elevator after we open it up and let them fall to their death.’
‘That might actually work, but I don’t have enough strength,’ Kira’s confidence made me feel a little more at ease but she was right. It would take a ton of power to make a tunnel. Power which we did not have.
‘What about moving your new wall forward? Maybe we can cage ourselves in and use Reptar to push the wall forward until we are at the edge of the cliff. We jump, use the grappling hook, the prawns fall to their death, the end.’ I assured her.
‘That…you’re an idiot, but it might work. NEL!’ Kira was already putting the plan into motion. We didn’t have time to think about our actions as she moved the barricade to make it form a circle around the three of us.
‘Mecha Chicken Ultra to the rescue,’ Nel said.
‘We are seriously going to have to have your programming looked at when we get back to the Ibanez,’ I said, helping Nel push the curved wall. Within a few minutes we were at the edge of the cliff. Progress had been slow but steady. Kira focused on holding everything together, on rebuilding the smaller pieces that the horde around us were scratched away.
I could feel my feet and calf muscles burning. I felt like any moment the wall would push back against me, crush me, and it would all be over.
‘Do you think this is…how…they built…the pyramids?’ I tried to make a joke, all while struggling to breathe.
‘We have the advantage,’ Kira smiled, her hands glowing purple. I could see small pieces of the wall falling apart as the ground around her rose up and moved to patch the holes and cracks. I wish I hadn’t looked. The cracks were everywhere. Several of the prawns had already managed to stick their claws inside and were scratching away from both ends. Every so often one would fall to the ground as they tried to climb over the top of one another, only to get shot by Nel and his auto-aim. There were more than enough of them to surround us but not enough to form a pile and rush over the wall from one direction. If they did, if they came together like a tidal wave, they would break over the top and engulf us. Lucky for us they weren’t at all intelligent. Each and every one of them had only one mission, one motivation.
‘Almost there,’ Nel reported.
‘Just a little more,’ I said feeling the strain across my whole body. I knew I wasn’t even doing half the work Nel was. If the Mecha Chicken let go, the wall would stop moving instantly. If I let go, it would still make some progress.
‘I can see the ledge,’ I shouted, ‘Nel get ready to abandon the mech.’
‘Roger, roger,’ Nel responded.
‘Breq, what happens when we push too much of the wall over the ledge? Won’t it take the three of us with it?’
‘We’ll stop before it tips. When you stop repairing it, the prawns will break through and the front will topple. Then we’ll use the grappling hook to hang onto the ledge.’
‘Your plan. If we die down here I’m going to haunt Hannah forever.’
‘If we don’t take the risk we die anyway; I’m not going to be bug food.’
The wall was hanging halfway off the ledge when Kira powered down and dropped to her knees. Her mana was sitting at 3, her stamina at 10. The manufacture skill she was using had even started to take a toll on her health which now sat around 87. Had we needed to push the wall any farther it would have been over. Nel hoped down onto his little robot legs once more and the Reptar mecha powered down where it stood. I could tell my little robot friend was sad but it was better than letting him fall to his doom. I picked up the grappling hook and attached it to my left arm. When Kira was wearing it, the device had a purple shine but when I linked with the grapple it seemed to change to gray and black. I stared at it for a moment, allowing it to synchronize with my own suit and armor. I felt a slight boost: +5 to my Affinity and another +10 to my Tool Specialist skills. 
Anchor – Grappling Hook

Unique Item

The grappling hook is an easy way to reach higher areas. It can also be used to latch onto enemies, allies, vehicles, airships, as well as stun foes. It is an invaluable tool for spelunkers and climbers. If you fall off a ledge (and you will) the grapple attachment will trigger automatically and allow you to rappel (hooray!).

While small, the Anchor is a rare variant of the Grappling Hook that can hold extremely heavy weights and is made from a unique carbon found on a moon called Luthien belonging to the Tess Colony in Quardrant 5. It was developed by a group called the Longshot Hypothesis and a man named Teve Wash, whose expeditions into the mountains of Lytir Prime have been recorded in the halls of the Spire as a most magnificent feat.

The Anchor can be used as a medium range melee weapon, however, the output is only 10 DMG. It is known to have a ‘stagger effect’ on weaker enemies that do not see it coming nor view it as a threat. The stagger effect has a 10% chance of knocking an enemy down.




 
I moved to pick up Kira but before I could it was too late. Our walled enclosure was starting to fall. Stunned, unable to figure out what had gone wrong, I reached for Nel, grabbing hold of him as he lay across Kira’s back. I felt the grapple kick back along my wrist as a hook shot out from inside of it extending outward and connecting with one of the prawns. The prawn fell back as the three of us, Kira hanging there by Nel’s rifle strap, hit the ledge wall. The prawn dug in, its claws and nails scraping against the ground as it staggered. The other prawn fell like drops of hail over the side into the depths. Our plan worked but not without a hitch. The prawn that dug in was losing its grip and trying to tear the rope out of its gut. I couldn’t blame it, after all it had been impaled and it had no idea how or why.
‘If that thing falls the auto-trigger won’t kick in since its already active,’ Kira shouted from below.
‘Dig into the wall,’ I shouted back.
Despite not being listed in our load out we each had been assigned a personal, combat-ready energy knife that we carried with us in case of emergencies much like this. Kira struggled with both her hands hanging in the air to pull hers out from the small casing that protected it. And as the last of the prawns fell she dug the knife into the rock as hard as she could, missing the first few times and landing it on the third. The prawn above us continued to struggle to the very end, until it fell after the others: all of us seemed to be floating in the air. It was like having the gravity switched off, as my natural shadow ability slowed time and we floated through the air, the weight of the entire dungeon pushing us down.
‘I…got…it,’ Kira cried, holding all of my weight as well as that of the weight of the impaled prawn below us. My hand felt like it was on fire as the strap pulled tight around it. I had managed to twist the strap tight around my hand, also pulling it tighter around Kira’s chest. The prawn was still alive, still struggling and this time with a slight advantage. Tethered to us it knew we were the enemy. It knew we were responsible for the object that now resided, compacted into its chest. Its eyes were glowing red, body covered in red prawn blood, white guts split open as it grabbed the rope and began to climb forward towards us.
‘Cut it,’ Kira cried out. The prawn must have added several hundred pounds to our weight and she was hitting her limit. Holding onto the knife with a death grip her other hand managed to find a small crack just wide enough she could stick a few fingers inside. Her left foot had also managed to find some footing, just enough she was able to keep some semblance of balance all while her right leg hung limp in the air.
I really thought we were going to be saved. The two of us, hanging there, holding onto our lives, fighting the good fight. We were the good guys right? The heroes? There was no way we would fall, no way we would lose, especially after coming so far. I really thought someone, Hannah, Gorge, Aiko, Lady Gray, I thought someone would reach down and pick us up, lift us from the pit. I even imagined seeing Trace, his statue coming to life, reaching down from the surface above, digging through the dirt and scooping us up in the palm of his hand. Placing us where we were supposed to be. I thought Kira would reach back for me. Her hand would grab my wrist as I lost my grip on her rifle strap and fell.
She must have felt like she was floating after I began to fall. I could see her mouth open as she screamed, tears running down her cheeks in a moment of pure relief from the pressure that had been released. The weight of the prawn gone. Plus, another two hundred pounds as I fell along with my gear into the darkness. I felt happy for her. I knew she would survive. I knew she would take care of Aiko, if Aiko didn’t disappear from existence; I knew she and the others would find a way to destroy the signal and get back home. For one moment I closed my eyes and felt calm.
I pulled Aegis from the sheath across my back. I could not die here. I could feel the sheath open from the side as – surrounded by cold and darkness – I gripped my sword with both hands and swung it forward into the side of the cliff wall. I felt the blade dig into the rock as it sparked, inertia doing its best to rip it from my hands. I used it, I used the fall to my advantage and struck the wall with my legs. I could feel it beneath the bottom of my combat boots as I started to skid sideways across the wall. The prawn must have broken free from the anchor because I heard the grapple click back into place on my wrist and I felt light as a feather. In the distance, far above me I could hear Kira screaming my name.
Panic. Paranoia. She was alone.
Not completely alone, I was sure Nel was already telling her the odds of my survival and she was probably threatening to shut him down completely or throw him into the bottomless pit. After which he probably shut up. The two of them didn’t have quite the same connection as Nel and I but that was alright. No big deal. Nothing to fret about. Her screaming was none of my concern and I didn’t have the energy or time to answer back. If anything, she would know I was still alive since we were still members of the same party. All she had to do was check. If she even could. The shock might have made it too hard. Seeing it would be too real. Maybe I should have screamed back. Made a sound, done something to let her know I was alive.
All I could do was react, swinging my sword into the wall, listening to the rock break, bracing and slowing my descent with my legs. I could feel the muscles in my calves tighten. I felt like I was going to lose my grip any moment. And now I was once again just hanging there. Aegis dug halfway into the side of the cliff. No prawns, no Kira, no Nel, only the silence.
I activated a light on my rifle. It wasn’t bright but I was better than nothing. At least I wasn’t in complete darkness.
‘Okay, no big deal, nothing to worry about, I just have to find a way to climb up…I’m really far down,’ I said to myself then tried to contact Kira and Nel. My coms was offline. I couldn’t reach them. I let out a scream but there wasn’t even an echo. It was warm and I felt like I had fallen so far down I had moved into a new area. ‘Just great. How are you going to get out of this one?’ I moved, inch by inch towards the wall. Aegis wasn’t a long sword but it felt like I was a hundred miles away from the wall. Carefully I moved my fingers across the blade, doing my best not to cut myself. My best not to accidentally fall to my death.
Aegis was stuck in the cliffside about nine inches.
Strangely, there was no mark where I swung across. That was when I noticed. The wall was wet. How long had I actually been falling? What had I fallen into? Not just wet, covered in some kind of slime. No. Not slime, wet, soft, warm…Saliva. I was not just falling down a cliff, I’d been swallowed by Isabella’s giant worm.




18.

Myiasis
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A few hours had turned into a few days. Alvus and I had been lost in the underground for almost a week. Eating rats, drinking from drainage pipes. I saw myself throwing up maggots the other day. I felt my body adjusting to the darkness. The dim-lit tunnels that wrapped around me. I felt like they were constantly in motion. Trapped in the underworld. Trapped in the darkness. All I could do was press forward. Having Alvus by my side helped. It helped having someone to talk to, to share my frustration with. My familiar, my guardian. Twice now Alvus had sensed danger before me. A few larger-than-life ‘Devil Worms’, Mephistopheless, named after a demon in German folklore. I remembered reading about the worms. During my time, no, in the real world, the ‘other’ world, the world I came from, they were less than a centimeter long. Here everything was abstract, larger than life. More monsters made to make me believe I was in truly in hell. Maybe I was. I could feel the heat rising from the walls, the ground, the ceiling around me. I felt like the further I went, the more I was drowning in an invisible mist. I dreamed of chains wrapping themselves around me when I slept. I dreamed of suffocation, drowning. I dreamed of the Haros taking my head and devouring my body. I woke up in sweat, never cold. I found myself missing the surface: the snow, the ash, the ruins of buildings, the creatures that looked like they could be birds. The sounds, almost familiar, almost like songs. I missed the sun.
My second day in the dark I lost most of my supplies after falling into a bloody, underwater river. I still managed to keep hold of my weapons but my rations, rope, and meds were all gone. It was a total disaster. A total mess on my part. If Alvus hadn’t jumped in after me, I would have been sucked into the undertow. Being sick all my life I had forgotten to learn to swim. I could remember my grandmother promising to teach me. Another lie. My family knew I wasn’t going to get better. Sure, I may have done some water therapy but that was once, maybe twice in a blue moon, and I was always wearing floatation devices on my arms.
Nearly drowning, feeling the water in my lungs. That sensation of my chest weighing itself down. Helpless, blind, and yet weightless as my feet kicked and my arms waved round. I could still feel my heartbeat when I focused my mind on it.
I finally named my rifle, carving the word ‘Cipher’ into the side of the stock with a rock. My nails had started to grow long. I could feel my body changing. I was growing older. My memories of Earth were fading each and every day. Some nights I would do my best to tell Alvus stories of my past, my parents. The stories felt like fiction, dreams that were long forgotten as each morning came. At least, what I assumed was morning. Over the week I had found myself poisoned by strange plants that looked like rocks. The poisons didn’t kill me, not even after I ate them. In fact, I’m sure I started to build a resistance to the poison after eating three or four. Besides the rats, they were the only other source of nutrition I could find. Protein, vitamins, minerals, I was somehow surviving even without my rations.
The ‘Devil Worms’ tasted like fish. Eel to be exact, with a dirt-like aftertaste that reminded me of mud. Not that I had ever eaten mud mind you. Maybe. Maybe as a kid. I didn’t know anymore. My mind was struggling to hang on to even the smallest fragments of that time. If I didn’t focus on my family I lost sight of it all. The past. I wished I could just make it go away completely but I wanted to hang on to it. I wanted the suffering. I felt it drive me forward. I could hear my father’s voice telling me to be proud. My father telling me I was strong.
Sometimes I could smell sulfur in the air. I tried to stay away from that direction. The smell made me nauseous and I knew there was danger near. Still, it was a wonder anything was alive at all here. I must have been miles underground. Into the mantle of the planet itself. I was far from home, on a journey of self-destruction. But that was the plan. Kill the Haros. Conquer the world. Build an empire. Take the stars. If I could survive this I could survive anything.
‘Right Alvus?’ my voice splintered. Cottonmouth. It was about twelve hours since I had last had a drink of water and I could feel my throat burn from the invisible gases inside the cave. Probably from a lack of oxygen as well. For all I knew, I was hallucinating all of this. I was already beginning to experience adipsia, the absent feeling of thirst.
‘You’re real, right?’ I said, kneeling down. Alvus had a rat in his mouth and growled. A signal to shut up and move forward.
‘What do you know?’ I grunted. Turning away from my familiar, I started walking down another slope. Down, down, down the rabbit hole. Farther into the inferno.
‘We should have turned back,’ I said, falling against the wall, ‘I’m tired, I’m so tired. I don’t want to go forward. I just want to rest.’ Alvus put his head against my hip. I felt him brush me with his nose, cold, somehow wet. I ran my hand across his face. I felt the release of endorphins as chills ran down and across my spine. Alvus reminded me I was not alone. Once again, my familiar kept me alive. My familiar kept me moving forward.
‘I wish I had a dog like you, or a cat, maybe a ferret. Definitely not a rabbit though…when I was alive. When I was sick. I remember this one woman, I’m not sure if she was a nurse, she gave me medicine one time but that was it. The woman, she used to bring her dog to the hospital when I was really bad. When they hooked me to the machine that helped me breathe. It was big. Bigger than I was. It had ears bigger than its face and long gray hair all over its body. Its legs reminded me of a giraffe. I remembered she would tell him to sit. And he would. He would sit by my side all day. He wouldn’t move even when the doctors came. I remember keeping my hand on the back of his neck. Sometimes I would bury it behind his ear. Just resting there…even though I wanted to quit then too. I wonder if he was there at the end. The other me. The real me. I wonder if he came to visit one last time.’
I was mumbling now. I was never really sure if Alvus understood me or just reacted to the emotions, the way my face changed and moved. I could tell he liked the stories. Maybe, because telling them made me feel better. Still, I was sad. Broken. I couldn’t remember the nurse’s name. I couldn’t remember the dog’s name.
There was a light. White light. Barely visible. Far away. I felt like it took me another week to reach it, to touch it in my hand and know that it was not a mirage. The white light came from a gem sitting on a pedestal of some kind. Maybe it was a trap, I didn’t care. I could feel the cold air around it. The air moved in geometric shapes as I moved my finger through it. It was wet, even, when I reached my hand through it. I felt so happy to be sensing something other than the heat I almost forgot where I was. I almost forget this was the underworld and if Dante’s Inferno was correct, I had reached the final layer of Hell. I could feel the gem’s sharp edges as I fitted it into the palm of my hand. And I could hear the Haros, finally, breathing behind my neck. Alvus, my familiar, was laid out on his side, injured but not dead. I’d come to the final boss at last.
The last encounter.
‘I wasn’t strong enough before, I am now,’ I mumbled.
‘So, it speaks. And what makes you stronger now?’ The Haros sounded just as surprised as I was that we were able to communicate. Its voice was deep. Some kind of telepathic link between us. Threatening. It talked in a way that sounded like a choir of voices inside of my skull. A chorus of demons and devils. I felt my body tense as the hair on my arm rose up and my gut tightened.
‘This is my world. I want it. I demand you bow,’ I shouted as demanding as I could, trying my best to hide my fear.
The Haros only laughed. Not a laugh like any I had ever heard.
‘Stupid child, your world? Your kind abandoned this place. Your kind fled to the stars and left billions stranded, left it all, an entire planet left to die. Don’t you have any idea where or what you are? This world is a dungeon. A rotting prison. Mine. And you think you can just reclaim it?’
The Haros laughed again but this time baring its teeth.
It lifted its paw to its mouth, showing long claws the size of the palm of my hand. They reminded me of bear claws. It bit one that was slightly cracked and ripped it off. Blood poured out from its finger. It tossed the claw aside, diverting my attention as I watched three lizard-like creatures attack each other and begin fighting over it. By the time I looked back, the Haros had already begun regenerating another long claw in perfect condition. It was taunting me.
‘I’m done talking,’ If I had any good one-liners I would have tried to say one here, but I wasn’t planning to have any kind of long, drawn-out conversation with the creature. I just wanted it dead. I wanted to take its heart because I knew somehow this would set me free. Make me king. If this place was a dungeon I had to make my claim. If the Haros was warden, or king, or whatever it wanted to call itself, I had to defeat it if I had any chance of taking control of my new life.
I attacked. Too slow. And a moment later the Haros was over the top of me. Jaws extended, teeth baring down inside of my shoulder. I could feel my muscles tearing apart like I was nothing. I felt like a ragdoll stitched together by an amateur on their first try. My weapons fell from my hands. I felt the Haros’s new claw dig itself inside my side. My ribs fractured. The world went silent as I felt my body begin to go into shock.  I was helpless. Just like I had always been.
I had to fight it. I couldn’t pass out. I couldn’t go into shock. I had been training for this. Passing my time in the Argo, on the hunt. I knew how to slow my breathing, my heart rate. All I had to do was ignore the pain. The Haros had missed all of my major arteries: whether that was on purpose or not I wasn’t sure, but I knew I wasn’t bleeding as much as it must have looked. If I could read my HP, though, they were sure to be falling. I was probably near death. If this was real life, I would be dead. This would be over. If this was just a game, I would have been forced to log out. Instead, I was being forced to die, forced to watch as my body fell to pieces. The Haros began shaking me. I felt like I was on the outside looking in. I couldn’t even experience the pain when he threw me to the side against a wall.
‘Any last words human?’ the Haros asked, blood and flesh dripping from its jaws. I concentrated on my breathing again. One breath at a time. Ignore the monster. Ignore the pain. I felt my arm. Pins and needles. Paralyzed. A part of me had to check if it was still there. A quick look that cost me time. I felt my heart rate speed up suddenly. No adrenaline. No shock. I had to stay awake. Even where my rib had fractured it had been bent outward. Another lucky break. If it had punctured my lung I would lose control. I reminded myself I still had enough blood in my body. Just like when I was on the hunt, time slowed down.
‘What are you?’ I said spitting out a pile of maggots. My insides must have been filled with them. All the poison I had been eating, all the rotting world filling me up inside. The Haros was laughing again. Its tongue was sticking out as if mocking me. I wondered if it ever, for a second, thought of me as anything other than a plaything. A new chew toy. Why had it even chosen to speak to me in the first place? ‘Concentrate,’ I told myself, ‘focus’, ‘regain control of the situation. Keep the monster talking.’
‘I am the end, the last evolution of this world. I am what it has taken to survive. The alpha and omega,’ it answered.
‘Alpha and omega of this world. You might as well be nothing.’
The Haros paused mid-step as I called it out. ‘And you could do better. Your kind ran to the stars. Passed through the gates to eternity. You left this world at war. To slavery. To slaughter.’
‘If you ask me,’ I began pulling myself up with my one good arm. I couldn’t feel any pain. I couldn’t feel anything as I told my arm, my legs to balance. I let my instincts take control of my survival. ‘And what…? You were left behind. That tells me you weren’t worth saving. Some evolution. You are just as weak and pathetic as I am. I came here to save this world. To build something. To reach back out to the stars and take them,’ I coughed. I felt like my lungs were getting ready to collapse but I knew I had to keep talking. ‘I am not one of the humans that abandoned this world. I am a god.’
‘A bleeding god. Maybe when you are more than flesh and blood I’ll think differently, but for now you are prey.’
The Haros launched towards me. It was tired of hearing me ramble. I must have hit a couple of nerves and pissed it off. Good. I wanted that. I wanted to throw it off. While I was bleeding, throwing up blood and maggots. While I was dying, Alvus was regaining strength. Before the Haros reached me, Alvus took it by the neck. The two beasts rolled across the cavern floor and into a wall. The Haros was quick to break free and dig its fangs back into Alvus’s back hip. They looked like a bear and a wolf fighting. The moment one lost its grip the other took hold, rolling and shifting their weight. Their bodies appeared more as shadows.
‘Levels don’t matter,’ I told myself. I focused. I remembered training in the Argo, focusing my energy, focusing my mind. I reached down into my boot and pulled out my knife. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t even see straight. I whistled for Alvus to bring the Haros in close to me. Knowing the connection we had it was almost as if we had a telepathic link between us. Alvus did as I wanted. The two of them rolling in the rocks. Rolling over to me. I dug the knife into the Haros’s open mouth as it tightened its jaw over my entire arm. I could feel the knife tear away at the creature’s esophagus and through a muscle into one of its hearts. I twisted the knife just before all feeling in my arm disappeared. One arm broken, the other gone. My face, body, floor covered in blood. Too much blood for it all to be mine.
I remembered asking a nurse once how long someone could survive if they lost a limb. She told me it depended on a lot of different things, but if they were lucky a doctor would be there to help them. I must have sounded like a pretty depraved kid asking such morbid questions. The best answer I got was five to thirty minutes depending on blood loss. One of the nurses even told me that if the cut was clean enough it was possible the veins would fold back in on themselves and the biggest risk wouldn’t be loss of blood but shock. Hypovolemia shock, multi-system organ failure, trauma. The body doing what it could to survive. To preserve oxygen to the brain and heart. Blood flow would move away from organs, the body would grow cold. I remember being told of the lethal triad: acidosis, hypothermia, coagulopathy. Another nurse said if I ever lost a limb to immediately tie it up even before calling for help. Most important though might have been to keep your blood pressure down. 
The Haros was laying across from me. Its body was spread out on the ground. Eyes staring into my own. I held my stare to it for a minute before both of us blinked. We were both still alive.
Slowly the Haros began to pick itself up. Limping, it moved towards me. No less than thirty seconds had passed since I hit the ground. Less than a minute without my arm. I could still feel pain. I was not in shock yet. No trauma. The bite was clean. The Haros’s teeth were razor sharp.  I decided that if I was going to die, I was not going to be a bloody, arm-less snack. I lifted my upper body and opened my mouth, sinking my teeth into the Haros’s leg the moment it was close enough to attack.
‘ENOUGH,’ the Haros spoke into my mind as I ripped a piece of its flesh and swallowed. I felt my defeat turn to victory. I may not have made an empire or conquered the stars but I said I would devour the Haros. One out of three wasn’t so bad. The two of us fell back towards the ground.
I could hear it speaking to me again as I started to feel the pain subside.
‘Did you mean what you said?’
‘About what?’ I mumbled.
‘That you wish to become a god. That you desire to take control of this world. You have proven you are not like the humans that abandoned this world. Your desires are different. You are not running away. You are not afraid of dying.’
‘I’m already a ghost,’ I answered back.
‘You have defeated me. Consumed my flesh. My core. Without even realizing what you have done.’
I turned towards the Haros and saw no longer a creature but a man with a skull instead of a face. The Haros had been reborn.
And everything else was fading.




19.

Leviathan
BREQ

 
I couldn’t help but think of the story of Isabella. The walls reminded me of a worm, but I had fallen into the mouth of Isabella’s serpent. No longer active, it seemed to be in stasis. As if it had just come to a stop. I could feel the wall moving. Breathing. I could feel the air filter in from above and blow over me from below minutes later. It came and went. Had I hurt it? It didn’t move. I doubted it even knew I was here. Still. This made everything far more complicated. Eaten by the Leviathan. Accident, yeah, but what was the big guy doing with his mouth open under a cliff anyway, if not just waiting for meals to fall in? My best guess was that the serpent had gone into some kind of hibernation. Probably it ate enough prawns and other bugs that crawled inside to keep it from dying…if it could die at all. I couldn’t remember passing any teeth on the way down so that was one thing I had going for me. The slime wasn’t acid either so I that was two. On the other hand, I had no way up, and had no idea what awaited me below. Giant snake-like body, that meant its frame could be buried in the ground in many different ways. It was possible the surface below me was flat, and it was also possible it was another hundred feet to the bottom.
I knew enough about spelunking that I knew I had no way up or down. That left me with one option. I took my knife and dragged it across the side of the serpent’s inside. I was pretty sure I was somewhere between the back of its mouth and esophagus. I made a small opening, sufficiently large that I could stop balancing on Aegis and step there instead. I’d released one of the worst smells I’d ever experienced. Like rotting eggs and stomach vomit. I should have known better. I pulled out Aegis and re-sheathed it across my back. Hopefully, I would never have to use that same trick again.
‘This guy heals fast.’
After a minute the open wound was already starting to mend itself. The area I had cut bled ever so slightly and stopped. I was basically stuck standing on a ledge as I tried to carve a tunnel out from the side of the serpent. No luck. After tearing through the first membrane, the next section was too thick. I guessed that made sense, the serpent would need powerful, strong skin to survive underground, to be able to dig tunnels out of rock.
‘Enough rest.’
I attempted again to climb up by digging my knife into the side of the serpent, creating a spot to place my hand. Cutting another small hole for my foot and doing it again. I repeated the steps over and over but I wasn’t making any real progress. Every time I started to think I was making my way up, I found my mind drifting away with thoughts of falling again. Of Kira continuing on with the mission. Of Hannah, who was fighting against the FTC and more. I thought about how our guild had the disadvantage of wanting not to kill the other players. I had no doubt there would be blood on both sides. How we would do everything in our power to disable their ships. Maybe everyone would figure it out and call a truce. There were some issues bigger than territorial disputes, bigger than contracts, alignments, and power grabs. Trying to survive and get back to the real world would be one of them. Maybe that was giving some people too much credit. There were always people that believed in great sacrifices of others; people willing to take advantage of certain situations.
Hannah. Over the last few months she had shown me a new world. A new life. One I never envisioned having. A life outside of Bane, outside of struggle, outside of depression. I knew if I survived this I wouldn’t be so foolish to leave her side again. She had talked about getting away from all of this. Maybe even moving out west to the Hollywood Economic Zone, plenty of jobs out there. Hannah was a pretty skilled mechanic, she even had an antique cafe racer she was working on. I could start studying engineering. The two of us could make a future together. If I could make it out of this damn monster’s mouth.
I managed about seven or eight feet before losing my grip and falling again. Catching the wall with my knife I managed to slam into one of one of the slits I had carved out already. As gravity pulled me down, I felt my shoulder pop out of place. Still, I couldn’t let go. No matter the cost.
‘Keep going,’ I said…before finally letting go and falling once more.
I landed in a pool of orange acid. Not the kind that melts you directly but the kind that you could feel burn across your skin and armor. It felt like bleach against my skin. I could feel it drying out my pores, my skin, my hair. It was the kind that slowly eats away at everything.
I swam towards the wall, thankful I had closed my mouth and not swallowed any of the liquid. It was less like water and more like a mud. I could even feel my feet touch the bottom as I moved closer to a wall and quickly used Aegis to cut a hole in the side of the serpent’s gut, popping my shoulder back into place in the process.
-10 HP
Poison Damage - 5 / 15 seconds.
I waited the 15 seconds and my health dropped to 85. The poison damage stopped. I was okay. Stuck again, but on the bright side I knew that I hadn’t fallen a hundred feet down. More like twenty. The light from my rifle lit up the acid and I could see hundreds of tiny, fish-like creatures swimming around. Small leeches that looked like piranhas scavenging for a meal. Dozens of dead prawns were laid out in various stages of dissolution with the leeches latched onto their sides as they drifted around the creature’s stomach. I could also make out about forty large pulps that rose above the acid, protruding from the creature’s inside, which I guessed were actually vesicles, small cellular containers with different functions.
HP 85

Stamina 60

Mana 100




 
In real life I was a pretty decent swimmer. I had fallen in a pool at a recreation center when I was little less than five years old. I remember my father grabbing me and pulling me out. Laughing, he said he knew there was something he had forgotten to teach me. On the raft, where my parents had come from, it was sink or swim. Everyone did their part, children as young as three years old would dive into the water and learn to swim; at four and five they learned to hunt for fish or clean the sides of ships, picking away at barnacles with trowels. Others would be used to clean pipes, shafts, and other small areas that were filled with water. This was another thing Hannah had told me about. How, when she was eight, she had gotten trapped inside one of the rigs. They needed her to turn a crank for one reason or another but the room was filling with water. She got her job done but almost drowned in the process. Having held her breath for three minutes she was swept up in a current that brought her out into the ocean. She told me she could remember seeing her life flash before her eyes. The overwhelming darkness that surrounded her as the room filled with water.
She was stronger than me. Stronger than I had ever been.
I took several dozen shots at the acid to scare away the leeches and dove in by jumping as far as I could across in the direction of the pulps. It took me less than a minute to swim across to them but my health had taken a hit of another 30 points and was now sitting at 55. Another 5 went when I pulled myself up and the acid dissipated into the air.
Hp 50

Stamina 30

Mana 100




 
It was too bad I wasn’t a tech-mage. I’m sure Kira, Lady Gray, Hannah, all three of them, had access to abilities that would probably let them construct something to get out of here. I’d seen just how acrobatic Kira could be fighting. It was like she could defy gravity. As a scout I had nothing. Less than nothing. I was useless.
I sat on the pulp letting my light shine into the darkness. My stamina was slowly building back up: 1 point every few seconds. My health on the other hand wasn’t going to heal on its own. No stims, no rest, no way home. Stuck in the literal belly of the beast.
I tried to think about what the Olm had taught me. Channeling energy from within. ‘Soul Awareness’, ‘Dantian’. He spoke of an energy field, a power inside everyone that could be activated. Ki, the energy that flowed through us that could be accessed with mediation and training. When I was trapped in the underworld I had managed to find my core. Now, those memories felt like a dream. I focused on my friends fighting above me now. The battle that was taking place in space. I thought about how levels didn’t really matter, nor my avatar, nor my job as a member of Novum, and instead I focused on my friendships, my relationship with Hannah. I looked past my struggle, my fear of death.
For a fleeting moment I felt like I was no longer inside my own body. I saw a tunnel, spiraling around me. Colors, darkness, creatures I had never seen before. Four winged beasts with halos and swords. It was like I was falling through another world. A creature reached its hand out towards me, one with three eyes and snake-like features. I felt myself pull away. I could feel the negative energy emanating from it and see the void in its eyes as it watched me escape its grasp. I saw the inside of the Briar Patch from above. The zoo, the animals Gorge kept safe here alive and well. Giant Antelope creatures galloped across fields. Elephants with a dozen tusks and long legs walked across a lake. There was no end. And for one minute I saw Hannah again, beside Lady Gray in the control room of the Ibanez. The two of them doing everything they could to protect our guild from disaster. Retro-fitting the weapons of the Ibanez with EMP pulses to disable ships. I saw our pilots flying in flight suits, co-pilots sitting behind them with EMP rifles freshly printed from the Ibanez’s armoury. I saw the FTC offering no mercy and I wondered if they were even human at all.
As I floated around the aether in space between two worlds, I saw fish-like creatures fly around me. Some small, others as large as sharks and whales. It was like passing through an ocean. Through one eye I saw the battlefield and another I saw serenity.
I felt myself wake back up. All a dream.
I was unaware of how long I had passed out. My stamina was at 70%.
I tried to focus on a plan to escape but there was no way out. No way I could climb and even if I did, what would I do when I found the edge of the worm’s mouth? There was no guarantee that I could use my knife to cut through rock wall.
‘Through and through,’ I whispered, laying my head back down on the pulp. It was like a soft beanbag chair or waterbed. I could only guess as to what filled it. I reflected on my last night out with Hannah. The two of us dancing at Club Kaiju. Holding her in my arms. Her lips, her body against my own. I thought of the game – Stormcaller – we were playing. Our avatars walking onto Glass Avenue, an arcane district of Wizards. The runes etched into the side of buildings and wooden signs that hung down from black iron bars.  The expensive magic scrolls that lined the shop of Naga’s Vault. The female gnome, Theli, Naga’s sister, and retired thief-turned-shopkeeper, was rumored to have a treasure vault hidden deep below the town. The secret quest to find it. Hannah knew all about it. Besides Bane, Stormcaller had been her favorite game, and even though it wasn’t VR she had sunk just as many hours into it as any other. Re-experiencing it with me was the next best thing to reliving it over again.
‘Down the well, once you go in, there is no going back the way you came. You have to fight your way through a goblin’s den, past an ogre, and into the Depths of Calamity. Once there you have to break through a secret wall surrounded by dozens of dead dwarves and you’re face to face with a lich. A long-dead gnome king, once a hero, reborn as an instrument of darkness. The only way to defeat him is by activating an ability called ‘dwarven justice’. And after there is tunnel leading to a cave just outside the town of Maise.’ It was one of her favorite stories and pieces of lore from the game. We had yet to do the quest together but I couldn’t wait.
In Stormcaller we were heroes. Here. I wasn’t sure what we were. Thinking of the well made me think of the serpent. I had fallen down the well. I was inside the bowels of calamity. Rather than dead dwarves I was surrounded by dead prawns, and instead of goblins I had leeches that wanted to eat my flesh.
‘That’s the answer,’ I said aloud. My heart began to race again as I started to believe there was hope again. Feeling the pulp in my hand. It was immune to the acid. If I couldn’t go up I would have to go down. Down though the serpent’s stomach, into the intestines, and out…As long as I could keep my health above 10% I could survive this. The back end of the serpent would have to be open since it was making tunnels. Once free, I would either fall further to my death or come out on solid ground. Either way I wasn’t going to die as serpent food and that was a win.
I made a cloak, cutting the pulp and wrapping it around me. The inside of the pulp was filled a white rubbery substance that wasn’t acid. The rubber was covered in a liquid, a type of cytoplasm, clear and gel-like that I happened to have accidentally swallowed. I was surprised to find it tasted like a honeysuckle. A plant my mother had been fond of. It also gave my body a +5 poison resistance. I gathered some in my hand and drank. I wasn’t sure if it was going to assist further or not but at least it wasn’t hurting me. It didn’t stack.
I fashioned a second layer of pulp skin into a chute that I was hoping I could use as an air pocket going down. As a fan of engineering I had taken interest in underwater structures. There had been rumors of underground cities since I was little. Cities on the bottom of the ocean that were safe havens for scientists. It was all a kind lie. If I was being recorded right now I would call this one ‘how to trap air underwater and possibly drown’. I knew the basic steps. The air pocket goes down with weight and so long as it stays centered, water doesn’t fill it up. Just like turning a cup upside down in a pool or bathtub and noticing the pocket of air trapped inside. Whether the pulp skin would deflate or not I wasn’t sure.
The pulp skin was lightweight, buoyant. I tested a few pieces by throwing them in the acid. They floated across the surface, completely ignored by the leeches, who I was sure would be my biggest threat once I was submerged. I was basically building the equivalent of an air balloon. Which, had I a way of creating heat, might have been a better idea. Floating up would definitely beat the risk of melting. I used pieces of my armor and the strap from my rifle to make restraints that with my weight would help make the chute sink.  I knew an octagonal ring would be best if I was going to be stationary but had to hope that making the chute into a pod and going straight down like an anchor would keep the acid out. It was basically an oversized diving helmet / bodysuit akin to a diving bell.
‘This is going to work,’ I said, taking one last look around the darkness. I pulled the light from my rifle and clipped it to my shirt just below my neck. I had a theory that once I was going down I would be picked up by the stomach current and swept out. The serpent might have been in hibernation but it was still functioning. It would be a guessing game just how far I had to go. I put on the cloak and used a small tube of glue Gorge had given me a while back to seal myself inside the pod like a sleeping bag.  Another reminder that it was always a good idea to go questing with the right supplies. Several times in the past I had made the mistake of not doing so. Once, crash-landing on a strange alien planet; another time, facing an old adversary in a dungeon where I lost a teammate.
I tried not to breathe too heavily. Passing out from my own exhalations, from carbon dioxide, would be bad.
I wrapped the cloak around myself several dozen times like a multi-layer burrito. ‘This is going to work,’ I said again, hopping up and down towards the edge of the pulp. I tripped and fell in head first like an idiot. Luckily, the glue held.
I felt the stomach acid current take me just as I had hoped. The inside of the pod glowed orange as I felt the pressure around me shift and change. I had given myself just enough room to move my arms and ‘steer’ the pod in the direction I wanted to go by shifting my weight. I was basically a pill. Moving through the serpent, I felt my pod speed up and slow down again and again for five minutes until finally I was floating freely. And this is what I would call, ‘crying in the stomach of the leviathan’.
‘I’ve gone from the mouth, esophagus, epidermis…that means I have to be somewhere in the gizzard or intestinal area,’ I muttered, wishing I had a better plan. As strange as it was, floating in the inside of the serpent I felt my stomach growling. It had been hours since I last actually ate anything. If the logout hadn’t been locked the game probably would have kicked me for playing too long. Had I still worked for Keen Industries that would have meant a health evaluation but not here.
‘No talking, don’t talk to yourself…too much air,’ I said aloud again. I was losing consciousness. The tight space was getting to me. If I was going to get out it would have to be now or I would lose all sense of reasoning. Not that I had much left.
I took a deep breath. I reminded myself of Hannah’s story. How she held her breath for three minutes and found safety. I cut open the pod. I wasn’t surrounded by acid anymore. The substance around me was more fluid and watery. I was in the right spot. Somewhere below the intestines. I took a wild guess and went in a random direction until I reached the side of the serpent. It was a relief not having my skin burn. I had expected so much worse. I raised my rifle up. I felt like I was floating in space without gravity. I opened my eyes. There it was, the burning. I fired at what looked like the weakest area inside the serpent. I fired again, and again. Each shot pushing me further back but I could see the thin membrane breaking away.
After about ten shots it broke apart and I was pulled through. I wasn’t outside, but I was no longer a part of the food chain. When I looked around to get my bearings I was surrounded by thousands of blood capillaries and waste. Still, the ground was flat and I could finally move forward without falling down. I could also breath again. I could feel cold air blow against my face. The smell was terrible but the air was breathable. I followed the current, making my way across segments of the serpent until I found a silver lining. Small circular pores that led to the outside punctuated it. None of them were large enough for me to fit through, each were around the size of a fingernail, constantly opening and closing as they shifted position. Even shining my light, I couldn’t see the outside but I could feel it. I was close.
Snakes have a glottis, an opening in the bottom of their mouth that is usually kept closed except when inhaling. I was lucky not to have fallen into that. I knew that. They also have amazing regenerative abilities. In some cases, I had heard of snakes being able to regenerate parts of their brains and other organs. Given the size of this leviathan I was pretty sure I could blast my way out without bothering it in the slightest. From the outside, I could hopefully make my way back through the tunnels and catch back up with Kira on the surface.
‘She’ll be surprised to see me. Happy. I can’t wait to hear the odds of my survival from Nel, this is it! Home!’ I readied my rifle, taking aim. I didn’t hear the creature behind me, the sound of it slithering towards me. I thought besides the dead prawns and leeches I was alone. It had not occurred to me to think that something bigger had been down there with me. Following me. Studying me ever since I blew a hole in the serpent’s gut. I had thought I was alone this whole time. I was very wrong.
Helminth Mutt

Hostile

Level 70




 
In real life, Helminth were nasty stomach worms: parasites that caused all kinds of illness, from fatigue and stomach aches, to death. Usually roundworms, tapeworms, and flukes, they laid their eggs inside the human body which hatched, releasing toxins, and wreaking destruction. This particular Helminth looked just like a giant version of the leeches I had seen eating the prawns, the leeches that had tried to take a bite out of me. The leviathan was crawling with them. And though they lacked any kind of intelligence they had still managed to follow me.
The Helminth Mutt attacked by throwing its tail at me like a whip. The first blow hit me and my health dropped another 5 points. The worm-like creature was blind, despite having hollow spots on each side of its head where eyes could have been. It looked more like a dragon or a snake than a worm. My guess was that it had started to mimic the serpent in an effort to survive. It was sensing my movement, even when I was still it still somehow knew where I was. Some kind of super sensitive hearing? That, or echo-location, which didn’t seem as likely. The Helminth had several dozen hexagonal plates scattered at random across its body that looked like scales or armor.
‘You would make for great bait,’ I said, smirking. I had enough of this. From falling to almost being digested I was done being on the dinner menu. I charged up my attack, focusing my energy into my arm, my hands, and into Aegis. I felt my affinity grow. The Olm had opened my eyes to a new way of playing. And I liked it.
I struck the Helminth in half and watched as both parts fell to the ground. Before I could celebrate my victory the two halves began to regenerate into two more baddies.
+100 EXP
Helminth Mutt

Hostile

Level 35




Helminth Mutt 2

Hostile

Level 35




 
Half the worm, half as strong. Still, the two of them separated and attacked from opposite sides. I probably should have known better. Fighting the Helminth was like fighting a Hydra. I managed to cut one in half but the other hit me with another tail whip. My health dropped another 15 points.
Hp 30

Stamina 20

Mana 90




 
I didn’t even realize I had used any mana but I guessed focusing my energy and giving myself an Affinity Boost counted as tapping into the aether. I steadied my hands. I still had my rifle so I could try and take a shot at the Helminth, a little rapid fire. They were quick though. I could see both of them already coming at me for another attack. Rolling, I managed to dodge both and watched as they hit one another.
‘That did some damage,’ I smiled. Finally, I was having some fun. I let them come at me again and I sheathed Aegis and dodged. They hit each other again. I could see both worms had taken multiple points of damage but they were already regenerating. The last thing I wanted was to run. I had been running long enough. Running from enemies, prawns. If there was a way out of this I was determined to find it. If heavy strikes didn’t work I would have to hit the worms multiple times. Again and again until they were as small as the leeches in the belly of the beast.
Strike 1, 2, 3…I must have hit the worms twenty-five times before they were finally small enough they didn’t even register as hostile. Just when I thought I had won they began to gather themselves together. I could see their little mouths grabbing hold of one another as they swarmed in and around themselves like a Hollow Mass. When their form finally took shape, I figured out what they were doing and it was already too late for me to attack. A figure, a shadow made of worms stood in front of me, my own dark silhouette. My own evil doppelganger, only instead of hands its arms were shaped like Aegis. The one on the left was slightly smaller as there just wasn’t enough mass to go around. Parts of the doppelgänger had plates just like the original Helminth. Hexagonal armor, solid black, and these had appeared over the parts I had swung at most. They were adapting. Which meant I would have to swing harder.
Helminth Scout

Hostile

Level 70




 
I attacked them with the last of my stamina, focusing my energy into Aegis once again and striking at their center. The Helminth Scout absorbed the blow as I passed by it. Regenerating quickly. Aegis was covered in blood but they had taken no damage. I immediately dropped Aegis and swung my rifle around, firing several dozen shots at the Scout. Same thing. The worms I hit fell apart and others regenerated to take their place. Others just cleared a space for the energy to pass through. It was like fighting a monster made of regenerative jello.
‘Damnit,’ I shouted picking Aegis back up. I knew I was going to have to shield myself from another blow. My stamina was sitting at 10, mana at 80, and my HP at 30. I could take maybe two-three more of their strongest hits.
‘Damnit,’ I heard it screech. Its voice resounded around us; with a slight delay the echoes came back one after another. It was raspy and reminded me of a scream coming out from the bottom of your throat. The Helminth was struggling as it cried again…and again…mocking me before finally attacking. It swirled both its arms in the air as it used the same move I had made earlier.
The Helminth scout threw its entire body at me, unleashing itself from the ground like a bullet from a gun. It was fast. Not as fast as I was, but still. I lifted Aegis. I wasn’t going to be able to dodge. No way. I felt it hit my sword again and again pushing me back, sliding my feet across the ground. It continued to mock me crying, ‘Damnit’ over and over. It stabbed at me at least thirty times. Only a handful of blows had actually managed to hit me and none penetrated my armor. As it backed away I risked letting down my guard and threw the orange cloak I had made of pulp skin over the top of it.
I had caught it off guard. It was able to mimic but it wasn’t able to strategize. It struck the cloak from the inside. Attacking its own body as if the cloak were alive, crawling over its skin. I had blinded its senses. It couldn’t see me while covered and it was off guard. If I failed I would never get another chance. The cloak was a single trick, one I had thought of on the fly. Now, while the combined Helminth was at its weakest, frenzied I could cut at it. Slice it in half again. Maybe if I cut it down again it wouldn’t reform.
No way I was worth all this effort.
As I moved to attack it suddenly stopped. The cloak fell to the ground and it stood there like a dark, multi-headed statue, hands down by its side. It was enough to stop me from striking.
‘Damage, that did,’ the multi-headed creature cried. Its voice was just as raspy as last time. The only difference was this time it seemed almost as if it was complaining.
‘What are you?’ I was surprised, it almost seemed like the worms were trying to communicate. Maybe they were actually smarter than I had thought.
‘What are you?’ they repeated, their voices scattered. It was like each and every one of them was just repeating the other.
‘I’m human. I’m Breq.’
‘I’mmmmmmm Brrrek,’ it repeated without the human part.
‘Can you understand me?’
‘You understand.’
I wasn’t getting anywhere. It was echoing me. And despite the fact that it wasn’t attacking the game still registered it as hostile. There was no way I was letting my guard down again. Even if this thing was trying to learn, it had chosen the wrong time. The golden rule was kill first or be killed.
‘Forget this,’ I said, striking it again.
‘Brek, Brek,’ the worms’ voices called out as I split one of the plates near their chest in half. From there, I could see a small, red glowing worm like a heart. The creature’s core. I swung back down and watched as the worms called out again, repeating all the new words they had learned, all at the same time. They wrapped themselves together to protect their center as Aegis came down upon another plate. With my right leg I pulled back and kicked, raising my upper body and breaking through to the worms underneath. The top of my foot landed against the core and the Helminth Scout fell apart scattering in every direction.
+500 EXP
Ping has leveled up.
‘Ping’

Artifact Rifle - M1- Ki

A single shot bolt-action rifle with high accuracy and damage. Once an heirloom now it exists only as an echo of a time long forgotten. 8x scope - allows players to zoom in while aiming down sight. Energy rounds and single battery pack allow for bursts of energy that do extreme damage to enemies without armor.

+10% Damage to worms.

+10% Damage to insect-like creatures.

Level: 11

Damage: 35

Weight: 9.5 lb

Weapon Type: Hunting Rifle / Energy

Rarity: Extremely Rare

Impact: 10

Range: 8

Stability: 5

Reload Speed: 6

RPM (rounds per minute): Unknown

Affinity: 7

Sharpness: 7

Elemental: None

Critical Chance: 60%

Modifiers: 8x Scope + 10 Sharpness




 
It was over. The Helminth worms retreated. I made my way back towards the lining of the leviathan. I was still very much stuck inside. I put my hands through one of the small pores and began to tear. I focused all control over my hands, my arms, shutting my eyes. I imagined opening the pore wide enough to slip outside into the caves. How I longed just to get out of the beast’s body and move far away from the smell of its flesh. I reached my hand out…touching the cavern wall.
‘No,’ I cried falling backwards, back inside Isabella’s serpent. There wasn’t enough room on the outside. Not even enough to crawl or inch my way out. I continued walking. Every time I found an open pore I checked for an escape. I walked for an hour until reaching another opening just before I came to the tail. The cloaca.
Finally, I found the only other exit I wasn’t looking for.
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It was almost late afternoon. I had been logged in nine hours and was feeling the drag. The hunger. Lost in the caves with only my thoughts. I practiced my focus. Concentrating my energy around me as I continued to search for a way out. As I moved forward I concentrated on the memories Olm had unlocked. The training in the underworld. I tried to remember each and every moment I had lost. It had been some time now since I had escaped the serpent and found my way out. I could still smell it on me. Maybe that was the reason nothing had come near me. I could see shadows every so often. Creatures in the darkness, undetectable, but there all the same. The caves were dimly lit now. Electric, vintage-looking lightbulbs hung every ten feet across the walls, strung together by twisted wire. I welcomed the sight of them and turned my own light off to save energy.
My flashlight had been acquired from the guild. It wasn’t an artifact but it wasn’t something you could just buy in a shop either. I honestly had no idea how long the light would last. Not even a guess. It could be indefinite or it could fail in the next few minutes. I looked at the light again and decided to pull up what information I could on it. Pretty much the usual useless information: manufacturer, no lifetime guarantee. I couldn’t even decipher whether it had batteries in it at all. Despite the lack of information, I was still pretty glad I had it along with me.
As I followed the wires I wondered who could have made them, set this up, and why. This seemed too far underground for Gorge. That left Trace as the likely electrician. Though the audio recordings had mentioned two other players having visited this world…Apex and Croon. Along with Gorge the four of them were the guardians of Sarco. I had to be dealing with one of them. Neither Apex nor Croon sounded like real names but if they knew Gorge it was a pretty safe bet that both were tough as nails.
The walls of the cavern began to take a new form. I knew I wasn’t on an incline, nor was I moving up. How deep was I? Every so often I tried my coms or checked my party stats through my neuro-link but everything was scrambled. This was a mess. I knew I needed to get out but had no idea what direction to take or which way to turn. This was stressful. What bothered me more were the shadows, the creatures watching me. Every time I tried to focus on them they were gone. I couldn’t tell if it was one creature or a dozen. I thought about the game Stormcaller again. Hannah and I dungeon diving in our avatars. Goblin caverns. The Goblins would use small holes to hide away until their enemy was in front of them with no way out. I felt like I was in the middle of one of their dens now with no sign of escape.
Ahead of me I saw a creature that looked like Aiko, only it wasn’t. It had white feral eyes and black fur with a silver stripe along the back. It was the first creature to approach me head on. The first creature I had actually seen since the worm. I aimed down my rifle, this would be the first-time firing Ping since it had leveled up. Despite the design I still felt like I was using a Ki-Rifle or Nel. Still, I was missing Nel’s voice in my head now.
Not-Aiko growled, moving closer and closer to me. Like a wolf studying prey, readying an attack. I was hoping it wasn’t a part of a pack.
‘What are you?’ I whispered.
A quick scan detected nothing. Not-Aiko might as well have been invisible as she continued to move closer and closer to me. I readied myself. The last thing I wanted to do was kill an animal, but it was my life. The golden rule. It jumped. I hesitated to pull the trigger, but just before it was about to pounce over the top of me, the animal disappeared into a black mist. I had stumbled backwards. I could feel fear coursing through my body as I stood there stiff necked. My muscles were tense. I could hear Not-Aiko again growling behind me, ready to strike again but the moment I turned around it was gone. Like an illusion it was there taunting me from the corner of my eye. Every time I turned moving in another direction.
‘ENOUGH,’ a deep voice yelled out, ‘I think our visitor is going to die of a heart attack if you keep going girl. Don’t worry. I’ve got this.’
I turned and there in front of me stood an almost completely cybernetic player with the face of an orc. It wasn’t modeled quite the same as Gorge but the two could have easily been brothers. The one staring at me now was slightly younger, with cleaner facial hair, and long black hair tied up in back. He was wearing some kind of insect carcass over his shoulders, it looked like a prawn. His chest and abs were bare but where there should have been skin and muscle he looked like he had been replaced with metal. He wore brown pants that were cut off on the bottom. In his hand he held a spear. The pointed end was lined with small teeth that looked like they had been torn from a Wraith.
‘Your familiar?’ I asked. I was still holding my rifle forward.
‘You alone?’ Not-Gorge asked, petting Not-Aiko.
I thought about lying. Telling him I had a whole party with me but there were two possible outcomes. One: he would call my bluff. I was pretty sure this wasn’t some NPC I could do a Speech check with. Or two: he might believe me and kill me thinking to interrogate someone else. It might even send him on a search to the surface and who knows what he would do to the others?
‘Forget it. You hungry?’ he changed the subject. It was almost like he could hear my stomach growling.
I nodded my head.
‘You mind lowering your weapon; we aren’t going to kill you. We just don’t get very many visitors down here. Not since Trace died and Gorge started hanging out with those echo hunters. Been leaving me to take care of the shrine, feed the animals, and pick up shit. Talk about calling in all the favors at once. I hadn’t even been on this site of the dimensional rift in something like three years. Yet here we are. Jess and I.’
‘Are you Croon?’ I asked.
‘That ol’ bard? No way in hell,’ he answered.
I honestly couldn’t be sure whether he was angry at my question or surprised.
‘So, guess you know Gorge. Great looking guy. He copied me I’d have you know,’ Not-Gorge laughed, ‘come on, I got a safe house up ahead. Good thing I spotted you…more that Jess here smelled you actually. You smell like shit by the way. Otherwise the traps would have killed you quicker than you could say unsinkable sammie.’
I followed Not-Gorge down a narrow shaft that looked like it had been carved out by mining equipment. I wasn’t sure where we were going but it was actually nice to see another player, despite this being so unexpected. I was hesitant to ask if they knew they were stuck in the game and since Not-Gorge was not talking I decided it was best to wait until we got wherever it was we were going. I was also curious how he found his familiar. Had Not-Aiko come from an egg found in a dungeon like my own?
‘Sorry about the mess, been a few years since I been down here. Preservation has kinda gone downhill. Seriously thought Gorge would a least programmed more than a handful of autons to maintain the place, but he likes giving it all that personal touch. Sometimes you’d think he was the one that discovered the rift down here. Didn’t build the shrine though, that was all Trace. Man, that dude was a mastermind, one of the best mates I ever had y’know. Probably not. So how did you end up in dead hive anyway?’
‘I fell into a snake’s stomach,’ I answered quietly. For someone that looked like they wouldn’t talk, Not-Gorge liked to ramble.
‘Fell into Bessy? Ho’ shit, how’d you get out that one? Ol’ girl has been sleeping for years. Judging by your smell you didn’t climb out. Must have taken the long way around if you catch what I’m saying. No. Probably best you don’t answer that. I prefer not to know. De-contamination room when we get to the safe house, take about five seconds, unwind. Cool down. Tell me about it then. Right now, can barely stand the sight of ya.’
I hadn’t thought about that. If I looked half as bad as I felt I was probably in rough shape. Still, what kind of underground safe house had a contamination room? And what was the shrine? This was getting weirder by the second. Still, what choice did I have? No turning back now.
‘Not much for words are ya?’
‘Are you asking?’ I tried my best to smirk, to sound sarcastic. Truth was I just didn’t feel like talking. I was too worried about my friends and Hannah.
‘I got you. No worries. Meeting strangers. Wicked looking familiars. Must have been tough almost being eaten up by the worms.’
‘How did you figure that one out?’
‘The worms? Oh, they sometimes get loose. Gotta’ take care of ‘em. Make good use on the surface, fertilizer. Keep the garden fresh, dead or alive. Keep the fru fru growing and the animals fed.’
‘Fru fru?’
‘My name for the blue plants. Rich in pretty much every vitamin and mineral the body needs. Alien fruit.’
I could see the safe house ahead of us. It looked like a round vault door leading into more cave. 
‘Home sweet home,’ Not-Gorge said, as Not-Aiko leapt ahead and started tapping on several dozen buttons next to the vault door. Slowly and quietly it began to open. Not-Gorge went ahead of me and I saw three dozen turrets set up across one side.
‘Better safe than sorry. Home is where the heart is,’ he said hitting a button on a remote that – mysteriously – he was now holding in his hand. I gave him an awkward glare, honestly wondering why he needed so much firepower underground.
‘Gorge’s idea,’ he said smiling, ‘Come inside, clean up. Sushi night.’
I followed Not-Gorge inside and found myself in a de-contamination chamber. He was one step ahead of me, locking a door just as the vault slammed shut. For a moment I felt like I had been tricked and fallen into some kind of trap. It was impossible to know who to trust and just because he knew Gorge did that really make him a friend of mine? Maybe it was the opposite and he was FTC. Some kind of plant here in the Briarpatch having lost his mind. My anxiety was quickly washed away when I felt a breeze brush over me and rejuvenate my stamina, mana, and health. I felt it move around me like a red wisp of energy.
‘Pure aether,’ Not-Gorge smiled, unlocking the door, ‘pretty good ‘eh?’
‘That felt…amazing.’ Even my arm had stopped hurting. ‘What is this place?’ I asked looking around. It reminded me of Trace’s vault only much, much smaller. The walls were lined with a variety of charts and graphs, and dozens of different sketches of animals. It looked like an entire inventory of the preservation was here on display, on paper, on the walls. Not a single thing was holographic. There were paints, inks, and charcoal spread across tables with bowls and various fruits. A giant water tank was on display in the middle of the room.
‘This is the entryway to the shrine. I guess you could call this the Guardian’s hangout. A well of aether resides just down below us where Trace placed Bella’s core. He had always hoped somehow it would bring her back to life but truth is she’s still here with us. Maybe not a physical form but like the serpent, her familiar, she’s in a hibernate state. I like to think she’s watching over us now. Watching how we play the game. Making sure we play by the rules. Keep the peace. Serve the realms.’
‘The realms?’
‘Don’t worry about it,’ Not-Gorge answered, ‘how do you know Gorge?’
I felt my body freeze. I couldn’t move. Paralyzed all over.
‘Gravity Well, got you pinned,’ Not-Gorge held up a remote as I struggled.
‘He’s a friend, a member of my guild,’ I answered without hesitation. Despite being in the Gravity Well it was easy enough to talk. I felt most of it pulling around my legs as if invisible arms were holding me in place.
‘The body snatchers? Need better than that.’
What I said was the truth. Since losing Damien, Gorge, Kira, Cass, and Hannah were my family. Everyone else was a friend but no one else came close to sharing what the five of us had. It was what made up the heart of our party and one of the reasons we worked so well together. Maybe it was true our bond was forged in fire but it was forged all the same.
‘I need proof. Tell me something or Jess will rip your throat out.’
I panicked, noticing now that Not-Aiko aka Jess was standing right behind me ready to pounce. I knew from our encounter earlier that the two of us weren’t anywhere near the same level. Not-Gorge was at least on par with Gorge if not stronger and it seemed he knew more than he let on about a lot of things but this…here…now he was clueless.
‘If you do that I’ll die in the real world! We can’t logout!’
‘Not an answer,’ Not-Gorge said raising his hand, ‘but you are right all the same. Now, tell me why I should trust anything else you say.’
‘Gorge owned the Upsilon, we went inside Trace’s vault on Rem, I raced with a sponsorship from the Silvermanes….’
‘Go on.’
‘In real life Gorge is an amputee, a veteran, he served as a marine in the resource wars.’
‘Anything else?’
‘Up, Up, Down, Down, Left, Right, Left, Right.’
‘That’s the answer I was looking for. Guess you do know the ol’timer.’
‘What?’ I was relieved, but sitting in shock at the same time. The Gravity Well disappeared. I felt my legs light as feathers again.
‘Drink this, will help with the vertigo,’ Not-Gorge tossed me a small flask.
I threw it back at him and watched as he shrugged and chugged it down.
‘A little bit of whiskey goes a long way.’
‘I don’t drink.’
‘But you eat right? Gotta eat. Probably been feeling the burn for a while down here. Feeling the drag. Can’t log out. Can’t eat. Need to trick the mind.’
‘I’ll be fine.’
‘Not after you see what I’m cooking.’ Not-Gorge walked over to the aquarium and reached his hand inside. He pulled out an albino isopod, a giant isopod like you would find deep in the ocean. From the air a large sword materialized in his other hand. He threw the crustacean over towards a large grill on the side of the room just over a fire pit. I blinked and watched as he vanished from one spot to the next, slamming the sword through the isopod and into the center of the pit. Fire immediately erupted from underneath.
‘I know I said sushi but this no-logout thing calls for something special. Might be our last meal. My people call them the ogusokumushi, or giant armored bug. You know it as pillbug I think. These are the same as the ones back home in the deep ocean. As long as you can crack through its shell there is something incredible waiting. Well, incredible if you like crab. It’s not bad. I guess I probably should have checked if you liked sea food.’
‘It’s fine,’ I said not sure what to think. I was still in awe at how fast Not-Gorge was able to move.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll clean it up again, make it look less like a bug, make it into some tea too and we’ll talk. You didn’t come here alone. I’m guessing that was Gorge that hijacked the drones on the surface. Alarms tripping all over the place thought it might be best to defend the shrine. Heart of the world and all.’
‘I still don’t understand what that means?’
‘So you do speak more than three words when not in danger and plied with questions!’
Not-Gorge used his sword to pick the isopod off the fire pit and slammed it down on a table. He grabbed a small bowl close by and started breaking the outer shell, pulling off the claws.
‘The meat shreds apart like crab, but honestly, and this is different depending on who you are, but I think it’s more like chicken with a taste of the sea. Cooking. It’s a real art isn’t it? Even here in the game. How many players you think open restaurants or bakeries across the Spire, across worlds? Too many to try for sure. You could spend an entire lifetime streaming virtual food reviews if you really wanted.’
Not-Gorge was avoiding my question. He continued on pulling the isopod apart and having separated the meat, put it into a bowl that looked suspiciously like the back half of a horseshoe crab.
‘You know this isn’t actually isopod…it’s more like the larval stage of those prawn things back in the caves. They leave so many of their eggs around though that I couldn’t help myself. Anything is edible once and I’ve always wanted to discover something new. As it turns out though it’s just like the real thing.’
I felt my skin crawl like it was covered in tiny bugs. This was worse than fighting the prawns. This was it. My limit. I was done.
Not-Gorge grabbed a handful of the meat and stuffed it into his mouth. It looked like shredded chicken. He offered me a handful, walking towards me.
‘What are you?’ I said, trying but not-trying to hide my disgust.
‘Eat some and I’ll give you an answer,’ he said without hesitation.
‘Get that out of here.’
‘Open yourself up to new things. You know, those protein bars you eat in the Recovery Zone are mostly crickets right? They figured that one out sometimes in the twenties or thirties. Saved a lot of hungry kids.’
I grabbed a handful of the meat and stared at Not-Gorge angrily. Shutting my eyes, I opened my mouth and bit down.
He was right…chicken with the taste of the sea. And I resented him both for forcing me to eat that food and for my not being hungry anymore.
‘My name is Apex,’ Not-Gorge answered, smiling.
‘I’m…’
‘Breq, I figured it out. Process of elimination. Gorge has had me keeping tabs on a couple of you guys for a while. In case things ever went sideways but all you seem alright. Except maybe your leader. She scares the hell out of even me.’
‘Lady Gray. Yeah, she does that to everyone.’
‘Little stuck up brat. Heard she is what thirteen? Fourteen years old? Too young to be so bloody violent. Too young to take on so much in the world.’
‘Honestly, I’m not sure.’ Despite having met her in person I still had my doubts about her persona. The woman I knew as Alexis in real life had none of the attitude of Lady Gray. I had my theory that Lady Gray was actually more than one person. Maybe a sister combo. One older, the other younger sharing an account. Rig a pod the right way it was possible. Most of the time pods used a simple genetic scan. Nothing deep. As long as you were family.
‘So, something bad must have happened on the surface.’
‘We used this rift to link back to the other quadrants. We weren’t able to physically pass through but we could link up with a host body on the other side through the Upsilon.’
‘And it worked. Damn. I’ve been stuck here for three months now wondering what was going on. Gorge said you guys have gone through the world gate At Eternity but didn’t expect it to have such an effect on the rift.’
‘We dropped out of the gate. We’re in the middle of nowhere. FTC forces are attacking us right now. I’m on a rescue mission to get Gorge so all of us can rejoin the fight.’
‘Nah, that doesn’t sound right.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘This rift, it’s more than that. If Gorge is here he is up to something. He can open a portal anywhere. If he wanted to go back and join that fight he would just do it. He’s up to something.’
I wasn’t sure what to say. I mean, I couldn’t put anything past him.
‘Why are you here?’ I asked more suspicious than ever.
‘To protect the shrine.’
‘I still don’t understand what that is.’
‘The source of aether on this world.’
‘And why is it important?’
‘Think of aether as the energy that moves around you. The energy between the realms. Now multiply that by like a million and you have the Spirit of Sarco, Isabella’s core. When she ascended from the body of her avatar her spirit became entombed here. She is the guardian of this world. This entire ‘dimension’. And as it turns out she’s not the only one. There are dozens of realms. Each laid out one over the other. Some of them are at peace with one another but not the sixth realm. We’re about to go to war with them and it is not going to be pretty.’
‘Why does any of that matter? This is a game. You could die here.’
‘This is more than a game. Can’t you feel it? Sure, there are systems in play but aren’t there just as many in the real world? The way you see the game is just like the way you see the real world. Do you think what you actually see with your eyes is the same for others? For animals?’
‘It’s code. A lot of code but it’s still code.’
‘It’s a cloud. A doorway. We just happened to have found a way to anchor ourselves in both planes of existence.’
‘I’m not buying it.’
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‘That can’t be right.’
Apex focused his essence and summoned a sword and held it in his hand. ‘There are things the game can’t comprehend. Things your mind can’t translate so it leaves them blank. Take food cultivation for one. I’ve got lousy stats but I can cook.’
His loadout remained blank even as he held the sword in hand and sheathed it around his back.
‘Is this an alternate reality? A game? Something else entirely? Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t think anyone does. But this shrine. This world. It meant everything to my friends and as a guardian I have vowed to protect it. More than that though, the aether here can be harnessed and used as a weapon. Imagine what a player with the power of creation could do. The feats they would be capable of. It would be a nightmare.’
‘Why would it be bad? If they had the power of creation they could make something beautiful. They could save settlements, terraform worlds, rescue the stranded, protect the weak. Isn’t that kind of what you guys are doing here?’
‘Trace was trying to bring back his love. It cost him everything. There is a price for power. A price paid in blood.’
‘I just want to get back to the surface. There are people I care about fighting for their lives right now and I’m not…’
‘Go to the shrine…see for yourself.’
I walked over in the direction he was pointing. The shrine was hidden behind a large door that looked like it had been carved from the cavern walls. Dozens of strange alien runes were engraved over it, like nothing I had seen before. When I stepped inside I was met by complete, overwhelming darkness. I could feel my heart beat racing. It started as a dull pain in my chest but quickly spread out. My hands were trembling out of control. The pain…like pins and needles, subsided at times but I felt like gravity was trying to pull me apart. I felt tired…almost like I was going to pass out. Determined, I stepped forward. I couldn’t let the pain keep me from seeing the truth that was hidden in this place. And as I moved, I saw a body floating in the center of a giant translucent sphere…withering wisps of energy surrounding it, covering it and spiraling around like snakes. She rested there staring out into space. Eyes open.
A pain flared up with an intensity unlike anything I’d experienced before. Cold shivers shot through my body and both my hands and legs seized up.
I felt my body, no my mind, spirited away and I was standing along a narrow, fallen tower in a dire bog. It was the entrance to a dungeon similar to one I remembered seeing in the underworld. I felt like I was walking for hours but at least the pain I had felt subsided and had become manageable. Finally, I came upon another doorway to a room that was unlocked. Inside, I found a large chamber whose floor was covered in massive bones, cobwebs and puddles of water. On the ground was a torch that lit up the moment I touched it, the light allowing me to see broken arrows, rusty swords and skeletal remains scattered across the room, battered and defaced by time itself. Isabella sat on the far end of the chamber, her spirit trapped in chains, tears falling down from her blind eyes. When I approached her, she reached out for me as if to attack but as soon as she was about to grab me I found myself standing back outside the cavern door of the shrine.
‘Everyone has a unique experience…but the moral of the story is the same. The cost of immortality is torment. Trace trying to bring her back…he got halfway there. Her body is held together by the sphere, the aether. Her spirit on the other hand though, was pulled apart by the separation between the next world and this one. It has driven her insane.’
‘I think it’s time for me to leave…’
‘I know. Don’t worry. Once you walk out the vault door you’ll be at Site B. Your familiar will be waiting for you. Aiko. That is a good name by the way. Trust her. She’ll take you were you need to go. Rescue Gorge. I’m still not sure what he has planned but I’m sure it’s going to be spectacular. Ol’ bastard never tells me anything anymore, just calling in favors like he doesn’t owe me a couple of em.’
Apex took a drink of his fish-stock tea, which again seemed to appear out of nowhere, smiled, and asked, ‘what are you waiting for?’
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I walked over to the vault door and stepped through. Apex had seemed pretty sure of himself when he said it would take me to the surface. All I had was his word, but if any of what he said was true than I had to trust him. Still, I couldn’t shake what he said about there being more. And it didn’t seem too strange that Gorge had used an artifact created by Trace to portal out, one that was being deployed to keep the doorway between our two worlds open. I wished there had been more time to talk to Apex. If I wasn’t in such a rush, I could have spent hours with him learning more about the game, or about familiars. Oh crap, I forgot to ask him about his familiar, I thought, as the vault door closed behind me. Another red wisp wrapped itself around me and a part of me wondered if this was teleportation.
Quick Lore
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Illegal but possible. It was rumored that after a teleportation had been activated a duplicate body is left behind left to wither away. Food for the Hollows. When Novum had been the Corpse Divers I remembered reading about a specific strategy that involved a player using teleportation to draw Hollows away from an echo, allowing other players to move in quickly. It was decoy ploy. I had never actually known anyone who had tried it but I also had never asked. The only two I knew who were even capable were Kira and Gray. Gray most likely had one available, legal or not.
‘Kira, have you managed to get the power couplet off Site C yet? What do you think of Taurus?’ It was Gorge’s voice, and it was so nice to hear again.
‘Gorge! Kira!’ I said into my coms. The vault door opened. I was back on the surface all right and I could see a giant mech about three stories high, shaped like a minotaur, being swarmed by six-foot insects: some with three legs others, with four, yellow and black bodies, pinchers, and jagged, shark-like teeth. The mech, Taurus, was holding a giant power coupling, trying to pry it from the ground.
‘Breq? Damn, I thought we were going to be sending a rescue party after you. Like my new digs?’
‘You’re in the mech. You knew I was alive?’
‘We never lost track of you. Gorge used Aiko’s link with you to track your movement. Saw you fall, stop, fall some more and then start walking. You disappeared for a little bit but Gorge said you were fine. Said you had gone to the shrine?’
‘Yeah, I met Apex, one of the other guardians.’
‘Apologies, I should have mentioned we aren’t alone here. Apex has been taking care of the gardens. He’s kind of the custodian around here.’
‘Why didn’t you reach out to him for help?’
‘He wouldn’t understand.’
‘Understand what?’
‘What we are actually doing here.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean I’ve got a plan to stop the FTC and get everyone back.’
With one hand, Kira’s mech swiped away a batch of the swarm that was piling over the top of her. Around the mech’s legs I could see Nel running around blasting at them, hoping up and down like a bird without wings.
‘After you fell I tried calling out for you. When more prawn started to come down the tunnels we took off and grabbed the mech. I knew you weren’t dead but had no idea if you had been injured or not. I thought the best plan was to find Gorge and devise a rescue. When we took the elevator up top our coms came back online and he filled me in. He also told me you were alive and, well, I have never been so relieved. I was scared. I thought I had lost you, like my brother.’
‘I don’t die easy, you know that.’
‘You don’t die at all,’ Nel’s voice cut through the chatter.
‘You’re an idiot,’ it was Cass’s voice. Another I was relieved to hear.
‘Thanks Cass, been a minute, what’s good?’
‘Gorge and I are reprogramming the Sarco as a weapon. We’re going to pull it to the Ibanez and the aether is going to knock out all the chasing ships at once, like a giant EMP.’
‘You’ve gotta be kidding me,’ I said, not sure whether I was more surprised or excited about the possibility of ending all of this at once. ‘That’s why you didn’t call Apex for help? You didn’t think he would go along with your plan? What happens to this world when you pull Sarco from this dimension?’
‘I don’t know. Not for sure. I ran a simulation. There is only like a ten percent chance this doesn’t work. But there is a fifteen percent chance the rift turns into a black hole. And…well an eight-five percent chance that once we are through the planet becomes a wandering planet. We’ve got contingencies in place though. Aether in the atmosphere will protect the magnetic field and a gravity well near the shrine will keep it from rolling on its axis. Most of the world is artificial. Think of it like a really big spaceship. We’ll set up another gravity well behind the Ibanez to tow it. Once we reach our destination we’ll park it in the goldilocks zone and we’ll have two habitable worlds. Might slow down the ship but it will get us where we need to go.’
‘And where is that?’
‘You don’t know yet. I forgot. We found Earth.’
‘You’re kidding me?’
‘No. Hannah found it. She was running scans while Gray took the Ibanez and steered everyone away from the FTC. They are still chasing us but we’ve got a little space between us. Chaz is the one that gave us the news. Coms are working between Site A and the other side of the gate. Q’el is steering the Ibanez now.’
Earth…the one planet in Bane no one had discovered, until now. A planet many believed to not even be in the same galaxy. Honestly, there were so many mysteries surrounding Earth, it was impossible to list them all. All we knew for certain in the lore was that 300 years before our time humanity discovered a World Gate and left Earth. A big chunk of our species came out of the other side of At Eternity and stopped. There was no way back and due to a gate malfunction, from Earth’s frame of reference, it was thirty-thousand years since they left. As far as anyone knew or cared Earth was forgotten. Humanity became the remnants they were now, scattered across the quadrants. Sure, there were groups that were looking for Earth. Some wondering if, at the very least, it would be in the game as an Easter Egg but no one had ever had proof.
‘We are a hundred days out from our current position,’ Cass added.
‘How are we that far away?’
‘Drift. It’s been over three hundred years since this side of the gate was active. There isn’t even an operational ring here. The gate is in pieces. Looks like someone blew it up from this side. Still, luckily, we should count our blessings that we weren’t trapped inside. When we reached the edge, it was like dropping an anchor, it’s why we fell out so fast without warning.’ 
‘But…we can’t logout, we can’t even survive a day.’
‘That’s the other thing. Hannah also detected a derelict ship. A titan, which looks like a dagger floating in the void of space. We think that is where the signal is coming from. So, we have a two-part plan. Get back to the Ibanez and then stop that ship.’
‘Just like Skull-Faced Man’s ship,’ I said, trying to hide my concern.
‘Yes. Just like it. Almost exactly.’
My worst nightmare was coming true. It was like the last three months had meant nothing and my life was now on replay.
‘Breq, if you don’t mind, can you lend us a hand with the swarm?’ Kira’s sarcastic tone echoed in my ear. I had almost forgotten where I was and what I was supposed to be doing. I felt frozen in fear.
— Quest —
Defeat the Swarm (Assigned by Kira)
Difficulty: Novice
Rewards: EXP
Required Level: None
Quick Lore

The Swarm, also known as the Eru are a race of reptilian insectoid creatures indigenous to Sarco. One of the many life-forms of the planet, the Eru thrive in cold temperatures and dark tunnels due to their use of Aether Energy, a substance they store within their own bodies to keep them from freezing solid even in the coldest caverns. The Swarm are mophilic lifeforms. They are capable of surviving in extremely harsh environments even including lava. They are quick to adapt and rapidly mutate and evolve to changing conditions almost immediately. Many would call the swarm the perfect lifeform.

Most Swarm share body features that resemble a combination of arthopods and reptiles: segmented body parts, exoskeletons, multiple limbs (3-5), claws.




Accept Yes / No




 
‘Yes, of course I accept. You didn’t have to assign a quest,’ I said.
‘Old habits die hard,’ she answered.
From my position I managed to climb up a small water tower. I was about twenty feet off the ground and the small platform made for a great vantage point as I set myself into a prone position and began firing. As Nel continued to hop around on the ground, I dropped two that were on Kira’s shoulders. I could see my little robot friend had leveled up on his own again. Each attack of his seemed stronger than the last. Nel was a killing machine. Honestly, if he wasn’t on our side I would actually be wary.
‘Breq, I’m going to be placing the couplet into position. Keep them from tripping me up,’ Kira’s voice commanded.
‘Got your back,’ I replied. It was nice being in the team again.
For every member of the swarm I killed I gained 10 EXP points. By the time I had killed ten I could see Ping had almost leveled up again. I guess the damage modifier also granted more EXP when used against insects and attacking the swarm here and now was the equivalent to grinding. It was no wonder Nel was having so much fun. I tried to check if I could apply that modifier to my own skill set, even trying to adjust my skills via Focus but it wasn’t meant to happen. There were some things that couldn’t be tweaked. Still, the more Ping leveled up the stronger a player I would be.
Ping

Artifact Rifle - M1- Ki

Aka the ‘Swatter’. Energy / Bolt-action rifle with high accuracy and damage. Once an heirloom now it exists only as an echo of a time long forgotten. 8x scope - allows players to zoom in while aiming down sight. Energy rounds and single battery pack allow for bursts of energy that do extreme damage to enemies without armor.

+10% Damage to worms.

+15% Damage to insect-like creatures.

Level: 12

Damage: 38

Weight: 9.5 lb

Weapon Type: Hunting Rifle / Energy

Rarity: Extremely Rare

Impact: 10

Range: 8

Stability: 5

Reload Speed: 6

RPM (rounds per minute): Unknown

Affinity: 7

Sharpness: 7

Elemental: None

Critical Chance: 60%

Modifiers: 8x Scope + 10 Sharpness




Weapon A.I. Core loading…
You now have access to several customization options. Including several charge settings that are available in your U.I.

You have unlocked an audio.

Play YES / NO.




 
I went ahead and hit yes. I wasn’t the kind of player to be distracted from what I was doing just because I had music or audio playing in the background. In fact, sometimes I felt like it made me concentrate more. Kira still needed a few minutes to detach the couplet from the station and center it on the other side of the power grid.
Alpha Centauri A, our ship, the Lockhead has taken heavy damage. I joined the game to see a thousand worlds, to explore the unknown, to venture out just like my brother had. I was a level 49. Teamed up with three other randoms. Three bow guys really good at their jobs, and let me tell you, I loved those guys. Made it look like a complete slaughter what we did and when we finally took the dungeon boss and watched as it started limping and retreating to its hiding spot, we all transformed. We swung from one ledge to another, arriving at the top with just enough stamina to spare before the scorpion even got there, and at that moment all our minds were as one.
We put down grenades, cantrips, and blocked its path, ran back just a little bit, waited and jumped back up to the highest ledge before coming down over the top of the wounded boss. It ran straight into our trap. Four shots from my heirloom rifle hit the mark. In combination with the bombs going off it was glorious. The problem: I was the only one left. The scorpion wasn’t the final boss. It was a decoy. A trap. Set up by none other than the Chel. FTC troops were all over us. Using us to create artifacts, weapons, arming their troops for some massive takeover event. I barely escaped with my life. I managed to jump the Lockhead but systems are too damaged now to make repairs.
I’ve set a course for the star. I’ll be gone before it collapses. Hell, I’ll probably have a new character built. If for some reason my echo is discovered I want you to know…you have been warned.
Audio log ends.
Massive takeover, yeah, we should have all seen that coming. The ‘alignment’ status between the Chel and the resistance. The difference between the FTC and regular players. Someone was pulling the strings from the outside, in the real world. I had my theories. Corbin, owner of Fera Space, of course, being number one on that list.
I copied the audio log and stored it in my digital database. Once back on the Ibanez I could transfer it to Q’el, share it with everyone. Knowledge is power. Maybe someone could make more sense of it. Put the pieces together. How many times had we been unwitting pawns in the FTC’s hands I wondered? Hundreds of artifacts sold to the highest bidder. We had all been unwilling accomplices.
I managed to take out about seventy of the swarm.
My character leveled up and I put as many points as I could into my Affinity and Attack Boost skills. Knowing Aiko would probably have leveled up as well I hoped she would do the same.
I quickly pulled up my skill tree and examined my stats.
Adrenaline 45
Affinity (weapons) 40
Agitation 15
Animal / Aquatic Expert35
Artillery15
Attack Boost 10 (+5 Bonus) = 15
Blast Attack Boost 5
Blast Resistance 5
Bleeding Resistance 15
Botany5
Bow Rifle Expert 5
Capacity Boost5
Capture / Tame15 (+ 50 Familiar Bonus) = 65
Carving10
Charisma 25 (+10 Bonus)
Constitution 5
Critical Boost 50
Critical Affinity 50 (+10 Bonus)
Defense 15
Detection (stealth) 30 (+10 Bonus)
Divinity / Fame 5
Evasion 5
Explosives 15
Fire Attack 5
Fire Resistance10
Focus 60
Fortification 75
Gambler 5
Guard 5
Hacking 30
Handicraft (crafting) 5
Heat Resistance 25
Health Boost 30 (Isopod Bonus +5) 35
Hunting (survival) 5
Hunger (cooking) 5
Ice Attack 5
Ice Resistance 0
Intimidation 5
Iron Body 35 (Isopod Bonus +10) 45
Latent Power 50 (Memories Unlocked)
Luck 25
Medical Specialist 15
Mind’s Eye 50 (Memories Unlocked)
Navigator 5
Nullification 5
Paralysis Attack 5
Paralysis Resistance 5
Peak Performance 25 (Isopod Bonus + 10) 35
Piercing (Damage Boost) 5 (‘Ping’ Bonus +10) 15
Pilot 75
Poison Attack 5
Poison Resistance 5
Poison Duration 5
Psionic5 (unlocked)
Recovery 5
Stamina 40
Sheath Speed (reflexes)5
Strength 10
Stun Attack 5
Stun Duration 5
Stun Resistance 5
Survival 25
Tool Specialist 10
Training 5
Kira placed the power couplet down. The entire mountain top looked like a giant chessboard and that she was moving a pawn – the only one on the board –into place. A massive surge of blue energy erupted around both her and Nel. Almost at once, the entire swarm of insects dived away from her and began scattering in various directions. It reminded me of how the worms had scattered, though I hated the comparison. When the blue energy settled I could see it being absorbed into the ground. A similarly colored blue light filled the night sky. As I looked above me at the stars I could see the Raven constellation mentioned in Trace’s audio logs. It was bright and beautiful. Almost perfect. I had no doubt that it was a blessing from Isabella.
— Quest —
Defeat the Swarm (Assigned by Kira) COMPLETE
 
+ 500 EXP
The stars above us blurred. It was like we were trapped inside a giant bubble. I felt a wave of dizziness as I reached out to hold onto something. I shut my eyes and when I opened them all the stars in the sky were gone.
Even in space, the stars are relatively dim. There is a common misconception that astronauts can’t see them. It’s not true. It’s just our eyes aren’t quite adjusted and the light from the stars will get washed out by any brighter light source, whether that is starlight reflecting off a ship, a planet, or a moon.
We dropped the planet from one reality to another.
From open space to the middle of a battlefield.
Location Discovered: Local Fluff

Resources: Hydrogen




Quick Lore

The Sol System is located in what is called the ‘Local Bubble’ A small cavity in the interstellar medium of the Orion Arm. Within this region of space is the ‘Local Interstellar Cloud’ or ‘Local Fluff’ for short: roughly 30 light years across. The Local Fluff is an area of slightly higher hydrogen density than surrounding interstellar space. The Sun sits near the edge of the Local Fluff, possibly between it and the G-Cloud, another wide area of interstellar space.




 
+ 2000 EXP gained
A lot of people were going to be leveling up now. That might put more of us at risk. Especially since we didn’t know how far the FTC’s reach extended.
‘Part One of the plan complete,’ Gorge’s voice said.
‘Echo Squad, nice to have you back,’ this was Lady Gray.
‘Cupcake bomb squad to the rescue,’ I replied.




22.

Metamorphosis
TALVES

 
I thought I was dead. Maybe I should have been, but somehow biting the Haros granted me a kind of regenerative ability. More than that though, I could feel all the power of creation running through my body, even as the Haros, now in a completely new form, carried me up through the underground dungeon and back to the surface. Alvus, healed, guided the two of us back to the Argo, which was waiting. It felt like the journey had been a dream, some kind of twisted nightmare. I felt paralyzed, as if my whole body was experiencing a night terror and yet there was a part of me that didn’t mind. I could feel a change happening inside me, as if my physical form was dying, a metamorphosis into something else.
Haros carried me inside the hull of the Argo and laid my body down on one of the beds in the medical wing. The Argo allowed him to walk freely through my ship, even disengaging several of the traps I had set up inside. Looking back, maybe I had been a little too paranoid but the skills I had gained, the knowledge, it was invaluable. Everything hurt from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet. I felt like I had fallen apart in the underground and now the machines worked to sew me back together again. Replacing lost limbs with mechanical parts. There were times I would wake and see my flesh growing over the metal limbs.
Soaked in sweat, caked in blood, I woke up on a slab. ‘Argo, what happened?’ I asked.
‘You were dying. The Haros brought you back.’
‘How did the Haros make it past the traps?’
‘When you took a bite of the Haros’s flesh you enslaved it to your core. Everything you knew became a part of it. Bound to you, it brought you here to heal, fulfilling your wish.’
‘My wish?’ I ask trying to piece together what that might mean. I had wished for many things since waking up here. It must have been years now since my first encounter, since Argo, since adopting Alvus. What wish was the Argo talking about? My wish for companionship? Food? Water? To live in the real world again? No. The real world was still a worse life than this. All I ever looked forward to before having my own pod was watching the streams. I might have loved my family, sitting beside my grandmother with my head on her lap, but here I had Alvus, I could walk, run. I could lay my hand down and feel every fur on Alvus’s back and I knew he was real.
‘What wish?’ I asked again.
‘Your wish for control. This world is now yours.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘This world, all of it is yours for the taking.’
‘I still don’t understand. Clarify.’
‘The Haros held the core of Gaia. Gaia is now yours.’
‘Like a dungeon core? Okay? So, what does that mean exactly.’
‘Unclear.’
‘What does it mean to have the core of Gaia?’ I demanded an answer.
‘Unclear.’
I grabbed some clothes and began to walk outside. I had no idea how many days or weeks I had been out for. The only thing I knew for sure was that when I woke up winter was over. The snow had begun to melt. The world was bursting with new life, new creatures, and new plants sprouting from the ruin. Haros was waiting outside for me. His form was completely changed. Black armor, a face that looked like a skull. Alvus was playing with a large bone. If I hadn’t known any better, I would have said the two had become best friends. Alvus looked even stronger and healthier than before. Then again, the last time we saw each other we were starving in a dungeon, a tomb that I had thought would be the end.
Alvus ran up to me and started rubbing his head against my leg. I reached down and gave him a few pets. His fur was shinier than I remembered. The Haros looked like he had just gotten back from a hunt. Behind him, a few meters away, sat a large dead deer. The Haros was carrying my rifle, the M7-7 I had called Cipher and had thought lost. It was slung around his back along with a sword strapped down at his side. He looked how I envisioned myself back when I was learning to hunt. Seeing the Haros like this made me feel disgusted but somewhat grateful all the same. The creature was everything I had aspired to become: a survivor; strong like a paladin; stealthy as scout.
‘Master,’ his voice struggled to speak, ‘I have brought food from the ruins. We have much to discuss.’
I was hesitant at first but followed the Haros around the side of the Argo. He had set up an outside oven, fire pit, even a small bar with stone stools that we could sit on.
‘What is this?’ I asked; there was a drone sitting behind the bar ready and waiting to serve us drinks.
‘I have taken some liberties. Drones to serve. I have studied and began repairing your titan.’ My titan…he must have meant Argo. Had the two been conspiring all of this while I slept? That seemed pretty obvious, but why would they do this?
‘Do not worry, the food is not poison,’ Haros spoke in a raspy tone. His voice sounded like it was broken, as if he had just begun learning to speak. I wasn’t worried about the food being poisoned. If the Haros wanted me dead it could have killed me at any time or left me to rot at the bottom of the dungeon. No, I was worried it had other plans in mind for me. Worried it would use me as a means to an end. I knew that somehow I had developed some special abilities while underground in Acheron. If it was true and I could enslave creatures what would that mean for me? Was their obedience something I would have to constantly keep monitoring for or was it something I only had to do once? What did it mean to be enslaved? Was the Haros working with me against its own will or had we really formed some kind of party?
‘I’m not worried,’ I said, shifting my weight and sitting down. Despite all my healing, I was still exhausted, malnourished, and weak. I could feel the metal buried beneath my skin but didn’t feel weighed down by any of it. In fact, I felt stronger. I could sense the slight boost in strength that the artificial limbs had provided me with. Argo had done a nice job repairing me. And my new flesh, courtesy of absorbing the Haros’s regenerative abilities was stronger than any on the rest of my body.
‘What do you want?’ I said, cutting straight to the chase.
‘I want for nothing. Since my birth I have done nothing but survive. In the darkness I thrived. Whether I was hunting on the surface or below the city I am and have always been omega.’
‘And what? I took a bite out of you so now you’re my thrall?’
‘Not exactly. My entire body is a core. When you took a bite out of me we formed a telepathic link. I felt your entire existence. What you were. What was taken from you. I felt your loss and your will to live. Your determination is what kept you alive and what bound me to you.’
‘So, what does that mean exactly?’
‘I am here to fulfill your will.’
‘And what is my will?’
‘Control, power, conquest.’
‘And if I refuse your services?’
‘I shall return to the underground. I will leave you and your familiar alone to do as you wish. I shall never harm you.’
It all seemed too good to be true. After so much strife I had not only my own starship and a familiar, but a monster to call my own. I began to eat the food the drone set out before me. The Haros did not eat. I was sure it could, but it refused to eat in my company. Had I really proven to be so competent that it wanted nothing more than to serve me? No. It was like it had said. It had experienced my life. If anything, it was pity not fear that drove the core. But that was the basis of our relationship. Our humble beginning. We were both lost without a home. Without purpose. I decided to give our alliance a chance.
Three months after I had risen from my injuries, I walked with the Haros and Alvus for several miles until we came to a small river. Glistening water parted under and along the bottom of my legs, and the ruins of what once must have been a dam rose like a massive fortress: remnants of the old world, grown over, splintered, corroded walls and pillars of what had come before. I took a deep breath. I expected the air to sting my lungs, multiplied by years of pollution and destruction, but instead I was met with an appealing tang. Fresh fruit was growing up vines. Small, ferret-like creatures were picking them apart, watching as they fell from trees and their shells cracked, splattering seeds. All was as it should be.
The Haros and Alvus stood by my side. It had taken two months of hard work to get us here. We watched the swirling and growing clouds above us. Birds with white scales flew above us. High off in the distance we saw the fruits of our labor rise.
‘Argo, all systems green?’ I asked over a coms attached nicely to my wrist. My new armor resembled that of the Haros. It was branded with red paint that revealed a symbol that looked like Alvus, only somewhat stylized. It was my mark. A reminder of why I was alive and into which I had seeded every thought and feeling since my time on this plain.
‘Systems are operating within ninety-eight percent efficiency,’ Argo answered. The ship looked like a relic rising from the ground and hovering towards us. We had decided to move our base of operations away from the outskirts of the city and into the fields. The ruins of the old world were a constant reminder of what I had left behind, despite being another part of the game.
The Haros had suggested we take our leave from the planet and go to space but I wasn’t ready for that yet. I knew if I ran into other players they wouldn’t understand who or what I was. We needed to be prepared.
‘Initiate scan, let me know when you find what we are looking for,’ I ordered Argo. From high in the clouds Argo now had an advantage we had missed before. The world below was one of ants and vermin. The amount of resources and supplies of this world were endless. With drones we could build an army, a fortress, but none of it would make a difference if we were seen as nothing more than disposable challenges for players. I refused to believe that I wasn’t human anymore. Despite losing my body, despite being trapped in this avatar I created days before my actual death, I refused to be ignored.
‘Scan complete. Various resources located,’ it had only taken Argo a few seconds to bring me one step closer to fulfilling a promise I had made to myself. The location in question was a dungeon. Not unlike the one that the Haros had thrived in. This dungeon though was a research laboratory. Run by one of the game’s actual AI. I knew this from a discovery I had made in the underground, in the Outer Grotto. Certain things never made sense, but this…this part of the program, strange and absurd, out of place, stood out from the rest of the world. I imagined it as a developer’s room. A cheat box. Bane was still a game. Even if it was non-distinguishable from reality. If there were answers to my origins I hoped to find them there.
‘Are you sure about doing this?’ the Haros asked.
‘Questioning my command?’ I answered in return. The Haros seemed afraid. I wondered if it knew what I was planning. Maybe there was a part of me that questioned my sanity, especially on this matter, but I needed others to see what I saw, to feel what I felt. The way the Haros had. It was something I had become increasingly obsessed with. Why was I the only one who stayed alive in this game world? This world was paradise. It should be this way for everyone and if I was able to enslave the Haros, maybe that meant I could bind other creatures or players as well.
The Argo landed over the other side of the river. There was a small meadow there that I knew would make the perfect spot for the ancient vessel. The three of us returned to our home and began to fortify our defenses. Using blueprints housed in Argo we were able to take scrap and 3D print parts to build drones, fix the ship, and more. Because of the hunting skills of the Haros and Alvus, food was plentiful, even tasteful. We had custodians, staff, even an entire crew capable of running various systems across the starship. The Haros had made many repairs, many while I was healing, but even more after I had awoken and he was certain of my wishes.
A part of me was unsure why I wanted to leave the planet. It was everything I had ever wanted. Perhaps it was a need to be a part of humanity again, a calling from the great beyond. Perhaps, despite Alvus, Argo, and Haros I was starting to feel lonely. No matter what I did, I always felt something was missing. I was determined now, more than ever, to bring others here to this world.
Another month passed before we were ready to venture into the area that was controlled by the laboratory. A few scout machines had shown us that there were dozens of active autons mindlessly roaming the perimeter. All, I assumed, were plugged into the AI’s central processing core, able to connect to one another through whatever was left of the net. We tested my theory by sacrificing a few dozen drones. Each time one was detected, all the autons almost immediately locked in on its location.
Breaking in was going to be tricky. I may have held the power over the ruins, the world, but the AI held the keys to my escape. Argo had detected a massive energy supply beneath what looked like a multi-faceted dome. Our goal, if we couldn’t cut a deal, was to take it.
Before our power grab we programmed one hundred and twenty small drones to charge the perimeter from different angles in a coordinated attack. Strategy was my best friend. If we could manage to distract the autons and pull them away we could gain access to the dome more easily. What was going to await us on the inside was another question. Still, I had several theories about that based on what I had seen so far.
‘Charges set,’ Haros said handing me a detonator. Our plan was going off without a hitch. The drones had distracted the autons and we were standing at one of the dome gates.
As I hit the button we were greeted by several dozen new machines. Luckily, we had planned for that. Fixing a mech turned out to be more difficult than a drone. The Argo had a few in rough shape in storage but no matter how I tried I couldn’t link with any of them. When we designed a drone based off the Haros’s personality matrix we hit the jackpot. The mech came alive, ready to serve. We fabricated everything we needed to fix it into working shape and added four EMP weapons to its torso. I decided to name it after my M7-7 rifle, CipherB.
CipherB discharged an EMP blast stunning the machines. Following that the mech attacked with a sword we had made from pieces of the Argo’s damaged hull. Sometimes it seemed the Argo was shrinking, sacrificing more and more of itself. It would never see the stars again despite the repairs we had made. The fact that the ship had moved base from the ruins to the river was a miracle. Not that I doubted the Haros, but several months ago he was nothing more than a dungeon boss.
CipherB’s sword was made from the Argo’s shell. The sword was strong, forged in the fires of the Haro’s underground. Strong enough it could take the full force of an asteroid or space debris. You could launch a nuke at it and while everything else would disappear the sword would very much remain. The only thing we weren’t quite prepared for were smaller hallways and dead ends. The inside of the dome was a maze.
The dungeon was defenseless against us. For every trap we had devised an escape. The Haros, Argo, and I had spent night after night planning for one contingency after another. Never in my life had I felt so prepared and overpowered. All I had to do was point and either CipherB or the Haros would attack. Occasionally, I found myself shouting the names of attacks or maneuvers that we had practiced back at home. When the autons outside had turned around to come attack us we had already set a dozen traps for them. EMP mines, snares, barriers that would pop up and prevent them from moving forward.
It is because of this I must admit that I was surprised when CipherB fell in battle against another mech. We had stumbled into a wide, open chamber. It looked like it must have been the center of the dome.
This mech, shaped like a giant metal man, looked like it wasn’t much of a threat. But it was fast. It moved naturally, less mechanically, and more like a martial artist. No matter how hard CipherB tried, it was inevitable that our mech would fall. The mechanical man grabbed hold of CipherB’s blade and pulled it form our mecha’s hand. The Haros, determined not to let his offspring fail in front of my eyes, using a modified version of his own M7-7 rifle, jumped into the battle without my orders and shot the mechanical man in the eye. When all three of them fell to the ground, CipherB had been destroyed, and, reloading his rifle against the mechanical man’s chest, the Haros fired three dozen rounds down into it.
I made a mental note to always have a backup. No matter how ready you are there is always a hero waiting to stop you. Had I two or more CipherBs the mechanical man would have fallen without the Haros having had to jump in.
In the center of the great chamber was an elevator that took us down to the core at the push of a simple red button. Well…not so simple. I had grabbed one of the heads of an auton that we destroyed earlier and used it to activate the terminal that sat next to the red button. It acknowledged me and recognized me as company property. This was a lucky move since I wasn’t sure the auton would work as a decryption key but my hunch paid off. No alarms sounded as we entered, standing on top of the elevator.
The ride down was stressful, actually the waiting was stressful. At this point, I was completely unsure what awaited us at the bottom and since it was a long ride down my anxiety began to build. When the doors opened I practically ran out to be greeted by a long hallway and dozens of labs. It took us about ten minutes before we came upon the core. I was done playing. Rather than ask the AI to share the power it held I turned it off entirely. There was no negotiating with a machine anyway, even if at that moment it thought all three of us were autons coming to protect it.
After eradicating the core, I replaced it with a link to the Argo and deleted its entire archive. The link wouldn’t hold for long. The AI was fighting back. I imagined the two machines in an epic duel with one another. The AI running through a maze like the one that led us here, searching as it quickly fell apart piece by piece. The Argo scanning and deleting files as it flew overhead watching like a bird of prey. We might have been deleting its entire archive but there was nothing we wouldn’t know. The Argo’s memory banks were almost infinite compared to this ancient relic.
‘Is this enough power?’ I asked.
‘Yes,’ the Argo answered.
‘Then let us get to work, activate the Monitor program.’
The Monitor program was the brainchild of myself and Argo: an AI drone like CipherB with a body similar to the Haros. I imagined it would have four arms and a knight’s armor. I wanted something that looked like it came from the Dark Ages. From a nightmare. It was meant to intimidate anyone that might call themselves my enemy and be a last resort. To me it was the first step in creating an army of invincible soldiers. It would see the world the way a player sees it. From level 1 on.
‘Uploading genetic information,’ Argo said. I had used myself as a template. It seemed right that my army should be made from a part of me.
‘Master Talves, I’ve found something,’ said the Haros.
Inside one of the labs was a weapons room. A rifle labeled ‘M7-4 Ki-Rifle Prototype’ was sitting on a shelf along with dozens of other parts and pieces from which more could be made. The dome it seemed was more than a dungeon, it was a war factory with an assembly line to make autons, drones, weapons, and more. It was a pity that once I was done, it was necessary to destroy the dungeon.
‘Are we able to move the power source of this station to the Argo?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good, I don’t want to leave anything behind.’
‘What about the Monitor program?’ the Haros asked.
‘If players come here this will be the first place they hit. The dome is not made to withstand an orbital strike besides. Two should be enough. There are other things I want to try before…’
I was cut off by an attack from above.
Eight soldiers, dressed in all-black armor, wearing face masks, appeared as if out of thin air. The Haros grabbed one, who immediately counter-attacked by throwing smoke in his face. Haros still killed him. Alvus managed to sink his teeth into another and I noticed the body go limp before it died. They were players.
‘How?’ I shouted.
It shouldn’t have been possible. I hadn’t seen another player in years. In fact, I had never seen another player in the game since the first day I logged in. My playthrough had always been solo. Why would they come at me now? There was no answer.
There were six of them left surrounding us. Five armed with a TX rifle, one armed with a biotek rifle. A healer. The others looked like a mixture of scouts and psions. I could see energy pistols, grenades, and combat knives. All of their weapons had a silencer attached to the tip.
‘Alvus, to me,’ I ordered. Alvus complied, moving towards me and I dropped a shield in front of us while the Haros launched a smoke bomb. Each of us moved to take cover in different parts of the lab.
I tried to formulate a plan. I had never faced real players before. There was a part of me that wanted nothing more than to talk to them. To talk to real people once again. I had so many questions. The real world was closer than it had ever been.
‘In the weapons lab,’ I heard one of them shout. His voice sounded scrambled through his helmet but it was easy to distinguish that he had spotted the Haros.
‘If this is how they want to play, let’s play,’ I said, taking a silencer from one of my pouches. I hadn’t planned to use this bit of gear, but I had brought with me just in case.
I came up from cover and fired two shots into one of the players. He turned towards me, falling forward but still alive.
‘Dungeon boss here,’ he shouted pointing towards me.
‘Dungeon boss?’ I wondered aloud.
I fired three more shots into the wounded player’s chest, when another attacked me with a knife from the left. It was the healer whose only other weapon was a biotek rifle and whom I doubted had ever planned on moving into combat. Still, the healer had obviously decided not to miss the chance to try and take me out. I grabbed an arm and fired several shots into the legs of the player. I knew I had to keep at least one of them alive for questioning, and then I would have to figure out a way to prevent my captive from logging out.
I’d taken one player down, the healer was injured, four active enemies were left. The healer logged out; a lifeless avatar on the floor. Must have been a safety kicking in back in the real world.
I took cover again behind one of the lab tables. Moving slowly, crouched down, I fired at another player from behind and watched him fall. He drew a pistol as he fell, probably looking for a second chance, but I got in a headshot before he could pull the trigger. ‘Three,’ I say counting my kills. Across the lab, in the other room I could hear the Haros wailing in pain with the same feral sounds I had heard when fighting it in the underground. Once again it sounded more animal than man.
‘Two left here,’ the Haros yelled from across the room.
I grabbed the next one from behind and fired into his spine. His avatar went limp as his health reached zero and I used his body as a shield, watching the last one fire at me from across the room. He had no idea Alvus was sneaking up behind him.
Disarmed, held down by the neck by my familiar, I insisted on his knowing where they had come from and how they had found me.
‘Fuelrats? Spaces? Bounty Hunters? What are you?’ I demanded, my rifle pointed down at his face. I pushed it against his cheek. I could see he was in an extreme amount of pain but the game wasn’t logging him out.
He looked at me in confusion. ‘We are the Dark Affinity, and you are never going to escape this place,’ he laughed, before his body went limp.
The Dark Affinity? That was a guild I had never heard of but it was very possible they were new or I had never seen the name. Still, the way they moved it was like they had been trained to take on military-type missions, which now included my very own assassination. But why? And where did they come from?
‘Argo, are there any ships in our area? What about orbit?’
‘I am detecting one ship in low orbit above the planet,’ Argo answered.
‘Where did they come from?’ I asked.
‘I am scanning them now. Ship identified as a titan class. No weapons. Stealth ship…’ Argo pauses, ‘they are scanning my defenses now.’
‘Is there any way for us to get up to them?’
‘Negative.’
‘Is there any way for us to down them?’
‘Negative.’
‘Ok, we have a problem. Argo can you tell me how many there are?’
‘Negative.’
‘Shit,’ I said. This was not a part of the plan. I hadn’t prepared the planet for an invasion yet. That was something I had been working on. First create our AI drone the Monitor; then secure a ship dock; rebuild the Argo; build an armada; expand from there.
‘Haros, grab the power cells. Strap them around Alvus and we’ll supply cover fire once we get outside. Argo, you have everything you need to create a Monitor right? Use the dome to make one and then set it to self-destruct. We’ll make our way out and take as many of them with us as we can.’
‘Affirmative.’
We backtracked to the elevator, taking as many supplies as we could and tying several power cells around Alvus in sealed satchels that were made to be high impact. If Alvus was knocked around too much though, it was guaranteed none of us would even see the subsequent explosion. The Haros grabbed the prototype weapon and several other weapons as well. He even picked up the Dark Affinity healer’s biotek rifle. Though I was hopeful we wouldn’t need it, the Haros assured me we would.
As we rode the elevator up we armed ourselves and checked our gear. Since the elevator was in the middle of the floor we had pushed several tables into it and set up decoys on every end using the Dark Affinity scout’s bodies.
Three players were waiting for us when we came to a stop above ground. Alvus took off for safety while the Haros and I covered my familiar’s escape with several grenades and targeted explosions. The two of us were better as a team than enemies. It was nice to have someone at my back.
We followed Argo’s directions through the maze. There were several short cuts we had missed before that took us out in less than ten minutes. On our way I also noticed several of the Dark Affinity soldiers had been killed in traps we had managed to avoid.
‘Follow,’ I whispered into my coms as we came to the gate. The Dark Affinity were waiting for us just as I had expected. Crouching behind cover, I managed to take out several more though I was left feeling helpless, unable to understand my enemy, their numbers. I didn’t have the information I wanted. I didn’t have control and it was eating me up inside.
Continuing to move behind cover we came upon several soldiers gathered in a small group…
‘Three cores located in one area? A fourth on a ship about three miles to the west. I can’t believe our intel was right. Corbin is going to pay big for this score.’
‘Corbin isn’t going to pay if we don’t make it back to the quadrants. We’re in the Cold Zone, no one has ever been out this far. These avatars are nice though. Feels just like the real thing.’
That was it. The missing information I needed. Someone named Corbin was behind this. Hiring mercs to explore outside the boundaries of the game. Why did they refer to me as a core though? I was a player. Even if I was a player no longer, shouldn’t I be registering as an NPC? Cores were usually a reference to dungeons, or dungeon bosses, and I was no boss. Unless…I was.
I grabbed a player from behind and overpowered him in my arms while the Haros shot dead the other two.
‘Why are you hunting me?’
‘Hunting you? We didn’t even know you existed before ten hours ago.’
‘You called me a core but I’m a player, what did you mean?’
‘A player? How do you even know this is a game?’
I let him go and watched as he turned around to face me. ‘My name is Talves. I’m real,’ I started to say. I could hardly believe any of the words myself. My memories of Earth, of home, of my parents all flashed before my eyes but none of it felt real. Instead, it was like I was watching the same episode on repeat again and again and I felt nothing for the characters, nothing for the people I knew and the world I had left behind. I didn’t want to go back home, I didn’t want to disconnect.
‘Real as a blit I’m sure,’ the soldier said. I grabbed him by his collar and pushed my rifle against his ribs. ‘I lived in the Recovery zone, the year is 2071, maybe 72, I’m not sure how long I’ve been stuck here.’
‘More like a glitch,’ the soldier spat.
‘Where did you come here from!’ I demanded.
‘The city,’ he answered. I can hear his voice trembling.
I urged him to answer again, pressing the end of my rifle harder against his rib cage. ‘What city?’
‘The Spire, you know, the one with the aliens.’
‘And what do you think I am?’
‘We thought you were a remnant, some kind of dungeon boss, a human in control of the dome.’
‘I’m REAL! I’m a player just like you. I built my pod from scraps. Keen industries, old military components, a few pieces my grandpa had laying in his basement.’
‘Nice backstory, but if you were real there is no way you would be here.’
‘I woke up here. This is where the game started me. But it was different for me, maybe because my body was dying. I didn’t go through the normal cut scene: no Starlight Academy; no Adept; no Terminus.’
‘You know a lot about us,’ the soldier said. I could see the shock in his eyes, he was starting to believe me.
‘That’s because I’m real! I’m a player just like you. Can your ship hear me? Maybe there is a way to get me out?’
‘Reupload isn’t possible,’ the soldier said, trying to knock my rifle back away from his chest. Reupload was something I had heard before. Read about it in a science book. The idea was that once a human brain had been mapped – and that’s exactly what the pods did – it could be reconstructed with consciousness inside a virtual world and reuploaded into another body. It was the key to immortality. Thing was, no one ever got it right. No consciousness had ever lasted more than fifteen seconds without a body to come back to. I was an anomaly.
‘Tell them I don’t want to fight. Tell them what I am! My name is Talvis Smith, my friends and family call me Talves. My father’s name is Liam and my mother’s name is Adeye,’ I grabbed the soldier’s coms.
‘They know what you are. Boss wants you gone. This world belongs to the Dark Affinity. Not some dead kid you are trying to imitate.’
I fired and cursed letting his body fall to the ground. He was still alive. I motioned for the Haros to grab hold of him. They saw me the same way I saw the game. I had questions. He had answers.
‘What planet is this?’ I demanded.
‘I don’t know, I wasn’t given that information. All I know is we are in the Cold Zone. Hardcore mode.’
‘How many of you are there? Where did you get your training?’
‘Are you kidding? We’re vets. Originals. We’ve been taking out maggots like you in the real and VR since basic.’ He spat in my face and the Haros grabbed him tighter, breaking several of his bones.
‘Hold,’ I ordered, not wanting the player to be forced out because of our recklessness, ‘I asked how many of you there are.’
‘I’m done answering questions. Get this over…’
Haros pulled him tighter and the player let out a scream. I was sure others were coming now.
‘Argo, did you manage to hack into his coms?’ I asked, knowing that because of our interaction earlier the Argo should have been fed a link to the soldiers’ coms.
‘There are fifty-seven members of the Dark Affinity. Thirty of whom are still in orbit around the planet monitoring the situation and preparing reinforcements.’
‘How much time do we have before the dome explodes?’
‘The Monitor is on its way. Project completion in two minutes.’
‘Are we clear of the blast radius?’
‘Negative.’
‘Thanks,’ I turned my attention back to the soldier, ‘I have one more question for you and I insist that you answer it honestly. What level do you see me as?’
‘So, you know about levels too, what kind of freaker are you?’
‘Answer the question and I’ll let you live. I overheard you saying that you like these avatars. Maybe you’ll somehow survive.’
‘You’re a level one hundred. Nothing like I’ve ever seen.’
I was freaking out. A level 100. How the hell did that happen?
‘Show me!’ I demanded, ‘make it visible.’
Talves

Hostile

Level 100




 
‘Show me more,’ I could feel something happening as I tightened my hold of his shoulder and pressed further into him. It was like I was absorbing his character’s strengths and weaknesses. I felt like I was infecting him as though I were some kind of virus and for one moment I could see my skills. Not all of them but enough to get a picture of how the game had distributed my 1500 skill points.
Adrenaline 50
Affinity (weapons) 20
Animal / Aquatic Expert 5
Attack Boost 55
Bleeding Resistance 70
Botany5
Capacity Boost 10
Capture / Tame 100 (Maxed)
Carving30
Charisma 10
Constitution 10
Critical Boost 10
Critical Affinity 20
Defense 55
Detection (stealth) 40
Evasion 60
Fire Resistance 10
Focus 20
Fortification 10
Guard 20
Hacking 5
Handicraft (crafting) 10
Heat Resistance 15
Health Boost 15
Hunting (survival) 100 (Maxed)
Hunger (cooking) 30
Intimidation 15
Luck 70
Mind’s Eye 10
Paralysis Resistance 20
Peak Performance 30
Piercing (Damage Boost) 30
Pilot 5
Poison Resistance 100 (Maxed)
Psionic 10
Recovery 55
Stamina 60
Sheath Speed (reflexes)20
Strength 30
Stun Resistance 60
Survival 100 (Maxed)
Tool Specialist 100 (Maxed)
 
I stepped back, relaxing my hold on the player.
‘Argo, since you tapped the soldier’s coms can you also hack their insight? I want to know what level they are.’
‘I do not understand your command Master Talves.’
I paused to think for a moment, ‘their minds, scan the soldiers’ bodies and look for an implant in their head, around the back of the eyes.’ It was a shot in the dark, but my guess was that if there was a realistic lore reason for why the game provided information to players, it would be an implant.
Argo paused for about fifteen seconds…‘Affirmative. I am detecting a small bio-organic implant.’
‘Hack it.’
‘Negative.’
‘What do you mean negative? You’ve never had any issues before?’
‘In order to hack a soldier’s neural interface I need time. At the moment if you are to wait any longer, you, the Haros, and Alvus will all be killed.’
‘All right…you just need the eye right?’
I pulled out my knife and moved it towards the soldier’s eye.
‘You said you weren’t going to kill me!’ he shouted…
‘I said I was going to let you live. You can live without an eye.’
It turned out he couldn’t. That, or I was just a really sloppy surgeon.
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Tether
TALVES

 
Level 100…how was that even possible? How had I managed to level up so much so fast? Even if it had been two years since I had woken up here, Level 100 seemed like a reach, unless I was gaining EXP for everything I was doing. From crafting, setting traps, for every creature a trap killed, for defeating the Haros, taming the Haros. It might explain why so many creatures seemed to either completely avoid me or run away from me now. The Haros understood what I was thinking but didn’t offer any words of advice. I’m not sure it cared. Alvus and Argo on the other hand were ignorant of levels. They had a rough idea that I was from another world but they didn’t quite grasp that this was all a game. I couldn’t blame them. Alvus was an animal, there was nothing like him in the real world, and Argo was a machine: an AI in a starship that was unlike any on my Earth.
The dome exploded behind us when we were just outside the blast radius. According to preliminary scans we had taken out about fifteen of the Dark Affinity soldiers. We managed to stay ahead of the other Dark Affinity soldiers until we were halfway back to the Argo. They ambushed us from behind forcing us to take cover in old world ruins. We thought we were done for, until the Monitor appeared from behind them, looking a lot like the Haros, and slaughtered them with its bare hands. The newly built drone was a far deadlier weapon than I had imagined it would be and I was grateful the AI was on our side.
By the time we made it back to our area the remaining soldiers had taken notice of our many perimeter defenses and were holding position outside the kill zone. The Monitor went first. It was massacre. When they were all clear I was sure that Dark Affinity were going to drop an orbital strike on us. Better to kill us first then risk anymore troops.
Hours passed as we made our way back inside our base and throughout that time nothing happened.
Once inside I placed the soldier’s eye on ice. I couldn’t see the implant, but I was hopeful that I had plucked it out. His death was too bad, actually. I hadn’t meant to lie. I also couldn’t have let the opportunity pass me by. At least the dead soldier would wake up back in the real world. If I lost an eye, then just like with my arm it would have to be replaced by cybernetics. 
The Argo immediately began scanning the eye and the process of understanding began.
‘Can we open a line of communication with the other ship?’ I asked.
‘Negative, they seem to be jamming all communication around the planet.’
‘What about…’
‘Negative.’
‘You don’t even know what I’m going to say.’
‘Negative.’
‘Okay, what’s for…’
‘Dinner will not be ready for several hours. I am unable to prepare a meal at this time as all my processing power is being used to speak and…’
The Argo went silent.
‘Talves. Level one hundred. Hostile. The Haros. Level three hundred. Hostile. Alvus. Level One hundred. Hostile. Argo. Starship. Hostile,’ the Argo’s systems shut down almost immediately after that and emergency power came back online along with a countdown across the main terminal which had turned black and red. Beside the countdown it read: update 1.6.1.’
I detected in myself a jealousy towards the Haros, who despite being my servant had a level of 300. I understood that my familiar and I would be equals, in fact, I appreciated that, but the Haros was still above and beyond what I could comprehend. When I started playing only a handful of players, mostly guild masters, had just hit level eighty after the Battle of the Blight. Rumors were just spreading about there being seventy-six quadrants. Now it looked like everyone I would be up against was playing at a pro level and my home was out of bounds in a place called ‘the Cold Zone’.
‘Systems rebooted…Thank you for your patience.’
All systems inside the Argo turned green.
‘What was that?’
‘A systems update. I have a better understanding of what you seek.’
‘A better understanding.’
‘I have analyzed the device hidden in the Dark Affinity soldier’s eye and copied it into my own system’s memory. His name was Tyler. He was thirty-three years old. He went to school in…’ the Argo went on until I told it to stop. It had everything. Memories. Privacy data. All of it. It was as if Tyler had become a part of the Argo. The implant was more than just a simple device providing insight into the different features of the game…it was a link to a player’s memories. A tether between this world and theirs.
‘Is there any way for you to see if I have one of those devices?’ I ask.
‘I have already scanned you, the Haros, and Alvus and found only one similar device hidden behind your right eye. The device, however, seems to be non-operational at this time.’
‘What happens if it turns on?’
‘I do not know.’
‘What happens if it’s damaged?’
The Argo was silent for a moment.
‘Without proper surgery and science skills you would not survive.’
‘Okay, how can I increase my surgery and science skills?’
The Argo was silent again…. ‘Practice.’
‘So, grinding…well, there aren’t a lot of cadavers for me to practice on, plus ripping out my own eye right now doesn’t really feel like a good option.’
‘Affirmative.’
‘What about the Monitor?’
‘No device detected.’
I was relieved to know that at least I had an implant. Maybe the fact that it wasn’t working was the reason I was alive. If it turned on and I was forced out of the game by some random line of code would I even exist? My body was gone. My soul? That was another question.
‘Argo, is there a way that we can talk to Tyler?’
‘You are talking to Tyler…all his memories are mine.’
That didn’t sound frightening.
‘Okay…’ I paused, wondering if the Argo harbored any ill will towards me for actually being the one to rip out Tyler’s eye, ‘tell me more about Dark Affinity.’
Quickly, the Argo filled us in. Dark Affinity was made up of actual military veterans who acted as paid mercenaries in the game. Subterfuge was their main thing. They worked behind the scenes infiltrating guilds with various members, real scary, shadowy stuff. They had access to Chel technology that gave them an edge over their opponents. They had cheated their way through events, devastated entire worlds, and, thanks to funding from a man named Corbin Wellington, the owner of Fera Space, they owned half the Spire. The scariest thing about them though was that no one, not any single player outside Dark Affinity, knew who they were.
Tyler had only recently been activated and called into action to join a group that would explore the Cold Zone. No other soldiers he met on the titan had been known to him from before a few months earlier. He also had no idea how they had managed to get into the Cold Zone. Their initiation began with their own in-game death, followed by a message in the real world, about a mission into somewhere called ‘underworld’. He was told that if they managed to survive they would have amnesia. Not even Argo could dig the memories of the underworld out of Tyler. Once they were fully initiated, they were given wealth beyond their wildest imaginations and new, stronger avatars. Members who weren’t infiltrating guilds and running around like normal players were mostly waiting on one of a variety of pleasure planets until they were called up.
According to Tyler’s memories, Dark Affinity had no idea that I was here. No idea they would discover a planet way out here. If anything, they expected that the game just went on and on…an endless array of space.
I presumed that the real Tyler was letting his commanding officers know of his demise and debriefing them on his encounter with me. What would they think? A level 100 human NPC that thought it was a player. Would they actually look into me or would they shut me down? I couldn’t imagine how dangerous the real-world percussions could be if people – if my parents – knew I was alive. Would they even believe me? Would they want to take the chance to see me? I felt that I’d changed so much since waking up here that I didn’t know if I could even be their son again.
Several more hours passed. At this point I assumed I was being studied: the object of a desire to understand, to know more. Dark Affinity continued to hold their position in orbit almost directly above us. I didn’t like it. The eye in the sky. I felt unable to leave the ship. Call me paranoid but I think that was what they were waiting for. They knew that so long as I was hiding I was no threat, just an object to be observed.
The Haros installed the power cells we had taken from the dome inside the STL drive of the Argo. There was more than enough power to make it to space but I still wasn’t sure the ship would hold. My original plan had called for us changing location again, moving towards a starship yard, making repairs, and building a small armada with several ships to watch over our planet and then more to explore the system we were in. I also knew there was another threat out there. One that had been silent for too long; one that I feared more than the Dark Affinity because it was unknown even to them… the Lintirmai.
‘Argo, search Tyler’s memories and see if there is a way for us to communicate with the ship in orbit.’
‘Negative.’
‘Search Tyler’s memories and tell me about the real world…tell me…’ I paused, there actually wasn’t anything I wanted to know. I knew Tyler wouldn’t have any memories of my parents and, besides, I was just fine believing that they had moved on with their lives. ‘Tell me about underworld, what is it?’
‘Those memories are lost…even to me.’
Argo’s voice seemed to transform. A part of me wondered if Tyler was somehow stuck in the game, inside Argo much like I was.
‘Argo…you said earlier you are Tyler. Is Tyler like me?’
‘No. Tyler’s memories exist but his consciousness does not.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘As Tyler is unable to make new memories or decisions he is not here. I have Tyler’s memories but they are only a single part of me….’
‘So, kind of like you have a book on Tyler whereas I’m a ghost.’
‘From Tyler’s perspective you are a ghost in the machine.’
‘Is there a way to sever a player’s link to the real world and keep their consciousness fully intact here…like mine?’
‘There is not enough information to answer that without studying your implant.’
That was what I thought. There never seemed to be enough information. The human mind was complex, constantly changing as neurons fired over and over again…. But my thoughts, my neurons were all a part of the machine, a part of the game. Without knowing more, without understanding myself, without making others see what I was there was no way I would survive long enough to venture into the stars. And I wasn’t ready to give up my life.
‘Argo…if you understood why it was that my implant stopped working could you reverse engineer it?’
The Argo was silent for a minute before finally responding, ‘Yes.’
***
The Haros stood in front of me with a biotek rifle pointed directly at my head. I must have been crazy. Neither Argo, Alvus, or the Haros approved of my idea but none of them moved to stop me. I sat with my elbows on a table in the medical bay holding a scalpel to my eye. In front of me was a 3D scan following my every movement: the scalpel; my head; a hologram of what the inside of my skull looked like. It showed exactly where I had to cut my optic nerve and having watched several dozen simulations I had piles of bandages and tools for emergencies.
I had injected the area around my socket with a local anesthesia but still…nothing prepares you for ripping out your own eye.
‘Three, two…’ I touched the scalpel to my bottom of my eye and immediately pulled away. It was cut. I could see the blood flowing down across my cheek. Odin had to lose his eye for wisdom. This was what it took…this was the price.
I tore the eye out. I didn’t die. I didn’t fall ill. The pain subsided in a few seconds and as soon as the Haros fired a shot from the biotek rifle at me the bleeding stopped. Quickly, I grabbed some glue and patched the cavity.
The Argo started processing the data inside my implant immediately.
‘Argo, what did you find? Do you have my memories?’
‘Negative but we have discovered the code that allowed separation of body and mind,’ Argo answered. That was enough, more than enough. Now it was just a matter of how to use that to our advantage.
‘Can you…’ I didn’t want to say it, after what I had lived through, the things that had been taken from me, ‘turn it into a virus? A signal that will cut a player off from the real? Just temporarily.’
‘Affirmative.’
‘Do it. I want them to understand me.’
I wanted to survive more than anything. If it meant forcing everyone to see the world from my perspective I would. If I could stop them from logging out I could show them I wasn’t lying. I was real. They would have to open a line of communication then. The only other choice would be for them to risk their lives, their actual lives in an attack.
And then too, I would be giving them something in return. Immortality.
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Gauntlet
BREQ

 
Back when Hannah and I had been playing Stormcaller I remembered very clearly how in one of our gaming sessions the two of us were overrun by a horde of orcs. The orcs had blocked us in, cornered us inside a massive castle and while I acted as a healer casting magic on her as she used sword and shield to constantly swing at them, there was no limit to their numbers. They came one after another, an endless horde that seemed impossible for us to beat. Why had the game made it impossible to win? Was it simply a test of endurance? When it was all over and my character ran out of magic, I couldn’t just stand and watch as they overwhelmed her. With nothing but a dagger and a staff I jumped in beside her.
Together, we fell side by side. That was when something strange happened. As we fell the spirits of our avatars came back to life on another plane. The level we had played was one that could not be won. Our characters were always destined to die. Together in this ethereal plane we were welcomed by a goddess of great unimaginable power, granted new bodies, and tasked by her to find a magical stone in a journey that took us back to the world of the living. I could see why Hannah loved the game so much. As we fell through the sky like falling angels, hand in hand, our bodies landed on the ground and we were more powerful than ever. It was a simple twist. One that allowed us to live on. When we eventually made our way back to the castle of our deaths we confronted the great orc king and made him pay for what he had done to us in our past life.
We never recovered the totem for the goddess. We had run out of time before finally facing the final boss but the adventure stayed in my mind.
I was an idiot. I thought we would be rescuing them but it turned out we were the ones in need of rescue. A few minutes after teleporting Isabella’s moon into our realm the bugs were back. Kira’s mech was under siege and a new variant of monster had joined the fight. This particular arachnid was spraying acid from its back end like web. With the mecha starting to melt, Kira opened the top part of the hatch and jumped out, using the grappling hook to swing over an army of bugs landing on the platform above me.
‘You okay?’ I shouted upward.
‘Yeah, did Nel get out?’ she asked, shouting down and looking through her scope at the melting mech as it became swarmed.
‘I am fine,’ Nel’s voice came from below us. With her little legs she had still managed to jump, fight, and climb to the bottom layer of the tower.
‘Way to survive, little MechaStein! All three of us back together again,’ Kira smiled.
‘Yeah, now how do we get off this rock?’
‘Gorge, you got a plan for that right?’ Kira asked through coms.
‘Affirmative, but there is an issue. The moon only knocked out half the FTC ships, the Ibanez is still under attack and coming to pick us up. Naomi has already set it up so they can use a gravity well to drag the moon behind them but if they get blasted we’re done for. Eternal night.’
His words…imagining it happening, losing the Ibanez, Hannah, Gray, all the other members of Novum. Even with half the FTC troops immobile it felt impossible for us to win. Dragging the moon behind the ship was just going to slow us down…And with another derelict vessel of unknown origin out there we had no idea if things were going to get worse.
‘Anything we can do?’ Kira was chewing her lip. I could see the frustration in her face as I looked up at her.
‘Negative. Make your way to the hangar back in Site A. We gotta get off this rock,’ Gorge answered.
‘Okay, so plan A wasn’t a total bust right, we still immobilized half their fleet. Next step is getting on that derelict ship and knocking out the signal so our lives aren’t in danger. Can the Ibanez hold off on tagging us? Maybe come back for us later?’ this was Chaz’s voice, he had been listening to everything as it happened all while guarding the gate, an act that was no longer necessary.
‘Negative, if the Ibanez doesn’t use a gravity well the shields we have containing the atmosphere won’t hold, the moon will become inhabitable, everything, including us, the bugs, and the animals will die,’ Gorge confirmed my greatest fear, ‘it’s up to us to get to the ship first. Identify the threat, kill it if there is one and cut off the signal.’
‘You got a ship fast enough?’ Kira asked.
‘Chaz is standing on top of it,’ I could almost hear Gorge smiling.
‘I’m what?’ Chaz cut in.
‘Right below the gate is a hangar. A dozen ships. Two of them made specifically for racing.’
‘You had ships made for racing and you let us…’
‘It’s all about trust.’
‘How fast are your ships?’
‘Faster than the piece of shit you flew last time.’
‘That piece of shit was experimental. One of the fastest…’
‘In that galaxy. Remember, these ships come from another realm.’
We were all silent for a moment as we began planning our next move.
Gorge walked Chaz through how to open the hangar buried under the gate. It was pretty clever. A few hidden switches and a several puzzles opened a door to a whole new chamber…
‘So, turn the little knob that looks like a cross to the left and pull…’
‘No, dammit, to the right!’ Gorge’s shouts echoed through the coms.
Chaz started laughing, ‘Yeah, I heard you the first time, just wanted to keep you on the edge of your seat.’
‘If you mess up it will set off a bomb that will kill you and destroy the hangar,’ Gorge said.
‘Yeah. Don’t worry. I’m not in the business of blowing myself up.’
‘Are you sure? You seem to have a knack for getting yourself in situations that are over your head,’ Gorge argued.
‘I’ve no idea what you are talking about.’
‘If you fall ass over kettle again we are not going to bail you out,’ Gorge answered.
‘That was one time, in a training sim and I didn’t know Gray had been the last one to use the room,’ Chaz argued back. I hadn’t been there but Chaz had gone into a training simulation after Lady Gray and forgotten to lower the difficulty rating. Had Gorge and Kira not stepped in to save him he would have been killed and lost his character progression. Months of hard work down the drain. Since we were on the other side of the world gate, that would have meant starting over on the other side of the galaxy. He probably could have joined the actual cupcake bomb squad or the crew of the Aria if Lady Gray let him retain his membership. Given the dangerous nature of our jobs, one or two respawns were never out of the question. I was lucky that my avatar had never been killed despite the many close calls I’d had. Still, I had never done anything quite as stupid as Chaz.
We could hear the hangar open as Kira, Nel, and I began our descent from the tower, sneaking around the far side from the swarm who continued to devour the mech. We were three hours away from Site A on foot but if Chaz could get one of the dropships in the air he could come pick us up in less than fifteen minutes. All we had to do was hold out, which was easier said than done.
‘Hangar door is opening up now,’ Chaz said proudly.
‘Okay, once its open you should see…’
‘This is fucking amazing!’ Chaz’s voice was ecstatic. He sounded like a kid who had just discovered candy for the first time.
‘Yeah…’ Gorge started, but was immediately cut off by Chaz’s excitement as he started to describe the hangar and the dozen exotic ships that Gorge had been hoarding inside.
‘I don’t know which one to pick! They are all so…’
‘Any, pick anyone and come get us!’ Kira interrupted his excitement.
‘I wish you guys could see this. Gorge has his own fleet here.’
‘Grab a dropship, the yellow one, pick up Breq and Kira then…’
‘Yeah. Affirmative. I’m on my way,’ Chaz answered, having almost forgotten that we would all be seeing the hangar once he rescued us. Descriptions could wait.
At the edge of a cliff we sat waiting, taking cover behind large cargo containers that had been filled with different metals. All a part of Gorge’s trade. It was no wonder he had managed to afford a shop on the Upsilon. If he wasn’t paying so much for his own life support in the real world I’m sure he could have funded Novum himself. Resources weren’t endless though. Despite having an entire moon this was still a sacred place. Mining was done by drones, autons, and the use of mech suits. Mostly this had been Trace’s operation but it was obvious Gorge had benefited.
‘Yellow one, right? I…don’t see it,’ Chaz’s voice came through coms right about the time the swarm was finishing with the mech. A few had started to turn towards us. Equipped with a silencer, Nel started taking them out slowly from cover but several of the bugs were lifting their heads. They were like hound dogs that had caught our scent.
‘Yellow, gold, it’s the first dropship on the right,’ Gorge yelled through coms. I could hear Aiko growling and Cass yelling as gunfire erupted from their location. The three of them had been holding off a group of feral Vrax for the last several hours and managed to hide themselves but with all the talking between us their location had been given away.
‘Gold, got it…how am I…?’
‘Inside the ship you’ll be able to open the top of the hangar. The entire ceiling will open up. It’s just a field above it so you shouldn’t run into any resistance.’
‘Thanks, I found it.’
‘Chaz, pick up Gorge, Cass, and Aiko first,’ I ordered.
‘But you guys are…’
‘We can hold out longer than they can, you know what a Vrax can do.’
‘Right. I hear you. I’ll pick them up and you on my way back.’
I could hear the engines engage through the coms. The sound of the dropship starting was similar to a starship jumping into STL. A low rumble followed by a whistle, similar to a turbo boosting a car. This time it was very distinct, clean. It sounded almost like a bird singing.
‘This is incredible,’ Chaz said as we looked out over the edge of the mountain top and saw a large field open up. It was the longest I had looked back. I could see almost Gorge’s entire compound surrounded by dozens of fields and fences. In the distance I could see creatures as tall as mountains roaming across the horizon like giants. Some were staring up at the stars while others went about their business their massive heads reaching towards shrubs and trees on the ground. Isabella’s aether cultivated the environment here.
In that short lapse of time I had forgotten to focus my attention towards the swarm and a large, three-legged bug had flown over our cover and forced me to the ground. I turned and fired several rounds from Ping into its stomach region as Kira and Nel turned and started firing at its wings. The creature fell down over the top of me. Too heavy to lift. A dozen more followed it as Kira and Nel turned their attention back towards the swarm. We had given away our position. As it turned out, we sucked at hiding. Both Kira and Nel started firing at every one that came close while using the dead creature that held me down as cover.
I was helpless. Stuck. I started to question why they even wanted me as part of their team. It seemed all I ever did was get them in deeper trouble and I felt like I didn’t contribute to the group at all.
No matter how hard I pushed I couldn’t move the bug from over the top of me. I tried to aim Ping from underneath the dead weight of the bug but couldn’t move into a position where I could hit anything.
‘Damnit!’ I shouted, ‘Kira, Nel, move to cover and let me draw their attention.’
‘We can’t leave you,’ Kira yelled back continuing to fire.
‘I have an idea,’ I said, laying Ping down at my side and drawing my knife out from my belt. I took a deep breath as they moved towards cover and I started to cut open the bottom of the bug. Entrails fells out and stomach acid fell across my armor, burning the surface. I was lucky it didn’t land on my face otherwise I would have lost a ton of HP. For now, I was still healing from the wisps of energy in the shrine. And I was pretty sure I was supporting a few buffs as well. Still, if I wasn’t strong enough to crawl my way out from under the creature’s weight I would use its body for cover. I tried to imagine I was back inside the serpent, cutting a hole inside the creature’s stomach, escaping the death that surrounded me. I thought of how I had wrapped my body in the skin of the creature and dived through a small ocean of acid. I held my breath and closed my eyes.
The inside of the bug was like soft pudding once it was empty of organs. Once I started to climb through its exoskeleton I took my knife and cut again, picking up Ping and firing at the swarm as they passed over me. I felt them knock the bug carcass around across the ground. Closer to the edge. I didn’t care if I went down. All I cared about now was that Kira was safe.
Blasts of red energy flew overhead, targeted at the swarm.
‘You’re going to make a bad habit of crawling through dead things,’ Gorge’s voice said. I heard Aiko’s growl as she jumped in front of the opening I was firing from and began tearing apart several of the swarm. She was in battle mode, her entire body black like a wolf, hardened skin like armor, small green spikes lined her back and her tail. They were poisonous and instantly paralyzed anything they touched. I took my knife and cut a hole wide enough to crawl out of. I was saved. Kira and Nel were already inside the dropship when I turned towards them and saw the side of it opening.
Gorge was on a mini-gun. I could almost hear Ride of the Valkyries playing in the background as I began running towards them. Tripping at the last minute, I saw Kira throw me the grappling hook and I used it to pull myself in. As I fell aboard the dropship, Aiko jumped in too, an insect’s leg in his mouth like a dog bone, he dropped it and immediately began licking my face while Kira made a comment about not letting me fall again. As the dropship began to turn away Gorge threw several dozen grenades down towards the rising swarm while Cass, Kira and Nel continued to fire at the ones that could fly and spit acid. The entire mountain top lit up with fire.
‘Nice job,’ Gorge said. It was great to see him, Aiko, Cass, everyone back together again. 
***
We landed back in the hangar in about fifteen minutes. Chaz’s rescue op had been a complete success. As we started to land I was startled to see the ships were just as amazing and exotic as Chaz had let on. Mostly fighters in various colors. Each looked just as fast if not faster than the Red Asterisk. They each shared a similar sporty design as well.
‘Pick a ship, doesn’t matter which one, I’m already working on programming a path to the derelict,’ Gorge said messing with a holographic interface on his wrist.
‘What about the FTC?’ Kira asked.
‘What about them? They won’t be able to keep up with us.’ Gorge smiled.
‘And the shields?’
‘We’ll have about three seconds to clear the shields. Trust me.’
I walked over towards a yellow ship, because it was the one that most reminded me of the Red Asterisk. Kira and Nel picked a red and black one respectively, Gorge a green one, Cass one that was black and white, and Chaz picked a light blue one. As I climbed into the cockpit Aiko followed behind me.
There was a small place behind my seat for storage and had I not been so worried about what was coming I would have been laughing as Aiko attempted to shrink down in size to fit, squishing in back behind my seat and wriggling her way in, pouting the whole time. I gave her a slight pat on the head and started the ship’s systems. Little blue wisps of energy flowed around the two of us. Aiko tried to bite one, crossing her eyes as it disappeared into the air around us. I could feel the aether flowing through the control panel and through my skin as I created a link.
‘This isn’t a normal ship,’ I said.
‘No, they aren’t. Each ship has a core inside of it. Each core is kind of like the soul of an animal. Think of it like this…when a starship crashes it turns into a big dungeon. The bigger the ship the larger the dungeon. These little guys, if they crash they turn into mimics, or little one-room dungeons,’ Gorge explained best he could.
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When we took off I didn’t feel like I was flying. It was more like riding a dragon. I was in control but at the same time the ship was doing all the work and I was nothing more than a conduit. I could feel the aether moving my body, my hands, my legs, into the correct positions. No, I was the one doing it, guided by the aether, guided by instinct.
Each and every one of us had the same experience, it was like a body high as we took off in a V formation for the dark sky.
‘Shields open in three, two…’
A hexagonal shape opened in the sky and we flew through it with ease. As I looked back I could see it close immediately behind us, no harm done. In the darkness of space, I could see the Ibanez ahead of us. Seven large titans, belonging to bounty hunters, FTC, and the Crimson Kings were also on radar, which showed as a holographic display. The Ibanez and our guild’s other ships were only a few minutes ahead of them now, pulling Isabella’s moon behind them with what was basically a super powerful tractor beam. How badly I wanted to stop, to turn and help them. We were all heading in the same direction. All of us running towards the signal, the derelict ship. If we didn’t manage to take it down, to stop it all of us were going to die.
Gorge’s ships were fast. We blew past the Ibanez in a matter of minutes and we could even see our target on our radar. It was a titan. Preliminary scans showed it was unoccupied, no life support, many of the systems were offline or damaged. It also had no shields. The only thing it was doing wrong was killing us slowly, the signal washing over us like radiation.
‘Five minutes out,’ Gorge’s voice said.
‘No life signs,’ Cass confirmed.
‘Doesn’t mean no drones,’ Kira reminded us.
For another minute we flew in silence. We stayed in a V formation for the most part but both Kira and Chaz broke away on two occasions to test their ships’ maneuverability. I watch them do barrel rolls and boost ahead of us.
‘Guys, are you seeing what I’m seeing?’ I noticed a small blip coming up behind us on radar.
‘Boogie on our six, I see it,’ Gorge confirmed.
‘How are they getting out to us so fast?’ Chaz asked.
Cass responded, ‘Artifact ship, looks lightweight, fighter, heavily armed.’
‘How long until they catch up?’ Kira asked.
‘They’re catching up now! Take evasive maneuvers!’ shouted Gorge.
The ship that came up behind us was just like Cass had anticipated: an artifact ship. A unique item that would have been almost impossible to come by. The ship itself didn’t use an STL drive or aether but was instead powered by an almost game-breaking mechanism: the trapped core of a Hollow. It moved fast. Just as fast as us. When we started to evade it, I could see Chaz and Kira both breakaway at the same time. Cass got hit but didn’t go down, instead she spun and fired back.
‘Give up; this is not your fight,’ a voice came through our coms. Less than ten seconds later the small fighter fired on Cass, disabling her ship. Thank the gods, she was alive.
‘Who are you?’ Gorge demanded.
‘Rehmi,’ the voice responded, ‘and I’m here for the kid’s head.’
I tried to think if the name sounded familiar but it didn’t.
Gorge answered back, ‘what kid? Nothing but old men here.’
‘Breq…I’m coming for you,’ Rehmi’s voice was deep, full of hatred.
‘Who did you piss off now?’ Kira’s voice came through.
‘Dunno, maybe he has me confused.’
Rehmi was quickly catching up to us. I tried not to look back but to continue on mission. At this point we were all in a race to get to the derelict first. With Cass’s ship disabled it was only a matter of time before her life support ceased and we lost her for good.
‘Look, you do realize if we don’t shut down the signal coming from that ship we’re all dead right? No one can logout of the game,’ I said.
‘I know,’ Rehmi replied before a loud static sound shut off all communication between our ships. The last thing I heard was, ‘I don’t care.’
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‘Yes,’ I confirmed. It was clever. Our coms were cut but we could still assign quests and quest objectives to one another through the game’s interface. A nice loophole.
Standing out as a lighter colour against the blackness of space the ruined titan looked like it had been built for straight stealth and recon missions. It had a design that was very aerodynamic but I couldn’t imagine it flying in the atmosphere of a planet. Still, to each their own, starships could, for the most part, be designed however a player wanted. It was probably made in this particular image as homage to airships used by the real-world military. It reminded me of an SR-71 on a much larger scale.
Gorge moved in to disable Rehmi’s ship when Rehmi began mocking us through the coms. ‘You think you guys have a chance? Don’t worry, once I take you out I’ll shut down the signal myself. I might even give your guild a fighting chance. Not that you deserve it for the lives you destroyed on Rem and Orithyia.’ His intentions were clear. He wanted us dead. He wanted our guild to suffer. He was the opposite of a hero, despite having just as good a chance as us to save everyone. He might as well have been a real serial killer.
I had dreamed of being a hero since I was a little kid. The kind of person I wanted to be…the kind of people I looked up to. My father, my mother, they had told me again and again that I could go the distance. Even when living on the streets, I knew that I had to find my way. Meeting Damien, becoming a player, I had saved countless NPCs and animals, and not just because I was on a quest. When we went after Skull-Faced Man it wasn’t just for vengeance, we knew we had to stop him for the sake of others.
‘You are out of your mind,’ I said hoping Rehmi could hear me.
‘You, you’re the worst of all of them. My brother Set, he gave you a chance. A chance to join the Crimson Kings and you destroyed our lives.’
‘I didn’t kill Set, Ra did, your own leader. He killed Set and used Set’s artifact to try and kill us.’
‘Kill you? You were nothing, not even a blip, but you managed to escape a guardian, you managed one feat that no one else had ever done and became an overnight sensation. You think you deserved that penthouse, those sponsors? Your entire guild has been a shadow cast over lesser players for too long. It’s time to put you in your place.’
‘So, you’re just angry we got noticed!’ I screamed in frustration. It was true, before escaping the Spire on the run from a guardian I was nobody, just another player scraping by. Still, it wasn’t like much of that fame stuck. Sure, we were still streaming but our audience of millions had turned to thousands, dipping as low as single digits over the last few months. We were all in the same sinking boat.
‘Rehmi, if you shoot any of us down we are going to die. That is not the same as losing a battle in the game. What happened to your brother sucks but it’s not like he couldn’t start another game. We need your help. This side of the gate there is an enemy…’ the coms cut out as Gorge and Kira began maneuvering around Rehmi. I was far ahead of them but still able to watch on radar as they barrel-rolled and fired. Rehmi retaliated disabling Kira’s ship and sending her spinning out.
‘My brother is dead. He lost everything when he was defeated. Years of working his way from nothing to the top. Ra never forgave him for his loss. You know what happens to people like us when we can’t even join raider groups? The only thing we had was one another…’
Rehmi’s ship turned towards Gorge and started chasing him. Unable to shake his opponent, Gorge flipped 180 degrees and started firing. Neither were playing around: each and every blast of energy fired was meant to kill the other. The two ships were playing chicken and when neither moved until the last second, they scraped sides. The wing on Gorge’s ship tore off and flew into the void of space. Gorge’s forward thrusters ignited, scorching the top half of Rehmi’s ship, turning it black.
I could hear him yelling through the coms. The only channel open was between the two of us and I was begging him to stop.
Rehmi’s ship turned, firing again at Gorge at close range. For a moment I feared the worst as Gorge’s cockpit broke away like an ejection seat. Rehmi’s ship collided with what was left of Gorge’s and I saw nothing but a giant fireball as the holographic radar display cut in and out. Gorge was alive, floating in a life suit in space but Rehmi’s ship, heavily damaged, survived.
‘My brother…was a hero. He did everything he could to protect me from the world he had become a part of. While I was playing the game, hunting bounties for NPCs, fetch quests for settlements, crafting water distilleries on dry worlds, he was busy throwing his life into danger time and time again in boss raids, dungeons, and artifact hunts. He survived one adventure after another until he met you.’
I was thankful Rehmi had yet to kill any of us. Chaz and I were the only two left. Chaz was right behind me as we made our final approach to the titan. I could see the source of the signal. A drone attached to the side of the vessel. A few clean shots and I could free us all. After that it wouldn’t matter if Rehmi got his revenge. Even if we all failed we would still make it out into the real alive.
‘Rehmi, let me stop the signal. Let me end this. After that you can have me. Take me back to the Crimson Kings, get the bounty on my head. Just let me do this,’ I begged. I hated being whiny. I hated having my back against a wall but I could see he was catching up to us and Chaz wasn’t half the pilot Gorge or Kira had been.
‘My brother is dead because of you…’
‘It’s A GAME!’ I shouted.
‘They came after him, after us because of you…’
‘They? What are you talking…?’
‘Fera, they watched you. They gave my brother a chance. They sent him to underworld and he never came back. We lost everything. I was starving, we couldn’t pay rent, just playing the game wasn’t enough to make ends meet. The Kings wouldn’t take him back. He signed his life away because of you.’
‘Fera Space? What did they do?’
‘Like you don’t know…we all watched you disappear for seven hours. You don’t get it. The backdoor you found, the gateway. You know how many people have tried to replicate what you did?’
‘I lost my memories,’ I argued back. It wasn’t my fault. I couldn’t control what others saw or did.
‘The key to immortality…they said it would change the world. All because of some lost code you found.’
‘Rehmi, please…we have to trust each other. If we are going to…’
‘Fera, the FTC, they are one in the same and they have taken the Spire.’
‘Rehmi, listen…stop!’
Rehmi’s ship was catching up to us. It would only be a matter of seconds between my making the shot and Chaz providing a distraction.
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‘I got it!’ I shouted to myself, watching the drone blow apart, pieces flying away from the hull of the titan.
Rehmi let out a scream and the coms cut off again. Chaz turned his ship, it looked like he was planning to copy the same maneuver as Gorge. Another game of chicken. Chaz knew what he would lose but now that our lives weren’t at risk it was an easy decision to make. There was no hesitation as the two ships collided. Chaz’s starfighter exploded. The threat was gone. I couldn’t wait to get back into the real world and congratulate Chaz on his victory.
Coms came back online.
‘Breq, Breq, can you hear me…? That wasn’t it. The signal…It didn’t stop,’ Kira’s voice cried.
I looked back again and felt my heart sink into my chest. Chaz was gone.




22.

Doomed User
TALVES

 
‘Carry on,’ I ordered Argo. It had been a week since the Dark Affinity ship had stopped in orbit above my world. The Haros had promised me the power of creation, but so far that had meant nothing. All I had were the same automations and tech I always had. That and my own implant…ripped from my own eye. It took me a few days to get used to being half blind. Argo even printed a little carbon-fiber pirate patch for me to wear after I broke a mirror in one of the bathrooms. How I had aged. My hair had turned darker, I had facial hair, one eye, and even wrinkles had formed under my eyes. I was too young for this. Too young to have this much weight, pressure of an entire world on my shoulders. No, it wasn’t really mine. Even if I died and the Dark Affinity took this world it wouldn’t amount to much. Just another land grab. But, this was my home for two years now, the Argo my palace, the ruins my lands, even the animals that I hunted I had grown to love and protect.
I sang the opening lines of Come Little Children. A drone launched from the Argo was carrying with it the signal that would stop other players from logging in and out of the game. I had hesitated, hoping they would leave. Hoping I wouldn’t have to go to this kind of extreme.
‘Hush little children, it has to be this way.’ I couldn’t remember all of the words…it had been years since I had heard the song. I could remember my mother singing it to me once before listening to my father scream about how depressing it was. Truth was it was my favorite. That memory, that moment in which I wasn’t afraid. That line about shadows.
I watched from the observation room on the top of the Argo as the drone detached from a missile and began flying upward. From a holographic display I watched it attach itself to the outside of the Dark Affinity’s titan. Once I received confirmation that it had managed to attach itself successfully without being detected I waited and sent a message to their crew.
‘My name is Talves. This is my world. Consider yourselves warned. This is no longer a game. Try to log out and you will see that you cannot. If you wish to survive you will depart in your ship now.’
‘What if they don’t respond? What if they don’t listen?’ The Haros asked.
‘Then I will show them what it means to mess with things beyond their understanding,’ I answered. I didn’t actually want to kill anyone. That wasn’t my intention, but if I had to I would to protect myself, my world. Still, the Haros knew me well and looked at me in question. Killing them inside the dome when their lives weren’t really in danger was not the same as this.
‘What if they attack?’
‘Their ship is just a freighter. They might have mechs onboard for a ground assault but their ship wasn’t made to glass a planet. They are a recon team. Veterans, older players, smart players. They will answer my call…’ I tried to reassure myself but the Haros was right. What would I do if they didn’t leave? I had spent hours, days now thinking about just that but I was so sure it wouldn’t come to that.
‘I am not a killer,’ I said turning towards the Haros.
‘You had no problem hunting me,’ the Haros called me out.
‘You aren’t living…at least at the time I didn’t think of you as…’
‘I am as alive as you.’
‘I understand that now, that still doesn’t mean I am willing to kill them.’
‘I am…and I will.’
‘I won’t let it come to that,’ I answered.
‘And how will you stop me?’
‘I stopped you once. You are my servant remember.’
‘I serve your purpose. Your divinity.’
‘So, are you saying that it is my will that they die?’
‘It is your intention to rule this world. Your rule is what gave birth to my new form. It is your will that I serve. I do not believe that you will back down should this turn into a fight of wills.’
‘You’re right, but there is always another way. I died once already I have no intention of letting it happen again. They will see the way.’
‘And when they don’t they will meet their fate as humanity had in the past, death by hubris.’
I would kill the Haros if he stepped in my way but I was sure that he wouldn’t. Despite his obvious solution to the problem we had, I knew there had to be another way. Born out of a violent fight to the death he was, I couldn’t blame him for seeing the world the way he did.
‘We hear you,’ the voice of what sounded like a younger man in his twenties came through the Argo, ‘what are you?’
I wanted to cry. Hearing another human voice sent chills down my spine.
‘I am Talves, listen…’ I paused. I had run through this so many times in my head, what I would say, what I was, how I would explain, ‘I’m alive. I’m a player. I’m trapped in the game.’
‘We know,’ his answer was short, his voice shallow. We know, what the hell did he mean by that? If they knew, why had they stayed above in orbit, threatening my world, a shadow cast over me?
‘Then you know I need you to leave; this world is mine.’
‘No.’ His response came without hesitation.
‘What do you mean no?’
‘No.’ He repeated again, ‘we are not leaving.’
I sat there for a moment in disbelief, confusion. They had reached out. They knew what I had done. They knew they couldn’t log out of the game. Why were they still here?
‘I will release you from the game when you leave.’
‘You won’t. We know what you are.’
I bite my lip trying my best to calm my mind. I had to be smart. I had to stay one step ahead of them. Whatever game they were playing with me now made no sense. Why did they refuse to listen?
‘Yes, I will. You have my word. I can stop the signal anytime. I wanted you to understand. I am alive.’
‘We understand. We refuse to leave.’
‘If you stay you will die. You won’t survive more than a day in the pods.’
‘We are aware of the situation.’
‘Leave my world now!’ I demanded.
There was silence. Were they calling my bluff? They must have tried a dozen ways to logout to send a message to the outside world by now just like I had. I could remember the shock. When I woke up inside the game. The Argo only being able to access limited information from the outside world.
‘We should attack,’ the Haros said.
‘No, stand down, they will leave. Life is precious. They won’t stay.’
Another three hours passed in silence.
The sun was setting.
‘This is your last chance,’ I said, ‘I will not let you stay.’
There was no answer.
‘Master Talves. It appears several dropships have disembarked from the titan’s hangar and are on a path towards our current location,’ the Argo informed me. So that was their plan. They were coming to attack me.
‘The signal is not going to stop even if you destroy me, destroy this ship. By now it has infected your entire ship. Even if you remove the drone you will be trapped until I give you the command keys to shut it down.’
I double checked my coms to make sure they were receiving my message. The channel was open. They were listening to every word.
‘What do you think they are planning?’ I asked looking towards the Haros.
‘Kill or capture. Either way they will overpower us.’
‘No. It can’t happen this way. I showed them. I SHOWED THEM.’ I began screaming and hit my fist against a wall. I was bleeding. I had almost forgotten how real it felt.
‘We need to move the ship,’ the Haros said.
‘No. We stand our ground. They will leave.’
‘There is less than a fifteen percent chance of success,’ the Argo interjected.
Was that enough to gamble my life, that of the Haros? Argo? Alvus? The players were coming for me despite the fact that they knew they could die.
‘How long until they land?’
‘Twenty minutes,’ the Argo answered.
‘Launch several missiles at their dropships. Maybe when they see we are a real threat they will fall back,’ the Haros suggested.
‘No. Let them come. Argo…Is the key ready?’
I was losing my mind. I felt broken. Why wasn’t anyone listening to me? I had showed them, proven to them I was real and yet they were still moving against me. What was it going to take? I could feel my mind slipping. If they wouldn’t help me I would help them.
I disengaged as many of the traps and defenses around the ship as I could from the bridge. I could feel my heart racing, my eyes tearing up. I had done the wrong thing. I should have let them leave on their own. They would have grown tired of watching me from orbit eventually. Written me off as some kind of strange dungeon boss, an anomaly, and everything would have gone back to normal. Life would have returned to normal.
I motioned for the Haros to follow me to the armory. Since analyzing the implant found in the back of my eye I had spent several nights reading and looking over the code. The Argo had designed the signal that kept players from logging out of the game but I had managed to take it one step further. I turned the code into a bullet, a wave of energy that would rush over a player and infect them like a virus. I called it the M.E.K. Master Encryption Key. The prototype had been combined with my original biotek rifle.
One shot to sever their connection. A second shot to copy their consciousness and kill them. The weapon could work with or without the signal. Their bodies would die just like mine had. I wasn’t exactly sure if it would look like a heart attack or brain damage in the real world but the outcome would be the same. With their consciousness copied like mine they would understand and I could give them immortality.
And when I was ready I would free them; their souls would live here in paradise. The Argo could recreate their bodies like a respawn and upload their consciousness inside of them. If that kind of application could only work in the real world I wouldn’t be stuck here but since this WAS my reality I had to make the best of it. 
***
They stormed the Argo like it was a beach at Normandy. I couldn’t count how many there were as the dropships landed and opened up. Soldiers, hundreds of them began running in. Not all of the Argo’s defenses had shut down. Our turrets tore dozens of them apart.
The lost, the forgotten. I would search their bodies for clues as to who they might have been but the Dark Affinity had no tags, no I.D.s, they were ghosts. Their Hollows would haunt my Earth for years.
I had three functional M.E.K.s created. I had hoped for more, to somehow arm the entire Argo with them. It was never my intention for them to die. No. I just…had to show them the way.
The first wave came at us from the front of the hold. Two shots each. A total of three hundred and fourteen shots.
The second wave blew a hole in the side of the Argo. I was too late to save them from Alvus. My familiar was not kind, not the way I was.
The third wave was the last. They came out through random cracks in the ventilation, hiding behind storage containers, and inside empty rooms. They were more like rats than men. The lucky ones whom I hunted through the corridors were saved but I had forgotten the Monitor was waiting in our starboard hangar. It was a massacre. They didn’t stand a chance against the monster I had created.
When it was over, I walked back towards the bridge. My armor, helmet, even my rifle, were covered in their blood. There had been many times I had faced someone point blank, firing the second shot into the chests of wounded soldiers. They begged me for mercy…and mercy I gave them.
I set my helmet on the terminal in the bridge. My eyes were filled with tears as I did my best to hold myself together in front of Alvus and the Haros. The Haros had already thought my actions had shown too much weakness. I didn’t like that. The Haros would have to be dealt with or sent away. I couldn’t risk keeping him here on my side, watching, judging. If I was going to remake this world, make the game the way I wanted, I would need him out of the way. There was more at stake…Dark Affinity was just the beginning. More players would come. Whether by mistake or deliberate attack. Cause and effect. My actions would not go unnoticed.
‘How many did we save?’ I asked the Argo.
‘Thirty-two,’ the Argo answered. 
No, it had to be wrong. More than a hundred soldiers had attacked us, that was less than half…something had gone wrong. I glared over towards the Haros. Had he betrayed me? I had given him one of the M.E.K rifles and yet I could see his blade was covered in blood.
‘In the darkest parts of this world you told me that you were my servant, my slave, that I had made you a part of me,’ I said my eyes looking down at the bloodied blade.
‘I am your will incarnate,’ the Haros answered.
‘And if I ordered you to die what you would you do?’
‘I do not believe that to be your will.’
‘And if it is?’
The Haros hesitated to give me a reply. That was enough for me. All the assurance I needed to see through the creature’s lies.
I fired the M.E.K into the Haros’s chest. I wasn’t quite sure what it would do to an NPC, a creature of this world. What connection would it sever? The Haros looked at me in shock. It was the first time I could remember seeing any kind of real emotion in its face. Tears were falling from my eyes now as I hesitated. Too many had died. It wasn’t acceptable. It wasn’t. I wasn’t a monster and I wasn’t going to be ruled by a monster…or betrayed. Alvus stood at my side growling at the Haros, ready once again to rip its throat out just as we should have at the bottom of the dungeon Acheron.
‘The power of creation is in my hands…’ I said firing a second shot. The Haros was melting away. I could smell its flesh burning. I wasn’t sure if the Haros actually cried out ‘No,’ as it happened or that was just something I heard only in my head. Either way it was done.
‘Sir, the titan is attempting to leave the orbit of the planet. Would you like me to stop them?’ the Argo asked without a single acknowledgement of what I had just done. Sometimes it was easy to forget it was no more than a machine, another tool that belonged to me.
‘Send them a message…All of this world is mine. It is off-limits. If this should end in fire we shall all burn together. You have been warned.’ I finished. Hopefully, that would be enough to keep them away, at least for a while. They would understand. Haros had made sure.
My mind was broken…A hero, that’s what I ought to be…when they found me again they would be proud, they would celebrate with me, they will thank me. They would see this world the way I see it. Paradise. This was the way, this was the only way to immortality. But not like this, not with blood, not with death. Not with broken limbs. The Haros had beat them, murdered them without so much as a single cell of mercy. The Argo had become a pit, a dungeon, soaked in sweat, tears, and the smell of copper. This couldn’t be my home, this couldn’t be what I had created. This wasn’t winning.
I let out a scream.
‘Argo, their ship! It’s still sending out the signal isn’t it? Shut it down, shut it down now!’
‘Negative, the ship is currently on approach to the world gate. We are unable to shut the signal down from our current location.’
‘No…if they pass through the gate what happens?’
‘They will perish and the signal will continue to run as it passes into the quadrants. It will reach populated regions in roughly three months’ time.’
‘Which regions?’
‘The most likely location is what you know as The Spire.’
‘That will be war.’
My worst nightmare was coming true.
‘Options?’ I asked.
‘Weapon systems.’
‘Destroy their ship?’
‘Negative.’
‘Destroy the gate…’ I couldn’t believe what I had been led to conclude.
‘Affirmative.’
‘What happens to the survivors on the ship?’
‘They will starve unless we are able to get to them.’
‘Your weapons aren’t online, how are we…’
‘The Haros repaired my weapons system in the time you were receiving medical attention.’
‘Damnit,’ I shouted, slamming my first against a terminal. I would never escape the shadow of that monster.
‘Will our weapons really reach it in time?’
‘Affirmative.’
‘Why, why did the Haros do this?’
‘This was a contingency. It had been clear since the moment that the two of you met that one day you would be faced with a choice. The choice to protect yourself or perish. The Haros would not allow you to perish.’
‘Don’t do it. Let them go. Let war come.’
The Argo was silent for a moment before answering me, ‘Negative. The Haros activated the contingency before the moment of his death. The gate is gone.’
Oh God, I had made a mistake.




26.

Core
BREQ

 
What does mercy mean to a being like Skull-Faced Man? All the death, all the carnage he had left in his wake. How many had to die before he gave us even a clue to his purpose. Was he really just a broken toy wandering the galaxy? A deadly glitch hardwired into the game? A part of me wished it was that simple. There was, however, no way that out here on the edge of space, inside the Cold Zone, a signal keeping us from logging out wasn’t related to Skull-Faced Man. We were closer than ever to finding out about his origins and I was pretty certain the truth was going to be far worse than anything we had imagined so far. This derelict ship had come from the Spire, of that I was certain. It would have been sent out roughly three, maybe four, years ago. I recognized the design from early shots of the game Gorge had shown me. I recognized the ship as a titan, the kind used during the Battle of the Blight. The ship’s dark texture made me think it was used as recon or stealth. Whoever had taken it down was more powerful than anyone or anything we’d faced before. The whole setup gave me chills.
Nel had managed to fix Kira’s ship and she was able to pick up Cass and Gorge. By the time I landed my ship inside the hangar of the derelict they were on their way back to help the Ibanez. The derelict titan was called the Nero. Rumors always seemed to have some semblance of truth it seemed. Some had said that on the other side of the gate was Earth and a ship filled with ghosts. Hollows. Hundreds of them according to preliminary scans. This wasn’t going to be easy but nothing worth doing ever was.
‘Breq, this is Hannah, can you hear me all right?’ her voice calmed my nerves as it echoed in my helmet. The top half of my cockpit lifted up and I began to climb out, grabbing some gear from under the seat: a few stims; an extra battery pack for my rifle; water; and a protein bar. Gorge was never without food, even in the direst situations he was always prepared. The kit also contained a small grappling hook that attached nicely over my wrist. It felt like the kit had been custom made for me. The only thing I couldn’t make use of was a small 3-D printer in the back, under what was Aiko’s seat.
Aiko growled as I split the protein bar with him. One last treat for my friend. My heart was racing as I ordered Aiko to stay with the ship. It was one order my familiar would not follow. I wanted nothing more than to turn back and mourn the death of my friend. Chaz was too young for this. This wasn’t something he should have been a part of. We never should have let him be a part of this. This was meant to be a game but now the stakes were life and death. How many more would die before we turned the signal off? If Bane wasn’t an open system the developers would have stepped in by now but ever since Bane became a part of the cloud, it had escaped from any control.
‘Breq?’ Hannah’s voice came back through the coms.
‘I hear you,’ I confirmed. I wasn’t sure what else to say. In that moment I was wishing I could just logout and crawl back into bed with her. I couldn’t accept that the last time we had held one another had been almost twenty hours ago. How the day had come and gone. It felt like a lifetime had passed us by. From one event to another, I couldn’t believe how short a time it had been. Racing across Tau; meeting the dungeon avatar Olm; pulling Gorge’s moon-sized world from one realm to another. Even now, Lady Gray’s fleet was only moving so slowly because we insisted on saving that world as our two dimensions folded over the top of one another. I was more afraid for my friends than ever. Towing Gorge’s world behind them had turned them into a slow-moving target and the Spire troops and mercenaries were catching up quick. If I didn’t do something soon, real lives were going to end.
‘We’ve tried contacting the Spire fleet but we’re still being ignored. Only a handful of their ships have received our message and less than a quarter have backed off. The message isn’t getting around. No one is trying to log out of the game. They think we are trying to trick them,’ Hannah’s voice sounded like she was crying.
‘Keep trying,’ I said.
‘They are turning on each other.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘The ones that have tried to log out, the ones that listened to our message are being fired upon. None of them trust us and they are acting like we implanted spies into their network.’
‘It doesn’t matter. Keep looking forward. We have to try.’
‘We don’t have a lot of time before their ships overtake us.’
‘I’m inside the titan now. All I need is a few minutes.’
‘Gorge said there is an implant in the ship’s survival kit you can inject yourself with. It will give you twenty minutes of night-vision before wearing off. Be careful down there.’
‘I found it,’ I said, taking the implant and needle and injecting it into the side of my neck. It hurt like hell and there was nothing to dim the pain. Once it was in place it only took about thirty seconds to kick in. I could see everything clear as day. The inside of the derelict titan was a wreck. It looked like they had scavenged parts from dropships inside the ship to try and repair their vessel. They must have had a few engineers onboard when disaster had overtaken them. I managed to find a small interface. The ship belonged to a guild called the Dark Affinity. No AI onboard. It was completely manual. Their STL drive had been seriously damaged near an M-Class planet. All of their logs were gone. Whoever attacked them was an expert at hacking. This ship was never going to make it home.
All I could do was think about how bad the situation was becoming. My entire guild was retreating back aboard the Ibanez minus the few who had been killed. I didn’t know their names yet and still I felt responsible for every single one of them. Crossing At Eternity wasn’t entirely my idea but I had sat at the table when the decision was made.
The FTC were back in action and catching up to the Ibanez as it dragged Isabella’s world behind it. It was only a matter of time now.
‘Breq, listen…’ Hannah started. I didn’t want to hear anymore. I knew what was at stake and I knew I was the only one that had made it far enough to make a difference. Entering the Nero was a suicide mission. Even if I managed to make it to the bridge controls, what was I going to do if I couldn’t hack into their command terminal and shut out the signal?
‘I know…stop the signal, save everyone, no pressure,’ I tried to joke but my words felt hollow, empty.
‘If you can’t shut down the system, Lady Gray has a plan,’ she began.
‘A plan for what? There is no plan. If I can’t stop the signal we are all going to die here.’
‘If we can stop the FTC and get far enough away from the source of the signal we will live.’
‘We can’t stop them. They outnumber us three to one now. We have no idea how far out the signal goes. Even our best guess is around a light year away. Without STL coordinates we are trapped. One hundred days from Earth. That puts us in a hot spot.’
‘We can jump the ship onto their location. Our shields will hold. We won’t have to run anymore.’
‘What about letting go of the planet you’re towing before then?’
‘It wouldn’t make a difference. We are moving too slowly with or without the planet towing behind us. Right now, it’s actually causing them more harm than us.’
‘How is that?’ I ask.
‘Gorge had some heavy artillery on the surface. A few of the creatures have even breached the atmosphere and joined the fight.’
‘That just means more are going to die.’
‘If we jump the ship backwards we can take them all out.’
‘We can’t do that. No matter what! Promise me you will not let Alexis do that. I will figure this out.’ 
‘It’s a backup plan; forget I mentioned it,’ she finished.
‘Give me the chance to make the difference,’ I added.
‘I believe in you.’ I imagined her standing in front of me, smiling as she said it. It wasn’t just her belief in me I needed. She would have to convince Lady Gray that our leader was wrong, that there was no other way. We couldn’t stop them from coming at us. At best dropping the planet might gain them some more distance but it wouldn’t last. Gorge would object but if it meant buying a few more hours of life Lady Gray wouldn’t hesitate.
The inside of the Nero was silent. It was exactly how you’d imagine a ship of ghosts to be. Artificial gravity was about the only system that still seemed to be functioning, besides the life support which was working at minimum capacity. No way more than a handful of people could survive with the oxygen levels being as low as they were.
‘Hannah,’ I whispered, ‘keep talking to me.’
I didn’t want to sound scared but I was. I had been alone many times before in-game but this was the first time that I was walking straight into mortal danger alone. A feeling of true isolation overwhelmed me. All I wanted to do was break down and runaway but that wasn’t who I was. Running away would mean letting hundreds if not thousands of players die.
‘Remember when we were playing that that fighting game in the arcade, right after our feet were too tired from dancing?’ Hannah seemed to understand and was distracting me from the darkness. ‘That was what our second, third date? I had just show you my cafe racer, that piece of shit motorcycle I was working on,’ she paused, ‘well, I let you win. I actually held the high score in that game for two years.’
I started to laugh quietly. I couldn’t risk giving away my position to anything that might have been waiting in the dark but looking back at the memory it was pretty obvious Hannah was better at most games than me.
‘I know you can’t talk back…there are things. Listen. I just…I want you to know…’
‘Hold that thought,’ I whispered. I had spotted a Hollow ahead of me just around the corner. Not a large one. It stood there in the darkness, a dark silhouette facing a wall.
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Bullets were pretty much useless against Hollows, energy could disperse them but it wasn’t always a critical shot. I focused my life-force into my rifle. Ping, despite being an artifact was still a Ki-Rifle, and although it would drain my health, killing the Hollow with one shot would be worth it.
+200 EXP
I was nowhere near leveling up again. Seeing that the Hollow had given me mere 200 experience points felt almost like a joke. Even a Hollow at level 21 could drag me to hell in an instant. They were overpowered creatures for sure. I had forgotten how terrifying they could be.
‘I’m okay, keep talking,’ I whispered, trying not to sound afraid. My hands were trembling. My health had taken a ten-point hit from using Ping to make that shot. Using your own life-force was something of a last resort. But that’s exactly what this was and as I moved further into the darkness I began to make peace with that.
‘Stormcaller is my favorite, but I guess given how much I make you play, you probably know that already. You know Club Kaiju is the only arcade that carries the original version? Sure, there are a couple dozen remakes but nothing beats the original…the guy that made it claimed that it came to him in a dream while he was in college. Probably more some kind of trip he was on I’m sure…I mean, come on, the game has dungeons, dinosaurs, high tech mechs, and cosmic horror all set in a world that is part medieval and part high fantasy…’ she continued to go on as I came across another three Hollows. Each one alone, standing like dark statues littered throughout the titan.
‘I’ve really enjoyed racing with you, I think we should give it a shot. You’ve said you wanted to learn engineering. My dad is a mechanic. We can take classes together. We can start our own shop. No more virtual worlds,’ Hannah’s voice continued as I noticed several dozen more Hollows standing still behind windows in rooms lit by emergency power. It was nice, not having to rely on my night-vision so much, as it was slowly wearing off. I couldn’t believe it had been almost twenty minutes already.  Though I wasn’t sure what I would do if I entered the dark again.
Aiko stayed close to me, heeling by my side as we crossed from the hangar to storage room to ship’s personnel weapons. Their entire armory was a mess. There was almost nothing left to salvage and what was left was broken across the floor. Someone had deliberately destroyed all the weapons. Across one of the walls, written in blood, was a message, ‘Deliver us freely into Eternity’. The entire scene looked like something from a nightmare. What hell had this ship been to that its crew had disappeared and gone insane? My question was answered almost immediately as I stumbled upon the dead. No Hollows in sight, just lifeless bodies, most of them well-preserved, frozen from the vacuum of space that had been let inside.
There were dozens of them. It looked like some kind of suicide cult. Each with space suits on and visors up. Each and every one of them held a small fob around their neck. The fobs were audio-logs. I picked up one and it began with a sobbing voice, a father telling his daughter that he loved her, that he was sorry. Another was for a wife, a husband, a son, and so on. Each one I picked up written as a last goodbye. Only a handful gave even a hint at what had happened. They were all a part of the Dark Affinity guild and had been hired by Fera Space to investigate an area beyond the Cold Zone. The ship used an enhanced STL drive. One that had the codes to At Eternity.
None of this made any sense to me. The dates on the audio logs were all from the year 2071. Three years ago. There was no way even Fera Space could have kept this a secret. And given recent in-game events why would Fera Space continue looking for this place? Was that the FTC’s goal? Was there something on Earth that they wanted so badly they would kill in real life for it?
Hannah listened to several of the recordings with me while I continued forward. I grabbed as many as I could and put them around my neck, in my pockets, and in the small satchel that held the emergency supplies I carried with me from my ship. I even put several around Aiko’s neck. It was impossible to know whether any of them held more information. Surely, at least one of the soldiers knew why they were set adrift? What had happened to the gate? And what was on Earth?
When I walked through one of the bulkheads, a few hallways away from the bridge, I asked Hannah to talk to me again. I really wanted to hold her in my arms, kiss her, tell her how much I truly loved her and never let her go. We should have quit the game, I should have listened to her and run when I had the chance.
‘So, when I was little, my dad would take me to this place halfway across the raft. Only a few were ever lucky enough to go there since it was once a part of some huge cruise ship but there was a roller coaster. It didn’t work but it was so amazing to see one in real life. I think it was called the “Tail of the Dragon”. It was the brightest green I had ever seen in my life…and remember I had never actually seen grass or a park or anything other than weeds and vines growing on the raft. The fruit cultivators kept their farms and water distilleries on separate boats from the general population. And so when I saw the dragon I was blown away by how detailed it was in every way. My little childhood mind went absolutely crazy,’
‘You’ll have to show it to me someday,’ I tried to crack a smile, as if she was looking at me right now.
‘When you get out we’ll go. We’ll go there immediately, we’ll cash in everything we own and never play this stupid game again,’ I could hear her crying again as she spoke to me this time.
‘What about Aiko?’ I said, trying again to sound funny.
‘We’ll take Aiko with us. Think about it, we’ll just download her consciousness into a holo and she’ll go with us. The Raft, Hollywood, we can travel as far as New Dublin for all I care…We’ll just never set foot inside a VR game again…’
‘Tell me what happened next, after you saw the dragon.’
There was a pause as I listened to Hannah clear her throat. ‘I climbed it. My dad wasn’t paying attention to me for less than thirty seconds and I started to climb it. By the time he noticed what I was doing I was already halfway up and couldn’t get down. When I realized what I was doing I started freaking out. So, you know what he did, the bastard, with his old bones, bad back, hip problems? He climbed up there with me. We waited an hour for a rescue team to come pull both of us down.’
‘I bet he was furious.’
‘Actually, I never saw him mad, not once. When he made it up there by my side I felt him wrap his arm around me. It was the only thing that kept me from letting go, from crying.’
‘We can’t run away without your dad then can we?’
‘You, me, dad, Aiko, we’ll be our own family. Hell, we’ll unplug Gorge and wheel him around if we have to. Cass, Kira, Gray, all of them…’
‘And we’ll never play this game again.’
‘We’ll never play this game again. It’s a promise.’
‘And all I have to do is push a button, one off-switch.’
‘That’s it…just one button. No bigger deal than turning off a light.’
‘Some people have clappers.’
‘Don’t clap you idiot,’ Hannah was crying now. Her voice nowhere near as calm as it was when I first landed. Of course, I wasn’t going to clap.
‘I know, I wish it were that easy.’
Three more Hollows. My health dropped another 30 points before I took the stims Gorge had planted in the ship. Each stim gave me five points back and I had a total of 80 HP when I stood outside the last door that would lead me to the bridge. It was shut. The only door in the entire ship that had been shut tight. Aiko stood outside it at my side growling, listening with her big ears to something on the other side. I placed my ear close to the metal door and could hear it…scratching. Claws.
‘What do you think it is?’ I asked wondering if Hannah could hear it through the coms.
‘Breq, please, there has to be another way.’
‘Hannah…did I ever tell you about that time I saved a Chronovore. Everything seemed hopeless. That bastard Aen was trying to kill me. He was hunting Corpse Divers. He killed dozens of us before I finally shut him down. It was no easy task. I fended off a dozen mercs with a TX-Seven. This world is no less real than trees in the backyard or clouds in the sky. We’ve made a universe, fully and complete, total and absolute. You could almost say that Bane is self-aware but putting that bullshit aside and just accept it for what it is. This universe is beautiful and infinitely complex. It can evolve, react, and yet it’s still governed by rules.’
‘What are you going on about? We’re quitting remember?’
Her voice cracked, she was holding back tears again. I always knew when she was sad or had a bad day. I wished I could comfort her now. Words weren’t enough, they would never be enough.
‘This is my choice. Whatever is waiting on the other side of the door…whatever happens. Please, do not forget the beauty in all of it. I don’t regret a single moment because I found you. I found my family. I love you.’
The coms was silent…I wasn’t sure if it was because of what I had said or something else but when I checked there was no signal. Something had happened. I wasn’t even sure if Hannah had heard a single word I said in the last minute.
‘Record message…Hannah, I’m not sure if are going to get this. I don’t know what is happening outside. I do know I am going to end this. I promise. End message. Send.’ I watched a small little light in my field of vision as it came and went letting me know that my message had been sent and delivered. I knew she was alive. Everyone was for the time being.
I opened the door and readied my rifle. At the same time Aiko jumped foreword and the creature, an auton that looked like the skeleton of a man with fingers that had been scrapping against the door so long they had turned into pointed claws, came at us in a sprint. It knocked Aiko backwards and with its other hand and started clawing at me. I fired several shots but they were useless against its metal alloy. What worked against Hollows had a negative effect here. My HP dropped to 60 as I felt its claws against my chest and saw Aiko jump towards us, throwing her entire weight into the auton, knocking it off me. I pulled Aegis from its sheath and swung. The metal sword and the auton collided in a fury of sparks. Aegis, made from one of the strongest metals in the universe, forged in the heart of a star by an ancient alien race, my most trusted weapon…cracked.
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‘Not here, not like this…I am not going to die this close to the finish line,’ I screamed slamming Aegis into the auton again. It was just another machine, not even a boss, not even a dungeon core. I had faced the odds again and again. I didn’t care that I wasn’t on the same level as it was. The Olm had shown me another way. Everything had led me here, the right place, the right time, the right action, and I had all the support I needed. I steadied my hands, spaced my legs apart. I was ready for this.
The Olm had taught me to focus my life essence, my chi. It was a new way to play the game. I wasn’t just relying on my skills or stats. I was relying on myself as a human being. As more than an avatar in the machine. Maybe it was how I had been fighting all along. How many times had I almost died but been saved by my good luck? Surely, that was the probability illusion.
On getting to its feet, the Adamantium Warrior had failed to notice me as I stepped into the shadows behind the door. I steadied my breathing as I held my hand down by my side and signaled for Aiko to stay. She did as I asked this time. The two of us may not have been as connected as we were before but we were still a team. Our partnership would only grow as we continued to work together. In battle mode Aiko was pretty much unstoppable. Like a German Shepherd she was raised to be both kind and protective.
I raised Aegis over my head. I focused my chi into the blade. I could feel it had already been imbued with the spirit of another being. It really was a cursed sword. Flashes of the dragon-like creature that embodied the weapon flowed into my mind. I saw myself standing in the middle of a great valley, sword in hand, facing the monster. I wasn’t going to let my weapon get the better of me. I wasn’t going to let fear get the better of me. Concentrating on my focus, my affinity shot through the roof. Aegis was an extension of my own body as I prepared my attack.
I stumbled slightly before severing the auton’s head from its body. It was an absolute critical blow. The mechanical monstrosity kept coming at me for a moment as it turned itself around before falling to the ground after a few seconds. Like I said I was too close to the finish line…
‘And not a single thing will stop me.’
+ 500 EXP
The inside of the bridge was similar to that of the Ibanez. I walked over towards the terminal. A message was repeating throughout…‘All of this world is mine. It is off-limits. If this should end in fire we shall all burn together. You have been warned.’ I could feel mana pouring out through the ship’s control system like it was some kind of well. As I reached down towards the button I felt my memories fragment again like they had when I had crossed the mystical door in the Spire. I wouldn’t let it take me. Not again. My body felt like it weighed three times as much as it had before. I dropped Aegis to the ground along with my rifle. Losing the weight helped but not much, as I fell to my knee. Aiko walked towards me, nudging me, placing her face under my arm and with her strength she helped me move forward.
‘One button, just a simple off switch…all I have to do is turn this off and we can all go home,’ I tried to smile as my face felt like it was made of porcelain ready to crack.
Hannah’s voice came back through the coms, ‘Breq, I’m sorry, we’re out of time we’re going to initiate the contingency.’
‘No,’ I whispered.
‘Breq, Lady Gray has already given the order, she’s going to fire the STL drives on the Ibanez. She’s going to drop the ship right into the middle of the FTC fleet…I’m. I’m sorry.’
‘Put me through to her,’ I demanded.
‘Putting you through,’ Hannah said.
‘I’ve already said this to Naomi, we have no other choice, her plan is all that is left,’ Lady Gray’s voice was cold, just like always. ‘Her plan?’ Jumping the ship into the pursuers had been Hannah’s plan all along? I didn’t want to believe it. I was even more determined now to not let it happen. I couldn’t let either of them become murderers. I could spare them the guilt.
‘It’s not a game anymore…you don’t have to.’
As I spoke a hack I had initiated had hit 100% I had complete access to the titan. It was as much a part of me as I was it. Affinity Link 100%.
Air: Online

Gravity: Online

Communications: Online

Hull Integrity: 85%

Weapons: Online

STL Drive: Configured

Ion Drive: Offline

Shields: 55%

Agility: 10%

Armor: 90%

Fuel: 100t




 
I jumped the titan directly in front of the FTC fleet. I felt their ships become disabled as I blinked into existence. Hull integrity, shields, armor, even our fuel began to fall rapidly. Several of the larger FTC ships had merged within ours. Any survivors would be coming for me now. I started initiating the combat systems. Weapons were online. Whatever the Dark Affinity had been running from they didn’t dare attack it. In fact, the weapons had been made to look non-operational. I interfaced with the ship and started disabling any and all the enemy ships I could, careful not to penetrate their hulls or kill anyone. I wasn’t a killer. A friend had taught me that there was always a better way.
‘Breq, what have you done?’ Lady Gray’s voice cried out.
‘I couldn’t let you,’ I cried in pain, ‘it was the only other way.’
I could feel the ship like it was an extension of my own body. The few ships that weren’t disabled had started firing at me. Everyone that had been chasing us had their attention turned towards me. I continued moving my ship, my titan between them and the Ibanez.
‘The signal…it’s not…’ Lady Gray’s voice sounded more like the teenager I had met in the real world. She was a prodigy. She could make the choices of an adult because she had been treated as one her entire life. Since she was little she was on a different life course than others her age. But this…this wasn’t a decision I was going to let her make.
‘It will be over in a minute; the signal is being deactivated. I guess it wasn’t as easy as the push of a button,’ I was smiling now, wondering where Hannah was, I couldn’t hear her voice.
The option came up to rename the titan I now had one hundred percent affinity with it. I could feel my own essence pouring into the mana well that seemed to emanate from inside of her. Aiko stood in the doorway. They were coming for me. I could see about thirty soldiers running towards the bridge control room. I commanded the bulkhead door to shut. Trapping myself inside, giving my family, my friends, my guild as much time as I could so that they could put some distance between themselves and the fleet. My life for theirs. This was how it was always meant to be.
‘The Hollows!’ I panicked, wondering what my pursuers would do about the Hollows that were infesting the ship. Checking, I saw they were being slowed down. I still had time.
‘Another FTC titan is making their way towards us,’ Lady Gray’s voice came through the coms.
I turned my attention back out into space. Firing the thrusters, I slid the hull of my titan against theirs. Both our ships were now badly damaged. My STL drive went offline. Shields had dropped to 15%, Armor down to 45%. It wouldn’t be long before I was stranded inside a massive piece of space junk.
‘Persevere,’ I said aloud. It was both a message to my guild and the new name of the titan.
‘I can’t leave you behind,’ Lady Gray’s voice broke through my coms, distracting me for a moment as I targeted another dozen fighters trying to swarm the Ibanez. ‘I’m sending Echo-1 back out for you. They are still in the hangar; Gorge’s ships can rescue you.’
‘That won’t be necessary,’ I said.
‘There is still time,’ Lady Gray insisted.
‘The signal is still not cut. I need another few minutes. They are all focusing their attention on me. Just run.’
‘Breq, can you hear us? We’re coming for you,’ Gorge’s voice echoed.
I couldn’t let them. It was suicide for the Ibanez to slow down and anyone that came after me would be captured or killed by the FTC. Losing Chaz was enough. Even if the signal cut right away and they didn’t die in real life I wasn’t going to be responsible for them losing everything they had worked so hard for. Their destiny was on Earth. They could decide for themselves after all this if continuing the fight was worth it. For now, I had to make the decision for them. I turned one of my weapons on the Ibanez, firing a small shot towards the hangar. I knew the exact spot to hit to force it to lock down. Of course, now the Ibanez was going to register my titan as an enemy vessel. It would take another few minutes for us to communicate again.
I fired the ion drives again as another twenty ships started blasting down on my hull. I couldn’t risk anyone getting past me and attacking the Ibanez. I was their shield. It was my turn to play guardian.
On my ship’s radar I could see a dozen mechs had attached themselves to the hull. They were using swords to cut through the outside layer. Life support systems were failing all over the ship. In order to keep their troops alive, I had to divert power from the ion drive to back-up systems. Easy enough, but it cost me time hacking the signal. I still needed another few minutes.
‘What are you?’ a voice echoed through my coms.
‘Who is there?’ I shouted.
‘Talves; you’ve hijacked a ship that is under my control. Now, answer my question. Who are you?’
‘Breq, Novum Guild. Are you responsible for the signal?’
The voice was silent. I couldn’t trace where it was coming from exactly but something told me it had to do with Earth and the signal that was keeping us from logging out of the game.
‘I’ve heard of you. Interesting. I didn’t think any of you would make it this far for a few years. I thought I had time.’
‘Time for what? What are you? What is this?’
‘I’m building a paradise. A second chance for humanity. The real world is dying. It is only a matter of time before the Red kills everyone. My world, my Earth will be a haven for immortals.’
I launched eight repair drones to the hull. I had ten in total. I could only hope that they would keep the mechs busy long enough that I didn’t have to divert any more power to keep the FTC troops from suffocating as they moved closer and closer to the bridge.
‘And what? You’ll rule over everyone? Forget that. Why are you killing people?’
‘I gave them a choice. They chose to attack me.’
‘Killing them should never have been an option.’
‘I learned from my mistake. No one I’ve killed since ever truly dies.’
‘They just get copied into the game by a gun?’ I thought of the M.E.K. Rifle we had recovered from Skull-Faced Man and analyzed. It was a dangerous device capable of copying a player’s brain pattern into the game while also cutting their connection to their pod.
‘So, you were aware of my emissary?’
‘We called him Skull-Faced Man, and yes, I was there when he failed to slaughter my friends and family.’
‘Interesting. So, you are responsible for the defeat of the Haros,’ Talves’ voice sounded cold. I couldn’t imagine another player talking and acting the way he was. His voice was so dissociated with what was happening around me. I was sure he was watching everything now. 
‘Yes, I am,’ I answered defiantly.
‘Doesn’t matter. My SOS. My experiment. It all worked. Soon you and yours will come and I will be ready to show you the path.’
‘You really think any of us are going to listen to a mad NPC?’
‘I AM HUMAN!’ Talves’ voice echoed angrily. I had hit a nerve. I had been certain that Skull-Faced Man had been the product of a player but I wasn’t sure how. Talves was a mystery. Someone that shouldn’t exist but did.
‘Human or not, what you are doing is wrong.’
‘Who are you to judge?’ Talves sounded like he was growling.
‘Look at what the signal you created is doing? The lives lost.’
‘I was born into your world a cripple. I did everything to be here and it chose me. I was judged. Forced to survive AND I did. I found paradise, immortality, and soon others will too and those that don’t will suffer no end.’
‘You mean those that refuse to be slaves.’
‘They will never hunger or want, they will never feel fear.’
‘You sound insane.’
If Talves really was human and he had been alone all this time or even surrounded by NPCs, without human contact, cut off from the real world and trapped on a post-apocalyptic Earth what would happen to his sanity? He already considered himself judge, jury, and executioner and now he was acting like a dungeon core with a god complex. 
‘And you, using yourself as a shield when you could just kill them all. You think any of them would hesitate to kill you? Your guild has tried over one hundred times to communicate with them to tell them the truth of their situation. How many have stopped? How many of those that listened were turned on and shot down?’
‘It’s not their fault.’
All of my repair bots were destroyed. They barely bought me a full minute. Maybe I should have used them to repair parts of the hull instead of acting as cannon fodder. Didn’t matter. I was about thirty seconds away from cutting the signal, as long as Talves shut up.
‘It is their fault. No one listens. No one stops. No one thinks a player can live on inside the game. They treated me like I was a monster.’
‘Forcing others to live through whatever happened to you isn’t the answer,’ I told him as I began searching for a way to cut our coms. I felt like I was trying to do a million things at once but luckily my affinity with the titan was strong. Stronger than his right now. I was able to do fifteen tasks at once and automated the rest as I concentrated on keeping my guild safe.
‘You made the choice when you jumped into the unknown. Surely it’s no secret what this world is.’
‘It’s a game. Players don’t risk their lives on purpose.’
Talves was silent. If I had to guess, I’d say he was real. Someone whose consciousness had been copied into the game. Whether by design or mistake it didn’t matter, the experience must have driven him mad.
‘And yet here you are.’
‘I’m protecting everyone from you!’
‘And what fun you are having.’
‘We can help you. Just stop this now. We can make peace.’
‘War is coming Breq. I’ll see you in one hundred days.’
Our coms disappeared and instantly I was able to cut straight through the signal keeping us pinned inside the game. Communication with the Ibanez was restored and I could hear my guild celebrating. They were well ahead of the FTC now and I’d done everything I could. I wasn’t sure if they had heard the conversation I had with Talves but I managed to record it to one of the Fobs and was transferring the data over to them as fast as possible. I could only hope they received it before it was too late.
‘It’s done. Now run,’ I told Alexis, opening up a direct channel.
‘They are all going to come for you. You won’t be able to escape them. The police; Fera Space; Corbin himself will want your head.’
‘I know, but the rest of you survive.’
‘It wasn’t your choice.’
‘It wasn’t yours,’ I tell her with a smile on my face.
I shut down Persevere’s systems and prepare to trigger an EMP blast by overloading the shields. They are at the door.
I hear her voice one more time, ‘Breq…’
It was 3 am on a Wednesday.
The EMP went off and for a moment my character gained more experience at one time than I’d ever thought possible. I was nearing level 100. Pretty soon I would have 660 skill points to spend and I’d be stronger than Lady Gray. Ships were crashing into the hull of the Persevere. Even the FTC titans were shutting down.
Everything went dark. My guild just barely out of range from the EMP blast had escaped. Everything was silent. I couldn’t even hear Aiko growling anymore as the first wave of Spire soldiers broke through the door. I shut my eyes and took a deep breath.
‘Logout.’




27.

Mercy
BREQ

 
I fell out of my pod puking and crawled over to my bed, falling over for a moment. My muscles were stiff and sore. I could barely feel my legs. I worked my way through the process of waking up. I wanted to collapse, to sleep, everything that had just happened felt overwhelming. How many had died? How many people did I just make distraught? A thousand? Two-thousand? I had left my avatar, my digital body standing there in the bridge of the titan guarded only by my familiar. What would they do to me? I couldn’t believe these thoughts were even worrying me. The police would be knocking on my door soon enough to question me about Rehmi’s death, and about Chaz. And it might be worse if Fera security beat them to it. There was nothing more I could do.
‘What have I done?’ I whispered, before turning my head and screaming into a pillow. All I could do now was wait. I was conflicted, guilty. I was defending myself, my guild. All my talk of wanting to be a hero. I guess I was wrong.
‘You saved a young woman from making the worst decision of her life,’ her soft voice seemed to call out from me as if from beyond. For a moment I thought I was back in a dream.
I stood up and saw Hannah standing over a backpack packed with clothes – my clothes – and holding another backpack ready to go. She didn’t waste any time. For a moment I couldn’t fathom why she was here, why she still wanted anything to do with me after what I had done.
‘You idiot, you didn’t think you were alone, did you?’ she asked. I stood there with my jaw open wide for a moment.
‘What happened to everyone?’
‘They are on their way to Earth; one hundred days remember?’
‘What does it matter?’
‘Bane isn’t just a game anymore. There is something on Earth that Fera Space, the Chel, the Crimson Kings – everyone – wants a piece of whatever it is and if we…,’ she paused, ‘if they don’t stop it, there could be a lot more deaths.’
‘It’s a game. After what happened, they can’t cover up the deaths anymore. They’ll shut it down.’
‘That’s the thing…it’s not just a game. They can’t shut it down. I was digging. This isn’t the first time. People won’t stop playing even if it means death. It’s like racing. We all know the risks but we do it anyway. Fera Space have already incorporated the pods and tech from Bane into their real starships. It’s only a matter of time before virtual reality is reality.’ If what she said was true, it meant that Fera Space was planning to use Bane as a virtual reality for people in stasis and if Talves won, everyone would be dead or living under his control.
‘Aiko,’ I stared over at my pod as Hannah threw me a fob necklace.
‘Aiko. Copied from Bane just as promised.’
‘What happens now?’ I ask placing the fob around my neck.
Hannah grabs my hand and smiles, ‘That’s an easy one…we run.’




Epilogue

TALVES

 
The creature woke up on the medical table. It was injured but not truly dead. As it turned its attention to me, I could see that its side had been ravaged, flesh had been burnt, blood was dripping onto the floor below. It was always a mess transporting the flesh from one end of the galaxy to another but this was the only way I knew how to get the information I needed. It was a shame that we had lost the Monitor and the ship, but there were others. More than enough. They had been the first of my creations to be sent into the void but they would not be my last. I knew now what my purpose was. For years I had done nothing but survive. I had laid claim to the Earth and all it resources. And still…until recently I was unknown. All of that was going to change.
The Haros had called it the power of creation. The truth was it was a path to immortality. One that I was now destined to climb.
Years ago, my younger self broke down amidst the end of a battle. The Haros had deployed a plan that kept me safe, keep me sheltered for years. All in good faith that I would do the right thing. That I would slowly reach out to the other side of the galaxy. I had the ultimate weapon. The M.E.K. One shot to sever their connection. A second shot to copy their consciousness and kill them. After, they would be reborn here as one of my own. If they failed to serve me I had ways to make them suffer but I offered them a better life. Free of the conscripts of reality. Free from sickness and age. I offered them immortality. Together we would all become gods. Earth would be the beginning. From here we would stretch our empire across the stars. The Haros had been right. I did have the power of creation. It was a part of me. The code that brought me here. The glitch that gave me life. I was human but I was also so much more.
‘The Haros had saved me once when I was weak. It had given me a precious gift. Time.’ Scrawl and several others were standing in the room with me. They had been players. Now they were mine. Reborn into this world as I was. The same code, their avatars recreated. I had brought them here to paradise to show them the way. I would show everyone. It was only a matter of time.
Dressed in black and red battle armor they stood happy to be alive. It had taken some time but they were grateful for the second chance I had given them. Once they understood what I was and where they were there really was no turning back.
‘When the first outbreak of the Red occurred people weren’t nearly prepared. They thought it was just another hoax, another pandemic that would pass us by. The tides came in across the coast and within the first few weeks thousands died. Red Tide was the common name for algal blooms. They happened all the time. The swelling of nutrients from the ocean floor, the first tides came after hurricane season. The first bloom event started naturally enough. Beaches closed per usual. Warnings went out. Those with respiratory or dysfunctional immune systems were advised to stay indoors. No one knew at the time that a new type of bacteria had evolved. It produced a toxin that wasn’t just harmful to marine life but was nearly undetectable. Ships that continued to fish brought the bacteria to markets and before long it evolved again into an airborne toxin. Anyone that has ever swam during a Red Tide will tell you it will hurt your lungs, burn your skin, and be careful what you eat.’
‘Master?’ the Haros’s voice whimpered. Staring down at the person they had called Skull-Faced Man I felt disgusted. The Haros was a failure. I couldn’t get the Haros to return properly. It was the only creature I couldn’t copy perfectly. Even Alvus had come back, having died several times.
‘I lived on the edge of the abyss. I followed the clues everyone else forgot. I discovered the secrets of this tomb, this world that you left for me. I have been working all along, unraveling the mysteries of something wonderful. What this place is. What this place really is. Here, beyond the emptiness, I have built something beautiful. A single blue dot and a lost star. A broken gate. I’ve come back. Rebuilt my mind. Again and Again. And now I have come back to destroy. I’ve come back with power beyond understanding. And I will do what is my right.’ My words were meant as an apology. I had failed the original Haros, the creature who lay before me now was weak.
Weak, as I once was.
‘Master,’ the Haros voice was frail, it sounded like he was already going to die again.
‘What I’m trying to say is that you must always be ready to adapt. Overcome. Survive. The first time I died, I was a child. Innocent. You showed me that. You showed me what pain truly was in my second life. No, it wasn’t waking up in a new world, new body. You…you broke me.’
‘I don’t…’ of course it couldn’t understand.
‘Do you know how many times I’ve brought you back now?’
‘Master?’ the Haros voice repeated.
‘Thirteen times. Sometimes just to talk. Each time you seem to forget. To lose a little more of yourself. Pity. I thought giving you a second chance like I had would make a difference. That maybe instead of breaking you I could fix you somehow.’
‘Master?’
‘Pathetic…I brought you back and all you can say is Master, you…the one who betrayed me. You know how many people I’ve had to kill because of what you did?’ I steadied a rifle in my hands. I had been preparing for this moment for a long time. The emissary. I had raised the Haros from the dead a dozen times now. This last time I thought he was ready. I sent him away. Into the stars across time and space. He was meant to scare them away. Not all of them. A few chosen would come here. They would be drawn to this new world and would become a part of my hive.
‘Scrawl, is that your sister who killed him?’ I asked, motioning for my newest minion to come join me as we watched the Haros’s memories play out across a screen inside the Argo. Speaking to Breq had been an interesting experience. More like him would come. They, like his older brother Damien, would be a problem. I could force some to bend to my will but not all of them. War really was coming. If I wanted to hang on to everything I was building here, if my life was worth anything, I must win.
‘Yes, it is,’ Scrawl answers.
‘Then it really is sad she couldn’t join us.’
‘Yes,’ Scrawl’s voice sounded almost defiant but after what I had done to Damien I knew that wouldn’t be a problem.
‘No worries, I’m sure she will join us soon enough. It looks like she and the others are almost here…a hundred days.’ I had a plan. I would break them like the Haros broke me. If we were all trapped here they would have no choice but to become my patrons. Together we would build a new world.
‘The gift of a second life and what do you do with it…’ I pointed my rifle down at the Skull-Faced Haros and fired. One. Two.
‘Alvus will devour you.’
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