
        
            
                
            
        

    
Contents




Adam

Cover Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapters

Darkness Beyond Promo

Map

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 13.1

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 23.1

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Epilogue

Epilogue 2

Bio

Other Works


[image: Image]

Installing Darkness Beyond v1.1


[image: Image]             




				Glimmer, A Throne of Souls




Convergence Book 1. 




A Novel 




								

							Stephen Landry


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental. 




If you purchase this book without a cover you should be aware that this book may have been stolen property and reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the author. In such case neither the author, or distributor has received any payment for this “stripped book.”




If this book is being sold by a vendor other than the following large and established vendors / distributors: Createspace.com, Amazon.com, Apple.com, BanresandNoble.com, Smashwords.com, Kobobooks.com, or any distributing partners listed on the aforementioned websites, there is a high degree of certainty this book was purchased as a pirated copy. It is requested that you contact the author immediately so that the vendor in question can be notified to cease and desist their practices. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted material in violation of the author’s rights. 




Copyright © 2017 by Stephen William Landry

	Sxcore87@gmail.com




Cover Illustration by Scott Lynn 

Inside Illustrations by Tori Newton and Stephen Landry 




All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database, retrieval system, or torrent web service, without the prior written permission of the author.  


Dedicated to Hugh Shelton.

Mentor and Friend. 

R.I.P. 





Chapters




404 Not Found. 




_- __ --__ - - __ -




Downloading… … … 




Update.1.1.1. 




Install 1%. 





[image: Image]




Install 50%


[image: Image]




Install 75%


Chapter 1




Install 100%




	The year is 2070. 

	Darkness Beyond transports players to an alien world called Eda rich with natural resources and dangerous lifeforms. Exciting first-person shooter gameplay combines with resource collection and building mechanics for a truly unique MMO gaming experience.

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

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

	Darkness Beyond has no micro-transactions or in-game purchases. It returns to the roots of online gaming where players earn rewards through skill and determination, not dollars.

	The alpha phase of Darkness Beyond runs on a dedicated server hosting up to 5000 players in a full virtual world. New developments in nerve technology let you feel, smell, and taste the world around you in a totally immersive environment. Beware of danger though because even the pain feels real with death resorting in a level reset to 1. The only way to gain back your experience is to find avenge your death. Future releases will support even more players per server with various expansions combining elements from your favorite fantasy, action, and sci-fi games.

	The future is now. 

	The future is Darkness Beyond.

	

	Final upload in progress... 







Day 1. 




	At first I felt like I was falling. Everything was solid black. No upside down no right way up. I felt like I was trapped. I couldn’t move my body. Was I dreaming? A nightmare? Small threads of light lit up around me like wisps. I recognized it. I was between worlds. Inside the game, the loading screen for Darkness Beyond. Only I quit playing two hours ago…

	“Hello? Help! I'm not suppose to be here. I didn't login,” I spoke into the void. I tried to pull up my B.U.I. (Brain user interface) but no luck. No interface. No way out. 

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

	"Hello Adam, welcome to beta phase 0-1-0.” 

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

	“We know Adam,” the voice sounded like a robot. I recognized it as the small floating sphere that was the guide in the tutorial. I had been playing so long now I almost forgot what it sounded like. Been forever since I’d been here at the starting point. Had I hit my head? 

	Slowly I opened my eyes to the world around me. I was inside the game. I recognized the place. It was one of the first levels, actually it was the very first. After designing your avatar your character woke up from stasis inside a crashed starship.  After waking up you would have no memory of who you were or where you came from. The very first quest was all about finding some gear and getting the hell out of dodge. 

	The last thing I remember before everything went dark was driving in my car. I was on the way to see my fiancee, Elizabeth, but I had always called her Ellie for short. We were meeting for sushi, a date night we had been planning for awhile now and I was already running late… I think, I think I was crossing a bridge? It all feels like a blur. Like I’m trying to remember something from long ago. 

	The game around me looked different. It felt more real than ever. I must have hit my head. I hit my head and wrecked my car. I’m sure of it, shit. Darkness Beyond. I had just finished playing for the day. I was a level 90 Cryomancer, one of the top 200 players in my country. Of course only about 5,000 people were playing at the time. The game technically wasn’t released yet. 

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

	Darkness Beyond was a newer game. Still in alpha. One of my college friends had gained access to it in its early stage. We had been playing for about six months. One of the first few games to utilize STEM technology. Sounds fancy but it was really just an ugly piece of headgear that allowed users to feel inside the game. A deep dive. That was what they called it. It made you feel like you were there. All five senses were alive when you dived though most games only used three maybe four. Darkness Beyond was one of the few games to utilize all five. 

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

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

	“Sorry Adam, we are still working out some of the bugs,” said a voice. It was a woman’s voice right in my ear. Not someone I was familiar with and definitely not someone from the game. 

	“Can you hear me alright?” she said. 

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

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

	“How am I here?” I demanded.

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

	“I have all the time in the world it seems, I’m stuck here in this abyss, what the hell is this, this is Darkness Beyond isn’t it”?

	“Yes and no, you’re in the beta, that’s a loose term. Much of what you see will be the same but you aren’t going to have a lot of the same skills and abilities that you had while playing, you are going to have to learn, you can pull up your B.U.I. right now and see for yourself,” she said with a slight nerve in her voice. 

	“How do I do that?” 

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

	I did what she said and I saw it in white text before me. It looked the same as it did in game. 

	

	Name: Adam

	Age: 24

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human

	Level: 90

	Class: Cryomancer

	

	HP: 100 

	Mana: 100

	Stamina: 100

	

	Agility: 7

	Endurance: 8

	Intelligence: 7

	Charisma: 5

	Luck: 9 




	Abilities: None

	Skills: None

	Inventory: Empty




	Reputation: None

	Alignment: None

	Languages: Common (English)




	All of my abilities and skills were gone. Also I had no reputation, though that was something new. Darkness Beyond had no groups that you could align yourself with nor any villages or people to gain reputation with. For the most part Darkness Beyond was a dungeon crawler, an exploration game set on a post-apocalyptic alien world with monsters from both science fiction and fantasy mixed together. It was a fun game don’t get me wrong it just had a little trouble actually figuring out what it wanted to be. I guess that was a part of the appeal. You could play it as a sword and sorcery or go in guns blazing. Some of the tougher raids took teams and strategy and there were a few guilds but nothing over the top. For the most part I just enjoyed exploring the alien world. Discovering fallen starships and alien ruins alongside abandoned human habitats.  There was a decent amount of lore associated with all of it especially the fantasy elements but much of the sci-fi elements were still a mystery. 




	“You can see your old abilities and skills are gone, that is because this version isn’t going to play like a game, I’m sorry Adam, I’m so sorry but we need you to be calm, and we need your help if we are going to get you out,” she said. 

	“You still haven’t told me what is going on? Last thing I remember I was driving to see my fiancee? Is she alright? Am I alright?” I wanted to scream. I was scared. Nervous not just wondering where the hell my real body was or why I couldn’t log out but what if something happened to her. I would never forgive myself. 

	“She’s fine, please, our time is running out, we are only able to speak to you for a few more minutes, we are doing our best to upload as much information into your UI as possible, our connection won’t last long,” she said as if pleading for me to listen. 

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

	“Everything has been reset, levels are irrelevant here without the right skills, you are going to have to learn and adapt. We are working on a way to pull you out now. Much of the same rules still apply but pain dampeners have been turned off and everything is going to feel real. If you get stabbed you will feel it, if you need to heal it will take you hours and if you lose all of your life you will feel pain like nothing you have ever felt before. Please be careful. There is a possibility of perm death, we have no idea how many re spawns you are capable of,” she paused, “this world is your home now, for now anyway, we are doing our best to hack the code for you, you’ll see, there are a few things we can do for you,” she stopped. 

	“You still haven’t told me what this is, this isn’t a beta, and you are telling me I am trapped but you haven’t told me why or how?” I said. I was tired of listening to the voice apologize. I just wanted home.  




	“I’m sorry Adam, I truly am. We’re out of time.” 




	Her voice came through, “ please survive,” and there was silence. 

	

	

	


Chapter 2




	Ellie’s voice echoed again and again inside my head. My fiancee. It was her voice that had spoken to me last. Her voice that told me to survive. I had no choice now. I had to play. Here I was trapped inside the game. I was back inside the ship. Waking up just like I had the first time I played only this time I was a level 90 noob. This was bullshit. 

	A quest appeared in front of me in white text. 

	

	‘Far Eda’




	The text quickly disappeared. I could see that getting annoying real fast. I willed the line back into my line of sight. 




	‘Far Eda’ -  Escape the inside of the alien ship to the wilds of Eda 

	Objective:

	Find food, water, gear.

	Survive




	“Fine, I’ll play along,” I said to no one but myself. I started to look around the stasis chamber. I was practically laying on the ground when I stood up. It was dark. Far darker than it had been when I played before. The lighting was natural, real. Lit in blue hues by the small lights that lined the other stasis pods. Small fluorescent lights hung from the ceiling. The ship’s backup power supply must have kicked on after I woke up. I looked around to get my bearings. All of it was familiar. It should have been. I was just replaying something I had done before. I looked around at the pods around me. Most of them were full of skeletons and other human figures frozen solid. I looked again for the robot guide and found it on the floor. It was shattered. Three claw marks across what use to be it’s spherical face. 

	Something attacked it. I’m not alone. That was new. “So long little buddy,” I said picking up the robot. I looked through it wondering if I could store it anywhere. I pulled up my interface again. In the game I was able to store weapons and items inside my inventory. Usually I picked them up and they disappeared. I tried to will it away. Will the piece of scrap inside my inventory but it just laid there in my hands. 	Nothing.

I had a mod. A second inventory in game I created myself. As a game tester I had been given several cheats and taught how to modify some of the games basic code. It was basically a copy/paste of what was already there. I willed the second inventory up and found the entire menu had been locked. So much for my luck being a 10. 

 

	I made my way down the first corridor. The first time I did this I got lost inside the alien ship for about an hour after taking a left. This time I went right. It led me to an armory. “Perfect,” I said aloud. Inside the first thing I noticed was a mirror. I really did look like a robot. It was disturbing. I could feel just like I was inside my own body but this wasn’t it. I was the same height, same build, I felt like I weighed the same but I felt stronger, faster. Behind the mask I was smiling… happy that part of the game was the same. In real life I wasn’t in bad shape but I wasn’t my best. I had constant pain in my hands and while I was a pretty quick sprinter I would be damned if I had to run a 5k. In game I always felt like the best version of myself. 

	Faster, stronger, rebuilt. Games were my escape from depression, pain. Now it looked like maybe all of that had backfired. On the other hand maybe being trapped inside a video game wasn’t such a bad thing. If I could gain my abilities and skills, if I could live up to my level 90 I would be like a god here. Nothing would be able to stop me and I could rule. I wasn’t so unhappy with my life I could leave. I couldn’t leave. I didn’t want to leave. I loved video games for me but it was all nothing without the real people that made my life worth living. 

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




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

	I searched the armory again hoping to find a weapon that would suit my class. The room was filled with lockers full of weapons however they were all the same. The same rifles, pistols, swords. There were a few pieces of scrap here and there. Metal bushings, rusted pipes, gears. I guess worst case scenario I could craft something once I figured out how to get my abilities back but I had no idea how long that would be or if that was even possible now.I was a Cryomancer, so I was best at using ice weapons and casting magic that utilized the cold. Back when this was just a game I had a crystal lance I could use to cast shards of ice at my enemies from afar. As well as pure magic spells that I would cast from my hands. Ranged attacks and weapons were my specialty. Nothing like that here. Most of the weapons I saw were basic. A bow and quiver, a pistol, a small arms rifle. I looked at the Paladin weapon again and willed my interface up in front of me. From there I imagined I was scanning the item. It worked. I saw the lore of the weapon appear before me…. 

	

Devil’s Sabre 

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




	Damage: 90 (requires level 80) 

	Class: Paladin 

	Weight: 40




	I shit you not. One of the most dramatic and coolest fucking thing ever and I can’t touch it. Can’t even hold it. That’s totally how this shit works right. Pick one class stick with it and lose access to dozens of cool features. I guess it increases replay but that doesn’t help me… I was a Cryomancer and worst part.. IRL I hated the cold. Note to self if this ever happens again pick a cooler class (no pun). 

	I scanned the other weapons nearby… 




	Light Bow (Quiver: 20) 

	Survivalist. Stealth weapon

	

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

	

	Damage: 5

	Class: None 

	Weight: 5




	Light Rifle

	

‘Made from rusted parts and refurbished from the M44 rifles used during the resource wars on Earth. This weapon was originally designed as a makeshift weapon, but it soon turned into a huge mass production project and is now in use by many hired protection forces. Brought to Eda via seed ships. Common.’

	

	Damage: 5

	Class: None

	Weight: 10




	Small Pistol




‘Old war relic. Common’

	

	Damage: 2

	Class: None

	Weight: 5




	Small Sword

	Made by the blacksmiths of Mist village. Viking.  Common.

	

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




	Damage: 10 

	Stamina Cost: 10-20 (heavy)

	Class: None

	Weight: 5




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

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




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

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

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

	

	Blunt Crossbow

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




	Damage: 20

	Class: None

	Weight: 10 




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




I was smiling when I heard the sound of buzzing again. This time it was louder. I was ready. I began to make my way towards the sound turning the corner of one of the corridors towards what I assumed if this was the same layout as the first time I played would lead me to an exit. There were three fleshlings. They were hovering over something strange in between them. It looked like an alien corpse. The strange creature looked like a cross between a human and a golem. I couldn’t make out any visible features but I could see it was wearing armor that had been grafted onto it’s skin and it had some kind of strange respirator covering its face. The fleshlings had killed it whatever it was. A new monster perhaps? Maybe it was a new race that players could play.  I had read that they were adding new aliens and creatures to future updates and expansions but I hadn’t seen any concept art for them yet. I shouldn’t be surprised to see things are different. 

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

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

	Skill increase: Stealth +1 

	I felt it. Like chills. Something inside me. 

	I took another shot and another one hit kill.

	Skill increase: Stealth +1

	I felt like I was glowing. I readied another arrow and smirked taking great care to move as quiet as I could and stared at the fleshling down my weapon’s sight. 

	I fired and heard tripped backward. I didn’t fall but I lost balance enough to miss. The fleshling came towards me. I drew my sword as quickly as I could and slashed at its wings. I felt its claws scratch my right arm and I was bleeding. My HP dropped to 60 than 40. I finally hit the fleshling hard enough it fell to the ground kicking its legs back and forth before finally stopping. My world fell silent and than I was screaming. I stood up and began running through the alien ship trying not to draw anymore attention to myself. Screaming was definitely a bad idea. I could hear something growling from far away. Another creature that wasn’t suppose to be here. I tripped over the alien body scanning it quickly hoping it might have something that could heal me. Then I saw my health drop again. HP 30. Poisoned. 

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

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




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

From medical I made my way back through the interior of the starship to one of the chambers I knew would lead me outside. From there I would have to make my way through Hunters Chase and Wildwood before reaching the Hub. I could make my way up the Sundread coast of course but there were Shektahs to worry about… alien fauna that looked like a cross between a Cheetah and a shark, fastest thing in the water and pretty damn fast on land. I wouldn’t stand a chance against a horde of those monsters even if I had all my old gear, skills, and abilities. I could probably make my way to Arcadia, one of the smaller villages but if there was any chance of contacting the outside world the Hub was key. It was the place in game where users could interact with one another in complete safety, protected by mage barriers and force shields. The Hub also had a forum that connected to other players through an app outside the game. A message center that if still active was my best chance at contacting Ellie and finding out what the hell I’m suppose to be doing and how I can get home. 




	


Chapter 3




	Home was a small house with one flat screen TV, a comfortable couch, pizza, beer, and of course Ellie and our cat. To be honest anywhere with her was home. I didn’t care if we were living in a box as long as we had one another we were set. We had both been avid gamers and shared nearly all of the same interests. Kindred spirits, soul mates, we didn’t really put a label on it. She had a tattoo with my name on her arm. I didn’t have any tattoos. It wasn’t that I was afraid of needles or anything I was just too damn indecisive about everything. She thought it made me special. She liked it. She didn’t care if I had ink or piercings. She cared about me for who I was and everything I wanted to be. She cared about us and who we were. She cared about our cat Colin, our familiar. I could see him now pawing at the cupboards waiting to be fed. That was her job but I would always sneak him food when I had the time or had stayed up late. 

	He was probably eating better than I am right now. I’m sure cat food would taste better than the bland protein bars I snagged from medical. 

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

At this point I realized how broke I was. My original profile had an unlimited run of script because of a mod I added. My inventory now read 0. I would have to take some side quests or labor if I was going to get anywhere or buy anything. I wasn’t against the idea of joining a guild but that would take even more time. 

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

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

I think if I had to guess it’s been about eight hours now. When I first played this level I was out in two even after being lost half of that. This build, this beta felt like a different game. I guess that made sense. Games changed all the time from one alpha build to another to beta, then back again until finally they release it and patch it up when they can. Darkness Beyond or whatever the hell this was wouldn’t be any different unless somehow I was transported to another planet entirely. That wouldn’t make sense though given the in game mechanics. The only other possibility I could think of was that this was some kind of alternate dimension. Another realm, parallel world, my mind was full of theories. 

Didn’t matter. I already fell down the fucking rabbit hole. Maybe I had been falling for a long time. Every immersion, every minute inside these virtual worlds. All of it leading up to this.

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

“Follow me,” said a slithering voice.

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

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

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

“What are you?” I asked.

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

“The witch’s familiar,” I said puzzled. This was something new. I didn’t remember there being any witches in the alpha. Than I thought maybe the witch was Ellie, or the other woman whom I spoke to in the darkness. Perhaps the witch was my way out. 

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

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

“I’m Bendi, I know what I know, I hear, I listen,” the familiar answered. The answer was good enough for me. Darkness Beyond, alpha, established there were beings with limited telepathy and other supernatural abilities. Another layer on which the game was based. It did bother me that the creature was able to hear MY thoughts. It didn’t seem natural. I was real and it wasn’t.

“So the witch is an NPC?” I asked. 

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

“Non player character,”

“What is a player character?” 

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

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

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

“Shh… we wait,” it said. 

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

“What was that?” I said quietly. 

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


Chapter 4




	Bendi was quick. I was running out of stamina fast. The Devil’s sabre slowing me down. I pulled up my stats. Stamina 10. I could hear the Nanook behind us as we passed through a tunnel that led into the light. My favorite part of any game. That moment you pass from the prologue into the first chapter. That moment after the opening when shit gets real. When the world opens up. When the god rays shine bright and there is a white blur before your eyes as the world outside loads pixel by pixel and the music hits a high note. My eyes adjust. The god rays blind me for only a moment. I can see the clouds in the blue sky. The forests around me. Birds in the distance flicker for a moment and fly away.  This wasn’t the same world I knew from before and when I looked back at the alien ship I didn’t recognize the design at all. Everything about this game was new. Darkness Beyond 2.0. BETA. Nothing came as I thought it would. I could see parts of the starship submerged in water while other parts looked like they were small mountains rising above the tree line. We were near the coast. I could smell the salt water in the air and feel the cold breeze blow towards me with the smell of the great ocean. I was standing at the border between Sundread and Wildwood. Staring point. 

	“I need to rest!” I exclaimed placing my hand down on my knee and heaving. 

	“No time,” Bendi said. 

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




Respawn. 




Day 2. 




	So this is what dying in game felt like. My body was on fire and I was heaving. I couldn’t catch my breath and everything was blurry for several moments. I came to mid fall outside my stasis pod. I passed out for hours and when I woke up I felt like I had fallen asleep on a bed of nails. I was back at the beginning. The only real difference this time was that I was no longer a robotic figure, I was me. At least that saved over. My face, my body, all mine. All of my gear, weapons, everything I collected… all gone. If the rules were the same here as the alpha I wouldn’t be getting them back until I found my body and revenged my death. That meant killing the Nanook, something I had no way of doing. The robot guide was still dead on the floor. I figured now that it was the Nanook that had clawed it. I looked the small figure over. It looked very retro. I picked it apart storing some small gears inside my pockets. They weighed next to nothing. 

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

The armory had all the same weapons as before. 




	Light Rifle

	Made from rusted parts and refurbished from the M44 rifles used during the resource wars on Earth. Brought to Eda via seed ships. Common. 

	

	Damage: 5

	Class: None

	Weight: 10




	Small Pistol

	Old war relic. Common

	

	Damage: 2

	Class: None

	Weight: 5




	Small Sword

	Made by the blacksmiths of Mist village. Viking.  Common.




	Damage: 10 

	Stamina Cost: 10-20 (heavy)

	Class: None

	Weight: 5




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




No sign of Bendi. Perhaps he was just as vulnerable to the Nanook as I was. Did NPCs respawn in this world? I couldn’t remember if they did in the alpha or not. I know there were a few characters that had insanely high health but was anyone else immortal? I would have to ask Bendi or the witch once I found them. 




So far no sign of trouble. I could see the exit of the starship, the light from outside. I moved slowly this time. I was barely outside when it killed attacked me from behind throwing me to the ground I felt my ribs break as it crushed me with its immense weight. I had no chance. I didn’t even get to draw my sword and I couldn’t concentrate with all the pain. For a few seconds it left me laying on the ground. If it killed me I would lose the items it held. They would be replaced by the low level rifle and sword. I couldn’t have that. I couldn’t let it take me. I shot myself with the rifle. The first bullet didn’t go through I felt my health drop to 20. I shot again as the Nanook began running towards me trampling the ground. I wasn’t going to let it have its kill. I shot again and respawned. 




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




Third times a charm right? Wrong. The Nanook grabbed me before the tunnel. I was walking into the light when I shot myself through the head once with my right hand and again with my left. 




The fourth time I didn’t bother going to medical. I went straight to the armory and grabbed two rifles. 3 rifles left, 5 pistols, 3 swords. I made it 10 yards passed the ship when the Nanook came after me. I managed to hit it several times. I scanned it. 500 health. 500 Mana. 700 Stamina. By the time I used my weapons on myself again it’s health had dropped to 475, stamina to 600. The fifth time I woke up with 80 health and there was blood on my white t-shirt. My hoodie was also badly ripped at the sleeves. Damage was carrying over. There was a chance now. I took 2 rifles from the armory again. This time when faced against the Nanook I managed to get even more shots. The creatures health dropped to 425. I woke up again. My health at 60. 1 rifle left. 5 pistols, 3 swords. This time I grabbed the last rifle and one of the swords. 

I came face to face with the Nanook outside the ship. I could feel the cool breeze as if winter was on the horizon as the beast came at me. I used more than half my stamina dodging  it’s first attack. Like most games I playing with trial and error, using repetition to gain the advantage. I shot at the Nanook until I was out of ammo, until my stamina zero. When my health dropped to 5 I threw myself on my sword. 




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

I went back to the armory. I was getting tired. Hungry. I had an idea. I took the last two swords and all of the ammo from the pistols. This would be my last chance. On my way to the starting point I grabbed one of the dead fleshlings and dragged it behind me. I used one of the swords to cut my hoodie into a small tattered bag. I spent the next several hours grinding the bullets between the swords sharp edges opening the edges and pouring the gray gunpowder (cordite) inside the tattered bag. I had to be careful not to cut too quick and create sparks else I would have gone up in flames. I used the thick fur of the fleshling and spikes like a thread and needle and wrapped the bag together as much as I could. Ellie had spent one entire afternoon teaching me how to sew and it looked like that quick lesson was paying off. I made a long fuse from the fur of the fleshling testing it several times by scraping together two pieces of metal scrap I found to create fire. The first time I felt like a caveman. I let out a loud shout as the fuse lit and the fire ran across it in a blaze of glory. A few more times and I was able to create a fuse that would last ten seconds. I wouldn’t win any awards for aesthetics but I made a bomb. Last but not least I cut open the fleshling and stuck my sword inside its throat where it had glands filled with poisonous venom. I could smell it now. The rot. The decay. Like sulfur. The fleshlings design made me think of dragonflies if dragonflies came from hell and ate people.  

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

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




As the Nanook threw itself on top of me I held my sword with two hands plunging it inside the decaying animal. Its HP dropped again to 275, 274,273, the poison was taking effect counting down 1 health bar a second. All I had to do was survive a few minutes. The Nanook charged at me again hitting me hard with its claw. Its stamina must have returned close to normal. I was afraid. The first time I played Darkness Beyond it felt like an adventure game full of exploration and new things to discover and enemies to kill It was a power trip leveling up and raiding, looting, and basically being boss. This time, this game, this world it was a horror. This was survival. Every time I died my health dropped 10 points. I wouldn’t make it very far if that kept happening. Not to mention I was low on supplies. I felt my body tremor. The Nanook opened its jaws. Its bear teeth were yellow and I could see the rot around its gum line as drool drizzled down. It was going to bite. I held my arm in front of me. I had no choice but to let it. I felt the Nanook’s jaw clinch down on my left arm and tear the limb from my body. I was bleeding out. My health dropping. I covered my wound with my right hand and I felt a strange sensation emerge. Cold from my hand covered and froze my bleeding nub. My health stopped dropping at 20 points. 

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




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

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

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

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

A small prompt appeared before me…




‘Investigate the Fire Shrine’

	Kill 20 undead

	Destroy the Elemental 




Quest activate: YES or NO




“What the hell,” I said reaching forward and motioning my right hand to swipe yes. 

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




“If we are going to do this we will need weapons, I used everything I had to fight off the Nanook,” I said picking myself up of the ground, “I’m also not sure I can fight with just one arm,” I finished. 

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




Raid party. Members: 2.




	Name: Bendi

	Age: ???

	Gender: ???

	Race: Golem / Familiar hybrid

	Level: 10

	Class: Healer

	

	HP: 100 

	Mana: 100

	Stamina: 100

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 2

	Charisma: 9

	Luck: 8




	Abilities: ???

	Skills: ???

	Inventory: Unknown qty herbs and potions




	Reputation: Liked

	Alignment: The Witch

	Languages: Common (English)




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




	Name: Adam

	Age: 24

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human / unchained

	Level: 1

	Class: Cryomancer




	I lost all to the Nanook. Supplies, lives, and 89 levels of experience. 




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

	“Checking my stats,” I answered.

	“What are stats?” it asked. 

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




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

	

	‘Far Eda’

	Quest Complete. 

	+1500 xp




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




	Leveled up. You are now Level 2.  





Chapter 5




	The air inside the forest was more crisp and cleaner than the air inside the ship. The forest was colossal, radiant, and ancient. Its canopy was overshadowed by hazel, birch, and poplar, still plenty of light passed through their crowns for a variety of shrubs to flourish in the moist and fertile bottom layer below. Curving vines dangled from the trees, and a variety of flowers, which grew sparingly, protruded from the otherwise green forest grounds. A medley of noises, belonging mostly to fleeing animals, filled the air, and were accompanied by the sound of the wind blowing gently through the forest. On our way to its stash Bendi led me to some plants. The first one we picked was called an Auricoma, a rare giant plant that could be found in some jungles and forests in Eda. It was in bloom, early winter with thin, sickle shaped leaves, olive green. It grew decent sized flowers which were orange, light purple, and dark purple. They Auricoma grew in small numbers but it was thick with a wooden stem that could be used as medicine. We picked what we could leaving a few to pollinate and reproduce. Bendi told me that over the next several months the Auricoma would produce small sweat fruits. The second plant we found was Cladrastis, an extremely rare, medium sized plant usually found in dry regions. It bloomed twice a year for 1 week and we stumbled upon it at the right time. It had large heart shaped leaves that glowed with an orange hue. Bendi insisted I taste one and I gained +10 to my defense for 24 hours. I tried eating another hoping that maybe the game would glitch and my abilities would stack but the second leaf was bitter and I gained nothing. 

Bendi led me like a blind man through the edge of Wildwood to a stash alright. A small stone casing with a short sword and rifle inside. “So much loot,” I said joking. Bendi smiled. I guess he didn’t understand my sarcasm. The rifle was named ‘Bendi’s Rifle,’ very original, with an attack of 20 and a weight of 10. It was styled after an M1 Garand only blue with several patches of white duck tape holding it together along with several other aesthetic markings that looked like runes. The description for the rifle was pretty simple, an old family heirloom refitted for modern times. The short sword was named Requiem, the Ghoulslayer. It was missing a description and besides a few markings but it wasn’t much different than the regular short sword. 

	“Were you ever human?” I asked Bendi.

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

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

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

	“What is the witch’s name?” I asked. 

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

	“Why doesn’t the witch just clear the fire shrine herself if she is so powerful,” 

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

	“One of the first colonists?”

	“One of the first,” Bendi said again. 

	At least from what I gathered the witch was human. If she was an NPC she was one of the colonists. A part of the background story of Darkness Beyond was that humans had fled Earth in the late 21st century to colonize a planet called Eda. Eda, this world was something out of a fantasy novel. Ruins that belonged to elven like creatures, dwarves, elementals, all of it alongside aliens creatures and wrecked starships. Science fiction fused with fantasy in a post apocalyptic world. The player character is someone that arrived late to the party, waking up from stasis 200 years after the first ships crashed. After that it was all about exploration and survival, meeting other colonists and finding a way to rid the world of the dangerous dark magic that had begun to infect it. A second life, the world was meant to be a living breathing eco-system with an economy that ran on scrip and monster hunting. A world filled with players, quests, loot, and more. 

I placed the edge of Bendi’s rifle over my nub. I didn’t have enough arm to balance it out. 

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

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

“This will have to work for now,” I said letting my hand go and my concentration slide as I made the edge of the ice more narrow. I held the rifle back up and it balanced perfectly across my ice glaive.




I thought about killing myself. Seeing if maybe when I respawned my arm would be whole again. The chance was too much to take. I would tough it out for now. It was the strangest sensation. I still felt like my arm was there, it even itched. A phantom limb, a phantom pain. I did my best not to think about it. I had too much at stake, too much going on to let this get the best of me. I reminded myself, this wasn’t my body. 




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




	Cryomancer Skills




	Ice Blast (Apprentice) - Unlocked 

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




	Gust (Apprentice) - Unlocked

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




	Stasis Shield - Locked

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




	Ice Pike - Locked

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




	Ice Wall - Locked

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




	Subzero Shield - Locked

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




	Frost Pillar - Locked

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




	Ice Spear - Locked

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




	Ice Blast (enhanced) - Locked

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




	Ice Pike (enhanced) - Locked

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







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




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




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

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

+Double XP bonus (24 hours)

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




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




	I thought about killing it. I could test out my double XP bonus but it didn’t feel right. I wasn’t hungry anymore. Killing fish for dinner was one thing, even killing the Nanook in self-defense but the Chuhxi was just going about its business. 




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

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




	The sun has fallen. We were a few miles away from the fire shrine. I could already feel the change in the air. The smell of rot. When we finally arrive I finished the last of my sushi and climb up a fallen tree. A wide worn elven statue marks the entrance to this dungeon. The fire shrine lies just inside. Beyond the worn statue I can see a massive, broken temple. It's covered in rubble, dead vermin and dead insects. Explosives and mining equipment are scattered, aged and taken by time itself. Further ahead are two paths, but the right is a dead end. I know that from experience. What happened in this place? I guess I’ll know soon enough. Bendi is watching me. I ask him for some rope I could see him carrying. Studying me he hands it to over. Its small but wide enough. I tie it around my waist and the tree.  I doubt he’s going to help much once we actually cross inside. Tomorrow I’ll kill 20 undead and slay an elemental but first I must rest. 


Chapter 6




	Day 3




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

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

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

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

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




	An hour earlier…




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

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

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

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

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

	“Adam?” she says her voice faint. She speaks as if asking a question. 

	“Adam,” she says again with confirmation.

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

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

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

	“I can’t, its a little girl,” I scream back. 

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

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

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

	“I don’t want to fight!” I scream. 

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

	One against two. 

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




	Name: Luyten

	Age: 11

	Gender: Female

	Race: Elemental

	Level: 10

	Class: Mage

	

	HP: 100 

	Mana: 100

	Stamina: 100

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 10

	Charisma: 10

	Luck: 10




	

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

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

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

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

	The first creature stares at me with the same hate as the third. It moves away slowly. The third creature begins to thaw as Luyten fires a blast of fire down from above. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




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

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

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

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

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

	It wasn’t over. A new quest appeared. 




	‘Defeat Luyten’s Wish”




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




	Name: Luyten’s Wish

	Age: 0

	Gender: None

	Race: Elemental

	Level: 10

	Class: Daemonic Dragon

	

	HP: 500

	Mana: 500

	Stamina: 1000

	

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 1

	Charisma: 0

	Luck: 5


Chapter 7




	I leveled up to 5 just shooting at the dragon. Each shot farming more and more experience than the last. It took to the air and I dodged as it flew down towards me. Rolling on the ground again and again. My health was down to 30. I was getting better at playing the game. Timing my rolls and attacks. When I felt like I was cutting it too close I would throw up an ice wall and duck for cover. The dragon was hellbent on killing me. I could see the girl laying on the ground just inside the temple near the edge where the daemon had broken through to the outside. She looked frail and broken as if almost all of the life had been snatched from her. 

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

	“This ends now!” I exclaimed. 

	It had been twenty minutes of back and forth. Each shot took the dragons health down bit by bit. It was a grind waiting for my mana and stamina to recharge again and again. The dragon was scary and powerful but it was predictable. It fought with the ferocity of a feral animal backed into a corner. I leveled up again to 6 and felt a surge of energy as my mana and stamina jumped to 100%. I unlocked a new skill. A spear appeared in my hands and I threw it instinctively. It hit the dragon in the chest freezing a part of its crystal hide. It fell to the ground and I slung my rifle back around and fired again. Its health had dropped below 100. 

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

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

	Bendi appeared from behind. 

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

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




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




	+5000 XP 

	+1000 XP Bonus

	+ 10 Health

	+ 10 Stamina

	+ 10 Mana




	Leveled up. 

	Level 7. 


Chapter 8




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

	We didn’t speak a word until we reached the edge of Wildwood. Bendi used an old rusted flashlight to light our way. It was close to midnight and I was still tired but determined to go as far as I could. I saw in the trees a small starship. On the side of it I saw the words SSF Javelin. It was old, maybe 100-200 years. Smaller than the colony ships it looked like it had once been a cargo freighter or large dropship. In Darkness Beyond, near the hub there was a large colony ship half buried. The hub had been built around its massive hull. The hub was everything here. Guilds, merchants, bounties, government and forum. This small ship could have easily fit inside the hangar along with ten others. I held my rifle up in a ready position across my icy nub as we moved closer towards the entrance. Bendi lit the way for me. We opened the door together and several amphibian like creatures scurried out. I used my sixth sense to learn more about them…

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




	Danger: low

	

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




	Day 4. 




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	I took the thick cloth pants that belonged to the MKII armor and the other parts from the MK3 leaving the face guard behind. The MK1 was too raider like for my taste and I never liked face guards anyway. The armor was hard to get on with just one hand but I made due. It fit comfortably like it had been made to fit my body. I threw the pieces I didn’t need along with  my tattered clothes on the ground. I couldn’t part with my shirt just yet. It looked like white tattered rag with a red skull. I felt a sentimental attachment to it. It was similar to a shirt I owned in the real world and I wasn’t ready to give it up. I put everything on over it. The armor weighed very little and gave me 100 resistance, basically an extra 100 HP. My defense now stood at 210. 

	I smirked and Bendi shook his head. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

	

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

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

	I listened to the audio log as I let my stomach settle and what I heard left me uneasy…

	‘Subject 06, Julie Luyten, age 10. Kidnapped and abused. She was found in critical condition when police killed the three men that had been keeping her held against her will. At first she was a perfect subject but the longer she stayed inside the game the more we lost her. Outside the game she was a wreck. Nightmares, seizures. She wouldn’t eat real food. The game world was the only place she spoke to anyone. I thought for sure we would be able to bring her back… grant her wish, help her resolve her trauma. Maybe  Instead I think we made it worst… the real world became just too much for her and her ghost was starting to develop on its own. She was creating new code. I wish I could show her… its ok… she has nothing to be scared of anymore. Maybe I’ll go in myself. Maybe I can reason with her.’ The audio log ended. Was she a player? The audio log made it sound like she was. That would mean she would respawn. Maybe she was whole again at the hub or back at the ship. If she was I had to find her. Could something like that happen to me if I didn’t watch myself. Curses, glitches, new code? What was this place. 

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

	“Dye not appear,” it said. 

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

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

	Bendi and I sat out into the woods. Our destination Arcadia. Before I could keep my promise I had to speak to the witch. 




	

	


Chapter 9




	“I need to go back to this ship,” I said. 

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

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

	That was weird. I felt like I should have known that. The starting point of Darkness Beyond… that should have been something everyone knew but the name escaped me. It had always just been starting point. 

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

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

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

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

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

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




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

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

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

	“Earth, humans home, sick and dying, humans ran, new genesis, exodus, left in great seeds across the stars, several found the rift, came through, fell, here,” Bendi’s words were broken. Maybe it was the fact that its tongue hung somewhat out of its mouth as it spoke or that it just never had to speak so much.. But Bendi’s words made sense. The rift… that was how the developers made sense of all the sword and sorcery. Fantasy creatures that weren’t really fantasy creatures. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“There are others like you?” I asked. 

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

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

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

	“Are you a boy or a girl?” I asked. 

	“Not sure what mean?” Bendi said.

	“Nevermind,” I smiled wondering if Bendi was reading my mind. There was something innocent about the creature. I was wondering if maybe the witch was the same way. Most of the time when I thought of witches I thought of villains, the bad guys, some kind of boss I would have to fight or watch out for. This witch seemed different. She had sent Bendi to me. She was guiding me. She may be an NPC or she may be a player but unless there was something sinister she had planned she was my guardian in this world. 

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

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

	“Is right, is short. Must be careful, Luyten gone but still pain,” Bendi said sliding further back towards my side. It began crouching down lower to the ground. Bendi said it knew a shorter way… we were just outside Wildwood. I feel like I should have seen this place before but Eda was large. A game the size of a continent. The clearing was covered in small broken fences and ruins that were grown over. I could see goat and sheep like animals frolicking in the quiet pastures and passing around many of the overgrown structures. The trail we had been following stopped and an immense rance stood before us. It was fairy new and in great condition. A humble stable that could have housed several horses was overgrown in lush flowers. There was an abandoned pen that could have once housed chickens, rabbits and other small animals almost hidden in the corner. The farm had a homey feel even though it was abandoned. A combination of tranquil landscape and horrifying isolation. There was a house. Short and shaped like a U. It had two extensions linked by wooden sunscreen structures. I loved the design. It was minimalistic and modern. It had a second floor smaller than the first that looked like a rooftop garden. 

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

	Inside the house we found an empty loft. A dinner table with scraps of old food. The food looked like it had been rotting for days. Cockroaches were the same here as they were in the real world. I had to hold my icy stump up against my face to block the smell. The first time my sense of smell didn’t feel dulled. I entered one of the bedrooms. A part of me expected to find some dead bodies. I think that would have been better. On the bed lay a red dress. The waist was narrow, slim fit, A cloth ribbon had been wrapped around it. A pair of platforms lay straight on the ground. Someone had been planning something nice. 

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

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

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

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

	“Ellie?” it asked. 

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

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

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

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

	“Names not worthy,” Bendi said. 

	“I’m Adam,” I smirked. 




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

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

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

	“I know,” Bendi said. 

	Bendi came out from hiding as I hit my knees. 

	It put his arm on my shoulder and I wept. 




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

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

	+10 Pacify. +10 Animal Friend +10 Endurance 

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

	

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




	She deserved better. 


Chapter 10




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

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

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

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

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

	“Whats your name?” I asked wondering if this was some kind of trap. 

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

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

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

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

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




	Name: Ethan

	Age: 15

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human

	Level: 5

	Class: Healer / Mage (Apprentice)

	

	HP: 100 

	Mana: 100

	Stamina: 100

	

	Agility: 6	

	Endurance: 5

	Intelligence: 7

	Charisma: 7

	Luck: 10




	Abilities: Natural Herbalist

	Skills: Herbalist

	Inventory: Herbs, Small Sword, Small Pistol, Grimoire




	Reputation: Liked

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

	Languages: Common (English)




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

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

	“Long time no see,” said Ethan.

	“Long time… grow,” said Bendi.

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

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

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

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

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

	

	The three martial arts of Eda are as follows:




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




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

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




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




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

	We had been hiking for several hours and were beginning to near the end of Wildwood and enter the area of Arcadia. Inside the forest we saw many different creatures as we spoke. Some were strange flying birds, others looked like ant-eaters, raccoons, colorful non-venomous snakes and some kind of squid like creature that clung to the side of trees. As we came to the end of our journey Ethan began to slow down. 

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




	A new quest appeared.




	‘Trollhunter’ 

	Objective:

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




	“I accept,” I stated aloud. Bendi and Ethan both looked at me funny. I laughed thinking how strange it was that I could see these words and look at things no one else could. They must have thought I was a little crazy. Better be careful who I did it around, I wouldn’t want anyone getting the wrong idea. Bendi lead us to the outskirts of Arcadia, “The farms that are under attack are going to be our first priority, after that we’ll get Ethan home and speak to the witch,” I ordered motioning with my one good hand that we move forward. 

	

As we made our way through the woods Ethan told me about Arcadia. It was a small village surrounded by a great wall with less than 100 people (NPCs) and a handful of shops. Most of the people that lived in Arcadia actually lived outside the main village in the outskirts as farmhands. They traded with the hub using ships that sailed across the great ocean as a means of fast travel. That was my answer. I could pay my way onto one of their ships and ferry myself to the hub to find my answers. I could be home in less than 48 hours if I played my cards right. 




	

	


Chapter 11




	Something blunt hit me in the back of my head. I was knocked out. When I awoke Bendi, Ethan, myself were tied up in the back of a large hovering vehicle. 

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

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

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

	Shitty luck. We had been attacked and taken prisoner by trolls. 

	“Let us go,” I ordered. 

	Charisma - Fail

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

	Luck - Success. 

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

	“What the hell!” the bigger guard Troll yelled. 

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

	

	Steel Pipe

	Melee type weapon

	

	Damage 10

	Weight 10




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

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

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

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

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

	I walked over towards the troll. I was angry. Angry we were so far from Arcadia, angry all my loot had been stolen, angry for what he had done to my new friends, angry he was going to try and eat us. I pulled the pistol from his side an aimed it at his head. I pulled the trigger several times until his health was almost depleted and screamed. 

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

	“Stand back please,” he said.	

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

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

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

	“What did you do?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

	“We’re near the troll caverns. Currently we are in undiscovered country not Hunters Chase though both look much the same. The caverns lead into the Valley of Decay,” said Bendi clear as day. I thought it was strange. Whenever something seemed scripted he always sounded so clear. 

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

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

	“You didn’t mention that before? So this quest is a mandatory not a request,” I yelled. I was close to Ethan’s face now. I was still seeing red. Angry we lost so much time. I lost so much time. Already I had been stuck in this world for 4 full days. 

	“Five,” said Bendi. 

	“Five what?” I yelled.

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

	I had forgotten Bendi was somewhat telepathic and could pick up on certain things I was thinking. Five days… Five days lost. Five days gone. Five days without speaking to anyone real without any answers. 

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

	“Fine,” I said, “lets get this over with.” 




	We approached the Valley of Decay at dawn. Two statues stood outside the dungeon entrance. For miles there were mountainous walls that stretched high around the valley encasing it like a dome. That was what the Valley was after all. It was a dome. A stadium the size of a small landmass for players to enhance their skills. It was a raid dungeon. A large area filled with trolls, daemons, and other alien creatures that were mid to high level. The Valley of Decay had at least three random mini-bosses I could remember and one final boss that I had fought against with five other players to beat. In the game you were sent to the Valley of Decay after visiting the hub for the first time and joining a hunters guild. The final boss in the Valley was an undead dragon called Fanden. 

	I had never joined a guild, playing in a guild was not my style but I had friends that I had met along my journey who asked me for help. Every once in awhile I would round out someone’s raid team and join them on adventures. That was the only way I got into the valley. 

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




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

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

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

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

	“Your first,” I said insisting for Ethan to cross. He did and disappeared before my eyes. I followed with Bendi close behind. 




	There was a shrill in the chasm, a compressing of air, and suddenly we were greeted by a miniature creature of darkness and death. Two violent eyes stare at us with a bellowing fury, and another shrill pierces from its jagged mouth in pure agony. Four curved horns adorns its muscular head. Like other daemons I had seen it had glowing tattoos. Runes, runes, and more runes. A lofty, greasy body. Spikes cover its shoulders, suggesting this being's definitely not alone. The creature dashes forward, its two legs sturdily carry its diabolical body with a sedated energy. A whip-like tail writhes behind it, its movements are playful, yet determined. Two narrow wings extend themselves fully. Visible bones, and nothing but flames stretch upward, and side by side. The creature continues to glare at us with a vicious smile appears on its face. 

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

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

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

	“I doubt it, no one survives this place,” I said. 

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

	“We will survive, we’re not no one,” I answered. I didn’t want to explain, how could I. This place was meant for players. Bendi was looking at me strange. His face full of confusion yet somehow I felt like he was beginning to understand. 

	“Conjuicus vex, augment vexation,” said Ethan. Another bloody rune. 

	“Stop that,” I shouted. 

	“Its’ ok, that one doesn’t cost much, we are concealed to those around us now,” he said smiling. I didn’t thank him. I didn’t ask him to cast any magic. I nodded my head and began looking around. We were underground in some kind of lost ruin. 




	

	


Chapter 12




	In-game the Valley of Decay was a massive dungeon that changed every time it was entered. Randomly generated terrain and randomly generated monsters. At least that was what I thought. Not moments after we were transported underground Ethan pulled out his Grimoire and from that a folded up sheet of paper that looked like an old map. 

	“I got this from my grandfather, my family has a long history of being scouts, we were a part of the first branch that went out and defended the hub from the first daemons that emerged,” he said proudly as we started examining our guide. “From what I gather we are here,” he said pointing towards the top of the map. In-world they believed the valley had been created by some kind of rift. An area torn up by some kind of reality bomb. Basically it was magic. It was also home to many daemons, trolls, goblins, and thousands of different types of monsters. For the last hundred years the hub had been sending scouts into the area and piece by piece they had been mapping it out. It was a large area filled with many dangers but none of it was randomly generated. The only thing random about it was where you ended up once you walked inside. We were near the Crystal Caves. 

	“From here we just have to make our way down towards the Deadlands and than back up through the goblin kingdom into the troll kingdom and the mountains of Douvre just south of the Chasm. There are several forts set up for scouts so we might find some safety there at Blackwall or Fort Estes,” said Ethan. It sounded like we had a long journey ahead of ourselves and he could see the frustration across my face. “We could always cross the red lake,” he shrugged, “there are piranha men to worry about though, not least serpents, fissures, and other creatures,” he said a half a second later. I began to shake my head. Obviously I thought about it. All that separated us from the Troll kingdom was a body of water. Once we were outside the cave the mountains would be visible to us. 

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

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

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

	“Am I really that scary to you? I’m sorry, I just… this is really frustrating,” I said trying to make an apology to both Ethan and Bendi. I knew it wasn’t their fault. They weren’t the reason I was stuck here, least not that I was aware. 

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

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

	A cold chill blew against my cheek through the tight corners of the cave. We must have been pretty deep underground. There were areas we had to crawl. The cold felt like fuel. I could feel it make me stronger. Bendi gave me herbs to deal with my arm. Every once in awhile the shock of having lost a limb kicked in. I felt scared. Terrified. Would I ever get it back. If I made it back to the real world would my arm still work? 

	It took us two days to reach the outside of the caverns passing several monsters along the way. We were nearly ambushed by a group of yetis as we came outside on top of a very large mountain. The yetis looked like furry humans in costume. Ethan suggested we hunt a few for their fur but I refused. He seemed like he was such a kind kid but he could be pretty savage sometimes. Their fur would have kept us warm but it wasn’t necessary. The strongest among them was a level 5. It wouldn’t have taken much. Maybe I was just being selfish but I couldn’t prey on the weak. I felt at home as we walked through the snow down a mountain path outside the caverns towards the rocky valley below. Ethan had his magic to keep him warm anyway. As far as food went Bendi had packed several rations in its satchel which seemed small but never-ending. Even so we were slowly running out. Not to mention the bland taste was driving us crazy. Bendi was the only one that never complained during breakfast, lunch, or dinner.  Ethan told me of a spice dealer in Arcadia. Spices were the best way to give food flavor in this world. He even promised once we got back he would buy some for me.  

	The third day in the Valley of Decay we reached the bottom of the mountain. All in all things were going fairly well except for the fact that I felt dirty. I hadn’t properly bathed since I got here. I would kill for a shower, a bar of soap. My boots crunched the dirt with each step, trying to keep my footing as best I could while walking along the raised path. The sun bore down on my back, but I ignored it; Ethan's magic had worn off and we were visible again. I knew he should have saved it. He was going to cast it again but I deferred him not to. I couldn't bear the burden of letting him lose more time than he had already. For every spell he cast I felt guilty. Not enough to let him kill a yeti but still guilty. He was young and I felt like it was my responsibility to watch out for him. The valley felt strange, the wind was chilled and cold but it was hot and humid. I kept feeling nauseous, occasionally I would feel out of breath. Bendi was fine but Ethan was having just as hard a time as I was. He wore a full set of leather armor; the majority of his face covered as the orange and silver armor protected him from the elements, yet at the same time allowed him to be mobile and quick. He was wearing his sword rested on his back, his go to weapon for when wyverns attacked. He was here for a purpose; a reason far beyond hunting a creature like a troll, or god forbid a goblin.

	He was hunting a fellow Hunter. So long had the people of Arcadia been prey. Ethan was ready to turn the tables and he just had to drag me into it. He could remember the urgent quest he was given; that Deep Infantry was given, actually. Even the hub was made known of this severe threat, and they rarely resorted to drastic measures. Rumor had it that a group called the five had been sent to the valley. Maybe if we were lucky we could join with them. I needed scrip bad. The few things I had were valuable but from what's Ethan had told me it would be 1000 scrip for passage to the hub. I had maybe 100 worth of junk minus another 50 for Bendi's rifle and maybe my cursed sword, Vesta Anoron. The Devils Sabre would have been worth more, maybe even half but it was serving its own purpose. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

	"Do you have any idea what a individual goes through when named Croon? I'm going to go with a resounding no. Why? Because I am the only one with the name Croon. And let me tell you...it is one hell of a name. People think its funny to ask me what it is like lowering their voice. Croon, yes, the name of a bard, God, I hate my name. I can't stand the others my age in all of Arcadia. The only friend I have is the witch.and she is about as eccentric as you get so I don't even get to see her that often because she always has her head stuffed in a book or neck high in tech with her newest invention or rather reinvention of something old. Seems tech breaks down pretty damn fast in this world so if you have it sell it, sell it fast," 

	This was trippy as all hell. The bard than opened the case and took out an 8 string guitar. He places his rifle down on a rock and starred at Garrick, the wyvern meticulously only to start playing. 

	"So what do I do? I hunt monsters to keep Eda relatively monster free. Believe me there is no shortage of them either. But, because of how physically demanding a job like that tended to be, I found it really hard to wake up in the morning. So I stopped hunting and began playing. I found ways to tame a great number of the beasts like Garrick here. None daemonic of course, doesn't seem to work well on them, found this gem in storage inside Sanctuary. Seems the ship was full of artists, musicians, barbers and craftsman alike. All the making of a civilized society, the hub too. God damn that town is full of it. 10 scrip for a trim, 100 for some fancy clothes,” he said slowly beginning to hum, "don't get me wrong I still hunt monsters but some of them... Garrick I have grown attached to," he smiled. 

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

	"Alright, alright..." I grumbled as I stumbled onto my feet, but nearly lost my balance back up. "Damn you stomach." I always feel surprised when I hear live music..but it is always such a beautiful sound. The bard played for another half an hour before pulling some rations out from a secret compartment inside his bag. The source of the smell. Something that looked just like bacon. Ethan set up a campfire and we sat around it in a circle together. Garrick stayed tucked away in the corner sleeping. Croon assured us he was perfectly safe. Occasionally Bendi would walk over towards the creature and it would wake and the two would stare eyes locked like they were having a conversation. 

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

	"Ariane is alive!" Exclaimed Ethan

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	That would be a first...they've never so much as shown any sign of a government in the alpha build of the game. Darkness Beyond was all about survival.. having a functioning society was counter productive to that. There had to be a lot of pressure related to that. Sure there were in game mechanics that involved buying and selling and clans with leaders and all that but no real functioning society. I had no way of understanding anything like that at all if there was. Politics were not my cup of tea. All I did was practice my sword skills, magic and hunt monsters down to sell items. That was how I enjoyed spending my time. Grinding. Exploring. The only mention of anything like royalty that I could remember was a location known as the queens tomb. 

	“I could earn scrip on my own. I'm sure this troll quest would pay well. We all have to make a living...no point in getting on the bad side of potential customers. As soon as I have enough saved up I can start covering other aspects of the game and getting out. I’m not wasting anymore time.  I could start being a bodyguard and the amount of money I could get will increase, taking more quests, hunting monsters, I just want to get to the hub,” I got up as I finished my meal. I was tired. 

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

	"Don't give me that look...now just go enjoy yourself for once... 

	I have more bacon.”




—————— 




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

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

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

"I'll give you hand," I said although she had already began to frantically search around. 

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

	"Yes?"

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

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

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

	"Well I've never done this before so I was kinda looking at everything and not really watching where I was watching...and I noticed that we already slept through most of the day," She seemed somewhat flustered. "Say...what are you doing tonight? Any plans?" I asked.

	"Have a good day," she gave me one last smile as she left the house. 




—————— 




	"I wish I had a chance to watch you. I've never really seen someone use an M44 like that ...and you seem to be really fast with it," I commented to which immediately made Ellie smile. She was a better player than I had been. 	We were playing a horror game. Not Darkness Beyond. It was a game called ‘Moon Fire’. This had been our second date. We were a great team together. 

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

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

	

—————— 




	I woke up wanting to scream. My dreams, my memories. I felt like I was only half a person. Croon was sitting next to Garrick singing in a low roar. Bendi and Ethan were dreaming. What is real anymore. 

	"I'm becoming an old man. I've been doing this a long, long time. And I'm tired. Tired of people never truly understanding the truth. These beasts are a part of nature; being here long before us.  Some cannot be tamed nor domesticated yes, but many can. The daemons that have been appearing, spilling forth from out of the nine realms, they aren't natural. They are abstract, improbable,” Croon's posture changed, ”I have something for you,” and he handed me a pendant with a pearl colored gem. It's the same one that belonged to Ellie in the real world. A pennant I learned had been passed down to her from her grandmother. I could feel it in my hand but even now I still don't believe it. For a moment it felt like the game lagged. 

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

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

	


Chapter 13




	I dodged backwards and threw a gust of cold wind into the air. I drew Bendi’s rifle and fired. The creature in front of me was staring at me with its ghastly eyes. I couldn’t move or break free from its gaze. Ethan had been knocked out of the fight. His health was near 10. Bendi hid of course because that was what it did. My health was starting to drop. I was already down to 40 HP with my mana and stamina constantly dragging. The creature, a daemon with two immense wings fully extended, jagged bones and feathers and flesh grafted with chains looked came down again towards me. It was a wyvern boss. A creature similar to Garrick but this one couldn’t be tamed. It was named Fanden, the devil.   

	Both Croon and Garrick disappeared by the time we woke up. That whole night felt like it was some kind of mirage. I tied Ellie’s pendant around my neck hoping that I would find answers soon. Every time I started to loose myself in this reality something brought me back. I had been lost in this world for ten full days now and I was level 9. We began making our way to Blackwall when we were ambushed by several low level daemons that looked like rabbid wolves. Daemon wolves. They each had black fur and red glowing eyes. Pretty cliche but what adventure game wouldn’t be complete without wolves and dragons. They were slightly bigger than real wolves. Ethan and I stood back to back and took care of them carefully. Our plan was working perfectly until the wyvern appeared. 

	When we first saw it it was a dark spot flying across the sky. Than it attacked us from above. We ran into the forests to try and find cover but we didn’t have much luck. The daemonic wyvern was kicking our asses. Level 30, 5000 health. 5000 Mana. 10000 Stamina. Most of its stamina was used for flight. It spit fire from its mouth… mana. Its health. It was the highest leveled creature I had seen in game. 

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

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

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

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

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

	“Soulbreaker,” shouted Bendi.

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

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

	“Don’t do it,” shouted Ethan. 

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

	“Soulshield,” shouted Bendi. The little guy had finally joined our fight. Bendi shot a beam of green energy towards me. Unlike Ethan who had tried to stop me Bendi was giving me strength. Using its skills as a healer it was transferring its own health, mana, and stamina to me. It left Bendi nearly depleted. I watched as I lounged forward as Bendi fell to the ground.  




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

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

	“My name is Molto, I am one of the five,” he said, “you must be Adam, I’ve heard a lot about you from Croon, he said you were kinda strange but he didn’t say you were crazy,” said the figure standing over me. His voice was low. He was well built and when he took off his mask I could see he had bright red hair that came down over his eyes. The sides of his hair were shaved as well as his face. He placed the giant great sword across his back. He was also carrying a M44 Rifle. He smiled and pulled me up. I stood there for a moment. My entire body felt like it was on fire. 

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

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

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

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

	“Its ok, I have another one, it was worth it, see this,” he said pointing towards a white gem, “this will go for 20,000 scrip at the hub, Fanden dropped it on its way out, finders keepers,” Molto smiled tucking the gem inside one of his pockets. It seemed to disappear. I tried to get a scan on Molto but I couldn’t read him. I knew his level was somewhere near 50 and that he was using powerful gear but I couldn’t get a fix on his class or inventory the same way I could read other NPCs. 

	From the distance another ship was coming towards us. It was another jet, no a dropship. It was just a bit longer than the one-man jet and could hold several passengers, “our ride,” said Molto. The dropship came down towards the ground like a helicopter. The engines roared as a group of soldiers came out each heavily armed in black combat armor and holding long rifles I couldn’t get a fix on. Molto picked up Bendi’s rifle and handed it over to me. “Might want to hold onto this, its worth a fortune,” he said. I grabbed the rest of my gear and slung both my rifle and sword to my side. The soldiers helped carry Ethan into the dropship as Bendi and I were last onboard. 

	“Its about time,” said Molto towards the pilot. 

	“Kept you waiting huh,” said the pilots voice. 

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

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

	“We wanted to see how far you would make it, pretty damn good for noobs,” Jace said as we lifted off from the ground. Molto closed the dropship hatch as soon as we were high enough. 

	“Can you take us to the hub?” I asked. I was hopeful, maybe all my problems had been solved. 

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

	

	We flew for several hours across the valley below. I could see dozens of different creatures ranging from hippo like omnivores the size of trucks to giraffe like creatures with tusks and fangs. We passed over several ruined campsites and structures that looked like they had once been small villages or towns. Lost settlements. We finally arrived at Blackwal and I found myself staring at a futuristic base camp. The town had been surrounded by a great wall with turrets and the inside of the camp looked like a hangar with several barracks that made up a mess hall, barracks, battle center, and a training yard. There were several dozen jets and at least three more dropships and shipping containers surrounding us. On the far side of the camp I saw a giant mech standing tall several stories tall guarded by several smaller mechs with massive rifles that looked like they were six feet long. 

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

	“Yeah sorry if its a bit of a mess,” said Jace. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“I have something for you,” said Jace. He handed me a cybernetic arm and helped me attach it where my stump was. It was a little larger than my right arm. I felt a sting as tiny tendrils inserted themselves inside me. I started screaming and than I felt both of my hands move to cover my face. The pain wore off and I was whole. Something about it didn’t feel right. I knew it wasn’t my arm and I wasn’t moving it with my arm. I was moving it with my mind. 

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

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

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

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

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

	

	And so my party disbanded with the exception of Bendi and myself. Ethan was down for now. I had the feeling he would be back. I knew he wanted to find and rescue Ariane but given his current state that was impossible at the moment. I moved towards the showers in the barracks and washed up. When I came out I found new clothes waiting for me. A black tshirt, cargo pants, and a scraggy worn blue jacket. After I dressed Bendi and I made our way to the battle center and waited half an hour for Molto admiring the detailed maps and blueprints that were hanging on the wall. The battle center looked like the inside of a starship. Scavenged pieces of tech were used to monitor the area around us and there were several officers sitting down with headphones tracking the creatures outside our walls. Molto finally arrived. He was wearing normal clothes. Nothing special but he looked smaller than he had in his military gear. 

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

	“Where is Croon?” I asked wondering.

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

	“You said he was going to be here.”

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

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

	“The troll kingdom and the goblin kingdom have been amassing their armies. Both kingdoms already have about 100,000 troops. The troll kingdom has been kidnapping people from both Arcadia and the hub, I’m sure you already knew this… in fact I believe that is why you are here, Ethan has been going on and on about Deep Infantry and their mission to defeat the troll king, well its a bit more than that at the moment. The troll king is planning a takeover of all of Eda. Believing it is his right to rule over all. Trolls are unruly creatures with little intelligence but they are strong, especially in large numbers. If the troll kingdom and goblin kingdom unite against us it will be all out war and we won’t win,” said Molto. 

	“What can I do about that?” I asked.

	“You are unchained, we’ve heard stories about unchained before, I believe after watching you fight that you could be our greatest weapon, since you’ve awoken you have grown stronger and stronger everyday, give us a month, a year and you’ll be just as strong as any of the five, give us two years and you’ll be among the strongest in all Eda,” he said. Jace walked into the room. “Ethan has disappeared, he cast some kind of spell that healed most of his wounds and than another and we couldn’t find him,” he said. 

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

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

	“Talking about what?” 

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

	“I have to go after him,” I said.

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

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

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

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

	“Don’t be so harsh, he only wants to save his friend,” said Jace. Did I? Was that why I was doing this. I had known Ethan a few days and he wasn’t real, none of it was. Why was I worried about him? What was I trying to accomplish by leaving this place. If I fell in line I could work with them kill the troll king and finish my journey. This path would probably take me all the way to the hub and from there I could find out if the forum was still active and contact home. 

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

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

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

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

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

	“You got me,” I said almost wanting to clap my hands. 

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

	“Are you going to help me?” I asked.

	“More like I forgot to lock the door back,” Jace smiled and threw me some bread. I waited another five minutes before making my move. Bendi went in front of me. I wanted to take a detour and grab my weapons and armor but they were under close guard. Molto had taken a liking to my cursed sword. I couldn’t risk being caught. Not now. I crouched and snuck through the base camp until I found one of their jets unattended. +10 stealth. I felt myself level up. Level 10. It felt good. Like a shot of adrenaline straight to my heart. I moved inside the ship. 

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

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

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

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

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




	Doomcollar 5000 Health. ? Mana. ? Stamina. 

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




	And than I got a good look at Molto. 




	Name: Molto

	Age: 37

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human

	Level: 53

	Class: Paladin

	

	HP: 700

	Mana: 200

	Stamina: 500

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 8

	Charisma: 8

	Luck: 5




	Abilities: None

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

	Inventory: M44 Rifle, Dragon’s Fang (great sword), 7-1 Echo (pistol)




	Reputation: Neutral 

	Alignment: The Five, Arcadia, The Hub

	Languages: Common (English)




	It was bearing down on Bendi and I when out Jace jumped up over the top of one of the walls and fired a rifle at Molto’s mech. The weapon he fired was a rare rifle, a weapon originally designed as a secret technology project. Its official name was the 2-ULX, but it went by ‘Lightning’. A beam of light hit Molto’s mech sending it backwards towards the ground. Jace had betrayed the five to save us. He waved as soldiers surrounded him and we flew off into the distance towards the Deadlands and the goblin kingdom. Bendi used one of his three claws to turn on a map on the jets HUD. He marked the spot of the dungeon where we were most likely to find Ethan and Ariane and the two of us flew into the night sky. 

	

	

	


Chapter 13.1




Ellie




The Real World




Day 14




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

	Ellie stared at Adam. His body. His real body. His mind had been plugged inside a prototype BUI that covered most of his face. 

	“This is going to change the world, you understand that, when we find a way to pull Adam out,” the director stopped. She had come down to check on Ellie. It was with her permission that they had gained access to Adam. Ellie had to sign hundreds of confidentiality documents and had basically taken a job at STEM. Nothing more than an observer though she was assigned to take care of Adam’s physical body. Most of the time this involved cleaning and shoving liquid down through a feeding tube. Also none of the scientists or staff had any trouble sharing information with her. It had been fourteen days since the bombing on the bridge.

	

	Ellie knew the moment Adam was late. She knew something was wrong and when she got a call from the hospital it became the worst moment of her life. 




Day 1




	“This is the first day of private trials for Darkness Beyond, no, god I hate that name, lets just call it… Glimmer, ok, ok,” the woman was a bit reserved. She looked at Adam as he lay in a coma on life support. She was wearing glasses which she adjusted constantly. 

	“Thats the game we have been playing,” Ellie said. 

	“Yes and no, you see the game is based on…” she paused, “lets just say it can help Adam here. To be clear, these trials are not a part of the alpha nor are they like any other so called game you or he might have played, this trial is being conducted at the request of Protoss Studios, I believe Adam did work for them as a game tester. They’re source code comes from STEM and well… Adam is unique in that his synchronization rate is nearly 100% based on information gathered from the alpha,” she stopped, “I’m sorry can you sign these,” she pulled out a large folder filled with dozens of documents. All top secret, confidential. Ellie agrees. 

	“As Adams domestic partner you have been given power of attorney, authority by the state as to what happens to him, we also have a job offering for both of you,” she began, “we are testing, the artificial interface is still in its early stages but we believe that we can create a virtual world based on data we have collected and this is the part that will be important to you. Adam can live in this world and grow,” she finished, “we have a transport ready, it will take both of you to our labs and we will make life better for him… and you. We have the best doctors, the best staff, we’ll be able to monitor him every step of the way,” she smiled. 

	Ellie agreed. She signed. 

	They were at STEM within the hour. 

	“Plug and play, we just interface with the cerebral cortex and there,” the woman with the glasses smiled. She layed a visor down over Adam’s head. It looked like something out of a comic book, a near solid black helmet and visor with a dozen wires running back towards a wall. Adam was still on life support. They were monitoring more than his heart rate though. 




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

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

	“Like playing Darkness Beyond, only more real, eventually he won’t be able to tell the difference between that world and this one. There are some complications though. He will feel pain like it is real. We’ve managed to give him the ability to respawn but we have no idea how many times it will work. Each time he dies in the game his body here will want to die and we’ll have to resuscitate. If he doesn’t do his best to survive… well.. You remember that game, it could be pretty violent,” the doctor said.

	“WHY THE HELL ARE YOU GOING TO PUT HIM IN THERE!” Ellie shouted.

	“Calm down, you signed remember, its the only game with the right kind of source code, the only way we can keep him from going brain dead, you don’t want Adam to be a vegetable right, this is kinda an in-between. He’s in limbo, eventually we’ll find a way to pull him out but in the meantime we have to make sure that he’s taken care of,” the woman snarled. 

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

	“Its in the source code, we have no control over the game environment, we can help open up some shortcuts but thats really all we can do.”

	“Rerouting memory allocation,” she said. 

	“What does that mean?” Ellie asked.

	“We are backing everything up, if something goes wrong we want to be able to find out why, Adam is our only link in there. The game world is evolving, its constantly in flux, like a living world. We are also going to be accessing parts of Adam’s brain that were not previously available. To him its going to be like he’s using magic.”




————




	Day 4




	Ellie sat next to Adam’s side reading a book. It was based in the world of ‘Moon Fire’, their favorite game. It had been the last thing Adam had read before his accident. She had quit her job earlier that day. She hadn’t shown up to work since offered her new position as a caretaker for Adam so it didn’t matter much to her. The company, Protoss and STEM were paying her double anyway not that she didn’t love what she did. She was happy she didn’t have to spend two hours cleaning cages anymore but watching over Adam was strange and scary. Ellie was afraid almost every moment wondering if he might go into cardiac arrest again or that something would go wrong with the program. The doctor said the data they were collecting was beyond amazing and that Adam was doing great. 

	They showed her the code and had one of the developers explain it to her. It made Adam look like a D&D character. 

	All she really wanted was to see. See for herself what the world he was living inside now was like. What dangers he faced, what he ate, what he was wearing. She worried he wasn’t taking care of himself. How many times had she had to remind him to brush his teeth, to shave, to eat. 

	The book was called ‘Promised Dawn’ and told the story of a stranger that claims an elderly man in host to an alien being, one who is still benign right now but could take over the human brain when it grows to full maturity. Fortunately there’s a way to get rid of it and potentially unlock the key to get rid of all the aliens. Believing both the situation and the stranger, the elderly man agrees to the operation. It reminded her how she had agreed to Adam’s situation. The summary of the book went on… what if this stranger speaks only in lies, what if the situation is worse than it appears. How could the elderly man know the truth about what was happening if anything was happening at all?

	Adam had said it was a good book, part psychological thriller and part science fiction horror. The actual game was set 200 years after the novel and focused on the actual war between the aliens that had infected the man and humanity. In a way she knew it wouldn’t have a happy ending, so did Adam. Sometimes it was the journey that mattered most, not the beginning, not the end, just the journey. 


Chapter 14




	We crashed hard into the ground. We rolled three times before stopping. We were in the middle of the Deadlands in some kind of desert. I must have fallen asleep while driving. Luck was on my side since I had been wearing a seatbelt with Bendi tucked close beside me. Both of us emerged from the crash unscathed. 

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

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

	I felt like someone had erased my game and I was starting from scratch. All that hard work twice now I’ve been screwed over. From level 90 to 1 and now again at level 10 all my gear. I still had my magic. Bendi gave me a nod and the two of us crept forward. We were near the dungeon when we crashed and we could make the rest of the trek on foot. 

	No food, no water. We were guided by our natural instincts to survive. I held onto the pendant around my neck. The only thing that hadn’t been taken from me. We wandered through the desert for hours until we found ourselves staring at an oasis. It wasn’t a normal oasis. In fact it was a graveyard. Bleak morass marks ran across the entrance to the dungeon. Beyond the graveyard we stood in a scanty grimy room inside a ruined structure that looked like it had been an office building. Bendi found two torches for us covered in small bones, rubble and dirt. We used an oil that was seeping down off the walls as a fuel. I scrapped the charged blade against stones until finally a spark sprouted and brought our two flames to life. 		Further ahead we found a single path. Its twisted trail lead passed countless rooms until we soon entered a timeworn area. There were several braziers scattered around and somehow they were lit on fire. Burning and burning again. As we continued forward deeper into the dungeons secrets we passed several different rooms and countless passages, each with their own twists, turns, and destination. 

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

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

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

	“Get away from there,” she shouted. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“Ethan come out and play,” she said. 

	Ethan appeared from a corner, he had been cloaked. 

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

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

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

	“That’s me, the one and only, the tech mage, the world’s greatest inventor, amazonian of the five, and ace-mech pilot,” she gave me a thumbs up and winked. 

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

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

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

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

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

	“What?” I said as I waited. 

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

	“I told you it wouldn’t matter to him, all he wants to do is get to the hub so he can contact someone named Ellie,” Ethan said.

	“Shame on you Ethan! Do you not see, Ellie must be his true love! The woman of his dreams, its so beautiful,” she stopped, “but I can’t help you, I have given up everything to come here,” she said her smile turning to a frown.

	“Wait… if you help me, I’ll help you,” she smiled again. Ariane was a bit eccentric. She was younger than I thought. It was hard to believe she was a master mage and had been teaching Ethan. It was also hard to believe that was a member of the five. 

	“First we eat,” she said taking out a stash of meats from a large bag she pulled out from behind her. “Where were you hiding that?” 

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

	“How is that possible?” I asked. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	A white flash of text appeared before my eyes…

	‘Trollhunter’ 

	Kill the troll king 

	OR

	Kill Molto and bring justice to the troll kingdom. 




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

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

	“I could end this.”

	“How would you do that?” 

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

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

	






















	Ethan joined your party. 3/3

	Ariane joined your party. 4/4

	

	Name: Ariane 

	Age: 21

	Gender: Female

	Race: Human

	Level: 42

	Class: Mage

	

	HP: 500

	Mana: 500

	Stamina: 200

	

	Agility: 9

	Endurance: 8

	Intelligence: 10

	Charisma: 10

	Luck: 4




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

	Skills: Augmentation, Curse of Growth, Various magic. 

	Inventory: M44 Rifle, Mithil (great sword), 7-1 Echo (pistol)




	Reputation: Good 

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

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




	Ariane was a prodigy. Most of her abilities and skills overlapped. She was fluent in several languages and knew a great deal about Eda. Much of her gear was the same as Molto. I guess that was natural since they were both a part of the Five. She gave me a new set of armor for the dungeon. It had the hood with a face guard shaped like the eyes of a tiger and reached just below my eyes. The spiked leather gave the appearance of horns. It was well crafted onto combat armor. The shoulders were pointy, wide and huge. I felt like I was wearing something a paladin would wear. They were decorated with three small horns on each side curved downward towards the sides. The upper arms were protected by rounded half shoulder plates. The lower arms were covered in vambrances with a layer of chain mail buried underneath. The armor itself was black and white with a red line going down one side. No runes, no sigils. I wore the scraggy jacket over it. I protected my legs with a new set of combat pants Ariane had laying around. They fit my slim build well but they were unfortunately tighter than I would have liked. Agility - 1. Endurance - 1. My cybernetic arm finally came off after Ariane pulled hard enough. I re-created my ice blade. I preferred it. 

	Araine had been researching the dungeon for about a year now. Using drones she had mapped out most of the interior and found several cursed weapons and armor inside. She knew how to use the cursed weapons as a power source and believed that if we could get our hands on some than we could use them against Molto. The deeper we went the more dangerous the dungeon would be. The first level… the ground floor where we stood eating and sleeping would be our base camp and she had already cleared it and five floors below of any enemies. Below that were daemons, giant spiders, and feral goblins. In ten days I reached level 30. I was progressing faster now. My abilities were nearing that of Ariane. 




	Day 20. 




	We reached the bottom layer of the dungeon. 




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


Chapter 15




	Ellie and I stood in the doorway to our new home. It was our first house. It had been built with tan bricks and blue stone decorations. It had no yard.. Least not anything large enough I would call a yard. Small triangular windows allowed enough light to enter the house had been added in very asymmetric way. It was designed by an artist. A part of its appeal to us but one of the reasons it had been on the market so long. It had an old-fashioned kitchen and one modern bathroom that had just been redone. It also had a warm living room, two bedrooms, a small dining room, an office and a small basement. There was a small garden in the back. The porch like area where we had our coffee on the weekends when we were able to sit together. The garden was in poor condition but that didn’t matter to us. We had plans. Vegetables, flowers, we were going to turn it into something special even if neither of us were well-known for our green thumbs. I remember the floor in the bedroom had a different style than any other floor in the house. I liked it. Our home was unique just like the two of us. 

	We set up our console in the living room. Two BUIs (brain user interfaces) that allowed us to deep dive into our favorite games together. Currently we had been playing ‘Darkness Beyond’ alpha but we had spent a great deal of time playing others such as ‘Moon Fire’ and ‘Nova’. All three games were completely immersive. That was one of the things that bonded us together. We both had a strong love for video games and entertainment. 

	The two of us also suffered from depression. You know. It was a daily struggle working a ten hour shift with anxiety. Some days I felt like I was going to die but I always smiled. There were days I had to call out. Sometimes it was so bad I couldn’t breath. I don’t know why. Both of us had tried to get help. I had taken medicine. Talked to therapists. It was just a part of who I was. When I accepted that it became easier.  

	I had worked customer service, bartender, and now I was a designer for a small business. I could do most of my work from home but I had to check in at an office once a week and I had to check via online while I did my work. Most of it was small stuff. Designing logos, banners, coding for websites, marketing, and motion graphics. I wasn’t the best at what I did but I wasn’t bad either. Most of my friends from college had found themselves working full time in offices while others got lost in a 9-5 grind doing something totally unrelated. Ellie herself worked at a vet. She wasn’t a veterinarian, not yet anyway. She was training and in school. Most of her time at work was spent cleaning poop. 

	She was the strongest woman I knew. Amazing in every way. She was determined, loving, always smiling even when she was feeling down. She loved her family. She did everything to take care of me, take care of us. I would have been lost without her. I was lost without her and right now, staring down into boss to the lowest level in a dungeon I was going to die without her. 

	I could feel its claw on top of me. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t scream. Ethan was dead. He had used his entire life force trying to fight this thing. Ariane was bleeding, her body broken as she laid out on the ground. The daemon was toying with us. I recognized it as a Nephilim. I looked over towards Airane hoping for a miracle. One happened. She cast a spell on Ethan’s corpse and he came back to life. His skin was pale, his hair white. He looked like he had glowing red eyes. She had cast a necromancy spell. A forbidden magic that brought dead NPCs back to life as ghouls. I had seen this before. Julie Luyten, she had done this with the Nanook. 

	Maybe Ethan would heal the way the great bear had. I didn’t have time to waste. If that was possible we would have to survive this first. I used the blade of ice that formed my arm to pierce the Nephilim as Ethan attacked it like a feral animal. I scanned the beasts health. Nothing. It was undefined. I scanned again. For a moment I thought the world slowed. Over 10,000. I guess it was a dungeon boss for a reason. I struck the beast again. Nothing. It threw me backwards towards Ariane’s broken body. She tried to give me her weapon but when I tried to touch it I couldn’t. A paladin class weapon and I was a Cryomancer. She didn’t quite understand. 

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

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

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

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

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

	That was the part of the game that didn’t make sense to me. Not that I had time to think about it. Humans had come to Eda via starship 200 years ago and yet there were ancient human buildings and dwellings everywhere. I knew Eda wasn’t Earth but yet it had Earth-like structures. These ruins were not dwarves, elven, goblin, or troll, and they weren’t daemonic either. They were 100% human and ancient. 

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

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




	Deadeye

	

	‘A lot of fire power with little precision’




	Damage: 5

	Class: None

	Weight: 5




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




	Crimson




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




	Damage: 15

	Class: None

	Weight: 10 




	I fired three shots before the barrel spun empty. 

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

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

	

	Snapper




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




	Damage: 50

	Class: None

	Weight: 2




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

	

	I used what mana I had left to summon a wall of ice. So this is my end? What a joke. Lying on the floor in a puddle of filth and my own blood surrounded by more loot than I could have ever imagined. Pathetic. Fine, whatever, let it be over with then, let this be the end. How long has it been? Minutes? Hours? Who knows? Somebody will find me soon enough. Ha, as if. This is no time for jokes, stupid mind. I’m dying. No, I must survive. How did this happen to me, what have I done wrong? I can’t. Somebody please help me. There must be somebody nearby, please… 

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




	I can see her smile as I hand her the key. I had just made a copy for her not half an hour before. We were going to go together but she was running late from work. I let her open the door. Inside the living room was completely empty. We hadn’t moved in quite yet. She grabbed me and slammed me against the wall. I felt her lips against mine. There was a cool mint taste as she pressed against me. I felt my hands, both my hands move down towards her hips. Ellie was slim. Firm breasts. I put my hand back against the side of her soft cheek and pulled back. I smiled. I almost laughed I was so happy. Never in my whole life, never in reality had I felt as happy as I had in that moment. She smiled back. As quickly as the memory came it faded. 




	I’m sorry. I’m sorry Ellie I’m not going to make it back to you. 

	I’m sorry I couldn’t survive. 








Chapter 16




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	Jace barely had time to breath, let alone dodge. It was a testament to Molto’s strength and endurance that kept moving, kept pushing forward even as his health dropped. Jace’s legs smashed into the ground. Molto was not longer holding any weapon. With his bare hands he swung in the air. Wisps of mana wrapped around his knuckles. The sound of a sonic boom. The attack was so quick Jace didn’t dodge. The force of Molto’s fist pushed him a foot and half backward into the air. “Stay down, damn dog,” Molto screamed. He looked around at all of the soldiers surrounding the two of them, “and all of you, nothing, no one brave enough to take the shot, no one here ready to step in and save their leader from this traitor,” Molto turned his anger towards his men. He was a monster. Jace lay on the ground clenching his stomach. He was probably bleeding to death now though his health didn’t seem to drop as much as he though. He still had stamina left too. His mana was depleted because of the sword he summoned but he wasn’t completely out. Not yet. 

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

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

	“What do we do now?” asked one of the soldiers. None of them were aiming their rifles anymore. Most of them felt like they were waking up from some kind of daize. Jace had not just stopped the poison he had inflicted on Molto with he had reversed the curse, the argent magic that he had been using for years. 


Chapter 17




	Dying had been the most horrible experience I had felt in my whole life. The first time the Nanook killed me. I lost my experience, my gear, everything. It hurt like hell. Mentally, physically. The next few times I killed myself and the pain was just as unimaginable. The Nephilim was bearing down on me. It was breaking the wall of ice I had summoned and there was little time left. The last minute. Perfect timing. It couldn’t have been scripted better. A flash of lightning came down from above and struck the Nephilim. It roared its massive head and looked towards the open sky above us. 		Straight up we could see a hole had been punched through all twenty levels of the dungeon. A hole 40 stories deep. It was Jace who came down from above. He was holding the a katana when he dug it across the face of the beast. It was similar to the attack Molto had used to kill the Fanden. If I had to give it a name I would call it ‘Paladin’s strike’. Someone was always saving my ass. Smoke rose from around the Nephilim’s flesh like its skin was on fire. It was steam. It was trying to heal itself again. As it did Jace hacked away at it some more until there was nothing left. 

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

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

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

	Ethan was undead and no longer had the ability to speak or feel like a living being. I couldn’t believe he was gone. The only thing worst than losing Julie was losing another kid. He was too young for this shit. There were two things I hated more than anything else in this world. Kids dying and animals dying. It was the kind of shit that would make me stop watching or reading. But Ethan wasn’t quite dead… he was kinda in between. I wasn’t sure what was worst.. Being in his state or mine. Twenty days trapped in a game. At least I think its a game. The line between this reality and my own are starting to blur. I feel like I’m falling to pieces. As each day passes I feel more and more like I am bound to this world. Giving up feels like it would be the same thing as dying. 

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

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

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

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

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

	“Its no big deal.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

	“We can’t even get close, what are we going to do walk into the kingdom and hand him over without a fight, it wouldn’t work. Both the goblins and trolls are killing humans on site. We are the invaders in their lands not the other way around,” said Jace. 

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

	“Then we go to war,” I said. 

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

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

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

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

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

	“Bait it?” I asked.

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




	Day 23




	We spent three days getting back to base camp and setting up. For the first time in twenty three days I managed to get a good look at myself in the mirror. My five o’clock shadow had matured into almost a full beard. I hadn’t shaved since being here… hadn’t even through about it. I barely had time to bathe. I could see the grime on my face as I used a rag to brush it away. I was paler than usual too though I had pretty dark skin. Too much time in a dungeon. I almost laughed. My hair was starting to dread. I was glad I had kept it short before I got here. If my character… If I had been a person with long hair it would probably have been in dreadlocks now. After I bathed and shaved I ate alone in the mess before I moved towards the others. I was thrilled to finally be somewhere the food had taste. 




	The five’s army moved the ‘Doomcallar’ just south of the goblin kingdom and a large lake. Using the jets it took us only a few hours. It sat just north of Ariamas Fortress. I remembered Ariamas Fortress from the game. It was another dungeon. Originally it was a dungeon from Protoss studios first game ‘Moon Fire’ recreated in this world. Ellie and I had raided it so many times just the two of us. It was a fierce dungeon. I could still remember the entrance to it looked like a fortress. A castle that sat behind a futuristic gate. If things went south the fives’s army would retreat there and hide behind those walls. 




	Jace and I sat with Ariane, Bendi, what was left of Ethan, Croon and several of the five’s top officers. I stood there as we looked down at a map of the Valley of Decay with Bendi’s rifle slung around my side and Ithil Naur wrapped around my back along with a backpack. I was still wearing the armor they gave me though I modified it a little to better fit me. I wore a black jacket similar to Jace’s wrapped with fur around the color over all of it. There was a cold blowing in from the west. We could smell fire and ash in the air. The entire camp was tense as everyone did their part to execute the plan I had come up with. Before playing RPG games strategy had always been one of my favorites. I felt an incredible burden. 

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

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

	“Bendi will go,” said the short creature. 

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

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

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

	“Bendi, myself,” I said.

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

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

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




	Jace has joined your party.




Raid party. Members: 5




	Name: Jace

	Age: 17

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human

	Level: 52

	Class: Paladin / Engineering

	

	HP: 300

	Mana: 100

	Stamina: 350

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 7

	Charisma: 9

	Luck: 8




	I couldn’t see the rest but I was glad to have him on my team. I knew he had several dozen fighting skills and one of his abilities was being a pilot. He could operate pretty much any kind of machinery. He was a prodigy. 




	“Croon?” I asked staring at the bard. 

	“No, I will lead the distraction by taking control of the ‘Doomcollar’,” he answered. I nodded again. I was disappointed but truth was that was the best place for him. 

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

	“Jets and a dropship,” Jace answered graciously.

	“None of us know how to fly,” I said.

	“You figured it out once,” Jace smirked. 

	“I crashed,” I said embarrassed. The truth was even worst. So far I hadn’t told anyone that I had fallen asleep. I could fly a ship. It wasn’t hard. I had even developed ‘Pilot’ as a new ability. Parts of flying came natural like another sense opened up inside me. Maybe it was the game or some natural talent I never knew I had. I had always hated heights in real life but here on this world heights didn’t bother me quite as much. I felt less fear about everything. Maybe it was the rush. I could feel this world bleeding into me the longer I stayed, the more I fought. I was being conditioned. I even looked at the others like they were real people now and I felt for every single one of them. Back in the dungeon I could see that this world had its own eco-system. Every monster we fought had some kind of intelligence whether it was protecting its territory or fighting us for food. The entire dungeon, no, this entire planet was a living world. 

	“You’ll do fine, I’ll be able to control the jets remotely from inside the dropship anyway so you won’t be flying solo,” Jace smiled. 

	“Why the dropship?” Ariane asked.

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

	“When do we head out?” I asked knowing the operation was already underway and that the time would be very soon.

	“Tomorrow morning, they are going to start baiting tonight, that should give us plenty of time to reach the troll kingdom,” said Jace. 

	We adjourned our meeting. 

	I was never a big fan of sitting around a table anyway. 

	Jace grabbed me before we left. 

	I felt his hand on my shoulder again.

	“Adam, I have a favor to ask you,” he paused. I looked into his eyes and I felt the weight that he held on his shoulders. Everyone that lived in this world had been through hell one way or another. 




	Despite what I knew about dungeons and the Valley of Decay not all dungeons were death-traps. Some were nice places. That is until something goes wrong. They are a few though. This one that Jace led us to in secret was called Estes. I knew the name, saw it on the map. There was a fabricator hidden inside that we needed. Turns out the ‘Doomcollar’ had taken more damage than we thought and we would have to find a way to get it powered back up. The fabricator was alien tech, something strange found on this world. It could create almost anything. Basically it was a glorified 3-D printer. 

	I had been here before. Save for the hushed whispers of my old life that felt like fragmented memories. Not in the alpha. This was another dungeon stolen from ‘Moon Fire’. Why had Protoss Studios copied so many layouts from their other game? It seemed strange. Could they not come up with something new or were these still placeholders. My legs buckled as we crossed the threshold. I led the way with Jace covering my rear. The dungeon was a mix of futuristic ruins and walls covered in bloody runes. There were no creatures inside unless you counted the living piles of goo that moved slowly towards us once in awhile. The goo were barely level 1. 

	A series of coordinated dings sounded in the room, breaking my attention away from Jace. In the next few moments I found myself staring. There was a wall full of names. I walked towards it. Death’s putrid scent infected the air around us. Bodies of fallen lay broken along the ground and against the wall. I looked around trying to remember where I was. I knew I had been here. Estes use to be a part of a ship. A large one. A seed ship in ‘Moon Fire’ that was home base for players to gather. The wall I stared at now was filled with player names. 

	“Why are we here again,” I murmured. 

	“The fabricator,” Jace whispered. 

	“What is this place?”

	“It’s a tomb,” Jace answered.

	“They are unchained,” I said.

	“No, they are lost, this dungeon use to be something else, humanity weren’t the first settlers to come from the stars, this ship has been buried for thousands of years,” he said. 

	“Seventeen years ago a team entered inside the Valley of Decay, few made it out while others took shelter here, they made a new life for themselves,” Jace said as I traced the names on the wall. 

	I walked up to the wall and placed my hand upon it. I found my name and Ellie’s just below it. My real name. Her real name. It took me a minute to remember everything. ‘Moon Fire’ had been a survival horror set on a alien world. Settlers crashed and started dying, hunted by daemonic beasts and alien creatures until they banded together to form a small colony. From there the game had several dozen quests and bosses that the player had to battle for survival and to save their world. Perhaps Protoss studios had been using so many assets from their previous game because Darkness Beyond wasn’t a new IP, it was a sequel. Of course that didn’t explain all the magic and fantasy elements. 




	“Where does magic in this world come from?” I asked Jace.

	He stared at me as I ran my finger along the names on the walls. I recognized several more, other players I had raided with. A few I even knew from real life. 

	“Its said that this world was once uninhabited and than several gates appeared thousands of years ago after the first crash. From there came the elves, trolls, orcs, goblins, and others, each one going to war and learning to co-exist in their separate territories. At the same time the gates appeared magic became real in this world, supernatural elements that couldn’t be explained by science. Theories I’ve heard say its because this world exists on a rift, a breach between different universes. So magic leaks in,” he stopped, “come I still have much to show you.” 

	Jace kicked down a door. The strange lights above were working still. We began to navigate towards another door. 

	“How do you know of this place?” I asked. 	

	“When I was a scavenger I came here once,” he said. 

	We passed another broken fallen cup heard and I could see a clear path ahead of us. Shrill cries of the wind bellowed up from the tunnel. It didn’t stop us. I felt a cringe in the air. Jace was frightened of this place. From the corner of my eye I saw a small bundle of cloth on the ground. Unsure about what it was at first. It clicked. I crouched next to it and pulled it away. There were action figures carved from wood. Red-eyed, wet faced. I could see it in Jace now. The further down we went. 

	“When I first came here to the Valley I found this place with Molto, we came here to trade but we were treated as outsiders. They cast us out. There were families living inside, they called it Settlement-01,” He growled for a moment. I could see the red flare in his eyes. 

	“Molto told me that the goblins got them,” Jace said. 

	Jace had led me inside a ghost town. 

	“I didn’t realize it till a few days ago, my memories were wiped, I tried to stop him then, I failed and he used his curse on me,” Jace said.

	“It wasn’t your fault,” 

	“It was, this is what we are up against! Molto shut them inside here with a dragon and it burned them all, not one survivor,” Jace said pulling up his sword. 

	“We’re not here for a fabricator are we?” I said readying my rifle. 

	“Its not far, its guarded, I want you to grab the fabricator, I have unfinished business,” he said. 




	Huge wings grew from the darkness before us. The wings were triangular and the inner sides were full of minor holes and sharp, spiky scales cover the top of each visible bone. It had a fairly short tail that ended in a hammer-like growth and covered in the same scales as its body. It had a wide neck that ran down from its head into a slim body. The top had curved scales and fan-like growths down its spine. Each limb had 3 digits, each of which ended in barbed nails made of onyx. It had dog like airs and a row of tendrils ran down across its jaw line. 

	

	Jace pulled out his sword and leapt forward. 

	“Never forget what we are up against in this world,” Jace yelled as he swung against the dragon’s chest. 




	It took three hits and the dragon fell. Jace seemed like he was over-powered. It turned out the dragon’s health had just never recharged. It had been dying in here for years. 




	Jace wasn’t lying about the fabricator. We found it and brought it back to base camp and put it on a jet to send to the others. It didn’t take us long before we passed out from exhaustion on the ground. Tomorrow would be a big day for us as we set out towards the troll kingdom. Jace knew he could kill the dragon. He brought me with him to show me what kind of human we were dealing with. I didn’t need the reminder. I knew how cruel Molto could be and his curse wasn’t something that would work on me. The whole experience felt like it had been forced upon me in a way. I hated feeling scripted. 




	“Shit…” I said aloud, “that was a companions quest”. 

	I leveled up as I moved away from Jace. 




	Name: Adam

	Age: 24

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human

	Level: 32

	Class: Cryomancer

	

	HP: 300

	Mana: 200

	Stamina: 200

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 8 (+1)

	Charisma: 9 (+1)

	Luck: 8 (+1)




	New abilities unlocked. 

	

	+5 Strength 




	+ 30,000 scrip




		After a deep breath I began to fall asleep. 




	

—————




	“Adam, wake up,” I heard a voice. There was no one around me. I was standing in the middle of a cold forest in a fog. I had both my limbs. I was dressed in winter clothing. I moved down a small dirt path to the edge of a cliff. I could see the horizon in front of me. The sun was setting in a beautiful shade of red, orange, and purple. I felt like I could see an aurora above me as I stared out. I felt like I had just woken back up within the game. I had no weapons, no armor, I felt like I had been stranded. 

	“I’m dreaming,” I said aloud. I was. I was having a lucid dream. I immediately knew the place I was standing. I was on an island near Earthwall just south of the country of Myra. I had seen concept art just like this. As I stood on the cliff I felt myself transported away and I was standing in the middle of a street. The city of Earthwall was built on a simple island and was truly an architectural trade center. Its appearance was matched by the backdrop of an abundance of hills and forests like the one I had stood only moments before which have helped shape the city to what it is today.The trade resources these hills brought were of great importance, but they were also influential when it came to architectural designs as the vast majority of buildings have been built in shapes and with elements of the hills around them. The skyline was littered with impressive skyscrapers and they seemed to be reaching higher and higher. 

	Culture was a big thing in Earthwall and it has attracted a lot of attention. I felt like I was walking downtown Tokyo. A few new cultures have left their mark not just on the city's cuisine, but also upon the city's identity. I found myself wandering inside a restaurant and sitting myself in front of what looked like a bowel of ramen. I ate it without hesitation not even caring that no one was around and that I was the only one here. What historically was a city of monotony has grown into a new culture of variety. Earthwall was suppose to be home to 12 million people. That was by far the largest hub inside the game. It was meant to support so many people as a trade area. A place in game for millions to gather and enjoy living their second life. It's this multicultural identity that truly left its mark. Hundreds of take-outs, sandwich bars and themed restaurants offered a plethora of culinary choices and those who felt hungry for something else could enjoy libraries, adventure sports, an amusement park or one of the many other recreational venues. 

	It was depressing seeing it this way knowing what it was meant for. 		This was the first time I had ever been here myself. 




	I finished my meal and sat there in the silence. I felt like I was being watched. I turned around and there around 400 feet away outside the restaurant stood a humanoid alien creature with three arms. It stared at me and I stared back. I smirked. It was real. I knew it was real. I don’t know how or why or what that creature was but I knew it was here just like I was. There was a flash of darkness. It stood in front of me. It’s jaw opened and I could see a row of sharp teeth. I could hear its vocal chords create a low growl. I was afraid. It inhaled through what looked like gills in its neck and exhaled out through several valves across its chest. It was wearing some kind of power armor. I looked directly into its yellow eyes and froze.  







	I woke up in a cold shiver. I found Bendi sitting near an open fire. We were sleeping in tents just outside the barracks. A dozen other soldiers stood around in the dark night sky. Everyone had the shakes. Less than half of us would probably survive to the next day. 

	I sat next to Bendi who moved closer to me. I let Bendi lay its head down across my legs. Bendi was less human than any of us, part golem, part animal. I rubbed behind his ear. A part of me forgot Bendi was my companion, that it was a witch’s familiar. For a moment I felt like I was right at home with my cat Colin warming myself in front of a fireplace during the holidays. I closed my eyes and thought of Ellie. I felt as if she was watching over me now. 

	

	


Chapter 18




	The ground trembles as an army of goblins and trolls march forward. Hundreds of thousands armed in swords, staves, shields, knives, were making their way towards the ‘Doomcollar’ alongside another hundred creatures. The troll kingdom took the bait. Croon and the five’s army are heavily armed with rifles and shotguns. The thumping steps of armored giants can be heard only faintly as the sounds of war mounts drown out the sounds of muzzles firing at the hordes. Croon readies his army of mechs and the assault begins. 

	It’s a massacre. Croon’s army has the advantage. Their rifles fire again and again. The goblins and trolls ranks are filled with many regiments, slave soldiers flee, defensive units dig themselves into the ground. Foot soldiers with huge maces and axes and elite soldiers with swords and shields. All useless against the firepower of mankind. The bigger the target the harder they fall. The creatures follow Croon’s commands and attack from above. Within 24 hours the battlefield is drenched in blood and there is nothing but bodies too bury and burn. 




	Three silhouettes appear in the sky. 




	“Get a missile team together and knock out those birds,” Croon cried out. He ran his mission objectives through his head again and again. The battlefield was eerily quiet this hour. For days now they had been holding their own against hordes of trolls, goblins, and monsters. Thousands of creatures had been marching on them as they gunned them down with a  variety of rifles and artillery. Three strange birds were flying towards them now. 

	“Make visual confirmation and fire,” he ordered. Croon was use to working solo but he was more than capable of leading this distraction while the others made their way to the troll kingdom. He only hoped it wasn’t all in vain. 




——————




	We crossed over the goblin kingdom in our ships and saw it was in ruins. Seven small towers burned. They were once a strong and defensive line connected by a massive fortified wall made of sandstone. Small dull windows and broken glass scattered the plains below. The vast gate with hefty metal doors had been twisted and looked like a piece of abstract art. A large landslide of mud and rock covered the rest of what must have once been a goblin castle. You could still see gardens with flowers that were beginning to die, large trees without green and bushes that still raged with fire. The castle itself looked like it had been ancient with new parts of it added recently. 

	Small bioluminescent creatures covered the ruined ground. The goblin castle had once stood the test of time, the rocks of the walls lines with vines and plants that grew inside the cracks. Now it was decaying. The wild was taking it and the area around it back. Miles away pits burned with the stench of flesh melting away. Goblin bodies turned to ash in mass. 

	The road that we flew over towards the troll kingdom was unrecognizable as nature had begun reclaiming the now unused area. Broken branches and leaves cover the roads inside the town of Uxil, a goblin stronghold while tall grasses of unkempt gardens swayed in the wind. Buildings had collapsed, perhaps destroyed by trolls left a welcoming entrance for creatures of all shapes and sizes. Dry rot, vines, undesirable vegetation had taken the place of paint and decoration. 

	Uxil had once been a major hub for the goblins, now it was left to rot alone. There was an eerie silence that had taken over. No matter how you looked at it, even if you hated goblins the ruins of their world, their homes, their collapsed caves and empire was horror. 

	“That same thing could happen to us,” said Jace over the comm. 

	“It won’t, we’ll turn Molto over and the troll king will step down, he will get his blood thirst settled and we can begin again,” said Ariane. 

	“What if he doesn’t accept our terms,” I said. 

	“Only then will we fight,” said Jace. 




—————




	“When the moment comes and the sun turns dark, a promise shall mark an end to our suffering and an age of inhumanity,” said Croon as the three birds approached. They were jets but they weren’t human. 

	“When the hell did trolls get that tech?” shouted one of the soldiers. A young paladin named Fen who had been fighting by Croon’s side for days at a time now. Fen was independent, decisive, and methodical. In smaller doses and spoiled by habits of being coarse. For the most part he was pretty popular among his fellow soldiers and just like him he was a slave to Molto’s curse. Nobody was perfect. Fen had a range of flaws. He was impatient and argumentative. Fortunately he trusted Croon and had for a very long time. Croon had mentored the young Fen in his youth, teaching him to fight with a sword and read runes. Fen had originally started working as a scout because it was something his family had always done. He had the support of his parents, great parents, and he managed to thrive in this absurd world with his cunning. To reach his full potential he eventually found himself joining the ranks of the fives army. 

	“Upon the day wolves howl together, a true leader shall mark an aeon of brutality and an age of warlords,” said Croon.

	“The end is upon us,” said Fen. 

	“No, the age is just beginning, we have fought too hard for this,” said Croon. 

	Garrick flew into the air at Croons command. The jets that were coming at them now were a different design than the ones that belonged to humanity. They were asymmetrical and cut across the sky like daggers with large dragon-like wings. They were almost organic. 

	The dragon blew a cloud of fire in the air as the strange jets began their assault. Two of the jets dodged the blast while the third turned into a fireball and crashed into the ground. Garrick began soaring after one flying upwards towards the heavens. Garrick’s massive jaws opened as he stretched outwards towards the ship. The second jet circled around and came up behind both of them and began firing at the dragon. 

	Croon let out a scream as Garrick fell. 




—————

	I’m tired again. I can feel the wear and tear of flying but there is something more bringing me down. Bendi, sitting behind me in my cockpit begins putting something together from its satchel. 

	

	2 pinches of Witch’s Aniseed

	1 teaspoon of knettle

	5 bits of sage

	4 tablespoons of Venom Creeper

	2 heaps of hops.

	

	Bendi puts the ingredients in a bottle and shakes it. I watch as it turns into a red liquid. Bendi hands it to me and insists I drink it. 

	“Only small sip,” it says. 

	I can feel my stamina and mana increase along with my perception. I feel awake. The potion hits me like a shot of adrenaline. He hands me a small vial of it to hold onto and puts the rest in his bag. 

	Below us I can see another village. This one is littered with wounded fighters, blood, and weapons. Black smoke, small embers, no survivor will ever forget what happened. The goblins are slaves to the trolls and they are sending more and more of their army against Croon, against humanity. Our map indicates we are nearing the Douvre mountains. A part of me wishes we had a way to stop and scavenge all of the loot we are flying over at the same time it feels wrong. None of this feels earned. If the troll king is willing to use these type of extreme measures will he really listen to us? 

	“May Vudione be with us,” I hear one of the soldiers flying in front of us say just before his ship lights up in an array of fire. There is nothing left. Through the fire flies another craft. Another jet. This one is alien though. Strange and unfamilar. It doesn’t look futuristic and human nor does it look fantasy. We were flying in a triangular pattern with the dropship in the center. I was near the back. As the first ship lights up we break away. 

	“What in the hell is that?” I hear Jace say across the comms. 

	“We’re under heavy fire, repeat, heavy fire,” another soldier chimes in. 

	Another two ships go down in a blaze as the alien jet screams across the sky ripping through us like we’re paper.

	“We just have to make it a little further,” I hear another say. 

	“Keep him off our tail,” I hear Jace command. The other fighters break away while Jace, Ariane, myself stay the course. My raid party drops from 15 to 13, 12, 11, 10. The alien jet disappears for a moment. 

	“It’s circling for another attack,” I yell. 

	I can’t explain it but I can feel it. Perhaps its the potion Bendi gave me.

	My perception has a +10 

	Enhanced senses, a new ability. 




	I watch as the alien fighter comes back around. “Take control of my ship Jace,” I yell into my comm. I unlatch the glass of my cockpit and watch as it flies upward and begins to fall to the ground. I can feel the intense pull of air rush around me as I create an ice wall around the front of my ship. The wind blows around the wall and away from me. I position myself as Jace carefully flies my jet. I aim down Bendi’s rifle as steady as I can and fire at the alien craft. I hit its wing and watch as it begins to descend downward. A creature emerges from the alien cockpit. It looks humanoid but not like the being I saw in my dream. No, this looks part man and part bat. Its shows its fangs as it moves towards me in the air. “Its fast,” I say to no one in particular. Bendi is looking at me with pure horror on his face. 	“Batbones, Batbones!” Bendi cries. 

	The bat creature pulls out a rifle from a sling around its side. 

	“God damnit,” I cry. 

	I watch as it steadies itself to fire. I do my best to aim but miss again and again. 

	The backdoor of the dropship opens and a soldier begins firing outwards towards the creature with a rifle. The creature fires. One shot. One kill. I now have 9 members of my party left. As I curse again and again I finally fire a gust of ice in the air. The bat creature gets caught in the ice cold hurricane I have created. It begins to fall but recovers halfway down and attaches itself to another jet. I stands onto of the ship and fires downward at the pilot. 8 members in my party. The jet falls as the creature pushes off of it. I watch it explode in the distance. 

	“Almost there, we’re going to take this battle to the ground if we have to, we’re near the border, we can’t draw any attention to ourselves near the troll kings fortress,” Jace said. All the ships begin to descend. The bat creature stops chasing us as we pass over another burning village.




—————




	Croons forces begin to feel weakened as the jets fire from the skies above. Victory was determined but now it is becoming more and more unlikely as the losing side fights with new found strength. The undead begin to rise along with several daemonic creatures. Trolls and goblins succumbed to bloodlust move on a rampage against anybody standing in their way. They break through the front line of the five’s army. Others on the battlefield merely fight for the sake of survival. The toll on both the world around and his humanity is too much for old Croon. Debris, bodies, weaponry.  Mechs fire at the alien jets and another one falls. A three armed figure emerges with a  pulse rifle and fires at one of the mechs. 




	‘The Nullifier’




	Exotic rifle that shoots a beam of dark energy




	Damage: 100

	Weight: 10 

	

	The mech disintegrates. Croon pulls out a secret compartment from the inside of his guitar case saying a small prayer as he tosses aside his eight string beauty. He holds a long, slim, warped blade made of silver held together by a leather grip. With its sharp, dual edges he holds it in the air. It looks powerful, versatile, and generally awesome. It has a large twisted cross-guard, creating the ideal weight balance to allow for smooth and accurate swings. The blade itself is simple, no engravings. It is a blade made for a bard, to be decorated in battle when all else fails. Croon begins to order a retreat but it is already too late. 




	The five’s army has held Fort Ariamas and the ‘Doomcollar’ for three days.  All the old man can do now is pray it was enough. The three armed creature moves towards the five’s army firing with a secondary rifle. 




	‘Ballistic Rifle - The Ambassador’

	

	An energy rifle made illegal in half the galaxy.




	Damage: 90

	Weight: 15




	Croon pulls out a pistol. A glowing wave of light wraps around his hand. From the corner of his eye Croon can see a two headed shadow daemon. The creature looks at him and looks away and disappears. Another rune appears on Croons forearm. Another near his neck. They glow in a dark blue hue. The ancient looking weapon has its receiver located in front of a pistol grip. It has a strange alien design. Something Croon found long ago and kept hidden until now. Found in the northern territories hidden inside an ancient temple. The gun wasn’t meant to be used but under the most dire of circumstances. The stock is made from obsidian while the other materials are exotic and unknown. Other parts of it look organic while others look like they are made of stone. The pistol is covered in small runes that light up as soon as he touches it. It is a cursed weapon. A rifle made by daemons. 




	‘Oathkeeper’




	Bound. When activated this weapon drains the life force from its user until death. 




	Damage: Based on HP 

	Weight: 20




	—————




	The dropship crashed hard into the ground followed by a halfway decent landing by myself and Bendi. Our party drops down to 7. Someone didn’t survive the crash. Jace has brought us outside the troll’s stronghold. We will have to move the rest of the way on foot. 




	Day 27




	I stand in the cold outside surrounded by snowfall next to the largest stone door I have ever seen in my life. The entrance to the troll’s stronghold. The stronghold itself is built into the side of a mountain. The door is several stories high with a massive embossed troll engraved over the front. The door looks ancient. Built during the first ages of this world when there were trolls, goblins, elves, dwarves, and other fantasy creatures all living in relatively peaceful times. I can’t believe my eyes. There were no guards protecting the outside and no signs of any kind of security. Not that they needed it. The mountain itself was security. 

	Jace had put himself in making sure Molto didn’t escape dragging him by chains alongside us. “How did you get in before, when you killed his son?” Ariane asked. Molto looked at us and laughed. “You think I’ll tell you, I know what you plant to do with me, I would rather freeze out here than be ripped to shreds by that beast,” he answered. He continued to talk but Jace shut him up with a punch to the face. 

	“Fine, we do this the hard way,” said Jace.

 	His eyes lit up and began turning red, his mana and stamina drained to zero and with his blade he cut across the gate. 




	A few seconds later a small crack appeared and from inside we heard a howl. 

	


Chapter 19




	There is a whimper in the void. A cold breeze blows in from the east where there should be nothing but stillness. A troll guard stands just behind the giant stone door to their palace. A loud crash is heard against it from the outside. The guard looks at the impenetrable door. Less of a door, its a wall. The king himself had it closed permanently shut after his sons death sealing himself and his strongest warriors inside their own personal prison commanding his forces through technology found scattered in the ruins of the valley. The king never meant to see the outside world again. The troll kings palace was a tomb and yet here the guard stood listening to the screech of a sword outside. 

	“Intruders!” he shouted. Another guard released a hellhound. An incredible beast that looked like a a giant dog with black fur, sharp curved teeth and a muscular build. The guard looks at the door / wall again and sees a small faint crack. The cold air blows again against his dark gray skin. His face turns from curious to one full of rage. The hellhound moves forward and stands in front of him lowering its neck towards the crack. It sniffs the air outside. The smell of the enemy on the other side of the gate. The troll calls out a command in a foreign language that can’t be understood by any man or woman. The hellhound growls and the door / wall cracks again. 




	We stand on the outside of the troll kings lair. Jace continuously slashes at the large door. Every so often we see a small crack appear. 

	“Only a few more hits and we’ll be inside, prepare yourselves for a fight, breaking down their door isn’t how I wanted to get their attention but we have to get an audience with the king if we are to stop his assault,” Jace says nearly out of breath. He’s breaking a sweat. He’s already near zero on his mana and stamina, his health is starting to take a beating too. 

	“You need to rest,” Ariane says, “your body can’t take much more,” 

	“I can’t rest knowing my friends, my brothers and sisters are dying,” he answers. 

	Jace moves towards one of the cracks in the wall.

	“Tell your king we have brought the traitor who killed his son,” he screams at the top of his lungs. There is no answer. 

	“You really think they are going to listen to you, your best chance is to cut me lose now before they open those gates themselves, we can’t stand against an army,” said Molto almost snickering.

	“Someone gag him,” shouted Jace taking his sword and ramming it through one of the cracks. There is a yelp on the other side. An animal groaning. 

	“Almost there,” Jace says pulling up on his blade. The  door / wall continues to crack along its smooth surface. 

	“Done,” he says standing back. The giant door / wall cracks and ripples down through the center. It begins to shatter like a spider web. Jace falls down to one knee. I can see his mana, stamina, are gone, his health dropped to 10. He used all his power but he did it. The door / wall begins to break away and fall apart as a cloud of dust covers us. Ariane and I grab Jace and move backwards. 

	An arrow flies out from the darkness and pierces Ariane in the shoulder. She rips it out and casts some kind of healing spell over the open wound with her hand. Nice touch. If I survive this I will have to ask her to teach me a few more of her tricks. 

	A hound leaps forward from the smoke and debris and takes down one of our men. I fire at it with my rifle. The bullets pierce it but that doesn’t stop it. The beast lounges towards the rest of us. My party has dropped to six now. Ethan moves in front of the creature using his body to block its blow against us. It tears at him again and again but he endures. I wonder now that Ethan is a zombie can he really feel any pain? Ariane does. She grabs her chest and I watch as her mana drops. There is a whistle from deep inside the cave. The hellhound stops shaking Ethan’s body around like a rag doll long enough to look inside before dropping its toy and running inside. For a moment there is silence before a screaming horde of trolls carrying swords and axes move towards us. 

	Bendi feeds Jace a potion before quickly disappearing. His power restored he joins the rest of us in an all out battle against the troll horde. The next several minutes feel like a blur. I can’t remember how I moved, how I felt, I can’t remember any of the faces of the trolls I killed. A part of me, the part of me that still felt human felt terrible for killing these living creatures. I reminded myself again and again this was a game only to have my mind question whether or not it really was. What would I do if a group of strangers attacked my home. I would give them all hell. Here we were trying to make peace but all we were doing was delivering more death. When the battle was over I stood there my rifle empty slung by my side and my sword held in my hand covered in blood. I was born again of blood and war.

	Ariane had gagged Molto with an old sock. He was mumbling profanities left and right as we dragged him further into the trolls palace. The first place we came upon was a kitchen, no, it was a prison. A cold damp room that held cages filled with pieces of goblins and other animals that had been sliced up. The smell was the worst. For as dull as some of my senses were I could smell the rot around us. We left as quickly as we could trying to find anything of value on our way. 

	Several more traps awaited us as we began our descent. We had killed all the guards at the front gate but we knew that soon we would be facing far greater numbers. 

	“We tried to make friends once with these creatures,” said Ariane. 

	“We have always been too different, we could never be at peace,” said Jace.

	“Thats not true, differences shouldn’t matter, where I come from there are many different cultures and races and while there are still some that believe otherwise, we are all equals, we are all struggling to survive in the same world and we all value life,” I cut in. 

	“Than maybe you should speak to the king,” smirked Jace. 

	“I will if that’s what it takes,” I proclaimed. Probably a bad idea but from what I understood now the trolls and humans of this world were no different and no better than one another. 

	“There is much blood between our cultures,” said Ariane. 

	“Would that matter a generation from now? A hundred years from today trolls and humans could be sharing settlements together, it will take forgiveness from both ends. What we do today we do for the betterment of both our kind,” I felt proud I was actually saying the words without stuttering. As we passed through the hallways I could see more and more of what made trolls and humans the same. The trolls had painted their walls with color, portraits, images of art that looked like it could have been hanging inside a New York City museum. There were rooms filled with books, not a language I could understand but books full of language and that was key. We already knew the trolls spoke common so speaking to them was easy. Understanding them was going to be a little bit more difficult but it could be done. It had to be done. I couldn’t go red like I had before. I couldn’t kill again. These weren’t daemons, these were sentient beings. 


Chapter 20




	There is a whimper in the void. 




	The troll king looked less like a troll and more like a man. He had long black hair and was barely middle aged. He had a long athletic body and dark facial hair. Not quite a beard per say but just enough to hide the straight jaw line he hid underneath. He was wearing black robes and a crown made from animal bones. There was a large scar that ran down the left side of his face down across his eye and his right cheek. His eyes were red and bloodshot and he looked like he hadn’t slept in days, even months. He sat in a throne made from dark crystals. Against his side he held a scythe decorated with many articulated runes. It was a cursed weapon. A gift form his late son. His son had found it in one of the valley dungeons and bestowed it to his father as a birthday present. For years it had hung in the kings palace on display but now it stood stained with goblin blood. He moved his fingers across it now and smiled for a just a moment clamoring to that memory of his son before fading back into reality. His kingdom was under attack by humans. The humans that wanted war. The humans that had killed his flesh and blood. The humans that had taken all away from him. 


Chapter 21




	There is a whimper in the void and those who hear it fall. It was like staring into an abyss. I was lost from my raid party. I had fallen down through one of the troll king’s traps. Here I thought we I could make peace with him and I was stuck in a maze in the dark. The troll king’s palace was ancient. They had started carving it into the side of a mountain the moment they came to this world. This world. I was even more bothered by it now. Something had been gathering us all together here. All the different species and myself. What if this was real? What if I had been pulled inside some kind of dimension X. I didn’t have time for an existential crisis. Not now. I moved my one good hand through my small pack and found a lighter. I flicked it and found a small flashlight. I had packed an assortment of items on my way out here hoping for the most part I wouldn’t need any of them. 

	I had fallen into a small bed of warm water. Luckily nothing of mine was damaged and my rifle and bag were all waterproof. The impact was intense though. I felt like my whole body had been slammed hard against a concrete wall. I was lucky nothing was broken. I no longer had Bendi or the others to help me. I had just managed to pull myself to the river bank before I felt something swim near my leg. 

	With my flashlight in hand I wandered through the maze in the dark. The tunnels beneath the troll kings hideaway. I was probably inside some kind of sewer. It did smell like shit. I had only one direction to go. I called up to the others. Nothing. Silence. For all I knew they had fallen into some kind of trap themselves. Maybe I should have waited to see if the others would help me but the fall had been long. Maybe I hit my head too hard and wasn’t thinking straight. Either way I was wandering. I felt like there was something calling out to me from beyond… something like a crying child. I let it take hold of me. Guide me. I had better luck trusting my instincts than most. 

	A human figure stood in the darkness about thirty yards away. I could see its silhouette as I shined my light on it. 

	“Wanna play hide and seek,” it said. It was a small girl with long black hair. 

	“I’ll hide and when you find me you’ll hide and then I’ll eat you,” the figure smiled. It had black eyes and pale skin. I felt shivers run down my arm as the figure disappeared into the mist. ‘What the fuck was that?’ I said to no one in particular. I was scared out of my mind. Of all the things I had seen that had to be the weirdest. Nothing quite got to me like scary children and clowns. Yeah, yeah everyone hates clowns. Well there is a good god damn reason why. No one should ever smile that much with that much make up on, no way they were not hiding something. Ever see that one movie where the clown eats the little boy in the sewer. Yeah, I feel just like him right now. 

	I use my mana to sharpen my icy limb into a glaive and I continued down the tunnel. I guess I figured out what the crying was. Maybe I shouldn’t have trusted my instincts. The little girl was off somewhere in the dark hiding between the spaces. If I saw her again I would have to run. I had no doubt that whatever she was she was capable of killing me and I couldn’t respawn now. Not this late in the game. 

	I moved slowly. The floor was wet. Parts of it sunk down into a few inches of water. I watched every step making sure I wouldn’t fall. As I slogged on I found an opening. The other side was lit up. It looked like the inside of a starship or some kind of vault. I could see that the opening had once been a wall. There was a pile of debris on the other side. Whatever had knocked it out had come through the same way I moved now. Molto. It had to be. This was his secret passage. The way he had come to kill the kings son. At least that part made sense. The room on the other side was a different story. It looked like an old military complex. There were broken consoles and broken screens and glass spread across the ground. It looked like it had been raided. I tried to put two and two together. If this part of the world was based on ‘Moon Fire’ this was probably an abandoned base they put the mountain on top of. OK. So that means the trolls dug in here, raided this area and that is how they learned how to use their tech. Ok, makes sense. I can deal with that. It was the little girl laughing echoing around the room I couldn’t deal with. 

	“Warm,” a voice said. It sounded almost like a whisper in the wind. The laughing stopped. I didn’t want to be warm. I wanted to be cold, ice cold, as cold as my mana would let me, as cold as I could be. The little girl wasn’t human. I knew that the moment I laid eyes on her. I didn’t want to find out what happens next. If Molto made it passed her than I could too. I taped my flashlight to my rifle. Never know when I would need it again. I was tired of walking, tired of running. My body still hurt from my fall. I sat back against a wall. Maybe half an hour. No. I couldn’t close my eyes. The others, they would need my help. I pressed on towards the next room. 

	A small teddy bear stood on top of a box. 

	“Not mine,” said a voice giggling. 

	I didn’t touch it. It felt like another trap. 

	Slowly I moved passed it. I had bought a lot of gifts for Ellie over the years. Flowers, stuffed animals. Being sweet was never something I had been bad at. I loved seeing her face light up when I surprised her with something new. This bear. This figure that just sat there looking at me looked far too much like one I had given her on our 2nd anniversary. 

	The lights flickered and went dark. I turned on the flashlight on my rifle. The bear was gone. A tall slender golem appeared near where it was seated. I shot two bursts from my rifle and it fell to the ground its chest glowing red. 

	“Mine now,” the voice said. 

	“LEAVE ME ALONE,” I cried. 

	“What you don’t want to play with me? That’s not nice, don’t make me get my daddy,” said the girl. 

	“I’m trying to find my friends, I don’t have time for games, I am on an important mission,” I said trying to reason with the ghastly being. 

	“Boring, its more fun to play with me,” said the girl. 

	“I’m not playing,” I shouted. There was a large roar. I saw a daemon rise from a pile of black goo on the ground. Its body stretched upward as it slowly took form. I didn’t hesitate as I fired first with a gust of ice cold wind. The creature froze. I fired on it with my rifle. Small pieces broke apart and fell to the ground evaporating into steam. The creature moved its face towards me slowly breaking the ice I had enveloped it in. I could see fire in its eyes. 

	“Don’t hurt Artois!” the girls voice shouted.

	“I told you I’m not here to play games,” and fired again at the creature. It broke free of the ice and jumped toward the wall. It moved towards me across the wall like it was running across the floor. I fired again and it fell dead. It was just a daemon wolf. Low level. Not much of a threat. Obviously not the daddy she had been warning me about.

	“Awe, now I’m starting to get mad, you killed my pet and you still haven’t found me, your not very good at games are you,” she said. 

	I entered the next room. A quick sweep showed me there were several pieces of loot on the ground. Some of which was high powered paladin gear. Molto must have dropped it here for some reason. Maybe it was a part of his escape or maybe he had plans for us we didn’t know about now. I was getting paranoid. A lovely side effect of being hunted. I could still hear the little girl laughing from what sounded like the corner of the room. I made sure not to turn towards the sound. Keeping away from the direction I heard it. One of the weapons on the ground was called a Null Rifle. It had a damage of 100. Weight of 10. ‘That which nullifies’. It had one shot left. Probably the weapon he used against the king’s son. Could be useful as a one hit kill. 

	The little girls laughing grew more intense as I picked up the weapon and clipped it around my back. I closed my eyes. I could feel her breath against the back of my neck.

	“Warm,” she said. 

	I stood still. I even held my breath. I felt her cold gaze on me without looking at her. 

	“Have you ever heard the story of the city of Drangwell?” I heard her ask. She was farther away from me now so I began to move again. 

	“No,” I said believing that if I could get her to start talking I could keep track of her movements. 

	“The city of Drangwell sprang forth from the first settlement. You see not everyone liked living underground. Not sure why, just look around everything you could ever want is here,” she said. The next room had a small bed on the floor. The walls were covered in charcoal drawings of fake windows, flowers, and animals. 

	“So they built huts under the sun by a river bed where they laughed, played, fished. The river gave them life, made them healthy, they were grateful to their gods as they sang and dance under the stars almost every single night,” she said pausing between her words. Her voice almost seemed bitter as she continued to speak uneasy about the people of Drangwell. Her voice continued to trail behind me as I moved forward. 

	The next room was another tunnel. It looked like it was on an incline moving upwards at about a 60 degree angle. I began walking upward. I could feel gravity pushing down against me. My legs felt like jello and my knees felt like twigs that were about to break. 

	“Not all the gods liked this, you see, for they were creatures born in the dark and each song felt like an insult, a continuous praise for the light,” her voice was fading now. She sounded like she was far behind me at the bottom of the tunnel. I could hear her footsteps. The tunnel itself wasn’t too wide. 

	“So the gods decided to play a little game, the humans who loved the river so very very much were flooded out of their homes and swept away, back underground where they belonged, the city of Drangwell sank to the bottom of a great lake just below the Chasm. The humans were mad, oh so very mad, they cursed the gods, cursed the Earth, those that survived the great catastrophe returned to the surface and found their homes in ruin,” she stopped. 

	“Shhhh… your getting close,” she paused. I was nearing the top of the incline. Almost there. “So what happened next?” I asked. I just had to keep her talking, As long as I knew where she was she wasn’t a threat. There was nothing. Silence. I came upon the top of the tunnel and looked down at a flooded stairway. There was nowhere else to go. Nowhere else but to turn back. The lights flickered back on again. I blinked and opened my eyes to find the girl staring at me her face just above the water.

	“You found me,” she smiled. 


Chapter 22




	I ran backwards as quick as I could turning to find her standing at the edge of the tunnel. “Its my turn now, better run, better hide,” she said before beginning to count down from 100. I slung my rifle down by my side and picked up the Null rifle. I fired. The girl vanished before my eyes as the blast went straight through her and hit the back end of the tunnel collapsing it. “Awe did I make you mad, don’t worry, I’m giving you a good head start,” she said disappearing again. I could still hear her counting backwards her voice echoing around me. This wasn’t a child. It was some kind of supernatural fucked up being. A ghost. A specter, Some kind of daemon I no one had encountered before. I threw the Null rifle away and turned back towards the water and dived in. Something told me it would be better to drown. 

	The longest I had ever held my breath under water had been one minute and forty two seconds. I thought that was a world record. I held my breath for three minutes and fifteen seconds before finding a pocket of air to breath. Something about the chase gave me what felt like supernatural strength. I moved quicker knowing my life was in danger and pushed my pain aside. Every boss fight so far had been just like this. Every battle I was growing stronger. I used my powers to start to freeze the water behind me. Hoping somehow I could create a barrier between myself and the girl. It made the warm water ice cold as I took a deep breath and continued down the long tunnel. Another minute before air. Finally I reached a door. I opened it and fell inside on my back letting the water rush over me. I kicked the door close and flash froze what water pushed forward. All of it turned to a block of ice as my mana drained all the way down to 5. 

	“Not going to play now,” I said resting my head back against the cold wet ground. 

	“I FOUND YOU,” said the girl. She was standing in the corner of the room. 

	She moved towards me. Her mouth began to elongate and her teeth turned to snake like fangs. 

	“You cheated, I want to play another game,” I said.

	Immediately her face changed back.  

	“I DID NOT CHEAT,” she screamed. Her voice was deep. Not like it was before. Not like a child not at all. 

	“Don’t have a fit, just admit it, you cheated, we should play again,” I said lifting myself up off the ground. I was laying on a pile of rocks. I was inside a cave. Under the mountain it looked like small lake or large pond. In the center stood a tower that led upwards into the ceiling of the cave. To me it resembled the shape of a small skyscraper, glass windows and all. 

	“I don’t want to play again, I’m hungry,” the girl said beginning to elongate her mouth again.

	“But wait, I have a really great game that we can play, you see far above us there is a mighty king, but he is very very very sad and lonely so we have come to surprise him, we even brought him a present, a sacrifice, a wicked man named Molto,” I paused long enough for her to say ‘ok’ she spoke with her normal child like voice in a drawn out almost sarcastic tone. 

	“So here is the game, together you and I climb this tower and see the king, I’m sure my friends are on their way and then the king will give you plenty to eat, not only that but you won’t be lonely down here anymore,” I felt like I was trying to make a deal with the devil. 

	“I can’t go up there, daddy will get mad at me, I’m suppose to stay down here where its safe,” she replied. 

	“I’ll go for both of us then,” I answered. 

	“I think I’d rather just eat you,” she said her fangs appearing again. 

	I felt my speech fail. Charisma fail. Intelligence fail. 

	I fired at the girl with my rifle and she warped from one spot to the next dodging each burst. I felt like the whole world was moving in slow motio as she moved over me. I froze. Literally. Everything. The girl, myself, the water, the entire room around me all halfway up the tower. I fired my rifle using the force to break myself free. The bullets caught in the ice in front of the girl. I could see her blinking, her elongated mouth ajar her fangs frozen in ice. I spent the next several minutes digging myself out. My mana was at 0. Perhaps even in the negatives. I had no idea I was capable of such an attack. I climbed towards the tower breaking a window and making my way inside. There in the corner of the room sat another teddy bear. 

	“That was fun, that was fun”

	“That was fun, fun fun,” I heard the voice echo again and again.

	All around me I saw the girl. Her body was wet and I could sense the cold coming off of her. Several more creatures appeared from pools of black goo. She was summoning daemon wolves just as she had summoned the one before. She looked like she was coming at me from every direction filling the room. I felt like I was losing my mind. 

	“Game over,” she said. 




	Crack. Thud. Smack. Time began to slow again. This time it wasn’t me. The girl, ghost, specter, daemon or whatever the hell she was had frozen. All of her. There were hundreds surrounding me inside the room and outside standing on top of the ice. Each one looked exactly the same. Each one had an elongated jaw and fangs. The game was lagging. At least it felt like it was lagging. The world around me had slowed but I was able to move freely. Slowly I moved around the girl towards a staircase. Bending downwards and twisting my body so I didn’t touch her. 

	Her eyes focused on me as I moved. Each and everyone of her stared at me. Every so often one of them would move faster than the others whether it was their arm reaching for me or their entire body warping and moving several feet closer. At one point she almost had me. Her body moved right in front of the staircase her arm stretched out. I could see the dirt beneath her nails. I ducked down and crawled under her arm. As I moved up the staircase there were more of her. I moved sideways between two of them and crawled under a third. This happened as I went up several more floors until finally I found an elevator and walked inside. 

	I pushed the up button on the elevator and the girls vanished. Combining into one she ran towards me as fast as she could as the elevator doors began to close. I fired several shots off at her and than the doors closed. For several seconds I could still hear her outside screaming and clawing at the elevator door until finally she was gone. 

	Soft piano keys began playing softly from a speaker overheard. Never in my life had I been more thankful for the sound of elevator music than I was now. I was alone at last. 


Chapter 23




	Jace, Ariane, Ethan, Bendi, and Kale (our sixth party member and one of the soldiers of the Five’s army) along with Molto watched as Adam fell through the floor. They called out to him, even dropped a light down after him and prayed they wouldn’t see his body splintered and broken at the bottom of what they thought of as a well. Ariane used her magic to check and see if Adam was alright and there at the bottom of the trap door they saw him swim out of the water. Molto laughed under his gag. 

	Bendi begged the others that they should go after him, try and lower a rope, that they had to do something. Jace and Ariane agreed saying that it was their responsibility. Than they watched as Adam swam to shore. They called down to him but there voices were mute. 

	The trap door began to close and try as they might they couldn’t open it again. Jace slashed it with his sword revealing nothing but solid ground below. The well had closed. They had no way to find their friend. Adam would have to make it on his own. At the very least they knew he was alive and moving in the right direction. 

	“What is this cursed place?” Jace screamed grabbing Molto and pulling down his gag.

	“A cursed palace full of magic traps. This entire hellhole is built over a daemon mound, a small rift. You want to know my secret I’ll tell you, when I came here I came in through the sewers, into a vault and through a tunnel that led upwards. I fought daemons for days and nearly lost my head to a hound. I even blindfolded myself to escape the trap of a crazed siren. And I fought like hell to get back out too,” Molto raised his shirt slightly revealing a massive scar that ran across his stomach and side. “The tunnel I took led straight to the palace’s royal halls, once I was inside it was easy, I made my way to the king’s chambers and there I found his son, I was aiming for him but his kid was in the wrong place wrong time, I took what I could and killed him before he could make a move, they didn’t find him till the next day, the idiots had no idea I was here,” Molto finished. 

	Jace placed the gag back into Molto’s mouth.

	“This palace is full of traps, expect more. Its probably their second line of defense. If I had to guess there are three levels. The first one that we went through at the gate followed by the one we are on now,” Jace stopped and shined a light on the walls. There were dozens of runes. 

	“This whole floor is cursed, we’ll have to be careful, the third level is probably the royal halls, barracks, mess, and throne room, I’m sure we will meet resistance there but we can tear through trolls a lot easier than we can cursed magic,” Jace finished. Ariane and Ethan led the way while Kale dragged Molto behind Jace. 

	“Still not sure how we are going to get an audience with the king,” said Ariane. 

	“One step at a time, hopefully the next troop that come after us are willing to listen to reason, if not we’ll defend ourselves till they see otherwise,” said Jace. 

	“We can’t defend ourselves against an entire army,” said Ariane.

	“We can if thats what it takes,” answered Jace. Ariane shook her head. This whole thing was beginning more and more to look like a suicide mission. 	If the trolls didn’t kill the raid party than the traps would. Jace and the others continued through the maze of corridors for hours until they finally entered a large chamber with a massive pit inside. Ariane cast a light that shined brightly around them. It looked like they had come out inside some kind of coliseum. Jace was the first to notice a group of daemonic trolls heading their way. The daemonic trolls were foot soldiers. Seven feet tall. Their bodies were mutated, covered in a cracks like they had turned to stone and than back again. Small spikes like thorns rose up from beneath their hard skin making them even more dangerous. Several of the trolls had weapons grafted into their bodies where their limbs should have been. They acted as the leaders commanding the group through some kind of hive mind. 

	Jace drew his sword and lept into battle slashing the first leader down before moving just as quickly towards the second. Blocked by a grunt. He sliced its arm off and pushed it aside before kicking another to the ground. Ariane cast a fireball in the sky and catapulted it towards the others before they could reach Jace. Ethan drew a blade and fought to protect his master as the horde grew larger rising from the ground. 

	“How many do you think they are? What are they?” said Jace.

	“Trapped souls, trolls infected by a daemonic disease, they look like they are possessed by something, they must have been lying here for ages,” Ariane said before casting another fireball and raining hell down from above. Jace went after another leader slicing it in two pieces. His stamina dropped and he moved backwards towards Ariane and the rest of his party. 

	Molto grumbled under his gag. Kale knew he was trying to say something along the lines of ‘free me’ but he ignored him and fired with a rifle at the trolls coming towards them. Too little too late. A giant emerged from the ground and swung at the raid party with a giant hammer. The sight of the beast was repulsive. Its insides were hanging out as if it had been torn apart. It was undead just like Ethan was, kept alive by some cursed magic. 

	Jace jumped in the air and swung at the giants neck only to be thrown backwards as his blade hit it and bounced back. The creatures neck was grafted with metal plates that ran downward sewn under its skin. 

	“Retreat,” screamed Jace at the top of his lungs. The daemonic trolls were overwhelming them. As Ariane, Ethan, Kale, and Molto turned to go back through the door from which they came it closed as if teasing them the moment they moved too close. 

	“Fuck, what are we going to do now,” Ariane said. 

	“Fight, You wanted to know if we could stand against the troll horde well here we are,” Jace said turning back again towards the giant and the daemonic trolls that were gathering around them. He positioned himself in front of the party and prepared himself for the worst as another troll leader jumped forward several feet above the ground. Its arm-blade slammed down against Jace’s sword but it was no match for Jace’s strength. Jace tore through the daemon’s arm-blade and severed its limb from its body, than like a surgeon dismembered the rest of it. He did the same to the next grunt that attacked slicing it across the waist. Slowly the bodies of the dead trolls began to pile up around them. They were creating a wall as the giant slowly paced back and forth. 

	“This isn’t working,” Ariane said staring at Jace. They were all nearly back to back now, the bodies piled around them. 

	“Pray for a deux ex machine,” said Jace as he began summoning up all his mana into one final attack. His blade began to glow bright orange burning with the glow of a fire. He was preparing to swing just as the trolls began climbing up over the bodies that surrounded them. Something happened. What it was is almost impossible to describe. A small golem creature similar to Bendi came up out of the ground holding a diamond and  placed it against Jace’s chest. Everything turned white and Jace found himself transported far away trapped in time, standing inside the jewel in the same position he was in before. His body felt like it was moving in slow motion. He could see the horde reflected like giants outside. He had been shrunk down and trapped. Least that was what his mind was telling him. He continued to pour his energy into his sword until the diamond around him began to break. A few seconds later he was free of the curse. He looked down at the creature. Bendi’s double still holding the cracked diamond against Jace’s chest. He smiled. He smiled and swung his sword. A wave of fire erupted in front of the entire party burning the bodies and the daemon trolls and the ground. The entire room lit up like it had been filled with daylight. 

	Jace’s body was drained. He fell back into Ariane’s arms. The giant, the only still breathing beast crawled towards them. Ethan picked up Jace’s blade and kept forward stabbing it in the eye driving the blade down and walking inside the beast. Ethan walked out the hollow stomach. The smell inside the room was nearly unbearable. The entire party was ready to run, ready to collapse. Jace, Ethan, Ariane, Kale, they had all proven themselves to be true heroes. 




	The worst of it though had just begun. 

	Jace’s arm had become infected by the daemonic disease that the trolls had been carrying. On the outside it looked purple and black. Inside the disease was being carried through his blood moving slowly, turning his insides.  Ethan’s body too had been covered in it but since he was undead there was no effect. Bendi appeared again to give medicine and help heal the party. Within a few hours Bendi managed to suppress the daemon disease using Fesmire root and heal Ariane and Kale. When Jace finally gathered enough strength they continued towards the other side of the coliseum and found a locked door. They let Kale break the lock and lead their party. They were nearly free of the second level when they walked into another trap. 

	The room moved around them and they found themselves running through a tunnel that was closing in out into the entrance of the entire palace. Jace looked at the door. The snow was falling in. All that they had endured and now they were back at the beginning. 

	“We’re not going to have to do that all over again are we?” said Ariane.

	“No, we killed the trolls and already made our way over most of the traps, this time it should be easy,” said Jace. He was trying to be optimistic but his tone sold him out. Ariane could see it in his eyes too. She loved looking into his eyes. For the most part he was young and full of spirit but this time his eyes were mature and tired. His left eye in particular was red and looked like he had been crying blood. 

	“We need to rest,” she said. 

	“We can’t, Adam is in there, not to mention we have to stop the trolls from killing Croon and everyone else in Arcadia,” he said his sheer determination breaking through. Kale agreed with Ariane. He was just as worn as Jace, maybe more so even though he hadn’t used so much energy. Molto was the only one that didn’t seem tired. Years of training and one of his perks as a paladin. Molto was able to sustain himself without food and water for days and since he hadn’t been fighting he still had all of his mana and stamina intact. If not for Ethan and Ariane’s magic he could have easily overcome Jace at that moment. 

	“If we don’t stop to rest for a few hours, we won’t be able to save anyone,” Ariane said in defiance, “two hours sleep, thats it, I can use magic to keep myself awake and rested but your no mage, your body is getting weaker every second, every step you take,” she finished. 

	Jace wasn’t happy about stopping but he obeyed. Laying his head in her lap he let the world fade away. 




	Three hours later Jace woke up. He stared up at Ariane who sat in a meditative trance though completely aware of everything around her. She smiled without looking down at him. Kale was still fast asleep. Bendi woke him and everyone but Ethan began to eat some bread. Soon enough they were ready to begin their quest again. Opening the tunnels that led to the maze they found a straight hallway. They could see a door at the end. What they thought had been the wrong way had been the right way all along. They walked cautiously towards the door, opening it they found themselves face to face with the troll king sitting across a large throne room surrounded by his elite guard. 


Chapter 23.1




Day 0




	A man started jogging down the sidewalk of a bridge. The jog turned into a sprint. There was a loud electric crash of sound as his poncho was swept up by the wind. The intense rain, dense fog, swift winds and darkness of night caused drivers to slow their journey as they ventured forth into the city. As cars passed the man headlights illuminated. His heavy boots splashed water with each step. The large drops of rain shimmered with each passing car. The man was slightly annoyed. After reaching the middle of the bridge he stopped and reached his arm out towards the ledge. He could see the moonlight as a cloud moved overhead. It was a full moon that night. 

	 The runner felt his heart begin to race faster. A surge of adrenaline as the bridge began to light up around him. He felt the hair on his arms rise. Not even seconds later he was gone and so was the bridge. 




—————




	Adam had been running late. He failed to see the man jogging as he passed him in the pouring rain. He began to slow down. Traffic. ‘Just great’ Adam thought knowing he was going to be running even later than he was. Ellie was waiting for him at their favorite sushi restaurant. They only went on date nights like this once maybe twice a month. Times had gotten rough. It seemed sometimes like the world around them was falling apart as the economy dipped. It wasn’t that bad though. They had a great place to live, a cat, food, and games.  The rain was coming down hard. Adam’s car began to slip backwards. The runner had stopped behind about a hundred feet behind him. The bridge was gone. Collapsing. 

	Adam pressed on the gas as hard as he could. He held his foot against the car floor. His tires spun and kept spinning in the rain. 

	He hit the water. 

	Within seconds it was pouring in. Adam grabbed a glass breaker from his glovebox and hit broke his window but he was already underwater. Adam knew in that moment he was going to die. That he would never see or touch Ellie again, that his story had come to and end… as he forgot how to breath and the world became a blur he let go. Adam lost consciousness and his body rose to the water’s surface. A medic pulled him out by helicopter. 

	Adam was still alive. The medic resuscitated him there on the spot but it wasn’t enough. His body was responding but the rest of Adam was not. 

Within ten minutes they had him and several dozen others on life support. The first responders managed to save a dozen lives. 




—————




	Ellie sat at a sushi bar drinking an low carb beer. It tasted like piss but she was upset that Adam, her fiancé was running late. It wasn’t like him and she got anxiety anytime something like this happened. She was always worried. He always told her she didn’t have anything to worry about. He did his best but nothing can prepare you for the worst. A TV monitor stood on the wall of the bar. Across the screen Ellie looked in horror as breaking news showed the disaster that had just occurred at the bridge. A terrorist bombing. The middle of the bridge had collapsed causing dozens of cars to fall into the river below. Lifeflight was on the scene within minutes and dozens of lives were saved. At that moment Ellie knew without a doubt that Adam had been on that bridge. She felt her heart sink into the back of her chest. Tears began to fall from her eyes. She wanted to scream but there was no sound. She was mute. All the sound inside the bar grew quiet. She began to go into shock. 




	An hour later she found Adam. He was in the ER. He was being treated for life threatening injuries. Long gashes were strewn across his body from broken glass. He was breathing through a tube. 

	

	She sat in panic for hours as they saved his life again and again. Finally they told her she could see him. His body was frail, broken, bandaged. He was still breathing through a tube but his injuries were stable. The doctor said there was brain activity but there were no motor skills or responses from him. He was in a near vegetative state. No quite a coma but not quite awake. They weren’t sure exactly how much damage had been done to his brain but they assured her that they would run tests soon. 




	As the doctor walked out another woman walked inside. She was dressed in a lab coat with glasses. She looked more like a scientist than someone that worked at the hospital. She was holding a chart in her hands. She introduced herself to Ellie as Dr. Rebecca Luyten. She told her that she had a niece who had similar injuries. She smiled as she told Ellie that she could save Adam’s life. 




—————




Day 20




	“Any day now you are going to die and you can’t do that, you can’t leave me here alone, they are saying that if you lose all your health again they won’t be able to revive you, that there is nothing else we can do on our end to help you,” Ellie spoke over Adam’s broken body. 

	Rebecca walked into the room holding a small binder. 

	“The latest, it looks like he’s growing stronger now, gaining his strength back, dammit I wish we knew what he was doing in there,” she said. 

	Ellie took the binder from her. She had been studying the source code and code read some of it now. Mostly it was just Adam’s stats but she could also read enough to know whether he was fearing for his life or not. The last few reports had been bad. Mostly it seemed Adam was running into trouble more often than not. Ellie had hoped he would reach the hub. Rebecca said they had established some kind of connection, a small interface through there that would allow them to communicate with Adam. 

	“We gave him a new weapon, the ‘Ithil Naur’, it should help, we overpowered it as much as we could given our time restraint, he should be picking it up any day now as long as we guessed the right dungeon,”

	“Moon fire, Ithil Naur, that’s elvish,” said Ellie. 

	“Yes that’s right, that was the name of the game the two of you use to play right? We are hoping that he’ll know its a gift, we may not be able to pull him out just yet but we can give him some hope,” said Rebecca. 

	“Why not just call it ‘Moon Fire’,” asked Ellie.

	“The games code won’t allow it, simple as that,” Rebecca shrugged before explaining that that was because Darkness Beyond had included so much code from the original ‘Moon Fire’ game that the words in English had been used in too many other circumstances. 

	“Its all just zeroes and ones,” said Ellie. She didn’t quite understand the problem.

	“Its a little bit more complicated than that,” said Rebecca. 

	There was a pause. Rebecca stood there staring at Ellie. 

	“Look there is something I want to try, a little experiment that might help us reach out to Adam. It’s risky though, he could end up stuck in a kind of limbo between worlds,” said Rebecca.

	“How risky? You mean it could kill him?” said Ellie. 

	“It could, most likely though Adam would just feel like he’s in a lucid dream, if all goes to plan he’ll just wake up but if it fails he’ll be trapped in that limbo and we won’t be able to communicate at all, ” Rebecca smiled, “I don’t think that will happen though, we’ve run a test like this before and had excellent results, the subject even came back stronger, powerful, overpowered really, they exhibited great control over their environment,” Rebecca finished.

	“Adam is not some subject for you to play around with,” Ellie snapped. 

	“Sorry, feelings, I forgot. You know as well as I do that what we are doing here could change the world, I want to show you how.” 

	Rebecca smiled as she left the room. For Ellie it felt like everything was happening so fast. It had almost been a month and already there were so many things changing. Inside the game Adam was becoming a different person. She knew he still had the same morals and values but she saw that he was being beaten. The game world was hostile and he was relying on others to help him survive. Ellie quietly began speaking to Adam again wondering what he would want her to do. 


Chapter 24




	I moved slowly throughout the dark hallways that I guessed were the royal halls. I had successfully made my way into the third level of the troll kings palace. From the corner of a room I heard a guard. A troll standing seven feet tall, bulky, covered in bone armor spoke in a grumbling voice, “Good you are awake, a raiding party made through arena, killed the plagued, king’s quarters now, all us are summoned.” 

	For a moment I felt relief, they had made it. All the way to the king’s chambers. Seemed likely he was allowing them their audience. Maybe they had managed to prove themselves - - or the king had something worst in mind for them. ‘It’s a trap, it has to be,’ the thought crossed my mind like a dagger.

	Quietly I moved towards the troll guards. As they turned I took my sword and ran it through one from behind before pulling back and stabbing the other before he knew what had happened. 

	Killing had become second nature now. It really was starting to feel like this was a video game again. I hid their bodies in the room the one that had been sleeping walked out of. Perhaps the other patrols wouldn’t think to bother looking for them. I turned off the lights, mechanical… just like the vault underground and the scavenged technology that ran throughout the whole palace. I closed the door behind me and made my move towards the throne room following several more guards from the shadows until they passed through two solid metal doors. I was there. The big boss level was right in front of me.  I saw it just barely out of the corner of my eye as they walked inside. Following them from behind would be my end. I had to find another way in… 

	I spent the next several hours making my way through the rest of the third level hoping to find air vents or some kind of crawlspace big enough to fit through. Nothing. Along the way I happened along a goblin slave. It attacked me trying to bite me with its fangs. It made a loud crying sound as it died and I was just lucky enough that no one heard it. Killing the goblin leveled me up again. I was now at level 35. Hadn’t even noticed myself leveling before now. Guess I was too freaked out by the strange girl I had encountered back in the sewer. I had just barely made it out of there alive. Maybe it was possible the world around me was still glitching but I had my doubts. I couldn’t count on that kind of phenomena happening again. 

	I felt pity for the goblin slave. More than I liked. It was a prisoner and it was possible my friends were prisoners now. The same way I was a prisoner here to this world. If it hadn’t gone after me like a rabid animal I might have had the heart to let it free. I wasn’t really sure why the trolls hated the goblins so much. Far as I could tell they were both ugly and both lived by similar means. The goblins were a bit more humble. They were vile creatures but they weren’t war mongering monsters like the trolls. Many of the villages we passed on the way over had been relatively defenseless. 

	I passed through another empty hallway. The trolls were gathering in the throne room. Had to be. Had to be the reason this palace felt deserted. That or I was the one walking into a trap. Maybe this was how the troll king planned it. If we survived long enough to make it down here than all he had to do was wait us out with his army. Eventually we would grow weary and leave or we’d be forced to confront him the only way we could… head on. 		Not that I have any problems being outnumbered and out powered, I just didn’t feel like dying today. 




	I crept inside a kitchen. I could smell rotting meat still stewing in a giant cauldron. Even the cooks had left. I was checking for supplies. With enough items I could potentially make a bomb and cause some chaos. A few minutes of searching turned up nothing but a spoon and a handful of dented tin cans. I couldn’t even find any wire. I thought maybe I could create a grenade by putting the spoons inside the tin but there was nothing. Anything useful was gone or poured down a drain. They didn’t even have a decent pressure cooker which would have been perfect. All the scavenged tech and they were cooking with sticks and cauldrons. I guess it didn’t matter to them. Trolls and goblins could eat pretty much anything raw unlike humans. 

	

	Like a roar of thunder I heard a sound. A screeching if it were coming from around the corner. I readied my rifle. Something about it didn’t feel right. I felt my heartbeat speed up as my adrenaline kicked in and a beast, a daemonic watchdog turned the corner. It was just like the one from the entrance. Maybe it was the same one. It’s eyes were red and full of rage as it drooled staring down the kitchen towards me. It could barely move as it slid sideways through the corridor at me at full speed. I fire a burst from my rifle. Not even a scratch. With my mana and strength at full I unleashed a flurry of ice, a blizzard inside the kitchen from my hand. I felt the power of ice surge through me. The creature slowed as the temperature dropped and I backed away creating a sheet of ice between us. 	

	Another guard came in from behind me. I dispatched him with my blade. Instinct. It could have been anyone. I was jumpy. I was letting the atmosphere around me wind me up so tight I could feel the tension in my neck. This was exactly what the troll king wanted. I was playing right into his game. No more. I had to confront him. I had some incredibly awesome powers. If I used them right. If I used them the moment I kicked open the door to his throne room and created a barrier between everyone and myself I could win. 

	I turned back to look at the war hound. It was whimpering behind the cold sheet of ice. I wish I had the same skills as Croon. Maybe if I were a bard I could have tamed it. No luck. All I could do was leave it alone. 

	I didn’t kill it. I couldn’t kill it. Already I had taken so much from this place, if we were going to make peace I couldn’t kill anymore. That moment I made a vow. I was only going to kill if I had too. 




	I approached the troll king’s throne room door. This was it. I had been avoiding it and for what. My friends real or not were on the other side suffering. 


Chapter 25




	I kicked open the door and let out a loud scream as I used the power surging through my veins to create a burst of wind chill that froze anything within ten yards of the door. Inside I found myself surrounded by hundreds of trolls each standing lined in rows staring towards me. A handful of them had been close to the door. They stood now frozen like statues. 

	“They’ll thaw, I’m here to speak to the king,” I said without hesitation. The throne room was lit with blue and red lights from far above. More scavenged tech but that wasn’t surprising. This whole mountain looked like it had once been some kind of ancient vault re-made again and again. Down the hallway I saw the silhouette of the king. He didn’t look like the others. No. He looked human.

	A troll guard, one of their elite shouted from the back of the room that the guest could approach with safe passage. The others stared at me as I began walking forward. I cast a cold chill around myself like a force field. A warning to the trolls around me as I passed through that I was not someone they wanted to fuck with. 

	The troll king looked nothing like what I thought. He was human. At least on the outside. He was young, mid twenties, pale skin, long dark hair and a rough patch around his chin. He sat on a throne made of various dark colored crystals wearing black robes. The only thing that made him stand out were his silver eyes. 

	“Adam, correct? You’ve come seeking an audience with me?” he said. His voice was deep and raspy. He sounded like an old man. There was something off about his voice. His english was broken in a way as if he had just started learning. 

	“Yes, I’ve come to end this war, my friends, they came before me. What have you done with them,” I demanded. 

	“The raiding party, yes, they are here,” he said holding up a purple gemstone about the size of the palm of his hand.

	“What is that?” I asked both curious and horrified. 

	“The devil’s work,” he began, “they came to me, looking for a trade, the life of my son’s killer for peace, as if peace would be that simple, as if this wasn’t inevitable,” he stopped, the gemstone shined in his hand, “allow me to show you,” he said. I felt an invisible strand wrap itself around me. 




	I was inside the gem. 

	

	It was a maze of brightly lit passageways that felt like I was inside some kind of madhouse. Reaching towards one of the passageways I thought I saw five figures. Jace, Ariane, Kale, Ethan, and Bendi. I moved towards them but the closer I came the further away they seemed. I criss crossed into another section and deactivated a small device that looked like a tripwire. 

	“Ok, so I’m trapped inside a gemstone that’s actually a maze filled with traps,” I said to myself. I had done this before. It was kind of like a mini-game in Moon Fire. A virtual reality set within only here it was some kind of magic. I had to think for a moment. There was always a trick, some kind of puzzle that had to be solved to break free. Maybe I needed to build something or find some kind of terminal. No. That didn’t feel right. This world was all about illusion and the thin line between magic and technology. 

	I crawled through another passageway into a small field of blue flowers. Things seemed to be getting worst. The flowers I’m sure are deadly. Probably don’t want to get too close. Hopefully Jace and the others are figuring things out for themselves. Dying in here would be the same as dying out there. Maybe that was it though. Maybe I had to die. Respawn. Maybe that was the only way out? No. Wrong again. I’m an idiot. I’m inside a crystal. A portal. I NEED to make noise. 

	The king should have taken our weapons away from us. 

	I aimed my gun at the ceiling and fired. I fused the energy from my rifle with energy from myself creating a bolt of ice that cracked the gems surface. I could see the troll king on the outside. He hadn’t noticed what I had done. It looked like he was giving some kind of speech to the room. The gem had been placed on the throne beside him. Sometimes I could see his fingers rub against it. He and the other trolls looked like giants.

	I felt like I an ant. 

	An ant with a deadly weapon. 

	Small and deadly. 

	The blast had earned the attention of something else. We weren’t alone. There was a daemon trapped in here with us. I could hear it moving towards me. I thought to myself how I wish I had been more prepared. If I could have set some kind of trap in the gem I could have lured the daemon there and whether. I thought about running back the way I came but this was a maze. It probably already knew the inside of the gem. The Troll king’s pet. A daemon he fed would be prisoners too. Maybe there was something here I could use. Perhaps I could trick it into running itself into a wall. That would never work. I might have caught this thing off guard once if I hadn’t already given myself away but doing it now was going to be tricky. Already I could feel my hand shaking as it moved circling me. I could see its reflection in the mirrors. It had survived this long because it could adapt. It wasn't intelligent by any means but it was a master at survival. 

	When it came at me I moved my sword towards it. Pushing forward it vanished and I felt my body fall forward as I hit the ground. I lost my grip on my sword and watched it slide away. I turned around on my back and saw the daemon make its move again towering over me ready to crush my neck with it's jaws. I felt the weight of it's body as it moved forward. It wasn't crushing me but rather applying only enough force so that I couldn't move my legs. For such a raggedy creature it must have weighed close to a ton. Like the daemons I had faced before it had chains grafted up and under its skin. I used my mana too freeze it as much as I could but I was still recovering. 

	It could have easily killed me right then and there.  I could feel the creature's cold breath as it came in closer. I didn’t mind the cold as I felt the temperature around me drop. The inside of the gem was turning cold as it froze over. I barely managed to aim my rifle slinging up from my hip.  Immediately I shot several rounds that ate away at the daemons hide. 

	 I was lucky. I lost my sword but not my gun. Once again my rifle was of no real use though. The energy passed through the devil. I dropped my gun as I felt it's teeth sink down into my neck and then it was gone. I laid there for a few seconds waiting for it to come finish me off. With my hand I reached up and felt the wound it had given me. I was bleeding but I wasn't bleeding out. It's teeth were long and sharp but it barely punctured my skin at all. I used my cold hand to numb my wound. 

	I felt like I had just been stung by a wasp. Quickly I tore a piece of my shirt and wrapped it around my wound like a bandana pulling it tight. It could have been worst I thought standing up and feeling a slight bit of nausea. I should have had more to drink this morning, my body was feeling dehydrated and I knew if I pushed myself more I would be on the verge of blacking out. Any kind of rest would be nice. 

	The inside of the gem began to freeze over more. All around me like faint whispers I heard several voices as if they were crying out in pain. A small group of  creatures only a few inches tall and wide were crawling out from another passageway. My sword itself looked like it had been wedged inside the side of the gem though it showed no sign of breaking. 

	I got myself up and slung my rifle by my hip again ignoring the small creatures that were crawling towards me. I placed my hands on the sword expecting to die. Expecting the daemon to attack again. I knew I had at least one respawn maybe two left. 

	If it wanted to strike now would have been the perfect time. When I pulled the sword up from the shrine I expected it to be heavier but it was light as a feather. I flung it through the air and brought it down on the small creature slicing it in half. The others scattered.  

	In front of me that I saw the silhouette of a vibrant blue hooded figure. I felt like I was looking at a ghost. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. The figure was holding a sword just like the one I had picked up. It moved towards me coming at me like a samurai. Quickly I blocked and countered slicking the figure in half and watching as it dissolved into broken pieces of ice. 

	Another figure soon appeared behind me and to my side. Two of them now came at me with the same force as the one before. I felt like my body ache as I bent around swinging the sword with my arm and twisting my wrist. I removed the head of the second figure and then fell forward placing the sword into the belly of the third as he stood over me with both hands on his weapon raised high into the air. Both figures dissolved. 

	I couldn't figure out what was happening? Ghosts? Monsters? Holograms? Was this the work of another mage? Then I saw three more figures. They were coming out of the walls. The daemon stood in the darkness behind them. Staring me down. It looked like it was smiling.  It was watching me, testing me, tiring me out. I had the sword, my rifle, my mana was recharging. Of course my powers were useless here. It seemed this creature was resistant to ice.  It was time to run. 

	I looked for the tunnel in which I had come but couldn't discern which of the holes in the gem I had crawled out of. Anyone should work I thought running towards the closest one. The shadows chased me. The closer I came to them the more I realized they all looked exactly the same. Hooded cloaked figures with human bodies but no face. They were featureless. Puppets being controlled by the daemon or perhaps by the troll king himself. 	When I looked around I saw an army.  Hundreds of snow dolls had appeared. 

	I ran towards another open chamber. Maybe I could duck out of sight and hide. It seemed like the only choice. If I didn't lose them I would be dead for sure. I threw the hood of my jacket over my face and began to crawl into the darkest hole I could find drifting into the underbelly of the gem. Deeper inside. One or two of the daemon’s puppets had followed me but they sensed nothing and the farther inside I crawled the less interested they became. I watched as they turned around and went back and joined the other puppets that had stopped coming after me. I breathed a small sigh of relief as I tried to regather my thoughts and figure out a new plan to escape. 

	My eyes slowly began to adjust to the dark. 

	The daemon came out after me again. It wasn’t hiding behind the puppets anymore. Perhaps it thought I was easy prey now. I still had one more trick up my sleeve. As it moved over me I let go of my sword and let my rifle hang down low. I lifted my limb. My amputated arm became my ice glaive and I drove it into the beast draining my stamina, My health dropped down to 30 than another ten points to 20. If I was going to win I had to break free from my limits. 




	The daemon fell dead and dissolved into the air. 





Chapter 26




	Jace, Ethan, Kale, Ariane, Bendi, and Molto found themselves staring down the king of the Trolls. He wasn’t quite what they had expected. Jace had thought for sure that the Troll king would be some kind of deformed ogre looking creature or at the very least a giant troll. Ariane had expected some king of grotesque beast, perhaps even a daemon of some kind. Bendi was the least surprised. In fact Bendi looked at the Troll king as if he had once known him. 

	The Troll king was human. Male. Dark hair. Pale skin. Kind of handsome in his own way but nothing special. He was well built and healthy. He looked like the kind of guy that enjoyed working out and playing video games. If he had wandered into Arcadia he wouldn’t have been mistaken for any kind of royalty or beast at all. In fact he looked like an adventurer just like Jace and the others.

	The rest of the throne room was filled with trolls. All ugly. All smelly. All staring at the six figures as they walked towards the king without even a whisper. 

	Jace was the first to speak… 

	“Your highness?” he said questioning whether or not the man sitting atop a dark crystal throne was in fact the king they had been seeking. He looked back towards Molto whose eyes were full of fear. That was enough confirmation they had come to the right place. 

	“Your highness, I’ve come to bargain,” he finished. 

	“What can you possibly give me that I can’t take from you?” the troll king said. 

	“I have the man, the human traitor that killed your son. We would like to give him to you as a gift, a token of our respect and an offering of good will between the troll kingdom and humanity. We’d like the request that the attack on Arcadia stop,” Jace said without missing a beat. 

	“You think I’d stop all this fun what I can take easily?” the troll king replied. 

	“We believe that the troll kingdom would prefer to avoid a bloody war, perhaps our two kinds can even join forces and slay the daemons that have been plaguing both our world and your own,” Ariane said before Jace could answer. 

	“The daemons are humanity’s problem, they do not bother us as they bother you, humanity is the disease, spreading into my valley, into my home, destroying relics, shrines, polluting the forests, the canyons, the oceans,” said the Troll king. 

	“Do you not also benefit from our technology, just look at your palace, it’s built on the foundation of a starship, an old human starship, most likely some kind of colony ship,” said Ariane. 

	“Do not act like you know my home, this palace is built on what I have, what I own, this ship as you call it is culled from the same world from which I am born, from which I have been unleashed,” said the Troll king. 

	“Do you have a name? I am Jace, leader of the Five’s army, this is Ariane, Kale, and…” Jace was cut short as he pointed towards Ethan. “A name, my name is king, I am the King of the Valley, the King of Eda, I have lived in this world for generations and risen from the ashes. I am all that was and all that shall be, I am the alpha, the omega, I am life, and I am DEATH,” the Troll king said smiling. He held a purple gem in his hand. 

	“Tell me, are there anymore of you coming, my scouts had told me there were seven of you,” said the King. 

	“No, we lost one as we entered your palace,” Jace said. 

	The Troll king smiled. 

	“I don’t believe you”. 




	There was a sudden flash. 

	Jace and the others found themselves imprisoned within the gem. 




	For the next several hours they wandered the maze until finally there was hope. 


Chapter 27




	Another dead daemon. 




	I spent the next several minutes letting my stamina and mana recharge while making my way back through the layers of the gem until I could see the light from the outside world again. There were no more puppets. Only the silence and claustrophobic feel that was the gem itself. 

	I was ready to strike the ceiling again when I decided to fire at the wall towards the silhouettes I had seen earlier. The blast broke through the gem’s wall.  Suddenly I could see my friends. Ethan, still dead smiled as I ran towards them. Jace ran over towards me. He looked like he was going to give me a hug but decided to pat me on the back instead. Ariane smiled and Kale told me how happy he was that I was still alive. Molto was gagged, cuffed, and covered in blood. They hadn’t killed him yet but they probably should have. Instead it seemed they had been using him. Making him move first through the maze. They were trapped here the same way I was by the troll king. I had been right before. The whole thing was a trap and we walked right in. We were deep inside the troll king’s dungeon. An artificial pocket reality. 




	“They used one of these gems on me before but I was only trapped for a few seconds, I used all my mana too break free, this one, I can barely scratch the surface,” Jace said telling me all about the dangers they had endured since I had plummeted into the palace’s underground. I told them too of my encounter with the ghost girl. Once we were all caught up I showed them the small break I had managed to make. We could feel the air outside. Warm as it flowed inside. It wasn’t enough. The troll king still hadn’t noticed and I was ok with that. Jace’s previous experience was proof enough that we could escape. 




	“They really should have taken our weapons away from us,” I said as we broke through the gemstone over-saturating it with power from the inside out. In a flash all of us were back to our normal size. Jace lounged at the Troll king with his sword only to find himself being countered at the last second. The troll king had grabbed Jace’s sword with his bare hand. He held it there and smiled. 

	“I am a God, have you not figured it out, this war, this hell on Eda is all that can be, for humanity to fall,” the Troll king smirked. 

	The rest of us, including Molto, stood back to back as the trolls surrounding us unsheathed their weapons and began chanting for blood. 

	“ENOUGH,” I screamed unleashing a fury of ice cold wind around the entire throne room, “I had made a vow not too long ago that I wouldn’t kill anymore unless I was forced, we have no reason to fight, this planet is big enough for all of us and all we want is to be left in peace, we have brought you the traitor. There is no reason for anymore of us to die,” I finished.

	“You don’t get it?” said the Troll king, “this is what we live for, trolls from the moment of their conception begin cannibalizing their mother’s womb, this war is our destiny, to conquer this world as our ancestors had conquered worlds in the past, it is the reason the gate has brought us to this place and now that our numbers are high our time has come,” he finished. 

	“Gate?” I said making a mental note. 

	“The gates are how the trolls, the goblins, the elves, the dwarves, all the species of this world came, all except your kind, your kind having fallen from the stars and you have ruined everything,” the troll king said. His eyes were filled with rage. I had seen it before. It was the same hatred and sorrow I had seen in Julie Luyten’s eyes. Everything about him. The way he talked, the way he fought, the Troll king had been here a long time. Longer than the other humans. Longer than most of this world. I knew as he held Jace’s sword in his hand he wasn’t just some NPC. He was a player. A player that had lost his sense of reality. This was his world. The world he had made and humans and daemons were upsetting his status quo. 




	I scanned him. 




	Name: Unkown

	Age: Unkown

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human / Golem Hybrid

	Level: 90

	Class: Paladin

	

	HP: 1000 

	Mana: 1000

	Stamina: 1000

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 10

	Charisma: 8

	Luck: 8




	Abilities: Unknown

	Skills: Unkown

	Inventory: UnDun Scythe, UnDun Great Sword




	Reputation: King of the Trolls, King of the Valley, Goblin King

	Alignment: Troll Kingdom

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




	A human / golem hybrid. That was interesting. Was it possible than that the Troll king himself wasn’t even real.. He was created. He said himself he had been here a long time, long enough he had lost his mind, long enough he has seen the world go through many different changes. Long enough he passed his memories down from one body to the next losing a piece of himself each time. That can’t be right. Darkness Beyond is a new game… even if I’m trapped here this kind of technology can’t be that old. The world inside this game is thousands of years in the making and the Troll king acts as if he has been here since the beginning. Time displacement. Time must move different here. Perhaps what is a day is shorter in the real world. A week could be a day. A month could be a week. An hour could only be several minutes. 		Maybe in the real world I haven’t even been playing that long. 




	For the first time in a long time I felt like I had some hope. 




	I formed my limb into a glaive and yelled towards Jace, “he’s mine!” before attacking the Troll king head on myself.

	“I have questions, you are a player aren’t you!?” I shouted as my icy glaive came into contact with the Troll kings sword. Sparks flew and steam rose as his blade pierced through my own. I was barely a foot from him staring him down. 

	“Darkness Beyond, the game, this world, ANSWER ME!” I shouted again taking several steps back and attacking again. The Troll king stared at me hard looking me up and down, 

	“So you are from the outside world,” he said smirking, 

	“Yes, please stop fighting, talk to me, tell me how to get out of here,” I screamed swinging upwards to block the blow of the Troll king’s sword. Jace was standing back with the others fending us off from the Trolls that were gathering to assist their king. 

	“You really have no idea where you are do you?” the Troll king laughed, “there is no going back from Eda, only forward unto heaven,” he continued to laugh as he swung at me, his eyes turning from silver to red. He was beginning to cast some kind of spell summoning energy from the Trolls around us who began falling over dead. Still, they kept coming forward attacking Jace, Ethan, Ariane, Kale, and Molto who was holding a sword alongside the others still gagged and cuffed. 

	“I came to this world alone, trapped, it wasn’t what we thought, it was a living hell, I made it my own, shaped it, dying again and again until I found ways to harness my magic and I turned this valley into my kingdom,” the Troll king shouted, “you will not take it away from me!” 

	“What is this world!” I shouted again. I wanted answers and my enemy had them. 

	“Eda is the world between worlds, the rift between the above and below and it is MINE!” the Troll king shouted again. Our conversation wasn’t getting anywhere. I tilted my head. I knew at that moment that the Troll king I was facing now was nothing more than a shadow of someone. Maybe he was real once upon a time but now he had lost all that made him human. He may have been level 90 but I had friends. I shouted, “Bendi now!” aloud and the creature appeared from behind the Troll king with a small carbon dagger. The dagger had been laced with poison from the fleshlings. Bendi read my mind and dug it into the back of the Troll king and twisted before disappearing back into the shadows. 

	“You are finished,” I shouted as the Troll king stepped back. I extended my glaive out as far as I could, several yards from my body and through the side of the Troll king’s chest. The entire room grew silent. The Troll king  reached out his hand and several trolls began to die as he sucked the life from them. I turned him inside out before he could come back releasing several smaller sharper icicles from my arm like tentacles and inside his chest tearing him apart before releasing him to the ground. 

	He was laughing again. His eyes once again silver as he broke apart like he was made of mud. He was mumbling something… more nonsense about being the creator of this world, that he was a savior, that he was unstoppable. He kept going until there was nothing left and he was dust in the wind. 

	The other trolls stopped turning to stone where they stood. I could only hope that was the affect everywhere and not just inside the palace. 

	I slung my rifle around my arm and aimed it at Molto.

	“Was his son human like him?” I asked. 

	“What’s it matter,” he answered still holding a sword in his cuffed hands. I shot his shoulder and watched as he dropped his sword. 

	“Yes, his son was human just like him!” Molto shouted. 

	“He was more than the Troll king’s son, he was a golem of the Troll king himself, a clone,” I said before firing and killing Molto. 

	Jace and the others looked at me in shock but didn’t object to Molto’s execution. 




	There was silence throughout the palace. The dark crystals that made up the Troll king’s throne began glowing different colors such as purple, green, blue, and red before each and everyone of them shattered. A wisp of energy appeared over the throne and dissipated into the air. 

	“The Troll king’s throne was a prison of souls, with his death they have all been set free,” said Ariane smiling. Ethan walked over to the throne and picked up one of the shattered crystals holding it in his hand. 

	

	“How are we going to get out of here?” asked Kale. 

	“Bendi knows, Bendi called for help, back through tunnel behind throne, shortcut to the outside, come follow,” Bendi said showing us a shortcut out of the palace. We were back in the open when an airship that looked like a giant metal bus fused with a hot air ballon appeared above us. Jace smiled, “that’s our ride home.” 

	

	


Chapter 28




	The airship approached us slowly landing on the snow covered ground. Even though I was a genuine Cryomancer I still felt cold standing around waiting in the thin air that surrounded me. The airship ran on magical energy.   A pilot sat plugged in like a battery to the main console. His name was Galen, though occasionally he went by Gale, and he was the last member of the Five and the only one I had not met. 

	“Have you heard anything from Croon?” Jace asked as we entered the airship. 

	Galen looked at him with regret, “they were wiped out, the entire army, I got there as quickly as I could but I couldn’t find any survivors,” he said. Jace and Ariane sat back in their seats made of leather. Ariane began to cry and Jace placed his arm around her. Kale and Ethan sat in the back while Bendi climbed up near Galen. I took my seat beside Jace and felt the airship shake as we took off surrounded by a cloud of steam.  

	Galen made a few comments about how all of the Trolls in the area that had sworn allegiance to the king had turned to stone. There were a few others, trolls that swore allegiance to no one that still wandered about but they were few and far between. The Troll king had made deals with all of his minions when they swore allegiance to him. He had tethered their live’s to his own so that he could stay alive. It would have worked back in the palace too but between Bendi’s attack and my own we drained his health too fast for him to regenerate. Galen congratulated us on our victory and told us that Croon would have been proud. 

	In several hours time we were leaving the Valley of Decay high above the clouds. I could see huge winged beasts flying outside my window. 

	“What are the gates?” I asked. 

	“The gates are how many of the different species got to this world,” said Galen, “to be more exact, we aren’t sure who built them or why, they are also how humans came to this world. We were running, fleeing Earth and we found a rift, a gate in space, we took several of our starships through and came out here crashing on this world 200 years ago,” he finished.

	“So the gates have been brining different species to this world for thousands of years, opening and closing, and yet no one knows why?” I asked. 

	“That’s about right, the gates are a mystery but they are the reason why so many species exist on this world, more than you’d expect but you’ll understand that when we reach Arcadia, Croon filled me in about you in one of our messages, I know you are new here, which means a lot of people are going to be going after you, especially if they here what you did to the Troll king,” Galen said uneasy.

	“What do you mean, shouldn’t people be happy the Troll king is dead?” I asked.

	“You would think but it was his crystal throne that kept the Valley separated from the rest of Eda, it was kind of a magic force field and now that he’s dead the power he was using to keep it charged is gone and many of the monsters here will be trying to escape, I guess that’s good business for adventurers and guilds like ours but many are going to blame you, us, for that,” Galen said, “by the way I would like to officially invite you to join the Five’s Guild, also known as the Five’s army, we’re a relatively small adventurer group now but we’ll have our numbers back up in no time, in the meantime we have a base camp in Arcadia and the Hub that you can use at your disposal, we just require that you share loot with us and help us in times of need, more of the same of what you have been doing,” he finished. 

	“I’m not sure what to say, I’m not sure I accept,” I said. I was flattered they had invited me to join their guild, well, what was left of it, but at the same time I was still focused on finding a way home. I could probably use them to get me where I wanted to go but that felt like cheating. They owed me and I owed them. If the Troll king was a player than that meant there were others out there and if I helped the Five, if I joined their guild I could learn a lot more about this world and feel a bit safer at the same time. 

	“I’m honestly trying to get home, I need to make my way to Arcadia and see the witch,” I said. 

	“I understand, take some time, you can give me your answer after we reach Arcadia and you’ve had some time to settle in, till then we will consider you an affiliate member and you are welcome to use our resources in Arcadia, just no access to our vault or weapons,” Gale finished. 

	“How many guilds are there?” I asked.

	“Different guilds for different things, farther North you go the more you see, here in Arcadia there are three types; the adventurers like us who loot dungeons and take on missions for commoners, than there are the smithing and weapons guilds who loot only firearms and technology, and the third type in Arcadia are the Merchants who do all the trading and own most all the shops. As far as how many there are there are hundreds, some have as little as one or two members while guilds like ours can be made up of hundreds,” Gale explained. 

	Just then I could see below the clouds what looked like a massive starship sunk into the coastline half buried underwater with parts of it stuck on land. “Welcome to Arcadia,” Gale said smiling. 

	We descended into Arcadia, which was actually a village surrounded by a metal wall tucked between the hull of the starship and water. Homes and businesses were made of small metal and wooden buildings along the coast inside the wall. I could see dozens of ships both large and small in the harbor. Some of them looked like they were straight out of the 1800s with masts and sails while others were steamboats and a few looked like Navy destroyers that had been bludgeoned to hell and back. We landed in an small airstrip on the side of town where we were greeted by members of the Five’s guild who were stationed in the area. They were kind to say the least offering all of us food and medical attention the moment we set foot on the ground. 

	They took a look at Ethan and were amazed at how Ariane was keeping him alive with her own magic draining little by little at a time. They gave her a belt filled with potions. She couldn’t cast any spectacular spells or let her mana drain past 10 anymore but she was more than capable of holding her own without it. The potions would be an extra precaution she had already sent word for. She cared for Ethan and that was obvious. He was once her student after all but there seemed to be more there. They were family. She had been devastated by the fact that she had left him alone for so long and I could see it in her eyes; she was never going to leave him alone again. Ethan might have been undead but the more he lived in our world the more he was himself again and again. 

	Jace and Gale went straight to the guild office’s. The battle in the valley had cost the lives of hundreds of guild members and their families would have to be notified. There was also a serious amount of paperwork to be done about all of the loot that had been lost as well as Molto’s betrayal and of course Croon’s death. 

	Kale handed me a white owl mask to wear around town and told me to wear my hood up. Already word was spreading of a newcomer to Eda who had woken up from one of the old starships and it would be wise to not draw attention to myself. 

	Bendi led me slowly outside the Five’s HQ as we passed several different shops selling fish, fruits, herbs, swords, and more. The entire village of Arcadia was one giant market. The streets were filled with people carrying different sets of gear. Some were human, some had animal like features. Others looked like orcs or aliens. It was nothing like what I expected. I thought Arcadia would be just like any other fantasy village. This was more like a small city on an alien frontier. When we reached the center of the town there stood a giant statue. A stone monument that stood in resemblance of the tree of life.  Below it stood an inscription that detailed the first war in heaven that took place after an end of the world event called Ragnorak, a time before humanity in which all of the heavenly bodies had gone to war. The story went on to tell how the angels pushed back the daemons to another realm and created the Earth, humanity and how before long the daemons came back and the second war in heaven began. The statue detailed the destruction of three different realms because of the daemons and the creation of the gates to save the species of those realms. Eda was depicted as a seed of the great tree of life existing on its own. 

	“The witch waits for us,” Bendi said grabbing my attention and pulling me along. As we approached the witch’s home, a small wooden house set between a sushi bar and a rare antique shop my B.U.I. Indicated that my quest had been complete and I leveled up to 40 as several side quests indicated that they had been completed as well such as escaping the girl in the underground, flying a dropship, and exploring the derelict vault. 

	I walked inside the small home and saw an older woman wearing a black cloak sitting next to a tea kettle in the middle of the room. She looked at me and smiled as Bendi went over towards her. Bendi touched her hand and began to merge with the woman who became young. She looked no older than I was with pale skin, and hair that came down her shoulders, shaved on the sides with blue highlights. She had blue eyes that looked like they were glowing, they may have been augmented in some way. She was also wearing a raptor claw around her neck. In shock I picked up my rifle and pointed it at her. I was ready to fire when she began speaking, “Bendi was always a part of me, now Bendi has returned home, thank you for brining my familiar back to me, would you like some tea?” she asked. I let my rifle down by my side again and sat across from her. 

	A part of me wanted to cry when Bendi disappeared. It had been with me since the beginning and now it was gone. Snuffed up and made part of this woman I had never met. I was angry, terrified, but if she had answers, if she could help get me home, I knew I had to listen. 


Chapter 29




	“First let me introduce myself, my name is Vee, and I have been fighting this war against the daemons for a very long time,” she began, “for over 250 years in fact, before even coming into this world, this place you call Eda, I think you know it by another name in your world, though I’m not sure how you managed to come here,” Vee said. 

	“I’m not sure how I came here either to be honest, I’m trying to get back,” I said. 

	“Interesting, you see, this virtual world is our ark, yet somehow you and several others have started appearing here along with daemons like the ones we had been trying to escape.”

	“How have you been trying to escape? What does that mean?” 

	“200 years ago we were fighting a losing war on our Earth, we built a ship, a starship as a last ditch effort to escape and created a virtual world, this world using a device known as the Protoss Engine, a quantum calculations system that when connected to a virtual reality device allows the construction of simulated environments containing unprecedented amounts of information directly synthesizing information of the users senses while cutting off feedback from the body. The reason all of this world feels real. All of the information is converted into a signal, including the users own mind. The VR environment becomes indistinguishable from the real world, lights, sounds, smell, touch. There are limits. As you have probably already experienced a user can only respawn so many times, around five give or take, Also the longer you live in this world the more it becomes a part of you. That’s because of the pseudo-signal coming from the outside connection being lost. Theoretically we shouldn’t have that problem but somehow the soul knows,” she paused letting it all sink in. 

	“So Jace, Ariane, Ethan, they are all real? Yet they don’t respawn like I do , they also don’t talk about the outside world?” I asked. 

	“They were born into this world, digital constructions of consciousness, ghosts in the machine, NPCs with real artificial intelligence. They are the offspring of humans in the real world who came together here to have families. Born of Eda, born from the engine itself and the convergence of worlds. To us this world is a lie but to them, this is everything,” 

	“And the Troll king? What was he?” I asked.

	“He was a human once who became disconnected, his body  probably dead in the real world he lost his sanity and copied his consciousness again and again using the engines magic system losing parts of himself each time,” she answered. 

	“Why does this world have magic? Why the fantasy setting?” 

	“That was a weird hiccup, When we came to Eda we found it this way and adapted learning magic on our own. We’re still learning a lot of things here and there but given what happened on our world it wasn’t that much of a stretch,” she answered. 

	“Are there others like him? Like you? Me?”

	“There are several like him but not many, none that pose that much of a threat to the world, least at the moment. There are still a few like me, Croon, he use to go by another name. Michael. He was my brother in the world we came from. Most are like Jace and Ariane, the digital children, conscious constructs. As far as others like yourself I am not sure, I know of one for sure, a few others I think may be from your world in the North but I’m still investigating,” she finished. 

	“You keep talking about your world?” 

	“How exactly this world functions is a mystery. It is theorized to be powered by technology from extraterrestrial beings. Here’s the kicker though, this world, all of its inhabitants, you, me, the guilds, the animals, the land itself, its all real. The Protoss Engine moves itself around the barriers that separate parallel worlds that balance one another out. It pierces the veil between one reality and another warping space and time itself creating a singularity. A convergence of worlds. We know it exists in a pocket universe. Something similar to the cloud used by computers and that it can exist with or without the the Protoss Engine itself, ” she paused and drank a sip of her tea, “try some, it really is just like the real thing,” she smiled and continued, “lately things have been spiraling down out of control. 

	“My world was just like yours until we came under siege by extraterrestrials known as daemons. Some like myself fell into deep comas, others gained special abilities, abilities that broke the laws of physics, when the daemons came they created rifts in our reality and for awhile we were winning. A group of special humans led an attack against the daemons in their own realm and closed the rift, they returned to our world and for a long time we were at war on our planet until the war became too much. That was when we fled, we built our starship and went into stasis uploading our consciousness into the Protoss Engine, into this world. Right now my real body is in stasis on the ‘Promised Dawn’. I believe that our ship went through another rift, possibly a side effect of the Protoss Engine and crashed on your world. I believe that you are a product of an experiment, uploaded into our ship’s Protoss Engine.” 




	I tried some of the tea. I could feel it burn against my lips. 


Chapter 30




	I tried to let it all sink in. Not only did their Protoss Engine create a virtual world for them to live inside but it bent time and space and crashed on our Earth. Our world with the closest wave function to their own. “This can’t be real, you have to be kidding me, this is all just a part of the game, like one of those creepypasta stories you find online,” I said. Vee replied, “believe what you want, I’m only trying to help you, I think you know this is real, you can feel it, your connection to the outside world is still very much there.” 

	She was right. I could feel it. Every so often especially when I was sleeping. I could feel Ellie’s hand clutching my own and I kept dreaming I am laying on a hospital bed, nightmares of a car crash, nightmares of drowning. 

	“I keep having dreams, no, nightmares where I feel like I’m back in the real world, my body hooked to machines being kept alive on life support and Ellie is standing there holding my hand with tears running down her eyes,” I said.

	“If you were in an accident they are probably using our life support technology and the Protoss Engine to keep you alive,” Vee said.

	“I was… I was going to meet her for dinner, I was on a bridge,” I said remembering. Painful memories of it all flashed before my eyes. “There was an explosion and I was in my car, I was drowning, there was silence, I trapped in darkness… a stillness all before waking up here.”

	“That’s it, you are probably in a coma, that or they have hooked you up inside a stasis pod on our ship. They are using you, probably monitoring you to see what happens inside the game engine,” Vee said. It was the harsh truth and I knew it to be true. 

	“Is there a way for me to wake up?” I asked. 

	“Not on your own, no, I’m sorry,” Vee said. She was nearly crying as I stood there taking it all in. 

	“Where are the daemons coming from?” I asked. 

	“They are a malfunction inside the Protoss Engine, well, more a drawback to using the engine. They are lost echoes, breaking through and if they become strong enough they will wipe away this world and all the worlds it connects to. Eda is a means to an end. Corrupt it and corrupt everything it touches. The daemons are the nothingness, creatures born of chaos and entropy,” Vee said. 

	“How do we stop them?” 

	Vee smiled. She could see I was all in now. 




	Eda wasn’t just the game Darkness Beyond, it was the first line of defense against the end to the world - - an end to the world that Ellie was alive in, and even if I couldn’t go back… 




	I have to protect her.













THE END.


Epilogue




Day 60




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

	“I’m ok, Are you sure this is going to work?” Ellie asked. The two were standing inside the inside the dark hull of a starship. They were inside the ‘Promised Dawn’. 

	“Yes, I know it is a lot to take in. Alien spaceships filled with humans, finding out your favorite games ‘Moon Fire’ and ‘Darkness Beyond’ were just reverse engineered from some code found on some kind of futuristic spaceship. That a secret government agency was trying to find compatible users to communicate with the inhabitants inside. Finding out that the whole reason we are able to keep your fiancé alive is because he’s plugged up into a spaceship. Are you really sure you are ok? I’m pretty sure most people would be losing their minds right about now,” Rebecca smirked, “no not you, you and him, you really are soul mates, he’s in there fighting to find a way home and you are here fighting to find your way inside.” 

	“Its bigger than that and you know it,” Ellie said, “though I wouldn’t be doing this if I couldn’t see Adam again.” 

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

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

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

	“I am, its just something in my eye,” said Rebecca taking a needle and jamming it inside Ellie’s arm. 

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


	Alexander woke up standing inside a small tank in a dark room. He was naked with an orange liquid draining out from below his feet. He had dozens of wires running down throughout his body and he was malnourished. He felt like he only weighed a hundred pounds. He punched the glass that led to the outside hoping the glass would break but nothing happened. For the first time in a long time he was weak too weak to break anything. The last thing he remembered was being killed inside his palace inside the Valley of Decay. He felt for the hole in his chest but there was nothing there. The glass tank opened up and he fell to the ground the wires ripping out from his skin as he fell. His eyes slowly adjusted to the blue hue that surrounded him. 

	“Where am I?” he said aloud. 

	A female voice in the darkness whispered, “Home, Alexander, Home.” 

	A strange creature that looked like a cross between a dog and a spider monkey appeared before Alex. The creature licked his face and Alex remembered the creatures name. 

	“Erlen, its been very long time,” Alex said smiling.  

	Alex reached out and patted the creature on the head before it ran back into the darkness fetching a scythe and brining it forward to Alex. Alex moved his hand down the scythe’s surface and used it to pick himself up. 

	“How could I forget about this place?” he said. 

	“You haven’t forgotten, this is your home,” a voice whispered. 

	“Who are you?” Alex asked walking forward in the direction of the darkness. As he walked forward he saw the silhouette of a small child. A young girl wearing a black sundress. 

	“Big brother, how have you forgotten me,” said Julie Luyten.  

	“I’m not your big brother,” Alex said. 

	“Come on, you know I was just kidding,” she said, “some clothes are next to you, put them on and follow me, you look like death but the master wants to see you now, he’s not very pleased,” she said. 

	“Master?” Alex said to himself. 

	“Come on, you didn’t think you were really a god out there did you? You are home now, its time for you to remember where you came from,” Julie said. 

	Alex put on his clothes and walked out towards the darkness. From the doorway he paused and looked back at the tank he had woken from.

	“Last life,” he said, “no more second chances.” 
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