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    For Maea, 
 
    You put up with way too much. 
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 Prologue 
 
    This can’t be happening. That was all Anna Visneski could think as she stared down at the ruin of her right arm, trapped in the wreckage of what had recently been her father's SUV. It didn't even feel like her arm anymore, worse yet, it didn't feel like anything anymore. Despite the ever-expanding pool of blood, there was no pain, nothing but a heightened buzz in her body as her mind spun trying to make sense of the situation. 
 
    They had been on their way to the city, just a typical school day.  It was all still a little fuzzy, but she remembered the hard bump of the car as they drove onto the Manhattan bridge.  She'd been texting with a couple of friends to pass the time, then her father had screamed- 
 
    "Dad!" Even shouting his name sent a wave of agony through her, but it was nothing compared to the sudden, gut-wrenching panic.  Her body protested every inch of her feeling bruised as she struggled merely to roll her body far enough to see the driver's seat. 
 
    Her father was gone. 
 
    Anna's immediate thought was that the force of the crash must have thrown him from the vehicle. But that wasn't right, even in her dazed state she could see that. His seat belt was buckled, and the windshield was still more intact than not on his side of the SUV. She knew she'd passed out in the immediate aftermath of the crash, but her dad would never leave his sixteen-year-old princess to wake up pinned and terrified. 
 
    "Dad! Someone! Anyone! Please help me!" The shock was fully giving way to panic now. Something was very wrong here. Through the cracked windshield she could see dozens of vehicles piled up as part of the massive collision, but what she couldn't see were people. There was no one going from car to car looking to help, no one stumbling around in a daze or on their phones calling their insurance. Strangest of all, there didn't even appear to be anyone in the vehicles themselves. Even the worst of the wrecks, cars so damaged that it would take the Jaws of Life to extract a passenger, were frighteningly vacant. 
 
    This can’t be… they can’t all have… In her dazed state, she briefly wondered if she was hallucinating. She felt level headed, but had she simply cracked something in her skull when she'd struck it? Or was the warmth trickling down her destroyed arm taking her wits with it? This couldn't be happening; people didn't just disappear. 
 
    It also didn’t matter. Right now she needed help, and her screams were going unanswered. 
 
    Her phone lay in pieces on the floor of the car, so it wouldn't be of much help. Her father's, by comparison, had weathered the crash in the way only a phone in an ugly two-inch thick black safety case could have managed, still pristine and functional on its dash mount. When the day was done, she was going to be eating crow about mocking her father's ‘unstylish' choices. 
 
    Anna didn’t know his password, but she didn't need to. Just power it on and hit the emergency call button. At least, that was the idea. 
 
    At the push of a button, the phone sprang to life in her free hand, however, what it showed her was unexpected. Her father's lock screen was supposed to be a family photo, a shot of the four of them smiling and laughing on vacation. Instead, it showed a black screen lit by a single silver word. 
 
    Babel. 
 
    Anna's thumb stroked across the screen as much on instinct as anything else, and the image shifted to show a promotional page. In the few seconds, it took her mind to register what she was looking at she absorbed enough to know it was an advertisement for some MMORPG, making the same kind of ludicrous claims about lifelike graphics and realistic combat that she'd seen on a hundred similar ads. 
 
    Her thumb stabbed down on the back button to clear the ad, but to her frustration that simply returned her to the original screen with its black background and gleaming silver text. The home button was an equal failure, as were each of the increasingly complex button combinations she used in an attempt to bring the phone back to a state where she could use it. 
 
    “Goddamnit! Work you piece of garbage!" She shouted at the phone, suddenly aware of the warm wetness of tears on her cheeks and the way the device was shaking like a leaf in her one good hand. Fear and pain were getting the better of her, and she knew it. 
 
    With a deep breath, she focused her gaze on the screen and began to swipe right to left once again. If she couldn't simply skip out of it, perhaps she could close the stupid thing if she got to the end of it. 
 
    Even with her thumb racing not all of the text was lost on her as she flipped from page to page and with each little snippet that her brain absorbed her fervor to reach the end diminished. Her initial estimate of the thing had been correct, it was an MMO, but the rest of this… it had to be a joke.  
 
    It claimed that ‘Babel' was the world's first Real-Life Massive Multiplayer Role Playing Game. It claimed that this would take place in a tower with a hundred levels and that the first person to reach the top of that tower would be granted a wish. And it claimed that the game's titular Tower of Babel was on the isle of Manhattan. 
 
    Which, now that she looked, definitely explained the enormous spiraling monolith that was growing in the midst of the Manhattan skyline. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    "And... time! There you have it, my loyal viewers." Cayden grinned into the camera offset a few feet to the side of his screen, giving his best impression of a carefree roguish grin. As if the on screen heart-rate monitor synced to his watch didn't show his heart pounding.  He had streamed the run half a dozen times since he'd decided on his methodology, but with days ticking away, Cayden had honestly expected to leave this last task undone. It was probably a good omen, right? "A full 1-101 all boss clear of Runes of the Guardians in... six days, five hours and five minutes. One hundred and forty-nine hours, and I undercut Seraph89's record by a full seven minutes and two seconds!" 
 
    Cayden lifted his hands and rewarded himself with a ludicrous golf clap as his eyes trailed towards the comments on the side of the live-stream. It was just a wall of scrolling text, moving faster than his eyes could even hope to follow. His viewership today was an all time high for him, over two hundred and ninety thousand concurrent viewers. That might even be a record in and of itself for a non-Babel stream. 
 
    "Thank you, thank you. You're all too kind." Cayden hammed it up for just a few moments longer, relishing in the sweetness of his victory. The hundred and forty-nine hours he'd put in was for just this attempt alone. All told he'd probably put well over a thousand into RotG over the past year. It was an overwhelming amount of effort simply to shave seven minutes off a world record.  Were it any other game he probably wouldn't have put in the effort, even if the previous record holder was a dick.  
 
    But this was RotG, the closest thing on the market to a Babel knock off. 
 
    "Alright, so.  Before I take a shower, eat an entire pizza and fall into bed I know there has been a ton of speculation about what game is next on my chopping block. It's probably why there are... damn, three hundred and six thousand of you. I feel a little on the spot." 
 
    Cayden was nearly as good at playing the nerdy, somewhat self-conscious young man persona as he was at the games themselves. He had the sort of face for it, with smoothly shaven features and big blue eyes hidden behind a shock of stylishly unstyled black hair. He looked like the pre-drug addict version of every boy band member from the dawn of pop music, handsome yet fragile 
 
    At least, that was his own high opinion of himself. He'd read a less charitable description a week ago on The Escapist that described him as "The default setting in every create-a-character mode ever made." That stung. 
 
    "I could drag it out but... the speculation is right. The article posted early this week got my birthday down to a tee. I'm seventeen on Monday, which means I'll be leaving for NYC this weekend." 
 
    That certainly got their attention. If the chat log was flying by earlier, it had jumped into warp speed by now. Individual words disappeared as quickly as they arrived, with only complicated Ascii meme's sticking around long enough for the eye to process. A textual uproar was what he expected, and it was what he got, an unruly virtual mob ready to riot if he didn't throw them an olive branch.  
 
    "I know it sucks, but this isn't the end of my channel! I am sure that a lot of you are worried that I'll just become another streamer doing the same old same old on the first twenty or so floors.  Or worse."  He let that hang for just a moment in spite of himself.  There was a reason why streams from Babel had a five-minute time delay by law.  "Let's be honest though.  I'm not just any sort of gamer.  I'm a Speedrunner.” 
 
    “And that is what I am going to do.  I'm going to be broadcasting live, day in and day out as I progress through the tower.  The progression guilds have a head start of over two years on me. But while they were out banging their head against undiscovered dangers, I've been studying them, and I've been studying the classics." Cayden paused, drawing a breath and steadying himself.  "I'm going to do it in four months." 
 
    That would get a reaction. There were only about five thousand players currently active on the highest floors, and almost all of those had been playing release day.  Even with the current stalemate, he was proposing to run the same content as the most skilled players in the world, in a sixth of the time. 
 
    As expected the chat was afire, racing past at a warp speed that made it look like one of the background screens from the matrix.  He'd just assured some good viewership for the first few hours of his stream.  If only because people would be watching to see how quickly his hubris led to his downfall.  "On that note folks, it has been fun.  My Twitter will have updates on my travel time, progress, and the start of my stream.  Until then, keep running." 
 
    He reached out, a few clicks of his mouse minimizing the game-play window and then closing out his stream.  A few more brought up a wire-frame view of the infamous tower.  
 
    Even as nothing more than a foot tall rotating 3d image the tower was equal parts imposing and majestic.  In reality, it was enormous, Three kilometers in diameter, its peak rested one hundred and one kilometers above sea level. That put it a full kilometer above the agreed upon the boundary of 'outer-space,' no doubt by design.  At such a dramatic size, much of the hemisphere could see its lights on a clear night. 
 
    Despite its size, the tower didn't want for detail when viewed up close either.  Hundreds of thousands of archways ringed its surface, each a unique work of art cut from the unique yellow-white stone of the tower's outer surface.  Those closest to the ground held carvings of bravery and battle, of men and women squaring off against all manner of creatures in fighting to the death.  Further up the tower, the sculptures became progressively more unusual.  Explorers had found carvings of everything from knock-knock jokes to naughty pictorials, to a hundred arch long stretch depicting the entire plot of the original Star Wars trilogy.  Strangely, the prequels were nowhere to be found. 
 
    Regardless of their content, any one of the archways would have looked at home as the centerpiece of a lavish exhibit, and yet there were so many that even two years after launch day there were still thousands left to photograph in detail. 
 
    Launch day.  The two words sent an involuntary shiver through Cayden.  That was the most common name for it in pop culture, particularly among players and other gamers.  Among other groups, the names were understandably more cynical.  The East Coast Tragedy.  The Manhattan Vanishing.  The New York Massacre.    
 
    Politicians who threw around that last one always bothered Cayden.  To him, a massacre always seemed like a Texas Chainsaw sort of thing. Lots of gore and bodies. 
 
    New York didn't have any of the latter. 
 
    Names for the incident were so varied in part because no one knew what had happened.  There were clues, indeed, but only a few solid facts. 
 
    At 8:45 am on 3rd April 2025, the daytime population of Manhattan, roughly four million people, vanished.  Recording devices that survived what came next uniformly shorted out at the moment of the event, giving an exact time but no further details. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the earthquakes started.  Without a doubt the largest in east coast history they radiated from the now vacant island.  Much of the iconic skyline was damaged or destroyed by the quakes, and the surrounding areas in Jersey and the remaining boroughs fared little better. 
 
    Flyovers from a Virginia airbase alleviated the initial fears that the sudden and total radio silence from Manhattan was the result of a nuclear strike. What they did reveal was arguably more troubling, however.  A new addition to the skyline. 
 
    In the forty minutes between the initial vanishing and the first overflight, the tip of Babel had risen nearly a hundred and ten stories from the ground of what had previously been Times Square.  It would continue to tear free of the ground, with correspondingly brutal earthquakes, for the next three days until it finally reached its full height and revealed its entrance. 
 
    Ridiculously,  the US government tried to force a total media blackout regarding the existence of the tower in the immediate aftermath of its discovery.  A miles wide tower that grew by hundreds of stories in a matter of minutes, and they thought they could cover it up.  The hubris was incredible, particularly because the tower had its own press release.  
 
    At the same time, millions were vanishing into thin air in New York; another impossibility was sweeping the globe, a hijacking of every form of media known to man.  TV's displayed a looping broadcast on every channel, in every language.  Newspapers that had already gone to print were delivered with a full page ad that no one recalled inserting.  Computer monitors, e-book readers, at least one recorded instance of a skywriter... Cayden was fairly sure that somewhere in the world a primitive tribe found unexpected smoke signals spelling out the announcement. 
 
    Whatever the medium, the opening message was the same: 
 
    Babel 
 
    The Great Emperor has issued his challenge. 
 
    From the ruins of the Old World rise the Tower.  Its doors will soon open, and the great game will begin.  
 
    A hundred floors and a hundred challenges await the worthy. 
 
    And to the victor?  A Wish of Unlimited Power. 
 
    Needless to say, the world was shocked. 
 
    The US government reacted as one would expect them to respond.  The military cordoned off the island, and special forces units attempted to raid the tower itself on April 6th when the entrance finally came to the surface.  It didn't go well. 
 
    The announcement had been more than a few sentences of text.  Every written version of it had come with an exhaustive list of rules, the Terms and Conditions.  One of the most prominent among them was that the island of Manhattan was to be considered an international sanctuary, that no one should be prohibited from journeying to the island by any government or individual, save for a few small exceptions carved out for dangerous criminals and the like 
 
    The various nations of the world railed against these restrictions.  However, they were up against a force that vanished millions into thin air and crafted a tower that defied the very laws of physics.  They didn't stand a chance. 
 
    The terms and conditions were enforced by some sort of power, an enchantment or hex.  Obey them, and no harm came to you, try to refuse them, and you were subject to punishment in measure to your violation.  The armed forces came down with a terrible, though non-lethal, case of what appeared to be dysentery within the first night of their encampment.  The commanders who issued the orders found themselves similarly affected, while the president began to suffer from a sudden wasting disease that only abated and began to heal once he had called off the siege. 
 
    It didn't seem to matter what clever methods were attempted to circumvent the terms either.  To stop unwanted immigration, the president appealed to airlines to stop flights and when that failed the subsequent effort to halt travelers by hiking fees was similarly a failure.  Even something as seemingly unconnected as robbing a player who was attempting to reach the tower found the perpetrator suddenly paralyzed, or struck blind and deaf. 
 
    All of which made it frustrating for a young fourteen-year-old Cayden when he realized that the game did not permit players under the age of seventeen for quote, "Liability Purposes." 
 
    It was a cruel joke that had stuck like a thorn in Cayden's mind for over two years.  He was forced to sit on the sidelines as the greatest video game in history played out on every television in the world.  Millions flocked from across the globe, men and women of every nation, of every size, shape, and age imaginable all for one goal.  
 
    The wish. 
 
    Whoever, or whatever, made the Tower of Babel had unfathomable power.  The terms and conditions alone appeared to rewrite the very laws of reality as they wished, and they were themselves only a fraction of the changes wrought by the developer.  And he, she, it or they was promising one wish to the first person to clear the final level of the tower.  No tricks, no limitations, no weird monkey paw shit.  Just whatever you could imagine. 
 
    Two years, three months and sixteen days of waiting.  He had his parent's permission, if not their blessing, though they couldn't stop him if they wanted to.  Three more days and he could show the world what he was made of.  
 
    For now though? Pizza. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    The steps to the tower itself were a blessed relief after the crushing press of humanity in the bazaar that filled what was once Central Park, though they were unnerving in their own ways. The stone was too perfect, a marble without seams or blemishes to hint at the work of human hands. Simultaneously they were covered with very human markings, engravings so intricate and beautiful that a master artisan would have considered a mere handful of them to have been a life's work well spent. Each step was a work of art, a thing from another time, or the false memory of another time. An artist's rendering of antiquity. 
 
    Likewise, the few people who loitered on those nine hundred and ninety-seven steps wore the trappings of the past. There were swords and shields, robes and armor, but as with the steps, all of it was of craftsmanship that seemed improbable, if not impossible. Even players clad in the most basic, beginner level gear still wore robes of exquisite silk or armor made of a form of flowing, multi-colored steel that defied conventions both ancient and modern. If not for the fact that many of 'Player Characters' were specimens of less than physical perfection the whole scene would have looked perfectly at home in the concept art of one of a dozen MMOs. 
 
    Which was probably the point after all. 
 
    The tower loomed ever-present as he ascended the stairs. He had seen it before from his home in Iowa, and on countless streams and television shows. But up close, it was enough to send a shiver through him. This was a thing that should not be, that could not be. He felt like a distant ancestor might have felt if he'd stumbled across the Chrysler building, a thing built by someone he could not even begin to understand. 
 
    Before he knew it, Cayden had reached the top. A thousand steps sounded immense on paper but vanished in a moment as excitement welled up within. After so long he was finally here! Just through those doors and into the lobby and at long last he could join the ranks of the PCs! 
 
    Each door was a massive slab of onyx that stood some two hundred feet in height. It no doubts weighed thousands if not tens of thousands of pounds, but he knew they swung as easily as his bedroom door at home. In the open maw between them was a bank of unnaturally thick and immobile fog. The rolling mass of it churned within the confines of the doorway, small wisps lashing out here or there, but never more than a few inches away from the door itself. 
 
    This was the Veil of Beginnings, the Fog of Detection, the Instance Gate, or to many would be players, himself included "that asshole fog that keeps me from playing." Whatever name it was known by, the fog's effect was the two-fold. 
 
    First, it served the same purpose in reality as an Instance Gate had in most modern MMO games. When a player walked through it, he or she was deposited in an 'Instance,' a dimensional pocket unique to them or members of their party. Secondly, it served as a barrier to those attempting to break any of the Terms or Conditions. If Cayden had come here the previous day, he could have walked straight into the fog like anyone else, but instead of entering the tower he'd have simply found himself turned around, walking out the same door he'd entered. 
 
    Instance Gates such as this were somewhat commonplace throughout the tower, though they didn't always take the form of fog. Sometimes they were shadows; cobweb covered passages or stranger things still. Whatever form they took the goal was usually to section off players or to allow them to experience 'scripted' content. 
 
    In this case, it was both. 
 
    Two years and he was finally here. His skin was electric, and he wanted nothing more than to jump into that fog, to race through it to what he knew awaited him on the other side. But first, he had some fans to attend to. 
 
    Cayden fished into the pocket of his jeans and produced his cell phone. A quick press of an app and he was broadcasting live on periscope. Ten thousand people were watching, far lower than his record-setting days last week, but that was to be expected. His stream wasn't going to get interesting until he was inside. 
 
    “Hey folks, just wanted to give you a little update. I'm heeeeere!" Cayden laughed, detecting a surprising amount of nervousness in his voice. "I'm standing outside the Veil of Beginnings, and I gotta say... I'm a little bit on edge. But assuming all goes well, I'll be through creation in a little over an hour. I'll give you an update once I'm inside.” 
 
    Stashing his phone, Cayden drew a deep breath, shouldered his satchel one final time and reached out for the fog. He'd been told it was chilly, yet under the hot summer sun, he found the touch of it surprisingly refreshing, like a mist of cold water spritzed over his exposed skin. 
 
    In he walked, the fog enveloping him on either side. Within a few steps, the door, even the sunlight behind him was swallowed up in the gray haze. He'd turned to look, and now he didn't know whether he was facing forward or backward. Was he turned around? Instinctively he thrust out an arm, his steps more shallow to avoid bumping into a wall or some other obstruction. 
 
    A few more steps and there was light before him. A few more still and... 
 
    He was back outside. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me!” 
 
   
 
    Three hours and a dozen more attempts had proven fruitless. Cayden wasn't sure if his mom had made the error on purpose, if she'd forgotten or if his birth certificate was simply wrong, but this was getting embarrassing. PC's had walked past him by the hundreds, and a few lingering on the stairs had taken to laughing at him around the tenth time the fog had rejected him. 
 
    Was he missing something else? The Terms and Conditions were somewhat loose regarding who was permitted into the game, limiting out only those with severe mental disorders, the underage, and those currently hexed for some other violation. Was he simply crazy? Enough of his fans had called him a narcissist after all...  
 
    "Have you tried getting a running start?" Quipped one of the men, a broad-shouldered brute with an oversized ax resting across his knees. 
 
    Cayden had tried that actually, but he flipped the guy the bird all the same. His reaction drew another round of snickers, and he felt forced to look away for fear of escalating further.  
 
    "Don't worry too much about it." The voice this time was higher in pitch and filled with a thick Japanese accent. "It happened to me too. It doesn't just have to be your birthday; the gate is accurate down to at least the hour. Probably more." 
 
    Turning to face the sound of voice he found himself regarding a boy who looked several years his junior. The face matched the accent well enough, a distinctly Asian tinge to skin and features, but it was all Cayden could do not to laugh at the bleach blonde hair that contrasted wildly with straight black eyebrows. 
 
    Despite his best attempt to hide his bemusement, it apparently failed, the burgeoning smile dying on the young man's lips. 
 
    “Sorry! Sorry!” Cayden said through choked down laughter. “You just weren't what I expected. I didn't mean to...” 
 
    "No, it's fine. I should get going." 
 
    "Please." He winced, lifting his hands up in apology. "You are the first person today to not make fun of me, and now I feel like an ass." 
 
    “You kind of looked like one coming out of the fog at a run.” The youth replied. 
 
    “Okay, now we are even.” 
 
    “Think so, huh?” 
 
    With the young man laughing and seemingly no longer in a hurry to depart, Cayden took a moment to study him. Though he looked younger than Cayden at a glance, a more steady look made clear that the newcomer was simply smaller. Half a foot shorter and narrower in the shoulders he looked like a gangly teenager in a decent cosplay. 
 
    An expensive cosplay. Cayden mused. The half plate he wore had the sheen of Adamantite, which dropped no earlier than the thirtieth floor. The two handed mallet draped over his shoulder, and the mithril hammer at his waist were even rarer. He wasn't a face Cayden recognized from the Progression raids, but he wasn't a nobody either. 
 
    “Well, it is a start. My name is-” 
 
    “Cayden Caros." The other finished for him, grinning at the stunned look that rewarded his interruption. "You're an incredibly popular live-streamer who just came to the city to start playing. It was on CNN, not hard to figure out." 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    It was the other man's turn to laugh. “I'm Yamagi. Pleased to meet you Cayden.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual. I'm not used to being the n00b.” 
 
    “I imagine you'll get the hang of it sooner rather than later.” Yamagi motioned to the tower. "If you ever make it to floor thirty-five stop by my shop. I'll give you a nice trinket."  
 
    “You're a smith?” Cayden cocked his head to the side with bemusement. 
 
    "Don't look the part, do I?" Yamagi glanced at his watch and frowned. “Certainly not a prompt one. Late again. Care to join me?” 
 
    Cayden scowled at the tower but nodded. "What the hell, it's been a whole five minutes." 
 
    The two set off side by side towards the open doors, and in moments the fog began to engulf them. 
 
    “Ja! Good luck.” Yamagi had been right at his side as they'd entered the tower, but his voice came as if spoken from fifty yards away, echoing off into nothingness. 
 
    He walked for half a minute, struggling to keep his bearings in a world with no landmarks. The light appeared before him again, and Cayden sighed in frustration, picking up speed to get the laughter of the onlookers over with. 
 
    Instead, Cayden heard the sound of his steps begin to click against tile and rather than outdoors he found himself in a small lobby. For all the majesty of the tower, the lobby could have been at home in the entrance of any skyscraper in the world. The only things that made the room stand out were the cryptic language that circled the two marble pillars which dominated the room, and the enormous violet crystal propped on a golden pedestal that lay between them. 
 
    The phone in his pocket buzzed an alert, but Cayden already knew not to bother reaching for it. Throughout the tower, there were a number of places that were considered off limits for outside technology. No wifi, no streaming or even photography. He had heard about this room from thousands of eyewitness accounts, but even Polaroid cameras spit out blanks for anyone who tried to snap a picture. The intent had always been clear to Cayden, “This is something you have to experience yourself.” 
 
    An odd sense of reverence washed over him as he left the fog behind. It looked simultaneously exactly as he had imagined, even dreamed, while at the same time somehow so much different. The edges of the crystal were more jagged than he'd expected, the characters carved deeper into the marble pillars. All the features he'd daydreamed about were here, but imperfect compared to the ones in his fantasies. 
 
    Cayden only realized his hands were shaking when he caught sight of his reflection in the mirrored surface of the stone. Even tinged violet he could see an unpleasant paleness to his skin as two years of waiting came finally came to a head. His outstretched digits bounced with adrenaline, wavering like a young lover as he reached out to touch the object of his affection for the first time. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Greetings Cayden Caros 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The words sprung to life on the upper third of the mirror the moment the first of his fingers had touched it. Even expecting them, the sudden appearance was enough to make him jump. He could only imagine how the first PC's had reacted when they'd entered this room. 
 
    The crystal was more than just a mirror. It was, essentially, an eight-foot tall digital interface, a high-tech smartphone writ large. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Select Your Bloodline 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The words appeared on the screen without any further prompting from Cayden and were soon joined two sets of archaic names, a list of seventy-two, severed by a line before the second list of twenty-seven. 
 
    He tapped his finger on one of the top seventy-two names, and was rewarded by the screen shrinking away from that list, replacing it with a detailed description of the creature he had selected: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Agares: Teacher of language and destroyer of dignities. Bringer of earthquakes. One of the Order of Virtues. Ruler of 31 legions of spirits. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Below that the system added, perhaps more helpfully: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Selecting Agares as your Goetic Bloodline will impart the following bonuses: 50% bonus progression speed to all language related skills. 25% resistance to all control and domination effects. 50% bonus progression to any skill with the Earth subtype. Brand of the Order of Virtues. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    If the first players balked at the mirror knowing their names, what the hell did they think of this? Cayden thought with a chuckle. 
 
    Even with the benefit of a full Wikipedia, the bloodline system had confused Cayden at first blush. In essence, it was a stand in for the race selection found in nearly every RPG since the beginning of time. Whether it was outside of the power of the designer, or whether it had some implicit bias against demi-humans, Babel had did not allow PC's to alter their race. In fact, the game itself only included a single non-monstrous demi-human, the Elan. 
 
    In place of selecting a race, players chose a bloodline. According to lore that had been gleaned from NPC interaction, texts and other sources within the tower, Player Characters were supposed to be the returning descendants of the scattered people of Babel, called back by the Great Emperor's challenge. Each player could trace their lineage to one of the seventy-two lower houses of Babel, the Goetia, as well as one of the twenty-seven high houses of Babel, the Thrones. 
 
    In game terms, the Goetic bloodline allowed for specialization in a particular area, focusing on Ice magic for example, or a certain type of crafting. The Angelic background, by contrast, focused almost entirely on altering the players beginning stat block, in some cases determining what classes would be available to the new PC.  
 
    With twenty-seven to choose from, the thrones provided a strong selection of stat blocks for a typical player to choose from. But not for a min-maxing munchkin like Cayden. Fortunately, the designer had accounted for that. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Tabbris – Angel of Self-Determination  
  Selecting Tabbris as your angelic bloodline will provide the following: 40 stat points to be distributed as desired. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Frankly, Cayden had no idea why anyone picked any of the other twenty-six thrones. Tabbris provided the same number of stat points overall, but where the others typically had a dump stat no lower than six, Tabbris didn't require him to waste even a single point beyond the default one that was already included in his stat block. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have selected Agares-Tabbris as your Bloodline. This selection cannot be changed at any point after finalizing your character, even if you Wipe Your Fate Clean. Do you wish to proceed? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    That last dire warning was just one more reason to choose Tabbris as far as Cayden was concerned, wiping Your Fate Clean was Babel jargon for re-rolling a character and starting from scratch. The fact that the game didn't allow a player to switch their bloodlines was an odd choice, and there were a ton of theories why such an arbitrary restriction was imposed, though few of them held water. There didn't seem to be any known exploit that would have been made possible by re-rolling a character with a different bloodline, and all NPC reputations were reset to their starting point as well, so it couldn't be used to game reputation. Just one more strange mystery in a game full of them.  
 
    Cayden tapped the large, pulsing 'yes' icon on the screen, and the text upon it melted back into the darkness of the mirror, only to be replaced by a new heading. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Select your Starting Class 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Instead of the barrage of options from the previous screen, the mirror presented him with only four on the right-hand side of the screen: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Warrior  
  Wizard  
  Priest  
  Rogue  
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The sight of them made Cayden smile in spite of himself. No one knew who the designer was, but Cayden had never bought into the idea of the designer as some inhuman figure. This was no god, or alien, no being from beyond the comprehension of mortal men. No, this was a nerd making a 2nd edition D&D reference in his real world MMO. 
 
    An outstretched finger pressed against the word Warrior and it spilled open into a list of over two dozen classes. Fighters, Barbarians, and Rangers. Warlords and Monks. If it fought without treachery or guile, either hand to hand or at range, it belonged to the ranks of the warriors. 
 
    The mirror presented a glut of options, and in spite of his willpower on the issue, Cayden found his eyes raking across a half dozen possible classes and the other three tantalizing menus. He had spent much of the last six months painstakingly researching attributes, playstyles, strengths, and weaknesses to narrow down his possibilities. Ultimately he had settled on a class, but even now he could feel the arguments to be made for a necromancer build, or the holy priest he had spent weeks researching. 
 
    "Okay, none of that." Cayden spoke to the empty room, shouting down his inner voice as a fingertip stabbed at a class halfway down the list. 
 
    Guardian 
 
    Instantly the screen reacted, the right side of it filling with a few text boxes detailing the primary abilities, attributes and role of the class he had selected. It was information Cayden already knew, but even if he hadn't, the sudden change in his reflection would have interested him far more. 
 
    Up until this point, the mirrored face of the crystal had acted as just that, a mirror. With the selection of a class, however, the reflection in the mirror had begun to shift and distort, warping in unnatural ways before snapping back into sudden focus. The new reflection it showed was not his own, or at least, it was not fully his own. His features were there, and it moved with his motions, but the reflected image showed a man clad in ornate full plate, not a button down shirt and slacks. 
 
    It was all higher level gear, high enough level that no one currently playing had found more than a single piece remotely similar to the displayed armor chosen at character select. Cayden knew from his reading that if he went back and picked a mage, he would find the reflection in robes with a floating spellbook. If he picked a ninja, it would be wrapped up tight in armor so dim it would be barely visible in the reflection. 
 
    Again his finger itched, eager to see what Cayden the Necromancer, or Cayden the Barbarian might look like, but he resisted the urge. He was already hours behind due to the incident with the fog. If he fell down the rabbit hole of looking through every possibility he had considered these last few months, he'd likely still be clicking away come morning. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have chosen Guardian as your initial class. This selection cannot be changed after finalizing your decisions unless you later decide to Wipe Your Fate Clean. Are you sure you wish to select Guardian? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Take a deep breath. Cayden was awful when it came to decisions like this. He'd had to stop play-by-email games of chess with his uncle as a child because his school work had started to falter from him spending hours staring at the board instead of doing homework. He pressed yes.  
 
    
    
      
      	  You have chosen to begin play as an Agares-Tabbris descended Guardian. These options cannot be changed after they are finalized. This is your final chance to alter your selection.  
  Are you sure? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Yes. 
 
    
    
      
      	  What is your name, Cayden Caros? Speak it aloud. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “Cayden.” He intoned. Many PC's chose a pseudonym, something to distance the person they were in the game from the person that they had been before. Cayden didn't begrudge them this, but he didn't need it either. The person he was outside this place was no different than the Player Character inside it. He was a gamer, through and through. 
 
    With that final pronouncement, the lights in the room flared and then grew dim. Before him the mirror shifted again, his reflection vanishing as the front of the mirror bubbled up. The crystal seemed to flow outward from the stone, like a lava lamp falling forwards. The semi-liquid crystal floated away from its pedestal to a fixed point in space, compressing as it moved. Within seconds the eight-foot tall mirror had compressed itself down to a handheld variant no larger than a smartphone, one that floated in midair in full defiance of God and physics. 
 
    “Sure know how to put on a show.” he murmured, reaching out to collect the slowly rotating device while humming the Zelda item catch tune. “Now which way do I-” 
 
    Directly opposite him, the seamless surface of the wall behind where the mirror had stood began to part. White light flooded into the now dim room, temporarily blinding him as he walked towards it. Another instance gate. 
 
    "Welcome Cayden, to Babel." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Whoever thought walking into a bright light was a cool way to transition into the game ought to be shot.  Cayden grumbled internally as he walked forward, one hand up to shield himself against the light.  It didn't help in the slightest because the light wasn't coming from anywhere.  It simply was.  Still, the old habit was reassuring as he trudged forward, squinting against the offensive rays. 
 
    Like the fog at the tower's entrance, the light show was relatively brief.  Just long enough for him to lose all sense of direction.  It was a clever way to move players from place to place without the discomfort of dealing with the apparent supernatural.  It also provided for one hell of a vista as the light dimmed.  Slowly but steadily his surroundings began to swim into focus, and after a few solid blinks, he began to make sense of the shapes he was seeing. 
 
    He was on the crest of a ridge amidst a sea of rolling hills.  There was grass under his feet, though he couldn't recall when the steps he had been taking had moved from artificial tile to natural turf.  As his vision cleared up further, he began to make out moving shapes. Humanoid figures walking amidst the hills and fields, moving in and out of buildings. 
 
    The world before him was a paradise of sorts, albeit a terribly strange one.  The grass was a more vibrant green than any he'd ever seen, the crops growing in the fields looked healthy and bountiful, even if he couldn't begin to place their alien nature.  The sky was a heartbreaking blue dotted with a handful of puffy white clouds.  It was warm but not too warm, with a pleasant breeze that served just enough to cool without proving a nuisance. 
 
    A hundred television shows and web streams hadn't prepared him to see it with his own eyes. 
 
    Albieth, the first level of Babel was a world unto itself, hundreds of kilometers in diameter and with a sky much higher than the one kilometer that should have been possible if the tower had even bothered with silly things like spatial physics. 
 
    For all anyone knew, Albieth was another planet, and the tower merely transported you there.  At night even the constellations were different.  Maybe the developer had made a portal to the Garden of Eden itself.  
 
    “Hell yeah!  Let's do this!  Leeeeeeroy Jeeeeenkins!” 
 
    Or maybe not. 
 
    The offending party turned out to be a trio of PCs. Newbies like himself judging by their gear and their enthusiastic reaction as they charged off in search of adventure.  Not everyone could sit and enjoy the moment, he supposed. 
 
    Then again, neither could he.  Cayden had a stream to get started, and for a speed runner, he sure was wasting a lot of time admiring the skybox instead of forging ahead. 
 
    With the awe passed he set to work, dropping his bag to the ground with an unceremonious thud.  From it he withdrew the majority of his kit, placing it piece by piece along the ground beside the bag until he was sure he had everything he needed.  There wasn't much, a pair of gloves and stylized eyeglasses to match, a trio of baseball sized quad-drones, his cell phone, the miniature mirror and the last of the packed lunches his mother had sent him off with.  Cookies included. 
 
    The phone and the mirror were his first focus; the devices awkwardly juggled from hand to hand as he switched them back and forth between his dominant hand as needed.  Despite being a creation of pure, reality defining lunacy, the mirror was bluetooth, wifi and 5g compatible.  Because of course, it was.  Powered by what might as well have been voodoo magic, the mirror made a far superior alternative to any cell phone, especially since he didn't have to pay Sprint for the privilege.  A quick trip to the settings menu on each device had his contacts, apps, and preferences transferred over with ease, and a few more paired the mirror to the remaining objects still laid out on the ground. 
 
    Minus the lunches. 
 
    Satisfied that all of his tech was now linked to the new device, Cayden pocketed the mirror and leaned down to scoop up the gloves and glasses.  The gloves went on first, the specially fitted leather creaking as he opened and closed his grip to test the range of movement.  The glasses were next, and for a brief moment, he scolded himself for not donning the polarized lenses before walking into the overwhelmingly bright light. 
 
    “Suited up, and ready to go.” Cayden mumbled to himself as he adjusted the glasses one final time before touching a sensor just above his right temple.  
 
    A barrage of text appeared in the air before him, filling up the top third of the glasses with rapidly scrolling semi-English.  The start-up programming jargon continued just long enough to annoy him before the display in the lenses wiped itself and replaced it all with a single word.  Connected. 
 
    "Drones one through three, assigned positions." He ordered.  In unison the three little quadcopters revved their tiny engines, and lifted from the ground, moving to assume a three-point perimeter around him at roughly three meters distance.  Cayden had spent some time digging through blog posts and industry discussion on the matter, and a three-meter gap seemed to be the best for catching detail without losing total track of the action. 
 
    “Video record.  Start streaming one through four in ten seconds.”  Cayden took a last moment to steady himself.  It had already been one hell of a day, but he'd promised an early, day one stream.  His streaming channel had been part of what kept him sane these last two years, and he was loath to give it up, even if it the extra distraction might not be ideal. 
 
    A glance at the Heads Up Display on his glasses indicated which of the three drones was camera one, and he turned to face it as a digital countdown moved from five to four, three to two... 
 
    “Better late than never, right.  You guys down in Australia must be ready to string me up by my toes for making you wait in the middle of the night.” A small snicker slipped his lips, and he gestured out to the incredible landscape spreading out behind him.  "But as you can see, after a few glitches, here we are.  Albieth." 
 
    "Now, as much as I want to get started and let you guys watch me fall over myself trying to kill a boar or something, we gotta talk mechanics.  And yes, I know, I know..." Cayden didn't even have to see the chat to know it was undoubtedly being flooded with complaints at him dumbing down his channel for the lowest common denominator.   He was damned if he did, damned if he didn't, so he might as well use the opportunity to go over mechanics one more time.  "... everyone knows how Babel works.  Except those who don't.  And from the interest in the AMA, I figure I at least owe it to new viewers or those who have never watched a Babel stream before to give them a quick rundown, okay?" 
 
    “So.  Where to begin.  Well, for starters, let's look at my character sheet.” 
 
    Cayden snapped his fingers twice, and an Alternate Reality menu sprung into existence on his glasses.  The polarized lenses included a micro-projector that would have been impossible only a few years earlier, beaming a lifelike image directly onto his retina in a way that caused zero eye strain with near perfect fidelity.  They also had the added benefit of a high-resolution front-facing camera, and when synced with his mirror they had the processing power to combine the footage with the projection he was seeing.  In essence, they allowed any viewer to see both his HUD and his full field of vision. 
 
    Of course, the AR glasses were only half the prize.  Or perhaps a third?  The remainder came in the form of the custom tailored haptic gloves he wore.  Sensors built into the fingertips of the first three fingers allowed him to interact with anything being displayed by his glasses, providing force feedback that made the invisible menus feel nearly as real as the mirror he had been tapping his way through mere minutes ago. 
 
    Both devices were fully connected to the magic mirror weighing down his back pocket, allowing him to access any of the dozens of menus on that device with a literal snap of his fingers. 
 
    "As you can see, my rig is all custom fitted, third generation AR.  None of that eyestrain-inducing near eye display.  And again, thank you so much whoever it was who sprung for this setup." His benefactor had chosen to remain anonymous, but even a month later Cayden was still baffled that anyone would drop the close to $10,000 USD cost for a total stranger on the internet, even if they did like his streams.   "But everything you are seeing is the same as if I were interacting with it on the mirror itself.  It is just way easier if I don't have to pull it out of my pocket." 
 
    "Bit of a fun fact,  but the tower does have an AR component built in.  The problem is that it's bugged."  Buried in the options menu of the mirror was a selection to activate Player Character heads up display.  A few early adopters had noticed this setting and toggled it on.  Last he'd heard they were still in a coma.  "Clearly the developer could have benefited from at least a little bit of beta testing.  That isn't the only bug in the game either, which is good.  If you've been watching my channel long enough, you know that speedruns thrive on glitches.  It also adds a lot of credence to the theory that the developer... crap, I'm rambling again.  Right.  Menus.” 
 
    The menu before him had a total of 8 categories.  Simple, though he knew each of them was filled with an assortment of submenus: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Player Info 
  
      	  Inventory 
  
      	  Abilities 
  
      	  Map 
  
     
 
      
      	  Journal 
  
      	  Social 
  
      	  Collections 
  
      	  Achievements 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    "Now a lot of these are self-explanatory if you've played any MMO, so we're just going to be focusing on specific mechanics for the time being.  That said, let's hop into Player Info to start." 
 
    Cayden extended two fingers and pressed them to the button labeled Player Info.  It took a little getting used to without the sensation of a physical button, but the gloves themselves constricted around the tips of his fingers applying a pressure similar to what he would have experienced pressing down on the real thing. 
 
    The menu blinked out of existence at his touch, replaced an instant later by a pair of two foot tall, stark gray rectangles filled with information.  He'd have to customize them later, though he'd be damned if he let his followers select his background after the Demon Chocobo incident at Awful Games Done Quick. 
 
    The window to his right was a standard paper doll that would have looked at home in any one of a thousand RPGs going back decades.  If Cayden had to guess it's inspiration, he'd have gone with a slightly more fleshed out Might and Magic.  A somewhat cartoonish representation of him stood menacingly in the center of the image, with thirteen arrows pointing to various spots on his person.  Empty squares sat at the end of each of the arrows, the boxes filled with a shadowed outline of the proper gear for that slot.  Helms, shoulders, rings, amulets, boots and so forth. 
 
    The screen on his left was text and numbers, a breakdown of his character as it currently stood, a small 'details' button to the side indicating that this was only the simplest summary: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Cayden 
  
      	  Gender: Male 
  
      	  Bloodline: Agares-Tabbris 
  
      	  Class: Guardian 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 0 
  
      	  Next Level: 1000 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength:1 
  
      	  Dexterity: 1 
  
      	  Vitality: 1 
  
      	  Energy: 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stat Points Remaining: 40 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max HP: 540 
  
      	    
  
      	  HP Recovery: 0.2/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max MP: 10 
  
      	    
  
      	  MP Recovery: 0.2/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max TP: 240 
  
      	    
  
      	  TP Recovery: 0.3/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “Yeah.  A Guardian.  Bet you thought I was going to play a mage, didn't you?” Cayden's penchant for playing spellcasters in the MMO's he streamed was well known.  As was, unfortunately, his penchant for botching the run by dying as spellcasters. 
 
    “For the uninitiated, a Guardian is one of the warrior branch classes.  It exists as a hybrid Tank/DPS class which is ideal for the style of semi-risky play I've routed myself.  Just enough tankiness that I can survive the occasional surprise, while not losing so much in damage that I simply can't keep up the pace I'm looking for.” 
 
    Cayden turned his attention to the statistic screen, a pointed finger indicating his remarkably low stats. “As some of my more astute viewers may notice, I suck right now.  I selected Tabbris as my Throne, so I should probably get those points distributed before some even worse newbie runs a train of mobs through the starting zone.” 
 
    The same finger now tapped at the small plus sign next to the four statistics, dumping the points as he explained each in turn. "If you've played RotG or any copycat MMO, you recognize the four stats and what they do.  Strength is a 1:1 percentage bonus to damage and effects TP growth.  Dexterity does the same for my defenses and TP.  Each point in vitality gives me forty more blessed HP, and unlike Strength or Dex, I get twenty TP instead of ten per point since it is my primary stat as a Guardian." 
 
    "And finally, our dump stat." Cayden chuckled. "Eventually I'll find some gear with +Energy, or I'll come up with some alternative that fills in the gap.  Honestly though, outside of a handful of must-haves like teleport there aren't any spells I'll ever be picking up.  So here are our final starting stats." 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Cayden 
  
      	  Gender: Male 
  
      	  Bloodline: Agares-Tabbris 
  
      	  Class: Guardian 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 0 
  
      	  Next Level: 1000 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 12 
  
      	  Dexterity: 15 
  
      	  Vitality: 16 
  
      	  Energy: 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stat Points Remaining: 0 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max HP: 1140 
  
      	    
  
      	  HP Recovery: 3.2/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max MP: 10 
  
      	    
  
      	  MP Recovery: 0.2/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max TP: 790 
  
      	    
  
      	  TP Recovery: 4.3/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “A little more reasonable, wouldn't you say?” Cayden mugged for the floating cameras.  “So next we will go over how t-” 
 
    A sudden guttural growl from his left broke into his explanation.  Its source was a very pissed off looking, three foot, green-skinned humanoid.  A goblin. 
 
    Among the weakest of all Babel's creatures, goblins such as this rarely ventured so close to player spawn points, and even when they did they seldom aggroed onto players without provocation.  He'd been joking when he talked about a newbie running a train of monsters over him, but apparently, the game was taking him seriously. 
 
    The Order of Virtues, damn. Cayden realized suddenly.  The last of the traits bestowed by his Goetia was a brand, in his case, The Order of Virtues.  The brand could be found on the back of his palm, though it was only visible with high-level magic and served as little more than flavor for the mechanical effect of his choice.  Every brand came with a particular set of starting reputations.  It was a way for players who wanted to be bad to start at odds with the good aligned factions and be accepted into devious communities without having to grind reputation by Pking or slaughtering NPCs.  
 
    His particular brand, the Order of Virtues, was a knightly brand.  It marked him as someone of good moral standing and character, the reputation equivalent of starting as a Paladin.  It led to slightly decreased shop prices and slightly improved relationship with nobles. 
 
    And, oh yeah, it made every Evil Non-Humanoid aggro in a way larger radius. 
 
    "Next we are going to go through how to equip your inventory while backing away from the scary goblin with the rusty hunk of metal."  The description of the creature's weapon was rather accurate, less a blade than a triangle of rusted scrap metal sharpened to a point.  The feral little thing was tossing it back and forth, one hand to the other with a toothy grin spreading widely over its disgusting features.  Cayden could practically hear it humming 'Slice and Dice.' 
 
    As the creature advanced, he retreated, left hand waving wildly in the air as he backed out of his character information and opened his inventory.  His starter gear was all there, Albieth Steel breastplate, gauntlets and grieves, Ironwood round shield, and the ubiquitous beginner long sword.  Each was equipped with but a tap of his fingers, the armor materializing overtop of his clothing, the shield glowing its way into existence strapped to his arm.  A final touch and that hand too was now busy, as a shimmering blade formed into mundane steel just as the goblin lunged. 
 
    It was fast.  Like many his age who were stuck waiting to play, Cayden had occupied some of his time with the suddenly burgeoning business of martial training.  He'd been passionately working on his sword and board for eight months in the lead up to this exact moment, but now that it was here he realized just how wasted those classes were.  This level one creature was faster than his most talented instructor had ever been. 
 
    Fortunately, the same was now true of him as well. 
 
    His shield slammed down between the rusty blade and his tender innards.  The weapon's pointed tip caught on the wood and a twist of Cayden's arm very nearly wrenched it from the gibbering creature's grasp, forcing it to retreat a step.  At the same time, red damage numbers flashed into view at the corner of his HUD. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin Skirmisher hits You for 16 Physical.  (Block) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    In MMORPG terms, Babel had an Action Combat system.  There was no roll to hit, no accuracy stats. If you hit you hit, and where you hit mattered a great deal.  A hit to the head or other vitals had the possibility of dealing double, triple, or more critical damage.  By contrast, a blow taken on the armor, or especially the shield, left him subject to only minor chip damage. A blocked blow did only 20% of its baseline damage, provided it didn't exceed the shield's defense threshold, and skills could reduce that even further. 
 
    The goblin looked unimpressed.  Cayden was armed now, no longer the easy target it had hoped to prey upon.  But it couldn't back down now, few creatures in Babel appeared to have intelligence enough to cut and run.  Instead, the beast adjusted its tactics, circling him like a large cat rather than simply driving forward for the kill, waiting for an opening. 
 
    Cayden gave it one, and the goblin predictably lunged for it.  Youtube streams of the early level had taught him that goblin combat tactics weren't exactly stellar.  Their weapons were inadequate against armor so they had to aim for gaps, trying to get in close where they could shiv a player multiple times for high damage.  They were among the game's weakest enemies, and like most starter MMO creatures they weren't much of a threat one on one. 
 
    So why is my heart pounding like this?  Cayden thought between heartbeats, interposing his shield between the faux opening and the charging goblin.  The creature drew up short, realizing its error, but Cayden pressed the attack.  Wood slammed against the creature's face, and before it could fully recover he lashed out with his shoulder, the sheer weight of him bowling the gangly three-foot demi-human to the ground.   
 
    
    
      
      	  You hit Goblin Skirmisher for 130 Physical (Critical) 
  You hit Goblin Skirmisher for 20 Physical (Resist) [Knockdown] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The resist warning was to be expected.  Improvised physical attacks typically did little in the way of damage, particularly when struck against armor, but he'd been more interested in the knockdown.  It gave him the space he needed to raise his blade over the goblin as it scrambled to its feet. 
 
    “Skill Use: Southern Cross!” 
 
    The sensation that followed that shout was like nothing he'd ever felt.  A warmth washed over him as if his heart was pumping fire instead of blood.  He'd heard others describe it as an out of body experience, but that didn't feel quite right to him.  He was still in his body, still seeing the goblin before him, hearing its chittering cry of anger and feeling the trickle of sweat across his temple.  But it was as if he'd gone from being the driver, to simply being a passenger. 
 
    He had no control over himself as his body shifted its stance, gripping the blade more tightly as it began to glow with an unnatural golden light.  Then it swung twice in rapid succession, the first strike cleaving the goblin from head to groin, while the second swept through it from right knee to left hip. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Your Southern Cross hit Goblin Skirmisher for 315 Physical (Critical) 
  Your Southern Cross hit Goblin Skirmisher for 98 Physical 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Neither strike drew blood from the goblin, though not for lack of trying.  Sure enough, the goblin had wounds, but they were simply dark gashes in its flesh, flaked with ash.  Its expression was frozen at the moment of the second blow, a mixture of incredulity and pain that lingered on its features even as they began to harden.  Within seconds the already dark green flesh of the goblin had blackened entirely and started to peel away in flakes, ashes caught in a nonexistent wind.  A few moments more and the entirety of the creature had scattered, the individual motes disappearing altogether almost as quickly as they took flight. 
 
    All in all, it took less than ten seconds for the goblin to vanish. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You killed Goblin Skirmisher. 
  You have earned 19 XP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    "Dadada dada dadadaaa..." Cayden mumbled the Final Fantasy victory fanfare, still uncomfortable in his skin.  He had regained full control over himself the moment the skill was complete, but he now knew why more than one player had rerolled as a different class after mere minutes after trying their luck as a melee fighter.  The sensation felt as invigorating as it did wrong. 
 
    Light glinted at him from the ground, and Cayden smiled in spite of the moment's discomfort.  He hadn't seen it fall, but as he leaned down, he caught sight of a fist-sized crystal in the tall grass that had fallen from the remains of the Goblin's collapsing body.   At his touch, the crystal pulsed with light, and itself crumbled to nothing while a new message appeared on his HUD: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin Remains 
  27 Zeni 
  Goblin Fingerbone 
  Goblin Shank 
  Torn Bandana 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Not exactly a massive haul.  The bottom two items were vendor trash that would be worth a few more  Zeni, but the finger bones were a nice catch.  They had a drop rate of something like 0.05% and served as a crafting reagent for both of the professions that he planned on taking.  Lucky start. 
 
    "So... that happened." Cayden laughed to the empty air.  In the heat of the moment, he'd forgotten he was on camera.  Good thing he'd kept his composure. 
 
    Mostly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    "So, as you saw, skill use is the name of the game."  Cayden had spent a few minutes in the aftermath of his first battle just trying to orient himself, to draw down from the adrenaline high.  But now it was time to get back to business. 
 
    Briefly toying with the setting menu of the AR system, Cayden made his twitch chat in the lower left of his field of vision.  As expected his stream was going wild, showing a little over thirty-six thousand viewers.  At least he wasn't talking to himself.  Then again, considering that there were more than a few comments lamenting the fact the goblin hadn't gutted him, perhaps being alone wouldn't have been so bad after all. 
 
    "I didn't get a good, normal swing in with my sword there, but to give you an idea, here is the typical damage on my longsword," Cayden said, pulling up its stats on his paper doll. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Beginner Longsword 
  A common one-handed blade used for centuries by the nobility. 
  One-Hand Damage 40-90 
  Required Level: N/A 
  Required Strength: 8 
  Required Dexterity: 4 
  Durability: 24/24 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “By way of comparison, here is my armor.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Albieth Steel Bracers 
  A set of Bracers made from common Albieth Steel 
  Defense: 60 
  Required Level: N/A 
  Required Strength: 12 
  Durability: 20/20 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Albieth Steel Breastplate 
  A breastplate made of common Albieth Steel 
  Defense: 60 
  Required Level: N/A 
  Required Strength: 12 
  Durability: 20/20 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Albieth Steel Cuisses 
  A set of Cuisses made from common Albieth Steel 
  Defense: 60 
  Required Level: N/A 
  Required Strength: 12 
  Durability: 20/20 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ironwood Round Shield 
  A round shield formed of interlocking Ironwood 
  Defense threshold: 120 
  Required Level: N/A 
  Required Strength:10 
  Durability: 30/30 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Common Albieth Steel.  Cayden snorted.  Albieth Steel was, admittedly, the most common metal used by beginner craftsmen, but it felt almost ridiculous the way the game treated it so casually.  In reality,  Albieth steel was yet another physics-defying wonder, uncommon almost by definition  More durable, flexible and lightweight than aluminum by order of magnitude; the material was revolutionizing half a dozen industries at once.  Hell, Cayden had flown here on one of the new supersonic jets built with an airframe of common Albieth steel. 
 
    "Even as a hybrid class, I'm a little bit more tanky than I am fighty.  If I hit myself in the chest with my weapon, I'd do an average of about fifteen damage, not terribly threatening.  Which is where my skills come in."  Cayden wiped his brow with one hand while the other queued up the skills screen.  He hadn't had a chance to look at it yet, but he probably could have recited everything he found there from memory after his months of preparation. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Southern Cross 
  Type: Active Combat Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1.  5% to next level. 
  Effect: Swing twice in rapid succession.  50% increased damage on each attack. 
  Cost: 150 TP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Shield Bash 
  Type: Active Combat Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1. 
  Effect: Strike foe with your shield for main hand weapon damage plus 1-second stun effect. (Diminishing returns apply) 
  Cost: 200 TP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Grasp the Earth 
  Type: Stance (Self) [Earth] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: 400% HP recovery per second.  Critical block enabled. Skill ends if the user moves more than five feet from the original location. 
  Cost: 100 TP.  5 TP per second. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Taunt 
  Type: Active Combat Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: Greatly increase aggro against all nearby enemies. 
  Cost: 100 TP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    "These are the four primary starting skills for Guardians.  I will gain another primary skill once every even level until level ten, and then every ten levels after that." Skill choice was another big reason Guardian had found its way onto his radar as a solid class for his run.  Good starter attack, healing and tank skills all in a single package.  "In addition to these class skills, Babel has a pretty huge list of common skills, though none of them will pop up in our skill log until we've gained at least one level in them.  For example..." 
 
    Cayden turned his attention away from screens and cameras to focus out on the horizon.  Far in the distance, he could see a slight flicker of movement.  An animal, or perhaps a player running back and forth.  It was difficult to pick out fully, but he didn't even really have to see it for his purposes.  He just had to try. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Skill Learned! 
  Eagle Eyed 
  Type: Passive 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: Improve vision at long distances by 5% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Took it long enough. Cayden thought grumpily.  He'd been staring for nearly half a minute at the horizon, and he must have looked like a complete goon to his audience. 
 
    "Eagle Eyed.  There are a ton of these, movement speed increases, swimming, language skills, etc.  A lot of them aren't all that useful, and I won't be going out of my way to train the vast majority of them unless I lack for something better to do." 
 
    "My primary skills, on the other hand," Cayden continued. "Are going to be crucial to my success.  Southern Cross is solid DPS; Shield Bash will allow me to stun enemies out of really nasty special abilities, Grasp the Earth will allow me to fight multiple mobs at once if I need to, and the critical block will let me tank like you wouldn't believe." 
 
    The only dud in the group was taunt. 
 
    It wasn't that he was antisocial or anything of the sort, other people just didn't fit into his planned run.  He'd had to decide pretty early on whether he was going to try and account for other players, and the sad fact was, he didn't know anyone here, at least not anyone who played seriously enough to keep up with him.  He couldn't rely on pickup groups, or finger-crossed hopes of finding a consistent one, so he'd chosen a solo route by default. 
 
    Two greatest words in the English language.  Cayden thought wryly. 
 
    "I picked a class with no passive abilities because while they can have the lowest lows, they can also have the highest highs.  A passive tank can reliably kill equal level mobs, but they always have to run at the sight of something a few levels higher because they don't scale well at all.  If I play well, I can kill something four or five levels higher than me.  If I mess up, however, I could go down against something that the passive tank wouldn't even blink at." 
 
    "Which segues, poorly I guess, into my final point.  Active skills.  I'm sure you all caught onto my big boy Shonen moment in the fight there with the southern cross?  Well, that is what is called an active skill." He reached to the side, plucking his sword from where he'd planted it tip deep in the dirt after his battle.  "Active skills are system assisted maneuvers that you can find in just about any class.  To use them you simply have to possess enough TP, MP, or occasionally even HP and call out for it.  Your mirror, assuming you have it on you, will hear the command and activate the skill.  For example." 
 
    “Skill Use: Shield Bash.” 
 
    Heat built in him again as his body moved of its own volition.  His right leg slid back, shield arm moving to interpose itself between himself and thin air.  Once he had finished adopting the proper starting position, he leaped into action, a wild swing of his left arm dragging his round shield through an invisible opponent before at last returning him control of his limbs. 
 
    "Not going to lie, it feels weird as hell." Cayden laughed.  "Other classes have similar abilities.  An ice mage might cast snowball by saying Skill Use: Snowball, at which point the system would make him adopt proper posture, carry out the correct gestures while speaking in tongues.  However, there is a way around that." 
 
    Cayden rolled his shoulders, straightening his back and pacing for a few moments before lifting his sword above his head and adopting a particular stance.  He had to shift back and forth on the balls of his feet for several moments, bending his knees here, turning his hips there before he was satisfied enough to call out. “Personal Skill Use: Southern Cross!” 
 
    His sword sparked with life and light, a similar but distinct feeling of warmth washing over him.  He hesitated for an instant, not quite sure when to begin the motion, and in that moment the light on his blade died, the feeling of power leaving him.  His combat log told him what he already knew. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Personal Skill Use Activated: Southern Cross.  -150 TP. 
  Personal Skill Use Failed:  Southern Cross.  -150 TP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    I know the developer wanted to put in a penalty, but geez.   His failure to correctly follow through fully doubled the skill cost, taking over a third of his TP in a single attempt.  
 
    “The problem with the way around that is that with physical skills it is like trying to do some frame perfect moves on Mario Bros.  If you swing too early, or too late, the whole thing fails and it doubles the cost on top of that.” Cayden planted the sword once more and rubbed at his temples with a gloved hand.  He knew from watching training videos that Personal Skill Use wasn't easy, but he had a feeling he'd been underestimating just how hard it was going to be to master.  “Used properly, personal skill use can allow you to throw your skills with ease, avoid the setup danger, cancel out of them mid usage and generally make them useful in PVP since you won't be insanely predictable.  Used poorly, well... I'm sure you can figure out what happens then.” 
 
    “On that note, I'm going to cut the feed for a few minutes while I indulge in a different type of feed.” He looked longingly to the homemade lunch that had gone terribly neglected. “Then we are in for some good old fashioned, quality grinding.”  
 
   
 
    One of the first stumbling blocks for new players to Babel was trying to treat the first level like any other MMO.  Two years after release date in any typical MMO, the beginner areas would essentially be an abandoned wasteland, seen only by a trickle of new players, alts and the random cluster of somewhat creepy role-players.  There simply wasn't an incentive for existing players to spend much time in the opening areas of the game. 
 
    That was not true of Babel.  In fact, during his research, Cayden had stumbled onto a survey conducted by the Pew Research Center that showed, among other things, that the vast majority of players never advanced higher than the tenth floor of the tower.  Considering the massive influx of farming corporations over the last few years, this shouldn't have been as surprising as it was, though their number for the first floor alone was staggering.  8.4 million players. 
 
    With over eight million people on the first floor, heading anywhere for quests was a fool's errand.  The quest givers would be swamped, the objectives camped, or worse yet, sitting smack dab in the middle of a farming operation.  Cayden could easily find himself spending three to four hours for a simple fetch and carry quest, not to mention the time spent navigating cramped confines of the Crown City of Albieth that gave the floor its name. 
 
    Even the smaller settlements were overwhelmed with new players who thought they'd be the only ones intelligent enough to try and pick up quests in an out of the way spot. No, quests on the first floor were a fool's errand.  Grinding was the name of the game. 
 
    And grind he did. 
 
    He slew thirty-three more goblins over the course of the next three hours, mostly individual skirmishers, archers or shamans he could peel away from their camps without drawing a whole pack down on him.  He only failed a single time in that endeavor, and even then he only pulled a pair of them.  Easy enough to fight, and it gave him his first taste of chain experience, the 10% per mob XP bonus that was earned when you killed mobs back to back within the same combat. 
 
    At 18-21 XP a piece, the afternoon of combat had earned him 648 XP, bringing his total to 667.  Two-thirds of the way there.  Even better, he'd already raked in just over 900 Zeni.  Between that, his inventory was positively bursting with vendor trash, and some smart auctioneering, he should be able to put his plan for level two into action without a hitch. 
 
    Have to get there first.  Cayden chided himself.  He had a bad habit of looking forward to the next thing while ignoring what was right in front of him.  That mindset was reckless when he was sitting in front of his desktop trying to beat a world record; it was arguably much worse when he was locking blades with feral sub-humans.  
 
    Cayden closed his inventory and drew up his map once again.  Goblins that he could pick up individually were comparatively sparse at his original spawn point, and he'd spent part of the last several hours working his way from the hills to the plains where they would be more common, and he would be closer to the dungeon entrance when he finished leveling.  It was a bit of a long shot, but he was hoping against hope that he'd be able to enter the dungeon before nightfall.  If he managed that, he might just be able to make it to the second floor before the dungeon reset.  If not, he'd have to wait until morning. 
 
    I reaaaaly hope I don't have to spend the night there.  He frowned, his eyes drifting to the east where the crown city sat gleaming at the center of the floor.  It was miles away, but even from here he could see the lines of carts and plumes of smoke  Twice as many people had taken up refuge in the thing that had destroyed Manhattan as lived in the city when it had been destroyed, if that didn't say something about human perseverance, Cayden didn't know what would.  
 
    “Help! Someone help us!” 
 
    The shout snapped Cayden out of his reverie.  It had come from his left, probably echoing from just behind the small ridge line that separated him from one of the nearby goblin camps he had been trying to avoid.  
 
    "Enable Callouts." He ordered, and the system obeyed.  A trio of green names appeared hovering in virtual space, their grayed out nature and distance indicators confirming his suspicions. 
 
    
    
      
      	  <QwazyDaddy> 
  <Immolatus> 
  <John3> 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Callouts were a relatively common feature in any online game, and in Babel, they were enabled by default.  The problem was that if you wanted to see them, you had to leave yours active as well, which led you to be vulnerable to any enterprising PKer who wanted to put another notch on his belt.  Cayden toggled his with relative frequency to see if he could spot anyone creeping up on him, and he was surprised he hadn't noticed the three of them so close until the shout had alerted him. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Skill Learned! 
  Perception 
  Type: Passive 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: Improved situational awareness.  5% increased hearing and vision within 200ft. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    "Yeah, thanks for that." Cayden replied snidely to the skill notification.  He was already on a run up the slope, well aware of his surroundings thank you very much.  As if to spite him, the mirror in his back pocket buzzed once again, and a new alert appeared on his HUD. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Level Up: Sprint 
  Type: Passive 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 2 
  Effect: Improved running speed by 6%.  
  Cost: 9.9 TP per Second + Penalty for Armor weight. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Achievement Unlocked 
  Get a skill to Level 2! 
  Skill mastery certainly can't be very far behind. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “No.  Seriously, thank you!” He half expected a third alert to chime into existence alerting him that he'd just gained a level in irony, or perhaps sarcasm awareness.  In spite of the situation he smiled, though it was short lived as another shout rent the air.  This one was wordless, just a sharp cry of pain that sent a shiver up his spine. 
 
    Cayden slowed as he reached the top of the ridge, lowering his stance to try to minimize his visibility to those on the other side.  Player Killers were rare this early in the game,  there typically just wasn't much to steal.  Still, it did happen, and Cayden had no desire to become a statistic by running in half cocked. 
 
    The other side of the ridge was a disaster.  Somehow the three of them had managed to chain pull nearly eight times their number in Goblins from the nearby settlement.  The creatures were swarming after them, sparks zapping at their heels from the staves of shamans while crossbow bolts and throwing daggers thudded into the ground or clanged off of armor. 
 
    They wouldn't be able to outrun the goblins.  One member of the group was clad in the dark red robes of a beginner Pyromancer, which meant he'd likely have comparatively low TP.  The other two, a leather-clad member of one of the Rogue classes and a full-plate clad knight archetype might have gotten far enough to break aggro, but not unless they were willing to leave their comrade behind. 
 
    They weren't.  Even as he watched from the ridge line, the mage's quick run faltered, and his friends turned to face the encroaching horde.  Cayden knew from experience how disorienting that felt.  If he had even a single point of TP, he didn't feel the slightest fatigue from running, but the moment it ran out he felt as if he had just finished a second consecutive run through of the Boston Marathon.  Worse yet for the mage, allowing his TP to empty entirely cut the regeneration in half and locked him out of all TP use until he regenerated the entire pool.  A rookie mistake. 
 
    Cayden took a few steps forward on instinct, but logic held him back from racing to the trio's aid.  He needed to help them, but could he?  Cayden counted seventeen individual goblins in the mob of green flesh, six to one odds for the three players below him, a TPK if ever he saw one.  The question was whether or not intervening would save them, or just add to the body count. 
 
    He didn't have long to consider.  Already the battle below him was joined.  The mage launched a cascade of flaming missiles into the crowd of goblins, staggering the beasts just long enough for the greatsword wielding fighter to interpose himself.  The clash of metal and flesh was terrifying to hear, even at such a distance, and Cayden winced in spite of himself while numbers ran through his head.  If the players didn't suck, they had a fighting chance.  But these players had managed to pull a children's birthday party worth of goblins, so they sucked by definition. 
 
    He had to decide now. 
 
    “Who dares wins.” Cayden said with confidence he did not feel, starting down the hill at a full sprint.  It was a common expression for him, one he'd often dropped before attempting, and more often than not failing, a ridiculously risky move. 
 
    "Join Party Request, Crazy... Qwazy... ugh.  Join Party Request, John3." He instructed as he further closed the distance between the two groups.  Without their permission he could still butt in on the fight. However, he wouldn't have access to critical information like their HP, MP or TP remaining.  He also wouldn't get XP, and that would be downright criminal. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Your Join Party Request has been accepted. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “Personal Skill Use: Taunt!” Much of the previous three hours had been spent in trial and error with his Personal Skills, attempting to learn and memorize the motions.  Of his three active skills, he figured he had about a fifty-fifty with Southern Cross and a sixty or so with Shield Bash.  Taunt though?  Taunt was easy. 
 
    Cayden yelled, slapping the flat of his blade against the wood of his shield as he neared the creature.  Used normally, taunt took about three seconds and left him wide open to attack, used as a personal skill he could do it mid-sprint, he just had to be intimidating while he did it. 
 
    The skill worked.  Sixteen head snapped in his direction in almost pure unison, creepy children of the mutated, red-eyed, green skin corn.  It was enough to send a shiver of revulsion through him as he neared their lines.  "Personal Skill Use: Southern Cro-" 
 
    
    
      
      	  Personal Skill Use Activated: Southern Cross.  -150 TP. 
  Goblin Juggler hit you for 62 Physical 
  Personal Skill Use Failed:  Southern Cross.  -150 TP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    "Oh come on, I hadn't even finished starting it!" Cayden cried, slashing his sword down through the nearest goblin for moderate damage instead of the more impressive personal skill.  It was not the ideal way to start a fight like this.  He didn't have time to complain any further, however, not while a horde of screeching green skinned creatures were stabbing, slashing and biting at him from every direction.  Their very numbers were threatening to force him to the ground.  "Skill Use: Grasp the Earth!" 
 
    The wave of goblins had turned their course to meet his taunt, which left the three he rescued in the rear of their lines.  The roguish type was engaged in a long ranged standoff with the one creature that had resisted or been outside the range of his taunt, trading lightning bolts for arrows in a battle he wasn't winning.  Cayden wondered if the shaman was a champion type if perhaps that was how they'd managed to end up in the middle of his catastrophe, but he had bigger issues at hand. 
 
    Chief among them was the wary eyes of the warrior and the mage.  The pair had the same look in their eyes that he must have had standing up on the ridge.  They were deciding whether or not it was a fight worth having, whether it was worth committing themselves to the attempt, or whether it was better just to let the sucker who had saved them pay the price instead of them. 
 
    “Help or don't, but decide quickly or it won't matter!” 
 
    It was a petty move, but Cayden was willing to be petty if it helped him make it through this in one piece.  His skin was already glowing a bright green in a dozen places where the creatures had gouged into him.  Pain was muted in Babel, enough of a sensation that he was aware of the wounds without being debilitated by it, each puncture a bee sting, each slash like a cat's claw dragged along his skin.  It hurt, but not enough to faze him while adrenaline pounded through him.  What did faze him was the state of his pools.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Current HP: 889/1140 
  Current TP: 256/790 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    That was not a good number to see this early in the fight.  He'd staunched the worst of the bleeding with Grasp the Earth, but with his current totals, he had less than five minutes assuming he didn't use any other skills.  Not that he was likely to last that long if they didn't start thinning out the goblin's numbers.  Even with perfect blocks stopping the majority of the attacks, he was still getting struck half a dozen or more times a second, and he simply couldn't block them all.  Worse yet, now that he was rooted, they'd be sure to try and encircle him, increasing their number of successful attacks and bringing him down in short order. 
 
    “Skill Use: Cleave!” 
 
    “Skill Use: Will o' the Wisp!” 
 
    That was more like it!  The mage's fire tore into the back ranks of the goblins who were so focused on him that they weren't even bothering to defend themselves.  If these were any smarter sort of mob or even any monster with a sense of self-preservation Cayden's group wouldn't have a fighting chance.  Goblins didn't care for their own lives, and that made attacks like the two-handed cleave of the greatsword utterly devastating.  In just two attacks a half dozen goblins lay smoldering or in pieces, their bodies already turning to ash as the battle raged on. 
 
    Even stupid as they were, the goblins couldn't ignore a threat like that.  The attacks had generated considerable aggro, enough for a number of the critters to break off their attack on Cayden and turn their attention and stabby blades in the direction of the comparatively squishy DPS.  
 
    Cayden was having none of that.  Another taunt ripped through the air, and the goblins faltered in their mad rush on the mage, then turned back to redouble their initial efforts on the party tank.   The unintentional ping-pong kiting had bought them a lot of breathing room, and Cayden mentally kicked himself for the TP he'd wasted on that failed initial strike.  Without Grasp the Earth he'd be a sitting duck, which meant at best he had only a single taunt left in him to hold threat on the goblins. 
 
    “Lay it on as fast as you can.  This is a sprint, not a marathon!'  Cayden shouted, going on the offensive for the first time since the initial clash.  He'd take a little bit more damage this way, but attacking at all generated some threat, and he needed to hold the attention of the goblins long enough for the pair in the rear to thin their numbers further. 
 
    “Skill Use: Fan of Flames” The mage shouted, followed by a series of unintelligible mystical chants that culminated in a grand gesture and a wave of flame erupting from the mage's outstretched fingertips. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Immolatus Fan of Flames hit you for 126 Fire 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “Not on me you...” Cayden bit back obscenities.  There would be time for that later when the mage didn't still have the chance to ditch him and run.  Fortunately, the attack hadn't been a total waste.  A glance at his combat log told him that it had struck every single goblin for similar damage, and it had slain two of them.  That left eight.  Seven, after QwazyDaddy, finished decapitating one more with a wild swing. 
 
    Unfortunately, much like the last time, the Fan of Flames drew the ire of the goblins who were wisely more interested in the man setting them on fire than the one yelling at them. Cayden reminded them that he wasn't toothless, planting his blade through the back of one of the creatures as it drew back a throwing knife aimed at Immolatus.  Six left.  
 
    "Skill Disable: Grasp the Earth." The skill had brought him down below 150 TP, and in a few moments, he would have to use 100 of that to reacquire the goblins for the final push.  With only six left and at just over half health, he should be fine, even without Grasp the Earth, provided the others did their part. 
 
    Wait. No. There are seven left.             
 
    The realization hit Cayden harder than any of the green skins had managed to thus far.  A glance at the bottom right of his HUD had confirmed his suspicions moments before an arc of lightning struck the back of Immolatus, sending the mage sprawling.  He'd lost track of the goddamn shaman. 
 
    John3 was down; his HP bar shifted from the normal red to purple.  Currently, he was at 97/100, but Cayden knew without even checking that number was decreasing by one every second. 
 
    “Immolatus, finish off the caster!  Daddy, the goblins!” John3 had given a good accounting of himself against the Shaman despite losing the fight, and a glance at its HP bar told him that even the wounded mage should be able to drop it in one or two skills.  Which left the other six for him and Daddy. 
 
    He taunted one last time, roaring in actual rage as he discarded his shield and rushed the goblins with his long sword gripped in both hands.  The two handed grip increased his damage by 50% and right now this was nothing but a damage race to finish off the remainder before the timer ran out on John3.  
 
    He met the first goblin with a hard slash to its exposed midsection, taking a gouge to his own for the trouble.  It was a fair exchange, 72 HP for one of six goblins, but it wasn't one he could keep making.  He parried the next, dodging a clumsily thrown throwing knife from still a third before pirouetting to open up one of the feral creatures from navel to groin.  Half ashen bodies of their compatriots littered the field, disappearing into clouds as the goblins rushed headlong through their fallen to reach Cayden. 
 
    Another fell to his sword, and another to QwazyDaddy, though the cost was high in HP.  Cayden spared a glance for his meters and frowned.  He was sitting at just barely 200 now, one bad critical hit away from joining John3 down in the tall grass.  There was some good news. However, he'd recovered just enough TP for one skill. 
 
    He circled the remaining goblin, waiting for it to commit to an attack.  Perhaps it was afraid, or it recognized the haste in his eyes, maybe it even understood that John3 was in bleed out and only wanted to delay him.  Whatever the reason, the goblin was damnably passive.  It wasn't going to run in and let him use his skill, which meant he had to go to it. 
 
    "Personal Skill Use: Southern Cross!" Cayden intoned.  The heat of the power enveloped him, and he didn't hesitate, slashing forward with a half step he knew wouldn't strike the goblin.  It didn't matter; the second blow landed as the creature advanced into the gap in his defenses it thought it saw.  The horizontal slash caught it mid-pounce, the strength of the blade cleaving through flesh and scattering ashes as it tossed the goblin aside. 
 
    Pinned between two more competent warriors, the last of the tribe fell quickly. 
 
    Thirty-five seconds. Cayden frowned.  With the goblin shaman already slain by Immolatus' flaming arrows, his status window seemed ready to burst with notifications.  He muted them with a gesture, looking to the two remaining members of the group.  "He's right over there.  Get some bandages or a healing potion ready."  
 
    “I... we don't have any.” came QwazyDaddy's reply. 
 
    Cayden rounded on him with incredulity in his eyes, looking ready to shout before he caught sight of the other man's horrified expression.  It was the first time he'd ever actually looked at him, and QwazyDaddy seemed a remarkably apt name.  He was a man in his late forties, maybe his early fifties.  He was balding, with a paunch that even the thick steel of his armor couldn't entirely conceal.  His skin was soft and unblemished, an office worker by trade maybe?  He practically screamed middle manager, like one of the Lumbergh's without the shitty attitude. 
 
    “You have to have something!” Cayden insisted. 
 
    "We just got here, maybe three hours ago.  We're on vacation.  Just thought we'd stop in and try the game.  I didn't; we didn't think." 
 
    Leeeeeroy Jenkins.  Cayden realized.  These were the same three guys who had logged in alongside him.  One of them, likely Daddy himself, had probably just run into the mobs thinking he was invincible. 
 
    “Shouldn't you have some?!” Immolatus insisted. 
 
    "I'm solo; they wouldn't do me much good."  Came his weak reply.  He really should have, if he'd been thinking clearly instead of being so damn pleased with himself for how well he'd routed the opening levels.  "Check the bodies; maybe we'll find something. 
 
    Twenty HP remained on John3's bar as they began their search, then fifteen as crystal after crystal turned up nothing but Zeni and trash.  With ten HP to go, they'd checked the crystals of all of the immediate fallen.  Immolatus started running for the distant shaman, but neither Cayden nor Daddy made any attempt to help him.  Even on the off chance that he found something, he wouldn't get back in time. 
 
    Five HP. 
 
    Four HP. 
 
    Three HP. 
 
    Two. 
 
    One. 
 
    John3's body flared with a column of golden light.  It swirled around him for a moment, enveloping the downed frame of the thief.  The bulk of the light emanated from the now golden wounds on the Rogue's body, pouring out of him until there was nothing but a cocoon of light surrounding him.   The sphere of light began to levitate, wobbling as if a little uncertain about its destination, then rocketed off in the direction of the Crown City. 
 
    Neither Cayden nor Daddy spoke, but Immolatus screamed.  It was a scream of loss the likes of which Cayden had never heard and never wished to hear again. 
 
    They all knew what had happened, it was stated explicitly in the terms and conditions.  Player Characters who lose all of their HP enter into bleedout.  They are granted an extra 100 HP and are ignored by monsters.  They are, however, still subject to damage such as AOE, and they lose 1 HP every second.  If they are healed above 100 HP at any point, they are returned to the nearest safe zone and suffer heavy penalties for the following seven days. 
 
    If they aren't healed, then they die. 
 
    Around now, John3's body should be arriving at the temple of the Great Emperor in the crown city.  His actual cause of death, as with all Player Characters, would be a combination of a cerebral hemorrhage and a massive heart attack.  The designer was at least benevolent enough to be sure that dead players left pristine corpses. 
 
    “I'm sorry...” Cayden whispered after a long moment with nothing more than Immolatus' sobs filling the silence. 
 
    “It isn't your fault.” QwazyDaddy replied with what conviction he could muster.  “If you hadn't come along we'd probably all have died fighting to protect David.  We bit off more than we could chew.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” The other man snapped.  Exhaustion seemed to have overtaken him, and he let the greatsword fall to the ground, the enormous clatter matched only by the sound of its owner joining it. 
 
    “No, I guess not." Cayden sighed.  “Do you want me to stick around, help you gu-” 
 
    “You've done enough.” The interruption was sharp but not angry.  “We're not far from the road.  We'll get there, follow it down to the Crown City, collect our friend and go.  I think I've had enough of this game.” 
 
    Cayden wanted to say more, but the expression on Qwazy's face gave him pause.  He wasn't one of them, and while his intervention was appreciated, he was a stranger here in the midst of their grief.  He should go. 
 
    With leaden arms, he retrieved his shield and stowed it along with his weapon in his pack.  He was about done fighting for the day.   The road was his destination, and to make for it he had to pass by Immolatus.  The mageling, so powerful in battle a minute ago was curled in a ball, his body wracked with sobs.  Sympathy slowed Cayden as he passed the man, but he restrained himself from reaching out to offer a hand, instead saying simply. "I'm sorry about your friend." 
 
    “My friend?  My friend?! That was my father!” 
 
    Cayden was taken aback, both by the vitriol and by the youthful face from which it was slung.  Immolatus couldn't have been more than a year Cayden's senior; a broad-shouldered thick-necked brute of a man who looked totally at odds in the robes of a pyromancer now that Cayden was close enough to observe him.  A football player cosplaying as a nerd, one currently looking like he desperately wanted to shove Cayden into a locker. 
 
    "None of this would have happened if you had just let us run.  He'd have gotten away!" The young man continued, spittle assaulting Cayden as much as enraged words.  There was a rage in his eyes that bordered on insanity, enough to force Cayden a step back as the young man took a tighter grip on the staff in his left hand. 
 
    "David, that is enough!" Daddy interjected. 
 
    "But he-" 
 
    "Saved your life. And mine."  The older man said sternly, "I've already lost your father today, please don't make this any worse." 
 
    The fury in David's eyes sputtered, then died as he looked to the other man.  Even if he thought he'd have been able to kill an injured Cayden, he wouldn't be able to do it if his ally was willing to side with a stranger over him. 
 
    "You think you're sorry now?" Immolatus spat, climbing from the dirt and pacing past Cayden with nothing more than a harsh whisper left in his wake. "Just wait. You will be." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    The entrance to the dungeon was over ten miles from the battle on the ridgeline, which gave Cayden plenty of time to recriminate.  Alternately walking and sprinting to train the latter as a skill, he kept largely to the road even though a straight shot through the hillside would have cut the travel time nearly in half.  It wasn't that he was afraid of the floor mobs if anything the last few hours had shown he was tremendously capable of exterminating them.  He was simply too lost in his head, and that never paired well with fighting for your life. 
 
    What could I have done differently?  That was the idea he kept coming back to.  If he'd committed to the fight earlier instead of weighing his options, would that have made the difference?  What if he'd instructed Immolatus to assist the rogue instead of shouting for his help.  But without Immolatus' magic to AOE the goblins, would any of them have made it out? 
 
    He couldn't unsee the look on the young man's face.  Deep blue eyes ringed a bloody red, filled with grief and pain and hate.  It was hard to blame him.  Even if the rage was misplaced, Cayden had lived a privileged life; he hadn't even seen the family dog when she passed away. He couldn't begin to imagine trying to stand by, knowing that his father's life was measured in ticks off a hitpoint bar. 
 
    If I hadn't shown up when I did, it would have been his father watching him.  Or worse yet, all of them bleeding out together.  Some of the sheen had certainly worn off the tower, but while Cayden was indeed shaken, he was unbowed.  The game wasn't going to vanish if he ran home with his tail between his legs after the first bad thing that happened, and unwary tourists were going to continue to use it as a safari without having spent the first minute of research to know what they were doing. 
 
    Damage done, suck it up buttercup. 
 
    He still had a little more than a mile to go to the entrance to the floor dungeon, so he decided to occupy his mind by trying to get his run back on track.  First order of business, dealing with the flood of alert notifications that had been trying to draw his attention for the better part of the last two hours. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Level Up! 
  You have (5) Undistributed Stat Points 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skill Level Up: Southern Cross 
  Type: Active Combat Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 2.  1% to next level. 
  Effect: Swing twice in rapid succession.  55% increased damage on each attack. 
  Cost: 150 TP 
  
     
 
      
      	   Skill Level Up: Grasp the Earth 
  Type: Stance (Self) [Earth] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 2. 7% to Next Level 
  Effect: 410% HP recovery per second.  Critical block enabled. Skill ends if the user moves more than five feet from the original location. 
  Cost: 100 TP.  5 TP per second. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Achievement Unlocked 
  Reach Level 2 
  Only one hundred and ninety-eight to go! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Cayden pulled out of his notifications menu and entered his Player Info screen.  He was greeted with fanfare, the directional mikes at the rear of his glasses chiming in musically to compliment the simulated swirl of light around his paper doll.  The light show continued moving, racing across his display to run circles around the glowing red button labeled 'level up' just in case he was an idiot who'd somehow missed the initial notification.  Also, he had notifications for the eighteen goblins they'd looted.  The system had collected all the money automatically, but he'd left behind anything that took up bag space.  Fortunately a swift glance through what he missed told him what he already knew, it was almost all trash that wouldn't be missed, particularly in light of his already crammed bag space.  Still, nearly 300 Zeni was nothing to shake a stick at. 
 
    A tap of the virtual screen brought forth a familiar menu, the class select screen from hours earlier.  Babel was somewhat unique among MMO style games (apart from the whole 'existing in reality' thing) in the way it's level structure worked.  While most games had you select a character class at the beginning, be it Mage, Hunter, Warrior or whatever else, and locked you into that forever, Babel allowed players to select a new class at every level.   If anything, it was more akin to the leveling system used in tabletop RPGs like Dungeons and Dragons than anything electronic. 
 
    As before he had his pick of hundreds of possible classes.  Some were grayed out in their submenus by dint of his absurdly low Intelligence score, but they were not the only ones unavailable. 
 
    Babel used a three-tiered system.  Primary classes, such as Guardian, Knight, Thief and so forth were available right from the get-go, provided you had the proper base stats and these had a level cap of 100. 
 
    Advanced classes were similar to Primary classes, but had both high stat and skill requirements.  Immolation mages, for example, were an Advanced Class that specialized even further in fire related skills than the basic pyromancer.  They required both high energy, as well as high skill levels in spells from the pyromancer and mage base classes.  Their level cap was 50, but the skills and level up bonuses of the classes were correspondingly higher as well. 
 
    Renown classes were something entirely different.  Every Renown class had its core requirements in stats and skills, but in addition to those basics, each required one or more specialized achievement to unlock it.  Some were simple; the Beastslayer class only required that players have the Beastslayer achievement, earned by killing 10,000 Beast class mobs.  Others were nearly unique, such as the World Champion class, which required the player become champion in the once annual Grand Emperor's tournament in the Summer Palace on floor 37, an achievement held by only two current players.  The level cap for Renown Classes was 25, and they were arguably more powerful than advanced classes, but even more specialized in their particular field. 
 
    There was no hard limit on the number of classes a player could take.  From a practical sense, most players tended to stick to no more than two or three as they leveled, anything more risked delaying access to Advanced and Renown classes, and correspondingly weaker level ups. 
 
    Cayden highlighted Guardian at the top of the page where it had been placed for easy access and clicked through the series of pop-ups and warnings to confirm his choice.  His planned build required at least fifty levels in Guardian for access to certain high-level skills that would lead to his advanced class of choice, so he might as well get started on them while the getting was good. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have reached Guardian Level 2 
  +40 HP 
  +20 TP 
  
     
 
      
      	  New Skill Learned! 
  Leap Attack 
  Type: Active Combat Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: Jump up to 30 Yards in any direction, taking no falling damage on landing.  Make one attack on landing for 100% bonus damage. 
  Cooldown: 15 Seconds. 
  Cost: 200 TP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Leap attack was arguably one of the most important skills for Cayden's early build.  At 200 TP it was, on its face, less useful than either of his other two attack skills. More resource intensive than Southern Cross while dealing less damage, and lacking the stunning effect of Shield Bash, at first glance, it was a bit of a loser.  But looks were deceiving. 
 
    For one thing, it was useful for entering combat in a hurry, something he'd sorely needed not that long ago.  It was also equally useful for getting out of combat in a pinch.  A thirty-yard jump that only increased with level up would put substantial distance between himself, and a would-be attacker.  It was also capable of totally eliminate falling damage if the user 'jumped' at the ground while falling, almost certainly a glitch, though a welcome one.  The added mobility of the jumps could allow him to circumvent certain area mechanics and sequence break a surprising number of dungeons. It would even serve as a bit of a speed boost compared to only sprinting out of combat, though at a 200 point cost to his pride if anyone saw him doing it. 
 
    The biggest advantage, however, had nothing to do with what was written in the stat block, and everything to do with how it leveled up. 
 
    Most skills in Babel were categorized by type.  Travel, Passive, Combat and so forth.  Some skills, like Sprint, could be leveled at any point simply by performing them.  Others, particularly combat skills, could only be leveled when used in actual combat against enemies within five levels of the player.  No sitting there swinging at air or whacking at a training dummy to level Southern Cross or casting spells at an archery target to level firebolt. 
 
    Leap attack, on the other hand... 
 
    He wasn't sure if it was bugged or simply an oversight.  Perhaps the developer had intended Leap Attack to be used as a travel skill, so he wanted it to level up through use.  Or maybe the falling damage glitch was the least of Leap Attack's errors.  Either way, the result was the same.  Leap Attack was a combat skill that could be leveled outside of combat.  And that made it incredible.  
 
    A glance at his map told Cayden that he was getting close to the dungeon entrance, which meant he'd need to finish up the bookkeeping.  Ironically, the dungeon itself should be safer than the road leading to it, but he didn't feel like pressing his luck any further this evening.  Best to give it his undivided attention. 
 
    The small crosses next to each of Cayden's stat-points glowed a dark blue as he surveyed them.  No point in wasting anything in Energy quite yet, best to keep focusing on what he was good at.  A point in Strength, two in Dexterity and two in Vitality to round it out.  He committed the point and surveyed his character sheet with a smile. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Cayden 
  
      	  Gender: Male 
  
      	  Bloodline: Agares-Tabbris 
  
      	  Class: Guardian 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 1142 
  
      	  Next Level: 3000 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength:13 
  
      	  Dexterity: 17 
  
      	  Vitality: 18 
  
      	  Energy: 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stat Points Remaining: 0 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max HP: 1260 
  
      	    
  
      	  HP Recovery: 3.2/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max MP: 10 
  
      	    
  
      	  MP Recovery: 0.2/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max TP: 880 
  
      	    
  
      	  TP Recovery: 4.8/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    He pushed his menus away and smiled.  Just ahead he could see the mouth of the floor dungeon gaping out of the side of a cliff face.  It was not exactly inconspicuous, nor inviting,  the gaping maw of a three hundred foot stone dragon's head that rested along two massive claws.  It looked like the mountain had fallen from the sky, somehow crushing and petrifying the dragon in its moment of rage and agony. 
 
    The dungeon was meant to be found.  The only way to progress from floor to floor, not a single one had been meaningfully hidden.  Even the perpetual fog on the 23rd floor had done little to conceal the floor's dungeon, in part because every dungeon has a paved road that took a roundabout journey from floor entrance to floor exit. 
 
    It was also guarded.  Two identically armed and armored men flanked either side of the massive entryway, their hand's loosely gripping pikes as they examined Cayden.  Their equipment was expensive low level rares, each man wearing thousands of zeni in plate and chain armor.  Woe be to the mob that decided to mess with these two. 
 
    "Skill Use: Observe." The one on the left said with bored, casual ease.  He wasn't speaking to Cayden, wasn't even looking at Cayden so much as he was looking past him to an AR field filled with information.  It was a bit uncouth to use the observation skill on a player without permission, but neither of these men was here to be polite.  Simply from the way the two carried themselves Cayden would have guessed private military experience or perhaps policing, even if he wasn't already sure of that 
 
    They were corporate goons.  These two, in particular, were in the employ of CGS, one of the largest demi-metal distributors in the world. At least, he thought they were, judging by the company logo emblazoned on their tabards. 
 
    The various mining and farming corporations had hundreds of such men in their employ, hired muscle to protect their profit-making interests within the tower.  These were part of a rotating group of guards tasked with keeping the dungeons of the first five levels clear for travelers at all times. 
 
    The PR reason was to encourage development, travel, and safety of the earliest floors. The real reason was that they had to. 
 
    For an individual, traveling between floors was easy and comparatively inexpensive.  Each floor had at least one teleportation gate that permitted access to any floor the player was attuned to at a middling cost.  But those gates only allowed for personal travel.  Trying to move thousands of tons of demi-metals, alchemy components or other resources to the first floor where they could be processed and shipped out into the real world simply wasn't cost feasible with the bag space available to even high-level players.  To send it in bulk they needed to go the long way, and going the long way meant keeping the dungeons clear. 
 
    “Evening gentlemen.” Cayden said, putting on a winning smile.  
 
    “Not planning on causing any trouble I hope?” The one who had observed him asked, his expression stern. 
 
    “I'm level two in starting gear, how much trouble could I cause.” Cayden chuckled, and to his surprise, the guards joined in his laughter.  “Don't suppose you would be kind enough to lend me today's floor map?” 
 
    Wordlessly the man on the right snapped his fingers, calling his AR screen to life and proceeding through it was routine ease.  A second later, a notification popped up on Cayden's HUD: 
 
    
    
      
      	  CGS Caleb Wright would like to transfer updated map data.  Do you accept? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Cayden brushed at the yes button with two fingers before dismissing the screen entirely.  He wondered what the designer would think of CGS Caleb Wright.  It was almost impossible to get into the mind of the sort of man who could do all of... this, but Cayden was fairly certain the designer would have been appalled to see his fantasy game world include corporately branded security guards.  
 
    "Don't take too long in there, and don't go off the beaten path.  The day shift has gone home, so any side tunnels aren't going to be patrolled.  Reset is in... an hour and a half, so you should have plenty of time.  If you are still in the tunnels when it resets I'd recommend hunkering in place and trying not to draw aggro.  The searchers will find you in about an hour." 
 
    “Thanks for the word of warning.” Cayden replied, opening his menu just long enough to direct a couple of zeni in either man's direction.  Tipping wasn't necessary, or even common but hey, what did it hurt. 
 
    The dungeon itself was a maze of miles long, twenty foot wide tunnels. It's brown stone walls were littered with glowing emerald crystals that served as illumination, and its floors were rough but easy to traverse.  Typically such a place would be littered with monsters blocking his path or bursting from concealed side passageways, but the guards he met at the front entrance were not the only ones of their kind.  He passed two similar, though slightly less well-armed patrols in the thirty minutes it took to traverse the mine. Each group used the observe skill to determine if he was a danger and once they were satisfied he was not they made sure to confirm his directions before continuing on their way. 
 
    A dungeon like this should have been dangerous.  Each dungeon in the tower had a different theme and different challenges, but the one thing they all had in common was that they were supposed to be terrifying.  Without the map it would take hours, perhaps the entire day to find his way through the twists and turns of this place, all while being harried at his heels by scores of monsters.  Worse yet, if he didn't find his way through before midnight, the dungeon would reset its layout with him inside of it, leaving him even more lost than he'd already been. 
 
    It was weird seeing such a place neutered.  Even the boss room was an anticlimax.  The impressive stone boulder that usually blocked its entrance had been shattered, likely minutes after the reset.  The various corporations had piles of the Hammer of Striking laying around so that they could destroy the door and dispose of the boss immediately after reset.  The spice must flow and all that.  
 
    Torches lined the five hundred foot room where Krom the Destroyer usually awaited those foolish enough to invade his kingdom.  The eighteen-foot behemoth was nowhere to be found, undoubtedly fed to a raid worth of new farmers, his rare gear handed out to low-level guards like the guys out front.  Only the massive basalt throne remained in the center of the room; it's matte surfaces barely even reflecting the few flickers of light that reached them. 
 
    Idly, Cayden wondered if eventually all of Babel would be like this.  Probably not, after all the higher one went, the higher the risk.  Farmers were willing to go out and grind minerals, flowers, lumber and all manner of other resources because there simply wasn't any risk.  He couldn't imagine some twenty-year-old with an arts and science bachelor chipping up ore for what amounted to just above minimum wage if he had to run from an overflight of drakes once an hour instead of backing away from the occasional Kobald. 
 
    Then again, at launch day he never imagined anyone would be spawn camping Krom the Destroyer. 
 
    "We both had a little bit of a rough day, haven't we Krom?" Cayden asked as he mounted the small stone steps leading up to the throne.  He'd dreamt of this place, when he was younger, after watching a live-stream of one of the earliest successful raids.  In his dream, he battled Krom, clashing sword against cleaver to keep him from his fallen party members.  He remembered slipping an attack, plunging his blade deep into the creature, and mounting its throne.  Then he threw back his head and laughed until he awoke. 
 
    Cayden didn't have much to laugh about tonight.  He certainly didn't feel like the big damn hero he'd always imagined he'd be once he finally got to play.  So much time preparing, and the best he'd managed to accomplish was lowering the body count.  It felt wrong. 
 
    “Some hero.” He whispered, falling unceremoniously down onto the seat of the oversized throne.  His eyes closed as he leaned back against the hard stone, head thrown back as he forced out a weak chuckle in spite of himself. 
 
    When he finally opened his eyes, however, Cayden felt his heart skip. 
 
    There on the roof just above him was a single block of Runic text.  It was the same language that had permeated the lobby where he had selected his class, and Cayden knew that the language could be found in hundreds of thousands of different places all throughout the game.  Even this very room had hundreds of similar runic inscriptions carved into its stone walls.  What made this unique were the words cut in plain English directly below the runes.  Words he repeated in soft wonder: 
 
    "I Have Defied Gods and Demons." 
 
    Each word appeared to correspond directly to a rune above it on the wall.  But before he could even begin to consider the consequences of that discovery, his AR headset beeped once at him a  message invading his field of view. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Skill Learned! 
  Runic Knowledge 
  Type: Passive [Language] 
  Skill Level: N/A 
  Effect: Known Runic Words are automatically translated. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Runic Knowledge?  The hell is that? Cayden frowned.  He liked to think of his understanding of the game, at least the early stages of the game, as somewhat encyclopedic.  He had researched this topic literally for years, and while he was sure there were abundant secrets being kept by the progression guilds, this skill was available from the very first floor. 
 
    Yet he'd never heard a thing about it. 
 
    “Google search.  R-U-N-I-C Knowledge.” He instructed his AR glasses.  A web browser filled the right side of his vision, but it was soon forgotten as his eyes returned to the ceiling. 
 
    The runes were gone.  Rather, instead of a set of runes above six words of English text, there was now just the same phrase repeated twice.  Instinctively he reached up to remove his glasses so that he could view the runes again, but he was surprised to see that even with his naked eyes he now only saw the English text. 
 
    His googling produced results, but not for the right game.  Runic Knowledge for Everquest 3.  Runic Knowledge as a D&D skill.  Come to think of it Runes of the Guardians had a Runic Knowledge skill, though it was nothing like this one. 
 
    As far as the internet was concerned, this skill didn't exist. This meant it was either a closely held progression guild secret, or he was the only person in the world who knew of its existence. 
 
    Electricity shot through him at the possibilities.  Real, actual linguists had been trying for years to make some sense of the runic forms, and they had come up with nothing other than conjecture.  And he'd just found a Rosetta stone. 
 
    Frantically he poured over the walls of the room, moving from surface to surface in search of further English text.  It seemed unlikely that many such inscriptions would have gone unnoticed, but considering the millions of players who had passed through this room without noticing what he had, Cayden wasn't going to leave anything to chance. 
 
    His search was intensive, but not altogether thorough.  The dungeon would be reset in less than thirty minutes, and the patrolling guards would almost certainly be returning in this direction soon to exit before then.  They'd probably ignore him, but he couldn't take the chance that one of them might notice his sudden interest in the walls and decide to look around himself. 
 
    Maybe I should destroy the inscription.  He pondered the idea briefly before discarding it.  Even if such a thing would work, he probably shouldn't.  Who knows if it might be of use later on.  Even if it wasn't, chances were that any damage he dealt to the walls would be reset the at the same time as the dungeon. Otherwise, the whole of Babel would likely be covered with two years worth of graffiti.  This was still New York after all.  
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Level Up: Perception 
  Type: Passive 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 2 
  Effect: Improved situational awareness.  6% increased hearing and vision within 200ft. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    I really need to turn off notifications for perception. He frowned 
 
    With barely ten minutes to spare Cayden had only managed to survey a fraction of one enormous wall.  There was simply too much text that without a systematic approach he might as well be looking for a needle in a ha- 
 
    I ---------  Gods 
 
    His heart leaped into his throat at the sight of English characters then crashed in an instant as he recognized them.  Two English words with an unknown rune between them.  It could be anything.  "I battled Gods?  I  feared Gods?  I deified gods?"  He continued rambling off any verb that came to mind, caressing a finger over the surface of the rune.  It was no hieroglyph; its shape gave no hint to its purpose. 
 
    "I worshiped Gods?" 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Rune Learned: Worship 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    In the blink of an eye, the rune before him flickered and became something else entirely.  The new phrase glowing briefly before his eyes, then settling back into inert stonework. 
 
    I Worshipped Gods 
 
    “Hey! Kid, reset is in five minutes!” 
 
    Cayden whirled in a panic, his face a flushed mess like a teenager caught with his pants down.  One hand had instinctively gone to his sheathed sword, and the four-member team outfitted in thick plate armor eyed him dubiously until he eased up on it.  "I... uh.  Sorry.  You just startled me." 
 
    “Four guys in full-plate walk into the most echoey room of the damn tower and you don't hear them coming?  Word to the wise kid, you might not be cut out for this game.” 
 
    "You know, for a while there, I almost might have agreed with you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    It hadn't taken long for Cayden to disentangle himself from the patrol.  No doubt they were happy to be rid of the weird, somewhat giddy teenager, waving him off on his way the moment they'd finished escorting him to the surface. 
 
    Once there, Cayden probably didn't do their impression of him any favors.  He'd said his farewell to the group, turned his attention to the road, and leapt out of their midst, landing thirty yards away.  Then he'd leapt again.  And again.  A regular Super Mario. 
 
    His current limit was four jumps, but he stopped at three.  Even on the main road it was wise to keep at least a small reserve of TP handy for dealing with errant mobs or dangerous player.  It took a little bit over fifty seconds while walking to recharge enough TP for a jump, which left Cayden plenty of time between leaps to spend time evaluating his newest skill. 
 
    And there was a considerable amount of information to evaluate.  
 
    For starters, the skill had its own sub-menu.  When he had selected it in his skill menu its description came complete with an option to access the Runic Library sub-menu, something he immediately pinned to his top level menu for easy access at a later date.  
 
    Opening the Runic Library presented him with an animated visual of a book floating into view, seemingly from nowhere.  It spun in the air before him a handful of times, bindings, and locks unlatching from its outer facade before it, at last, sprung open to reveal a wealth of information. 
 
    The first page was an overview, most similar to the collection or achievement menus in design.  Along the left-hand side of the page were a series of four selectable tabs: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Summary 
  Lexicon 
  Runewords 
  Runic Magic 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    To the right was the summary page.  It showed a progress bar labelled Words Known with only a barely perceptible sliver filled in at the very left hand side.   Numbers in the centre of the bar indicted he knew a grand total of 7/200,000 words, or 0.000035.  Not exactly an auspicious start, but as far as Cayden knew it was more than any other person on earth. 
 
    Beneath the initial progress bar was a second, this one labeled Words Until Next Reward.  The numbers here were more heartening, listing his progress at 7/20.  He had no idea what a Greater Rune was, of course, but chances were he wanted one. 
 
    Several other smaller bars lay empty and grayed out, labeled Greater Runes Known, Runewords Known, and Runic Spells Known.  The color of the bars matched the color of the bottom two selectable tabs, and a single touch confirmed Cayden's suspicions.  Until he figured out their requirements, these abilities would remain locked to him. 
 
    “Skill Use: Leap Attack.” 
 
    Soaring through the air, Cayden took a moment to simply admire what little he could see of the second floor.  Unlike the vast hills and open plains of the first floor, the second was largely wooded.  Hundred foot tall trees of oak and mahogany stood alongside Alserian trees,  a breed unique to the tower, named for the floor on which they were first found. 
 
    The trees encroached on either side of the road, spaced well enough apart that anyone who wished could go delving into their depths.  Cayden knew they were infested with all manner of violent woodland critters, and pitch dark beside.  For now, best to keep along the winding road than risk battling a three-foot tall spider in the dark. 
 
    Come to think of it, just about anything is better than fighting a three-foot tall spider. Cayden thought, shivering with disgust. 
 
    He crashed to the ground in a superhero pose, laughing aloud at the fact that the designer had chosen that, of all things, as the landing poses for an unarmed guardian.  He might be a mass murdering lunatic, but the designer did have a good sense of humor. 
 
    Turning his attention back to the still open menu, Cayden reached out and selected the one remaining tab.  Lexicon.  Pages flipped on the book, text scrolling by impossibly fast before it settled once again to show a simple two-page format.  On the left page, a stylized letter A stood above a dividing line.  Beneath it, a rune-filled the left side of the page, while the right was occupied with the word And followed by what appeared to be its dictionary definition. 
 
    Beneath that rested a B, then a C, both with empty entries.  The D entry contained two entries instead of one, the words Defied and Demon filling up much of the remainder of the page with their runes and descriptions.  A simple lexicon and nothing more it seemed, though it might later prove useful if this was the only way for him to see the runes in their original form. 
 
    Hmm, maybe it's not.  Cayden quickly canceled out of the Runic Library, returning to the opening menu and selecting Options from the top right of his display where it was offset from the other menu choices.  There were about three dozen screens to search through, but there it was.  Runic Translate, Auto or Manual.  He knew the option hadn't been there when he'd first configured his settings, but for now, he left it as it was.  Next time he spotted a translated rune he'd toggle it to manual to see what the difference was.  Until then, probably better not to mess with it.  
 
    "Skill Use: Leap Attack"  He commanded absently.  His mind was whirring, and for once he appreciated the loss of control as his body executed the skill without further input from him.  More time to think. 
 
    The biggest concern was what to do with the skill now that he had it.  As far as he was aware, no one else had publicly acknowledged the existence of Runic Knowledge as a skill.  That meant either no one knew about it, or the progression guilds or other close-knit communities were keeping it all to themselves.  If it was the former, then he was sitting on top of a proverbial goldmine.  The right guild would pay him a fortune, would power level him all the way to the fiftieth floor if it meant getting access to a new and unknown skill.  Such a skill could be the edge they needed to start progressing again after six months of beating their heads against the floor fifty boss. 
 
    If it was the latter, then the skill was a goldmine with a bomb in it.  It was possible he could offer it to a guild who didn't have the slightest clue, but it was also possible that he might offer it to a guild who was well aware of the skill, a guild that might even be willing to use violence if it kept their edge intact. 
 
    No, selling it wasn't an option.  In truth, even if he knew for certain that he'd earn an incredible windfall by selling it, Cayden didn't think he had it in him to do so.  This was something he found, something that perhaps his little secret.  He was Charlie and Runic Knowledge could be his golden ticket.  Better to hold onto it and take home the factory than trade it in for a cheap reward. 
 
    That meant he had to learn more.  Back in Krom's lair, he had learned the skill by repeating the phrase written on the ceiling while looking at the Runic symbols, and he'd similarly discovered the word worship by repeating the phrase out loud.  It was probably more complicated than simply guessing an individual word out loud if it were that simple someone would have likely unlocked the skill by simple dumb luck.  Either his access to the skill gave him that guessing ability, or the word or words in question had to be part of a phrase. 
 
    What he needed to do was visit anywhere and everywhere he could find examples of the runic language.  The more words he looked at, the more likely he was to find the ones he already knew, which in turn might lead him to figure out ones he did not. 
 
    Not entirely true.  What I need to do is find something to eat and get some damn sleep.   A glance at the clock in the bottom left of his display served as a reminder of what he already knew.  He'd been up at five in the morning, practically itching to get to the tower to start playing, and the last thing he'd eaten was the lunch he'd brought into the tower with him.  
 
    Fortunately, the lights of Islo were already glimmering in the darkness ahead of him.  The second largest city on the floor on launch day, Islo had proven to be by far the better loved of the two, in part because of its sheer closeness to the dungeon entrance.  A five-mile hike, it was still a damn sight closer than the sixty-five he would have had to walk to reach the floor's 'capitol.'  The larger city was more opulent and fantastical, but for most players, opulence gave way to convenience, particularly back in the day when players had to fight a floor boss just to gain access. 
 
    "One more mile to go." Cayden sighed. God, he needed a mount.  "Skill Use: Leap Attack." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Apparently 'The City that Never Sleeps' was a hereditary title if the streets of Islo were anything to judge by. Cayden had passed no less than a dozen parties on their way out of the city as he traveled towards its gates. Some wore tabards and carried equipment that marked them as corporate farmers and guards, the night shift off to make sure that respawning resource nodes didn't go unexploited simply because the floor had shifted to a nighttime skybox. Others were more traditional, groups of young men and women gleefully conversing as they headed out for some late night hunting. 
 
    Once inside the city, he found it alive with life despite the late hour. Bands playing on corners and makeshift stages, a mixture of bards trying to level up their skills with the lute and electric guitars wailing away at classics from the 90's. 'Hit Me Baby One More Time' seemed to be a particular favorite judging by the crowds gathered around two separate performances as he wandered the city. No accounting for taste.  
 
    Then again, in the latter case, it was kind of obvious that they were less interested in the song than the busty green skinned Elan girl wearing the schoolgirl outfit. It wasn't his first time seeing one of them in the flesh, but it was his first time seeing quite so much of their flesh. 
 
    He certainly saw the appeal. 
 
    The Elan were, for lack of a better term, Babel's NPC's. An entire race and culture of demi-humans had sprung into existence with the creation of the tower, each of them with their own lives and experiences, with histories that supposedly spanned thousands of generations. The Elan girl dancing on stage was little more than two years old by human reckoning, but she undoubtedly had memories of an entire life lived before humans ever set foot within the tower. 
 
    From a lore perspective, Elan claimed to be those who stayed. When the 99 houses of Babel were scattered to the four corners of the earth, only the Elan remained to tend the tower and worship the Great Emperor. With the issue of the challenge, the Elan had opened their stores and their cities to the returning bloodline families. They ran the common shops and the inns, the temples and the keeps. Anything, where one might expect an NPC in a traditional MMO, had an Elan filling that role inside Babel. 
 
    Perhaps to help players more easily recognize them, Elan were also quite visually distinct from humans in one particular aspect, color. Every Elan had at least one part of its aspect that was unnatural in a human being. Green skin, Violet hair, Rainbow eyes, the particular quirk or number of quirks varied from Elan to Elan, but it was always there. 
 
    The performance ended, and to Cayden's brief regret, the Elan girl disappeared behind a curtain as the band fiddled with their equipment and prepared for a follow-up set. Sparing them a glance, at last, he realized that they were a mixture of Elan and Humans, a thick-shouldered yellow-haired Elan tuning his bass guitar alongside a rather pudgy, but very human drummer. 
 
    “Two years together on the planet and we've got them doing Britney Spears tribute bands with us.” He commented wryly to himself as he turned to rejoin traffic moving towards the marketplace. “Not sure if I should be happy we are getting along, or sorry for what we've done to them.” 
 
    Even this late at night, traffic moving through the marketplace was a nightmare of squeezing and nudging. Built into the white cobblestone town square, surrounding one of the floor's two teleportation crystals the bazaar was a chaotic jumble of player and Elan owned stalls selling and buying all manner of equipment, consumables, resources and whatever else the mind could imagine. Finding what you wanted to buy, or finding a place that would buy what you wanted to sell could be maddening. If you didn't do your research. 
 
    “I sense a soul in search of answers!” An old crone called out to Cayden from behind one of three tables that lay beneath the ramshackle roof of her stall. 
 
    “Command: Purchase Menu.” 
 
    “As you wish sir.” The red eyed crone said with a bow, stepping back even as a sales menu popped up on Cayden's display. 
 
    That was perhaps the single largest difference between the Elan and Humanity. The former could be subject to the commands of the latter. 
 
    Elan were originally the common class of the tower, and with the return of the bloodlines of the ninety-nine houses, many of them had fallen back into their old ways. In practical terms, this meant that he could issue some commands to various Elan to activate menus, skip quest dialogue and just generally have them treated more as functions of the game rather than actual people. 
 
    He absolutely could have dealt with the crone on person to person, haggling over the cost of items, looking through her shop by hand and so forth. Or he could issue her a command, as he had done, that would display her entire shop's menu on his HUD, allowing him to sell things out of his pack and purchase things from her without the need for back and forth with an otherwise fictitious person. 
 
    Such commands didn't work on all Elan, however. Royalty, as just one example, were resistant to almost all commands from the player races. 
 
    Role-players and Elan Rights activists probably would have shaken their heads and tsk-tsked at him, but Cayden couldn't have cared less. He was tired, and he had no desire to haggle over the cost of torn bandanas and rusted shards of goblin knives with someone who wasn't even a person. 
 
    A handful of gestures cleaned out the majority of his inventory, earning him 572 Zeni for his troubles of carrying it that far. The windfall brought his total up to just over 1,800, but that bounty was short lived as he flipped onto the 'buy' side of the purchase menu. To any sane person what he purchased would have raised some eyebrows, but if the crone noticed or cared about the items disappearing from her wares into his inventory she didn't comment. 
 
    All in all the purchases dropped him back down to 382 Zeni. He'd overspent on some of what he purchased, an item here or there undoubtedly cheaper at another stall, or at auction. But to get those prices, he would have to come back during the daytime. Saving a few hours of navigating the packed marketplace at the cost of a few hundred Zeni was money well spent. 
 
    "Madam." Cayden said, at last, tipping his head to the woman behind the counter who simply shot back a stern gaze. Most Elan didn't react to the usage of the Command Prompts, but he couldn't help but feel like the old woman was one of the exceptions. Then again, perhaps she was just always this grumpy. 
 
    Melting back into the crowd, Cayden let it push him along towards the edge of the market where he ditched into a side street Born and raised in Iowa, Islo was the sort of city a guy like Cayden could easily lose hours in. It's chaotic twists and turns were like nothing in his experience, an old world city the likes of which just didn't exist where he came from. 
 
    Fortunately, there was Google. 
 
    "Google Search: Inn near my position. Meal and lodgings 200 Zeni or less." He hadn't even finished making his request when his view began to fill with possibilities. The latter part of his query knocked off a half-dozen suggestions, and he took a moment to scan the reviews of a few others before deciding. Inn of the Dizzy Sheep. Cute name, cheap, and apparently decent food. Done and done. 
 
    The inn wasn't far. With the aid of his minimap and the guideline cord displayed in his AR field of vision, it was easy to find his way to the large three-story wooden structure that stood just off one of the main thoroughfares. 
 
    A placard of a cartoon sheep with rolling eyes and stars circling above its head stood watch over the main entrance to the establishment, and a wall of noise nearly overwhelmed Cayden as he tugged it open. Apparently, he wasn't the only one who'd come to a similar decision on where to stay for the night. 
 
    The common room was full near to overflowing with all manner of individuals, both Human and Elan. Games were being played, cards, thrown knives, and 'battles' of prestidigitation. Drinks were being had nearly by all, though by far the greatest patrons in that regard would be the group of camo-clad twenty-somethings occupying three long tables at the far end of the room. Judging by their high and tights, definitely Toy Soldiers. 
 
    "Excuse me." Cayden started, knowing it was a futile effort before the word even slipped free of his lips. The barmaid hadn't even looked at him, hadn't even acknowledged his existence save for doing her best to physically dodge him and thus avoid toppling the dozen or so mugs of liquid she carried onto the floor. He tried twice more, his eyes searching around for a hostess or someone to seat him. Apparently, this wasn't exactly that kind of place. 
 
    There were a handful of tables still free of any obvious occupants, so Cayden selected the one the furthest from the knife games. Just to be safe. He crossed the room and settled into a small corner booth before pulling the establishment's menu up onto his HUD. 
 
    Surprisingly, he didn't have to wait long for someone to pay attention to him once he was seated. A blue haired Elan girl quickly took note of him and made her way in his direction. 
 
    “Evening. Don't think I've seen your face around here. Can I get you any-” 
 
    “Command: Purchase Menu.” 
 
    He had waited several long seconds before he reached up to fiddle with his glasses and another second or two before he finally caught sight of the expression on the waitresses' face. She did not look impressed. 
 
    “Oh damn. You're... sorry! I thought you were...” Cayden stammered under her withering gaze. “I mean, not that there would be anything wrong with...” 
 
    Finally, she smiled, a laugh breaking past the edges of that cold facade in spite of her best efforts. "It's okay sweetie; it's fine." One had raised to pluck at a curl of blue hair, pulling it straight. "You aren't the first one to make that mistake." 
 
    The waitress was a young, maybe a year or two his elder, though the painted blue of her lips and dark shadows around her eyes gave her a much more mature and womanly look. She was svelte, lacking many of the curves of her more buxom co-workers, yet she was undoubtedly pretty enough to hold his eyes long past the point of polite staring into emerald eyes. 
 
    “So... are you going to try ordering again without the Command Prompt?” 
 
    "I... uh... oh, yeah." Cayden stumbled over his own words. He turned away from the girl to stare off into space, intently studying the menu that wasn't even displayed on his HUD. He lingered on that fiction until he felt he'd regained his wits, at last turning back to the barmaid with his best smile. "I'm thinking steak, well-done wit-" 
 
    “Well done steak?” The girl teased with a pair of upraised eyebrows. 
 
    “Yeah? What's wrong with that?” 
 
    "Nothing. Just, I figured that if it is your first night in Babel, you might want to eat something more exotic than warmed up shoe leather." 
 
    Cayden felt color rising to his cheeks once again, his eyes narrowing as he looked at the blue haired girl. "Oh, it isn't that bad." He scowled, before adding. "How did you...?" 
 
    “Beginner breastplate.” She tapped at the armor resting over his chest. “Beginner bracers.” Her hand brushed his as she retracted it after touching the second piece of armor. “And you haven't yet picked up on the fact that it is a little gauche to come into an inn fully equipped.” 
 
    That last comment gave him pause before he could retort. He hadn't noticed it on first glance around the bar, but she was right. No one in the common room wore a single stitch of even the simplest armor, not a ring of mail or a bit of studded leather. Even the mages had dispensed with their heavy robes in favor of something more stylish. 
 
    Most wore the local Elan fashions, tunics, riding leathers, stylish dresses and hooded cloaks that would have looked at home on the set of any high budget fantasy film set. The Toy Soldiers in their fatigues were one exception, while a handful of others marked themselves by bucking the trend in favor of more modern clothing. 
 
    “And yeah. It is that bad.” 
 
    “Thanks for the tip.” Cayden replied, already busy in his menu selecting his equipment and casting it off. He'd have to buy something a little bit more... stylish, in the morning. 
 
    "Not much of a tip. Well done steak is awful." 
 
    “Oh for crying... I meant the armor.” Cayden shot back, only to realize from her giggles that he'd been played once again. “Do you always mess with your customers like this?” 
 
    "Only the new ones and the gloomy ones. You look like a little bit of both." 
 
    Cayden winced in spite of himself at her critique of his mood, and to her credit, the girl seemed to notice it. Her expression softened as she observed him, trying to catch his gaze even as he sought to evade hers. 
 
    "A friend?" She asked, at last, the sing-song tone of her voice muted. 
 
    “A stranger. Someone's dad.” 
 
    “Damn.” She reached out, resting a hand on his forearm. When he didn't flinch away, she gave a light squeeze and continued. “I'll talk to the owner about covering your room and meal for the night.” 
 
    "I can pay," Cayden responded quickly. He pulled his arm from beneath hers and snapped his fingers twice to bring his AR glasses to life, already reaching for the menu before her hand again gave him pause. 
 
    “It isn't a matter of whether you can or not.” She retorted. “Symbal won't take your money tonight, so don't argue.” The slightest hint of a smile crept onto her lips as she studied him. “I'll recommend the roast albieth boar, medium well, like a sane person.” 
 
    Cayden locked eyes with her. He held the girl's gaze for several long seconds before it finally became apparent that the battle over his food was one he was going to lose, no matter how picky of an eater he was. "Sounds delicious." He said dryly, before adding. "Any chance I could get a glass of wine with it?" 
 
    “Any chance you've got ID?” 
 
    “Oh come on. Are you messing with me?” 
 
    “I don't make the rules, Symbal does. I just follow them. Boar and some milk coming right up.” She said with a triumphant smirk, turning to leave. 
 
    “Hey, what was your name again?” Cayden called out. 
 
    "Again? It seems to me this is the first time you've asked." She grinned coquettishly over her shoulder. "I'm Sarah." 
 
   
 
    The meal was good. Cayden hated admitting it, but perhaps Sarah wasn't entirely wrong on the subject. Funny to think that of all the crazy things that had happened over the course of a single day, he could add expanding his culinary horizons pretty close to the top of the pile 'good.' 
 
    Of course, he hadn't savoured the food so much as he'd devoured it. With a solid middle-class upbringing, Cayden honestly couldn't recall the last time he'd gone so long without eating anything. Particularly on a day so overwhelmed with physical activity. Studies were still ongoing to figure out precisely how being a Player Character altered the individual, but one thing was for sure, he still built up an appetite. 
 
    And exhaustion. With a belly full of food it was all he could do to take the offered key from Sarah and trudged his way up the flight of stairs to his assigned suite. It wasn't exactly well appointed, just a single bed, a small desk and a chest to access his stash, but it didn't need to be. He'd barely managed to lock the door behind him and kick off his boots before the siren's song of a spring mattress drew him into darkness. 
 
    His dreams were unpleasant. Nothing that he could remember upon waking, just a sense of unease, a dread that lurked at the back of his mind. It was terrible enough that the first two times he woke he decided against getting out of bed, instead choosing to bury down deeper into the covers and pray for a better round of dreams on a second and third attempt. 
 
    Perhaps dreams of Sarah. 
 
    "Okay, enough of that." Cayden said to the empty room and his inner pervert. He'd been pondering going for yet another round of snoozing when the thought had crept into his head. He had enough problems without that bouncing around up there while he slept. 
 
    Struggling his way out of bed, Cayden plucked his mirror from the bedside table where he'd left it. His glasses had been resting atop it, their battery charging via the small wireless power field the mirror emitted, and he slipped those on as well. It was late, far later in the day than he'd intended. He also had a hell of a lot of missed calls, no doubt friends or family wondering how his first day had gone. Those could wait. 
 
    He attended to his morning ablutions, shaving, showering and styling his hair until he looked presentable. The clothes from yesterday were worse for the wear, and absent easy access to laundry he simply tossed them into the open chest at the foot of his bed. His stash could hold a few hundred items and would be shared between any of thousands of such chest the tower over, so it could keep dirty laundry until he figured out precisely where and how people got around to doing laundry in Babel. 
 
    It's the things you don't research that kill you. Cayden thought wryly, gathering up his pack and heading for the door. Time for breakfast or rather, lunch, then to get back on schedule. 
 
    The common room was significantly less crowded than the evening before as he descended from the second floor. No doubt most of them had done what he had planned to do, getting an early start on the day to take full advantage of the daylight hours. Only a handful of tables were occupied, late risers like himself perhaps, or tradesmen experiencing a midday lull in business. 
 
    Curiously, he was drawing glances. A few heads raised as he made his way down the creaky steps, and those same eyes continued to follow him while he pulled up a chair at the same table as the night before. 
 
    It was only once he felt himself safely concealed from those inquisitive eyes that he checked his fly. 
 
    “Oh look at that, he has risen. It truly is a miracle.” 
 
    “You picked a Rogue archetype at character select, didn't you?” Cayden retorted, turning in his seat to see Sarah not five feet behind him, grinning like a Cheshire cat. 
 
    “Maybe I did, maybe I didn't. Maybe you need to level up your perception.” 
 
    “Don't you work the night shift?” He replied, rolling his eye at her taunt. 
 
    "Sadly for you, I worked the dreaded clopening shift today, which is why I look so dreadfully terrible." If she looked any different from the previous night, Cayden couldn't see it, though he supposed any baggy eyelids would be pretty well concealed by the flattering green stripes radiating away from her eyes. "Then again you're one to talk. You look pretty good for a dead guy." 
 
    “Okay, I get it. I slept in.” 
 
    Sarah's head cocked to one side; then a smile grew into a full on giggle on her lips. She couldn't speak through her mirth, instead pointing to his fellow patrons, many of whom were still giving him looks while whispering to one another, or focusing their attention on him while manipulating unseen screens. 
 
    “You really don't read the news, do you?” She asked, almost through tears. 
 
    "I-" Cayden started only to think better of it. She was dissolving into laughter and would be no help at all. Instead, he snapped his fingers, flicked open a web browser and navigated to Tower of News, one of the top sources for all Babel related news. 
 
    And there he was, just to the right of the main headline. The profile photo he used for his social media sitting just above a bold proclamation: 
 
    Stream Gone Dark: Cayden Caros Presumed Dead 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    "So yeah, in short, rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated." Cayden managed a lopsided smile as he stared at his reflection. It was his third such attempt at recording an apology video, and even now he couldn't decide whether or not to laugh or cry at the whole thing. 
 
    "As you know, live streams of tower gameplay have a few things that are blocked out. Some of these are event locations, such as unbeaten dungeon bosses or the beginner lobby. Guild Halls or fortresses are another example." He continued. "The most common by far, however, isn't a system block at all, but one instituted by the streaming companies. A stream is disabled anytime a player in view of one or more cameras enters bleedout." 
 
    Cayden paused, as much to give him time to steel himself against the wave of emotion as it was to let the pronouncement sink in for his audience. "By now most of you have probably seen yesterday's footage where I attempted to help a party of low-level players who had pulled more mobs than they could handle. During that fight, one of the players fell into bleedout, which triggered the fail-safe and cut my stream." 
 
    "When I woke up this morning and read the news, I was angry. My parents read this news, my friends, and fans. I thought the headlines were incredibly irresponsible." He frowned, drawing a slow breath to fight back the same emotions that had come over him when he'd called his mother to assure her that he was, in fact, alright. "But actually, I screwed up. One of the players in that fight didn't make it, and the shock of it was a little more than I was prepared to deal with. I didn't just forget that the stream was off, I forgot I was even supposed to be on stream in the first place. I worried a lot of people unnecessarily, and for that, I am deeply sorry." 
 
    Contrition was a bad look for him. Sadly, it was also a necessary one. Even a cursory glance at his social media accounts had told Cayden he was probably better off dead than alive as far as the public was concerned. There was a veritable mob calling him out for a supposed publicity stunt, claiming that he'd disabled his stream at the start of the fight in an attempt to drum up views. It was nonsense, but it was nonsense that had caught fire that he couldn't easily refute. The streams were all on a five-minute delay, and his had cut out just seconds into the battle, long before any viewer could have seen just how much danger John3 had been in. 
 
    No, he had to take the fall for his screw up, even if it was just the media blowing the whole thing out of proportion. The last thing he needed was to look cavalier about the incident or start pointing fingers. The honest truth and a bit of a mea culpa and with luck, he could put this whole thing behind him. 
 
    Not for the first time, he wondered why he was even still bothering. His streaming had funded his gaming habit for the last few years, but real world money was useless in Babel. One of the more ironclad of the Terms and Conditions, Babel was in no way pay to win. Apart from the Bazaar at the foot of the tower where game items such as potions or metals could be sold out to the 'real world,' the currencies of the world were mostly useless. If he tried to pay for a room at an inn, to buy a new sword or simply trade dollar bills for Zeni, he would suffer one of a hundred different nasty curses until he could rectify his mistake. 
 
    Maybe I'm just an exhibitionist at heart? Cayden thought wryly. It probably wasn't even that far off the mark. He just liked having the channel. He loved watching subscriber numbers go up, and reading news about himself. Bullied from a young age, he felt powerful in front of the camera, doing the one thing, perhaps the only thing he felt he was good at.  
 
    "For now though, I don't think anyone watching my channel is tuning in to see me get all mopey and down on myself." Cayden picked up after the appropriate moment of silent contemplation, at last, came to an end. "By the time this video finishes uploading and getting through approvals, I should be down in Town Square to show you the first big skip of the game. Till then." 
 
    Cayden reached up and keyed a button on his display to kill the recording and another to send it to his editor for publishing before he sighed with sudden exhaustion. Trying to look that penitent when he was practically ready to bounce off the walls with relief was more tiring that he'd expected. 
 
    In the moment, it hadn't even occurred to Cayden that everything he saw in Krom's lair should have been live streamed. His discovery of Runic Knowledge should have gone out in full detail to the tens of thousands of viewers who had been lingering on his channel hours before. If he'd had the sense to realize his stream had ended during the melee then the jig would have been up as well as his stream. Never in his life had he felt so happy to be so damn forgetful. 
 
    Of course, he couldn't count on dumb lightning to strike twice. His viewers weren't stupid, he'd give them maybe a day at most before one of them spotted the Runic Knowledge skill while he was going through his menus and the game was up. Even if they didn't have a clue where he'd gotten it, every active progression guild, aspiring PKer and dumb newbie who could read the news would be on him either asking or forcing him to reveal the origin of the skill. 
 
    Fortunately, the developer had planned for a situation like this. Cayden had to dig pretty deeply into the options menu, but about halfway through the streaming options, he located it. The ability to blacklist individual skills. Viewers wouldn't see them in his menus, nor would they receive the skill notification popups or any other indication of its existence.  
 
    It wasn't perfect, the menu appeared to be intended to hide general builds so that PvPers couldn't completely puzzle out a streamer's build, but it would do most of the job. If he used a skill in combat, the viewers would obviously pick up on that, but considering that Runic Knowledge, for the moment, appeared to be a fully passive skill that was a bridge he would cross when he came to it. 
 
    Satisfied that his little secret was safely stowed away, Cayden hefted his bag and returned to the common room. He tossed his room key to (or rather, at) a still smirking Sarah. A curious glance at his clock showed the time at 2:38 pm, a full seven hours after he'd initially routed himself to have left the inn. 
 
    Some Speedrunner he was turning out to be. 
 
   
 
    The streets of Islo were positively abuzz with activity as Cayden made his way towards the Town Square. Much of the real estate on the outer ring of the city was composed of Player owned homes and businesses, but the closer one got to to the center of the town, the more and more they gave way to Elan establishments, in particular, the Marketplace and the Town Square. 
 
    The two traffic hubs served different, but complementary purposes. The Marketplace sold goods, while the Town Square sold services. Inns, restaurants, barbers and brothels, nearly any service imaginable could be found in the Square, and Cayden had quite a number of them in mind this afternoon. 
 
    “First stop should be...” Cayden murmured to himself, taking another look at the map coordinates before at last recognizing the wooden placard of a half dozen crudely drawn weapons set out in front of the building. “Ah, there we are.” 
 
    It was a blacksmith, one of over a dozen such locations littered all over the city. Only its location was unique, and that was only important because of the buildings that surrounded it. 
 
    "Video Record. Start streaming camera four in ten seconds." Cayden ordered his glasses, ducking his head to fit beneath the low hanging fringes of the canvas roof of the forge built to the side of the shop proper. Beneath the tented ceiling, he found a trio of others working on their own projects. Two were unmistakably Elan, their blue and green skin marking them as anything but human, while the petite, fiery redhead who looked up at his entry gave herself away as a player by the stylish AR glasses resting on the brim of her nose. 
 
    “I'm just going to use the one over there?” Cayden asked. 
 
    “Oh-kay?” The twenty-something woman replied with a roll of her eyes, returning her attention to her work without a second glance. 
 
    "Friendly all around." Cayden mumbled under his breath, taking up residence at the blacksmith table furthest from the other occupants. It was a simple setup, the four basic blacksmith requirements, a hearth, an anvil, a set of clamps, vices, and molds, and a series of tools to shape the work in progress. More complicated work would require more advanced tools, but fortunately for him, the work he was aiming for here was about as simple as it could get. 
 
    “Hello and welcome back.” Cayden said with his best 'indoor' version of his streaming voice. Even toned down it drew another scathing look from the redhead before she busied herself once again by striking her hammer down on a length of steel with a resounding clang. “Err, probably should be putting a volume warning on this one if you value your hearing.” 
 
    "Anyways, we are down here in Sunny Islo with today's big skip. Now, I'm going to apologize in advance for two things. First, sorry we're limited to just the glasses stream at the moment. Assuming they are still there, I should be retrieving my drones sometime from floor one this evening." Cayden tried not to smile too hard at that. He did still need to get through the drones, but doing so was a good chance to get off camera and look for some new inscriptions. "Two, today's stream is going to be a lot of crafting. Don't like that; I'll see you here tomorrow." 
 
    Cayden worked through his menu as he spoke. He dug into his inventory, shifting around piles of material until he had a list of Albieth Steel ore fragments sitting at the top of his inventory. He selected one, causing it to shimmer into existence. 
 
    "As you may or may not know, Babel has a total of forty-four professions, everything ranging from mining and logging, to enchanting and composing. Players are allowed to choose any number of professions, but for simplicity sake, most players only ever take a handful. As of right now, for example, my build only has two. Well, only two I plan to focus on anyways." 
 
    Cayden laid the ore fragment out on the table before him, then retreated from his inventory back to the main menu. He selected Abilities and then chose the Professions Tab from the left side of the screen. The options were alphabetical, and he scrolled down until he located Blacksmith under the list. Selecting it produced a new console message: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to add Blacksmithing to your skill list? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Naturally, he picked yes. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to begin Blacksmithing now? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “Because I just accidentally stumbled into this menu.” Cayden said wryly before swiping at the yes button to progress. 
 
    His affirmation opened an entirely new menu. This one was split into three, the left side a series of options to allow him to sort recipes in all manner of ways. He could sort by level, by type, by materials and so forth. The middle column listed all possible recipes that fit the criteria he had set out earlier, while the final remaining section detailed the statistics of the finished product, and the items required to attempt it in the first place. 
 
    Currently, the menus were rather bare. He had only a single option filling the middle of the page, Smelt Albieth Steel Ingot. "Guess what we're going to be making?" 
 
    Cayden snickered at his poor joke, pushing the confirmation button. The menu before him collapsed, and after a moment a new pair took its place. The first was a small progress bar resting just below his HP, MP and TP meters. The second was a selectable display with a handful of displayed icons. 
 
    "The lowly Albieth Steel, now I know you are thinking 'why is he wasting his time making this, he'd suck as a blacksmith'? And you're right to ask that question. But just bare with me while we look at some skills. All will become clear, I promise." Cayden flexed his hands, then reached up to tap at each of the icons in the submenu, expanding them in turn: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Apply Heat 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: Increases progress. Lowers Durability. The amount depends on tools used and skill level. 
  Cost: 50 LP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pour Mold 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: Increases progress and Improves Grade. Lowers Durability. The amount depends on tools used and skill level. 
  Cost: 100 LP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Purge Impurities 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: Improves Grade. Lowers Durability. The amount depends on tools used and skill level. 
  Cost: 75 LP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Firm Grasp 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: Reduces Durability Loss on next skill use by 50%. 
  Cost: 50 LP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    "A lot to process, but I'll try and break it down simply for you. The skills we have to start with all affect up to three different stats, Progress, Grade, and Durability." He pointed at the corresponding words on the second sub-menu: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Progress: 0/100 
  Grade: 0/220 
  Durability 50/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    
"An easy way to think of this is similar to combat. Progress is the 'enemy' hp. If I manage to fill it all the way up, the crafting is a success. Durability is my HP, if it drops to zero I lose everything that I invested trying to make the item, which isn't great. LP, or Labor Points, are similar to MP or TP. They are a finite resource to use with our skills. Fortunately, you start each crafting endeavor with 1000, so we aren't going to run out anytime soon." 
 
    "Finally, the grade is sort of; I guess a style meter? Each time I fill up the grade meter, it increases the overall quality of the item I create, assuming I finish it. So if I fill it up here, I will create a Good quality ingot instead which would sell for more. Once it is filled, it will reset with double the original goal. If I hit that the item is of Great quality, past that is Excellent, then finally Perfect.” 
 
    “Starting with higher quality items increases the rate at which grade and progress develop, which means that if I wanted to make a Greatsword, it would be a hell of a lot easier if I started with Great ingots. Of course, making those ingots would probably be easier if I had Great quality ore, and so forth.” 
 
    Cayden lifted his finger into view, running it just below the bottom of the sub-menu, indicating three separate icons in turn and highlighting them, so they displayed their names. "Finally, as you can see here, each item has a set of mandatory actions that must be completed for the recipe to finish, regardless of the status of the progress bar. In this example, I have to Apply Heat twice, then Pour the Mold. I can do anything before or between those steps, such as Grasp, Heat, Purge, Heat Pour, but I have to make sure they are all done at some point. I can't go Heat, Pour, Heat and expect it to work for example." 
 
    "All the skills are active skills, meaning that they'll take control of your body to produce the item in the same way that a combat skill might. And just like combat skills they have theirc own Personal Skill Use option." Cayden closed out the highlighting, pushing aside the secondary window to focus his attention on the bit of ore in front of him. "We won't be using those. They take a long time to practice, and unlike Combat skills, doing it personally will increase the success rate, resulting in higher rating and progress.  If you do it right anyways. For us though, the auto skills will do just fine." 
 
    "Skill Use: Apply Heat." Cayden ordered. The sensation was different this time, a more cold and detached feeling running up his spine as his body was taken over by forces unseen. He felt himself grasp the ore, holding it out for the tongs held in his other hand to properly grasp. He fed the fire, a few bits of charcoal tossed into the hearth to get it roaring before he thrust the ore beneath its withering heat. 
 
    Cayden didn't think the heat did anything. It worked too fast melt the component metals out from the ore, and he new from his research on other skills that they cut corners in a way that could only be described as magic, but it still felt kind of cool. Cayden had pretty famously failed out of woodshop the previous year despite his best efforts, so given a choice between mastering blacksmithing or having the game just sort of fudge the corners, Cayden would go with the latter every time.  
 
    “Skill Use: Firm Grasp. Skill Use: Apply heat.” Cayden intoned under his breath. The vibration microphones in his glasses could pick up anything short of the quietest whispers, so there was no need for him to shout out the words like attack names. Even if that would be sort of funny to do. 
 
    Seconds passed as his body went through the motions without him. When he finally regained his control, Cayden stole a quick glance at his console: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Progress: 69/100 
  Grade: 0/220 
  Durability: 28/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    No real surprises there. Babel was designed after an MMO after all, and Cayden couldn't name an MMO off the top of his head that had crafting so brutal that players were likely to fail their first attempt. 
 
    "Skill Use: Pour Mold" He commanded. There wasn't much worth in attempting to get the grade up on this particular item. His skills were too low, and his tools were bog standard. He could hope for a 'critical' success, but he wasn't holding his breath. Besides. Cayden had a plan. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crafting Successful! You have crafted an Albieth Steel Ingot! 
  You have Earned 5 XP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Achievement Unlocked 
  Craft your first item 
  You made it! You really made it! 
  
     
 
      
      	  New Quest 
  We Can Make it Better, Stronger... Gooder? 
  Requirements: Craft One Albieth Steel Ingot of Good or better quality. 
  Reward: 100 XP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “Figure out the trick yet?” Cayden asked his unseen audience. “I'll let you in on a little secret. It involves this.” 
 
    Cayden opened his inventory, selecting the second item. Reality wavered around his hand, and another hunk of ore virtually indistinguishable from the previous one warped into existence. From there he dropped it onto the table, returning to the crafting menu where it listed the difference quite plainly: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Albieth Steel Ore Fragment (Great) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “This is going to be really, really easy by the way.” 
 
    And it was. The durability of the higher quality ore was nearly double that of the previous metal, which left him plenty of time and LP to simply spam Purge Impurities until he got the result that he wanted. Barely five minutes from start to finish and he was rewarded with a happy musical chime from his glasses and a flood of new messages: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crafting Successful! You have crafted an Albieth Steel Ingot (Good)! 
  You have Earned 10 XP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Achievement Unlocked 
  Craft your first good rated item 
  You crafted your first good item. Not bad! 
  
     
 
      
      	  Quest Complete: We Can Make it Better, Stronger... Gooder? 
  You have Earned 100 XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “So there you have it. 115 XP at no risk for the cost of a few crafting materials in the space of about five minutes.” Cayden said, stepping away from the blacksmith's bench to stroll back out into the late afternoon sun. “Trade a little bit of Zeni for a decent chunk of XP. Neat trick right?” 
 
    Cayden smirked, suddenly glad his audience couldn't see him. He must be looking unbearably smug about the little trick he was pulling. "Did I mention there were forty-four professions?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level Up! 
  You have (5) Undistributed Stat Points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    "And there we go, level three in the space of a little under two hours." Cayden said proudly as he waved away the alert and opened his Player Info tab. "Even grinding the best mobs we could have reliably killed at this level probably would have taken the majority of the day. Possibly even into tomorrow depending on what quests I could pick up and how well I chain the encounters. So this saves us a lot of time. Sadly the XP bonus for the quest falls off a cliff as soon as you're higher than level 2, so there isn't any incentive to train up the other skills. There is, however, a similar trick that I'll show you in the mid-fifties, so, look forward to that." 
 
    He worked as he spoke, once again selecting Guardian from the level up menu as it was presented. It was an odd level, so he didn't receive any alert for a new skill, just a small bump in HP and TP. All he had to do was assign his Stat Points, one in Strength, two in Dexterity and two in Vitality. Easy, right? 
 
    It should have been. Cayden had nearly every bit of his planned build memorized by heart. He had dreamed of the damn thing on more than one occasion. But now he was hesitating. And it wasn't hard for him to figure out why. 
 
    Runic Knowledge. Cayden frowned, glad his viewers couldn't read into his expression as his eyes drifted down to the lowest number on his display. 
 
    Energy: 1 
 
    His planned route had almost no use for Energy. The stat was used primarily to meet prerequisites for things like scrolls and staves, to increase the player's MP and to strengthen the effects of magic type skills, none of which were things he had planned to use. 
 
    Fortunately or unfortunately, he hadn't expected to discover a new skill either. 
 
    While there were a handful of skills in the game that used their resource system, the necromantic use of corpses, for example, they were few and far between. Even those that had their resources typically still had some interaction with TP or MP, and just judging by the name, Cayden didn't think that Runic Knowledge was the sort of skill he could expect to run off TP. 
 
    The problem was that any points spent in Energy were going to be a waste. Guardians were on the lowest tier when it came to Energy to MP conversion; he'd get a total of 10 MP per skill point invested, which would mean putting multiple levels worth of points into energy or reclassing as something else. Either way, it was going to be pretty obvious to his viewers that something was up if he started dumping points into it. He'd kind of screwed himself. 
 
    "Aaaand, done." Cayden announced as he added the points according to his usual build, wincing as he did so. "On that note, before I go any further out today I'm going to be disabling the stream for the rest of the evening. I've got to hoof it back to the first floor and get my drones, assuming they are still there. After that, I'll snag a few quests, and by then it will be dark enough that I should try and get some sleep to reset. Hopefully this time I won't be getting up at two in the afternoon." 
 
    That was a lie, though one tinged with enough truth that his viewers wouldn't think too deeply on it. 
 
    He did need to get his drones, that much was true enough, but the whole thing wouldn't take half as long as he had pretended it would. A teleport there and back would cost him most of his remaining Zeni, but it would also give him some off camera to investigate his new skill. And there were a lot of things he still needed to discover.  
 
    Starting with the special quest notification that had appeared during his crafting binge. 
 
    Cayden's heart had nearly stopped when the notification first showed up on his HUD, and he'd spent the last forty-five minutes casting furtive, longing glances at it. He couldn't open it when it arrived, his viewers might not be able to see the window, but they would be able to see him interacting with a display they couldn't see, and that would be enough to send them into a tizzy of speculation that would be almost as bad as the reveal. Hell, as it was he'd barely managed to choke down his surprise and pretend everything was normal when it had first arrived. 
 
    Everything was not normal, least of all the quest. 
 
    Quests in Babel were categorized in a few different fashions. The most basic was by level, a green quest the easiest that still gave experience, then yellow, then red. They sometimes also carried extra tags. Elite, Party, Dungeon, Raid and so forth. These, coupled with the color coding helped to gauge difficulty and helped keep players from following a quest line into a place that would kill them before they even had a chanced to realize their peril. 
 
    In addition to those standard tags, however, were two exceedingly rare modifiers that had been discovered. Special and Grand Quests. And he'd just been granted one of the former. 
 
    
    
      
      	  New Special Quest 
  Make Your Mark 
  Requirements: Inscribe a Rune Phrase of Good Quality or better. 
  Reward: 5000 XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    I'm going to need a defibrillator if this keeps up. Cayden thought, his mouth half open in amazement. Five thousand XP was a level and a half. It was hours, probably days of grinding away at mobs or equal level quests. There had to be some sort of catch. 
 
    Eager to disprove his cynicism, Cayden started back towards the scribe's workshop at a full sprint. It was later in the day now, and the streets had begun to fill with returning adventurers and the Elan who would soon be catering to them, but Cayden didn't let that stop him. He weaved in and out of the crowd, his athletic frame slipping between or around the bodies of slow moving tourists and merchants as he sought out his goal. 
 
    He didn't have to go far. The inscriber had been second to last on his circuit, to begin with, in part because it was one of the only two professions, along with cooking, that he'd had any real intent on continuing to use beyond his exploit. Cooking was an obvious one for him, well-cooked food could provide some significant stat bonuses, it could keep him alive in a pinch on some of the more feral floors and to be honest, he just liked to cook. Always had. 
 
    Inscription had been a more esoteric choice. At a glance, it didn't seem like a particularly powerful skill. An inscriber could apply minor bonuses to each piece of equipment worn by inscribing arcane or divine wards and symbols along the gear. It was time-consuming work, and the bonuses were among the smallest possible in the game. A few HP, a point of damage or a bonus to a skill. Even cooking tended to provide stronger mechanical bonuses. 
 
    But like many things in his build, inscription was deceptively useful. The bonuses were minor, but they were unique. A sword found on a boss might be already brimming with enchantments, alchemical potions could be found as loot, even food could be obtained in a variety of ways. Inscriptions could not. The bonuses they provided could only be provided by inscription, meaning that all things being equal, a player who had inscriptions fighting a player who did not would always have a statistical edge. 
 
    It also had the perk of being perhaps the cheapest profession to level in the whole game. The components were common and not highly sought after, and any loot he found would serve as easy practice fodder before he sold it for a slightly increased price. During his evenings he could even lend his time out to others, making the whole thing revenue neutral, if not profitable. 
 
    If years of speedruns had taught Cayden anything, it was to embrace incremental improvement. Save a few frames at the start of a run, and you might save minutes over the course of it. Gain a few extra stats early, and that would compound over weeks and months to a not insignificant boost. At least, that was the idea. 
 
    Judging by this quest though, it might be a slightly bigger boon than he thought. 
 
    Despite the increased traffic, the scribes' shop was no less dead than it had been the hour previous. A single older Elan man toiled away behind a workbench, his eyes squinting down through a magnifying lamp at a steel bracer. He'd been working on the same project when Cayden had first arrived, adding some gold leaf writing around the edges of the item that would increase its defense by a single point. 
 
    "Back again so soon, young one?" The senior man said, raising his eyes from his work to fix Cayden with a toothless smile. 
 
    He was a chatty one, this Elan, and despite himself, Cayden had ended up striking a conversation with him earlier. Much to the amusement of his viewers. "A bit of a different goal in mind this time." 
 
    “Ah, well best of luck to you my boy.” 
 
    “And to you.” Cayden replied. 
 
    Once settled at one of the tool festooned desks, Cayden snapped his fingers and dove into his menu. He pulled up his inscription skills, sorted through them and was surprised to see... nothing. A jump back into his lexicon produced similar results. No new skills, no new item options, nor sub menu's that he wasn't expecting. 
 
    He had a new quest, but no method by which to achieve it. 
 
    Do I need more words? He wondered, returning to his Runic Knowledge skill page. It still listed him at 7/20 for Greater Runes Known, so perhaps it was as simple as that, the menu just wouldn't unlock until he knew some Greater Runes. It would make sense with the XP reward and overall difficulty of the quest. 
 
    Cayden sighed. As he'd expected, too good to be true. 
 
    “Your goal was to come and be depressed at one of my desks?” The old man asked wryly. 
 
    Cayden laughed. “No, nothing like that. Sort of a long shot here... but you wouldn't happen to know anything about Rune Phrases, would you?” 
 
    The old man fixed him with unblinking opalescent eyes. His expression was flat, though his eyes were probing, searching Cayden for a long moment before he responded, cautiously. “The runes of Babel contain the language and knowledge of the Great Emperor. It is folly to toy with them.” 
 
    “I wasn't planning on toying with anything.” He retorted, feeling sudden energy run through his body once again. The Elan shopkeepers were, in part, tutorial NPC's for the different professions. Why wouldn't this one know something about it if this was part of the inscription skill? 
 
    “Yet you ask about Runic Phrases.” 
 
    “So you do know something then.” Cayden persisted. 
 
    “Those who stayed will always know more than a bloodline of the ninety-nine.” The old man snickered. “You are not the first to ask me about the runes, doubtless even the hundredth of your kind. But you are the first to ask about the phrases.” 
 
    That was good to know. “I think I may be among the first to ever decipher enough runes to even make a phrase.” He paused, choosing his next words carefully. This conversation wasn't going to be something he could command word his way though, so perhaps better to buy into the lore if he was going to convince him. “The Great Emperor has given me a quest to craft a Rune Phrase... but I can't say I have the slightest idea where to start.” 
 
    “How do you inscribe anything?” Came the reply. 
 
    "I-" Cayden started, about to say that he simply selected the inscription from a menu. But that wasn't entirely accurate. Technically he chose an item first. The item provided the durability for the crafting, then the inscription he chose determined the damage dealt to the item through each skill use. But he never actually had to choose an inscription. 
 
    If he were cooking roasted chicken, he didn't need to select the roasted chicken recipe. Technically all he had to do was have the components on hand, enter crafting mode, and complete all the required steps. Inscribing wasn't any different, just more involved. 
 
    The old man smiled from across the room, as though he could see the gears turning in Cayden's head. "You write words of eldritch power along the object, along the hilt of a steel blade or the edge of a gorget. The script appears flowing and complex, but in reality, it is simple. A phrase, sometimes even just a word repeated. Health, Strength, Power." 
 
    He was right. Unlike the runic language, much of the arcane and divine tongues had been deciphered ages ago. He had an app on his phone that could auto-translate just about any phrase in either language in seconds. It had made him laugh when he'd first realized that the gorgeous symbols placed by a low-level HP inscription consisted of the words "Health, Vigor, Life" repeated over and over again. 
 
    He could craft without a recipe. Well, in theory anyways. 
 
    In practice, it would prove a good deal harder. Without a recipe, he'd have to rely solely on personal skill use, which meant drawing the runes by hand, and art class had never really been his strong suit. 
 
    Still, practice made perfect. It took a few trips to the old man for new scrolls to work on, as well as a not-inconsiderable amount of Zeni on additional ink, dusting and other magical accouterments that would make the inscription truly functional, but within an hour Cayden felt he was ready to proceed. The whole thing felt decidedly grade school, sitting at a desk, his fingers stained with ink as he wrote the same letters over and over until they satisfied him. He'd chosen the only phrase he truly knew, muttering the individual words as he marked them to paper. 
 
    I Have Defied Gods and Demons. 
 
    Worryingly, none of the runes that he wrote shifted or warped into their English variants as he worked. He hadn't been surprised during his early failures, but as he nodded in satisfaction at a 'perfect' sixth worth, the doubt did begin to creep in. Either his runes were garbage, or the system only auto-translated existing runes. 
 
    He was going to hope for the latter. 
 
    Next, he opened his skill menu and sorted through it until he had only the four current inscription skills visible: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Outline 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill [Language] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1. 8.2% to Next Level. 
  Effect: Increases progress and Improves Grade. Improves progress for skills other than Outline that provide progress. Lowers Durability slightly. The amount depends on tools used and skill level. 
  Cost: 50 LP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Detail Work 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill [Language] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1. 7.7% to Next Level. 
  Effect: Increases progress. Lowers Durability. The amount depends on tools used and skill level. 
  Cost: 100 LP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Finishing Touches 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill [Language] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1. 7.2% to Next Level. 
  Effect: Increases progress and Improves Grade. Lowers Durability. Single Use Amount depends on tools used and skill level. 
  Cost: 200 LP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steady Hand 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill [Language] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1. 5.1% to Next Level. 
  Effect: Reduces Durability Loss for next skill by 50%. 
  Cost: 50 LP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The beginner skills for each profession were all similar, but with their particular flavor. In the case of inscription the process was designed to be time intensive and perfectionist. A typical rotation for a low-level inscription involved using Outline around a half dozen or so times with Steady hand, then a single use each of Detail Work and Finishing Touches. That left enough LP left over for a second use of Detail Work if things went completely sideways somewhere along the line, and made sure that all three primary skills were used in order. 
 
    “Now I just have to decide what to inscribe.” Cayden murmured aloud, drawing a bemused chuckle from the far side of the room. 
 
    Despite the old man's derision, it was a tough decision. A failed inscription wouldn't destroy the item he was working on, but it would impose a negative malus that was well in excess of any bonus he might earn by successfully inscribing the item. That put his sword right out of contention. No way was he going to risk losing damage on his primary weapon, or on his shield for that matter. That left his armor. Ultimately, he decided on his breastplate. He'd survive until he could get a replacement if push came to shove, but if it worked out the breastplate would provide the best benefit. 
 
    "Gotta go... slow." Cayden chuckled. His normal urge to do everything quickly was a bane to him here, so he took a moment to center himself before he began. Fingers ran along the breastplate, touching the edges on the inner side of the plate. He'd be inscribing it there rather than the outside face of the armor to keep his secret hidden. Doing so had no mechanical penalty to the stats, but it would make it harder to craft. As if he needed anymore difficulty. 
 
    "Set Timer, ten minutes. Personal Skill Use: Steady Hands. Personal Skill Use: Outline." The armor glowed slightly under his touch, and he threw a small handful of dust overtop of the item. As the dust fell the armor shone more brightly in five specific points. The light from the breastplate seemed to pool in those locations until they were the only spots shining with that blue light. Those would be the placed he would need to inscribe. 
 
    From there he took up his tools and began the painstaking process of applying the first markings to the steel. It moved smoothly under his touch; the small picks digging into it as though he were molding clay instead of digging into forged steel. His hands were as still as any surgeon's, an unwritten bonus to go along with the undocumented penalty. When used manually, crafting skills had a timer. It varied from skill to skill, with more direct skills such as forging tending to have a shorter duration. In his case, it was ten minutes. Hence the timer. 
 
    The first ten passed worryingly fast. Outlining for steel armor such as this involved pitting out the shape of the runes in each of the five locations, a guideline that he would later fill in with fast hardening clay and pigmented with ink and accented by gold or silver leaf. To keep his buffer for the following phases, he needed to finish roughly one of the five locations on each outline, which would leave him time to go back and tidy up little mistakes. So far he'd done just under one. 
 
    “Maybe not that slow. Personal Skill Use: Steady Hands. Personal Skill Use: Outline.” 
 
    The second round went by faster than the first, and the third even quicker than the second. He was getting a hold on how to do it properly. The real question was whether or not he would manage to catch up. 
 
    It didn't look like it. By the time forty minutes had passed Cayden had only managed to complete three of the five outlines. His back ached, and his hands cramped as he leaned up and away to survey his work thus far. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Progress: 22/100 
  Grade: 45/? 
  Durability: 15/20 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    That was... not great. 
 
    His durability was going to take a big drop when he entered the final two steps, but near as he could guess his progress was alright. The actual progress from outlining was always rather limited, but the boost the skill gave should more than make up for it once he started the detailing. The real question was whether or not he could keep the durability up long enough to finish. 
 
    “For your hands.” The voice made him jump as he turned to see the wizened Elan standing over him. Cayden hadn't even heard him approach. For all he knew the other man had been hovering over him for the better part of the last hour, his glittering eyes surveying every stroke of Cayden's work. 
 
    “What?” He asked at last. 
 
    “This.” His elder chuckled, indicating a steaming washcloth that he had placed by Cayden's elbow, as well as the equally warm up beside it. “And this is for your wits. Something to soothe you before you dig back in.” 
 
    "Not a tea drinker, but..." Cayden started, only to think better of it. He took up the washcloth, the warmth of it soothing his aching joints and cleaning the metal shavings and ink from his hands. Once they were clean, he plucked the tea, tipping it gingerly in salute to his host. "Actually, thank you." 
 
    Cayden took a sip, and it was all he could do not to spit the liquid out. It was bitter like nothing he'd ever tasted. The blackest coffee never tasted this sharp, and he couldn't hide the wince that crossed his features as he forced it down, much to the Elan's bemusement. “Ugh...! That is... I'm sorry, but that is awful.” 
 
    "No offense taken. It tastes awful." Mischief twinkled in those eyes as he patted Cayden on the back. "Finish it though." 
 
    “I think I'll pass. My wits feel plenty soothed.” 
 
    The old man dipped his chin, his brow wrinkling as he spit Cayden upon those reflective eyes until he relented. 
 
    "You are persistent; I'll give you that." Cayden complained, steeling his resolve before he plucked the small mug from the desktop and downed its contents in a single go. "That is just... just foul!" 
 
    
    
      
      	  White Jade Tea - Consumed 
  Effect: Improved Focus. Personal use crafting skills last 25% longer. 
  Duration: Two hours. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Well, that certainly helps. Cayden smiled in spite of the foul taste in his mouth. “I see what you mean. It's like Buckley's.” 
 
    It was his turn to laugh as the old man tilted his head to one side. “Sorry, I suppose you wouldn't get that reference. I keep forgetting you are-” Cayden shook his head, stopping that thought in it's tracks. “You know, I'm incredibly rude. What is your name?” 
 
    “Iwamatsu.” The Elan replied without hesitating. 
 
    “Cayden.” 
 
    "The pleasure is all mine, I assure you." Iwamatsu replied, a sly smirk on his lips. 
 
    “No doubt because I'm the first customer you've had in a week.” Cayden couldn't resist getting a jab in. “Though, depending on how this goes, that might very well change.” 
 
    "Then I should let you get back to it, hmm?" The Elan offered a slight half bow, then turned to leave before Cayden could offer any last word. 
 
    Cayden turned in his seat to regard the breastplate before him once again. It seemed somehow less mountainous now, a task he could complete if he kept himself steady and focused. It was enough to make him wonder about the old man. Was that just something he chose to do or was his kindness there no different from a Command Prompt reaction, something designed into him if he saw a beginner player getting stuck on a task. 
 
    Maybe not the time to ponder Elan freewill. Cayden thought with a shake of his head. 
 
    Instead, it was time to work. Time felt slower now as it ticked down at the corner of his display. It wasn't just the tea, he knew. He'd been getting frustrated and panicked. The more he worried about failure, the more likely he'd been to fail. If he'd thrown in immediately for a fifth turn of outlining he'd have failed miserably because he was expecting to fail miserably. 
 
    Now, well, he was still nervous. It just wasn't debilitating. Far from it in fact. Instead, it was driving him on, pushing him towards his end goal. Would the bonus be worth the time and the stress, was the ability he discovered even worth having? 
 
    The fifth round of outlining couldn't have gone better. In twelve minutes he finished what had previously taken him twenty-five. Two more outlines glowed dimly amidst the sky blue light emanating from the breastplate, which left him a full skill use to perfect his craft on all the others. He smoothed out sharp edges, cleared out imperfections and just generally tidied up his work to a level he was not only satisfied with. He was happy with it. 
 
    “Okay. Next.” Cayden said, trying to draw on that same feeling of focus as the minutes continued to drag on. It was time for the details, and his heart was pounding as he reached for the clay and began to speak. “Set timer, twelve minutes. Personal Skill Use: Detail Work.” 
 
    Without a steady hands skill use, his hands were anything but as they fumbled over the clay. He'd spent over an hour on this project, so it was honestly a miracle he wasn't just shaking like a leaf as he pressed the clay into the runic depressions he had scraped out of the metal. 
 
    Despite his nerves, this part was rather easy. He only had to fill in the areas that he had previously worked on, covering over each in turn. By the time that was done the clay had hardened, and he was able to apply the ink to dye the words a rich, royal purple that both accented and stood out among the metal surrounding it. 
 
    Simple or not, it wasn't without its folly. A single droplet of ink that escaped his quill left a garish stain on the inside leather of the breastplate and took a full seven points off its durability in an instant. That one mistake brought the nearly finished project down to five durability. 
 
    It was all Cayden could do not to swear as he leaned away from the desk to study his work. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Progress: 89/100 
  Grade: -32/? 
  Durability: 5/20 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Wonderful. He thought grimly. Not only had the mistake trashed his durability, but it had reversed every bit of progress he'd made on the grade of the final product. Even if he finished, the best he could hope for would be a normal quality item. More likely he'd be rewarded with a low-quality item, which would have correspondingly worse bonuses. Assuming the Rune Phrase even took hold.  
 
    “You can do this Cayden.” He reiterated with confidence he didn't feel. A brief glance over his shoulder sent his nearby host suddenly scampering for work. He wasn't the only one who wanted to see how this turned out, apparently. “Personal Skill Use: Steady Hands. Personal Skill Use: Finishing Touches.” 
 
    Even when he had been making simple inscriptions with the automated system, this had seemed like the hardest and most time-consuming part. He didn't want a timer as he worked, nothing to distract him from his simple-minded focus. 
 
    Highlighting each of the five phrases was every bit as difficult as he'd imagined it would be, and it would have been all but impossible for him to do in time if he hadn't spent the last five minutes of his outlining preparing the steel to accept the silver. As it stood, he had barely enough time to apply it each patch, and heat them in turn. 
 
    It was a bizarre process, one he was fairly certain would not have worked under normal physics, but Cayden couldn't argue with the results as he pulled away the first patch. The blue light that had suffused the armor since he had begun was deadened beneath the silver, the runes the only thing left glowing as he discarded the patch and moved to the second. Its durability was low, but he should make it. 
 
    The remaining patches came off one after another, pulled away and discarded as the runes glowed ever brighter, as though the same amount of light could only now escape through them. When the fifth came away, they flared with energy. 
 
    And then nothing. 
 
    This should have been the part where the crafting was complete. He should receive a notification, a nod to his success or failure. And yet there was nothing save for the angry pulsing of the five rune phrases. 
 
    “What does it want?” Cayden asked, turning to Iwamatsu. 
 
    "Invoke the phrase." The elder man said quietly, his face inscrutable. 
 
    “I Have Defied Gods and-” 
 
    “No!” Iwamatsu interrupted angrily. “You call upon the Great Emperor's power. Invoke his words.” 
 
    Confusion knitted Cayden's brow for a moment, though it was short-lived. He set aside his tools, donning one of his Haptic gloves and snapping his fingers. The menu opened, he opened the Lexicon and quickly scribbled out a series of phonetics beneath one of his early copies of the Rune Phrase. 
 
    “Isa Servel Daigron Kira Tei Mika.” 
 
    The light flared one final time, growing so bright that Cayden had to turn away from it's source. And then, as though a light switch being flipped, it was gone. 
 
    “Does it always do that?” Cayden asked. 
 
    "I wouldn't know." Iwamatsu replied, stoic though naturally intrigued in a way he could not entirely conceal. "Is the result to your liking?" 
 
    “Let's find out. Skill Use: Observe.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Inscribed Albieth Steel Breastplate 
  A breastplate made of common Albieth Steel 
  Defense: 60 
  Required Level: N/A 
  Required Strength: 12 
  Durability: 20/20 
 
       
  Low-Quality Inscription: "I Have Defied Gods and Demons." 
  Effect: Holy Resist +3% 
  Effect: Dark Resist +3% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    "Okay, so that is a new one. Don't think anyone has seen a typo in an item description before. It isn't too bad though." Cayden announced, scooping the item back to his inventory and selecting to equip it. "0.3% to two different resists is pretty damn good for a low-level inscription so I-" 
 
    No way. That can't be. 
 
    “Something the matter Cayden?” Iwamatsu asked unable to see what had so stunned Cayden. 
 
    It wasn't a typo. He'd checked his detailed info, and there, plain as day, were his resist bonuses: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Resist Fire: 0% 
  
      	  Resist Water: 0% 
  
      	  Resist Earth: 0% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resist Lightning: 0% 
  
      	  Resist Poison: 0% 
  
      	  Resist Arcane: 0% 
  
     
 
      
      	  Resist Holy: 3% 
  
      	  Resist Dark: 3% 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    He'd thought something close to half a percent would have been a nice bonus. Three percent wasn't nice; it was absurd. Some of the highest level items that had dropped in the entire game added at best twenty or thirty to single resist, yet he'd just crafted a low-quality inscription that added a total of six percent. 
 
    He could make a fortune overnight selling just this single inscription. If he had any doubts before, they were quashed now. 
 
    People would kill to learn this skill. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    “Skill Use: Southern Cross!” 
 
    Cayden let himself go as the skill took over his body, already wincing as the blade raked down and across the halberd-wielding creature. The sound was horrendous. Steel parted iron with a terrible shriek as his new weapon cleaved its way through the golem-like Man of Iron. 
 
    The creature was his twenty-sixth of the day, but Cayden didn't think he'd ever get used to that noise. Like rusty nails being dragged across a blackboard with an angry cat strapped to it. It felt like the sound of him cutting them to ribbons had done him more damage, albeit mental scarring, than the mobs had managed to deal him over the course of the day. 
 
    The problem the Men of Iron-faced was that they were slow. Their halberds could deal substantial damage, but in a one on one fight Cayden had little difficulty blocking their ponderous attacks until he could slip inside their reach. After that it was slice and dice, putting the pressure on and DPSing the metal men until they finally fell. All told they were easier for him than the first level goblins had been, which was half of the reason he was here in the first place. 
 
    “Twenty-Six.” Cayden announced for the chat. “Now let's see if we're lucky and this one turns out to have... nope. No hands.” 
 
    He didn't know whether to laugh or to cry. 
 
    Perhaps one of the weirder genre conventions Babel had kept to was the low drop rate fetch quest. A staple of most MMORPG's dating back to Ultima Online, it was a simple concept. An NPC tells the player to obtain some obscure item, be it Newt eyes, pirate bandanas or bear asses, and the player goes off to kill the appropriate mob who may or may not drop the item in question. Then, in an attempt to keep the grind concealed, the developers would put a requirement of ten or twenty items, but only have the item drop off every third or fourth mob, artificially extending the quest. 
 
    In old MMO games, this felt weird enough but could be waved away with flimsy explanations. It wasn't the right bandana, or that the bear ass was mutilated beyond recognition. In Babel, it just felt... silly. He could see the hands. Sure they were turning to ash in front of him, but he ought to be able to chop the damn things off and bring them back, shouldn't he? Cayden had a sneaking suspicion that the developer was one of the disgusting few who enjoyed such quests. As if they needed any more proof that he was a monster.  
 
    “Well, maybe twenty-seven will be our lucky number.” Cayden said with a sigh. He'd been sitting at nine out of ten Iron Hands for the better part of the last hour, and it was starting to get on his nerves. He needed the quest to be over, because the sooner he grabbed that last hand, the faster he could cut his stream and focus on his real objective for being here.  
 
    It had been two days since he'd completed his first Rune Phrase inscription in the Old Man's shop. In those two days he had spent every private moment he had been able to scrounge working to further explore his new skill. 
 
    He'd begun at the obvious starting point, Krom the Destroyer's boss room, though only to moderate success. A more thorough search of the chamber had only earned him a pair of additional words, Fire and of though the latter proved particularly useful in finding others. His trip back to the lobby where he had selected his class proved more fruitful, netting him eight more words including Terror, Lure, Night and, most crucially of all The. All told he had expanded his vocabulary to seventeen words and learned quite a bit about what he needed to do to learn them. 
 
    Some of his initial guesses had proven correct. It wasn't enough to say the word by itself; he had to use it in a phrase for his guess to unlock the word. This meant that in practice he had to know a minimum of two or more words next to the one he was guessing at if he was to have any chance of success. He wasn't certain, but Cayden also suspected there was some lockout timer to keep him from guessing entirely at random after he had exhausted the majority of his vocabulary throwing words at a phrase that hadn't seemed that hard to guess of first blush. Whatever the case, he had exhausted the runes available to him in the two places he knew about, which meant his next task was to find more. 
 
    This had proven surprisingly more challenging than he had expected. While there were plenty of places in Babel that had a smattering of runic text throughout, the two most well-known repositories were those he had already ransacked. And while the internet contained a wealth of information on all manner of facts about Babel, the locations of large amounts of Runic text did not lay among them. It simply wasn't useful information to players until now, which meant that his best source of information on the topic wasn't players at all. 
 
    His greatest success had come from the media. 
 
    Ever since Launch Day, there had been a voracious appetite in the outside world for information about Babel. Would be players like Cayden wanted to plan their strategies, but even your everyday housewife half a world away wanted to see it at least. There probably wasn't a magazine or newspaper in the last two years that went to print without some tidbit about Babel on its pages. 
 
    That hungry demand for new information on Babel led traditional media to report on anything and everything. They reported on the weather, on the nightlife of various cities, on the newest fashions and the most recent successes of the progression guilds. As such, it wasn't too much of a surprise that a copy of National Geographic's annual Babel issue had proved the missing key. 
 
    The article had been titled The Runes of Babel. It had shown up pretty early on in his search, but he'd ignored it at first since it had been behind a paywall. When other avenues had proven fruitless, he'd eventually come back to it, sucked up, and called his mom to get her to order him a subscription. 
 
    That had been one hell of an awkward conversation. 
 
    It had been worth it though. The article, or rather the series of articles, as it turned out, was all he could have dreamed of. They detailed over two hundred different locations over the first thirty floors where he could find runes. From there it had taken him the rest of his evening to cross reference the different places with possible quests and read up on the possible dangers he would be expected to encounter. The result left him with two useful locations on the second floor, and another three to look forward to once he progressed to the third. 
 
    Assuming I can get this damn quest finished. 
 
    "Well let's-" Cayden faltered mid-sentence as the small speaker in the left arm of his glasses chirped to inform him that yet another message had arrived in his inbox. The damn thing had been going off incessantly for the better part of the last hour, which was as frustrating as it was unusual. Still, it might make for a good excuse. "-err, sorry about that. I am getting a lot of messages right now apparently. I'm going to drop stream for about five to ten, grab a snack and figure out who is trying to get a hold of me; then I'll be back." 
 
    Cayden ordered down his drones, plucking each from the air in turn and stowing them away in is pack as they flew towards him. He disabled his main camera as well and took a moment to slip the glasses off entirely to rub at weary eyes before he returned his attention to the AR display. His social menu indicated in bright neon red that he had twenty-seven unread messages and three missed calls. A quick tap of the button expanded on that, revealing a list of messages that couldn't mean anything good: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Yanagi – 2:36pm 
  Cayden I can't believe you are still... 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mom – 2:31 pm 
  Cayden! Answer your phone. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mom – 2:29 pm 
  Cayden! 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mom – 2:26pm 
  i need to talk to u asap! 
  
     
 
      
      	  Missed Call – Mom 2:25 pm 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The messages continued like that as he swiped through them trying to make sense of what had his mother in such a tizzy. There was something in there about a press conference, but his mother was never one to make much sense under pressure, and from the looks of things she was positively frantic. 
 
    "Command. Message: Mom." Cayden started, waiting for half a second for the system to react to his command before dictating further. "I'm fine mom. I'll call you in just a few minutes okay?" 
 
    That done he scrolled back up to the top of his menu, selecting the one out of place text and expanding it past the short blurb so that he could read it in its entirety: 
 
    Yamagi 
 
    Cayden I can't believe you are still streaming right now. Do you have a death wish or something? 
 
    "Well, that certainly clears it up." Cayden said with an annoyed snort. "Message: Yamagi. I'm off stream now. What the hell are you talking about?" 
 
    A few seconds passed, then a new message popped up in reply. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Yamagi 
  You don't really watch the news, do you? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Below the words were a link to a YouTube video. Curious, Cayden reached out and hit play, leaning back against the wall as the minute and a half long video buffered before starting. 
 
    The scene before him was of some press event, undoubtedly the one his mother had mentioned in her frantic text messages. An empty oak podium emblazoned with the easily recognizable corporate logo of Vitalita took up the majority of the frame, the somewhat shaky video showing only hints of the suit-clad men who stood to it on either side or the purple curtains behind it. 
 
    After several seconds of run-time, a man walked into view, throwing a handful of papers onto the podium and speaking angrily to someone just off camera. There was a bit of back and forth, but it wasn't until the man finally turned to the camera that Cayden finally recognized him. 
 
    Immolatus. Or rather, David. 
 
    "Thank you all for coming." David said with a tone that didn't exactly ring with gratitude. He looked worse than when Cayden had last seen him. His short hair was unkempt and greasy, his eyes sunken and exhausted. If he'd slept in the last few days, David certainly didn't look it. He wore a bespoke suit that might have offset his evident exhaustion, but loose cuffs and a poorly knotted tie gave away the game as easily as the bags beneath his eyes. 
 
    “As you know, three days ago my father, John Veda, our CFO, Liam Raylen and myself visited Babel as part of my eighteenth birthday celebration.” David's eyes were dark as he spoke, his fingers curled tight around the edge of the podium. “And during the course of our time there, both my father and Mr. Raylen were killed.” 
 
    With that announcement, the camera drew back to reveal the men on either side of David holding up smiling photographs of two older gentlemen. He barely recognized the face of John3, but it was hard to forget the face of QwazyDaddy. 
 
    "At my lawyer's request, I've held off talking about the specifics of the incident in hopes that we could come to some lawful solution, but here it seems the law is wholly inadequate." The young man drew a slow, steadying breath before he continued. "Three days ago a player named Cayden Caros murdered my father and his business partner in cold blood after we had just barely managed to hold off a wave of monsters. I attempted to intervene, but I am ashamed to admit that I was no match for him and ultimately I fled the area with the aid of a teleportation scroll." 
 
    "I've been told that the following day he bragged on an online stream about how he'd intervened to save us from attack. Frankly, I haven't watched the video, because the idea of this sociopath patting himself on the back to conceal his murders disgusts me." 
 
    "What he did, and the lies he is telling to conceal it cannot go ignored. Against the advice of counsel, I am offering a five million dollar bounty to any player, party or guild that kills Cayden Caros." Chaos erupted in the video, the assembled media shouting over one another to have their questions heard by David as he turned to leave the stage. Then the video ended. 
 
    Cayden was stunned. He didn't even know where to begin parsing what he'd just seen. Was it worse that he'd just been accused of two murders? Or that he had a multi-million dollar bounty on his head? What had caused David to make up such a ridiculous lie, worse yet, what had happened to QwazyDaddy after he left the two of them. Had David killed a man just to blame it on him? Why? 
 
    Question after question raced through his mind, but before he could address any of them, his glasses chimed at him once more: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Yamagi 
  You need to get out of there if you haven't already. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cayden 
  How long ago was that press conference? 
  
     
 
      
      	  Yamagi 
  An hour maybe? 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cayden 
  Damn. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Yamagi 
  If you've got a teleport scroll, you can head back to town and just lay low for a while. They can't attack you in a settlement. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cayden 
  No such luck. Gotta travel by foot. If I can get out of the dungeon before they find me, I should be ok. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The fingers-crossed emoji he got back from Yamagi was less reassuring than the other man probably intended it to be. 
 
    Cayden pulled up his map and winced at what he saw there. With three different ways in or out this dungeon had more entrances than most, but fewer than he'd have liked. He could reach the closest with maybe a five-minute walk, but if there was anyone coming after him who had been watching his stream they might have a decent idea of where he was in the dungeon. If so, that was probably his riskiest bet, even if the other two would add several minutes to both his dungeon and overland travel. 
 
    The other problem was the monsters between him and the exits. Even if he were to go out the way he'd entered, the monsters were likely to have respawned between him and the exit. He'd have to clear himself a path, and Cayden didn't relish trying to do that while looking over his shoulder for possible hitmen. He could try and run past them of course, but then he'd run the risk of bumping into them with a horde of monsters right on his tail. 
 
    Actually, that didn't sound too bad. 
 
    The sudden sharp clank of metal on stone brought him back to reality. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Level Up: Perception 
  Type: Passive 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 4 
  Effect: Improved situational awareness. 8% increased hearing and vision within 200ft. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Really?! Now? Cayden could have screamed at the notification as it blinked into his vision. It didn't take increased situational awareness to notice that an arrow had missed his head by inches, though it might have been nice to have been alerted to the archer before he'd fired it. 
 
    Not that she was particularly hard to spot after she'd fired. The twang of her bowstring and the clack of another arrow leaving her quiver gave her general location away. A second of squinting down one of the darkened side passageways was all it took to find her, a woman dressed in night black leathers, crouched in a firing pose. 
 
    The second arrow ripped through the air, but this time he was ready for it. Cayden took the attack on his shield, his arm reverberating with the impact as his HP ticked down a handful of points. Strangely, the damage was reassuring. If she were much higher level than him, even a blocked shot could have done substantial damage. Chances were she was somewhere near his level, someone who was in the right place at the right time who thought she could earn a few million dollars with a few well-placed arrows. 
 
    Lucky for him she couldn't shoot for shit. 
 
    "Personal Skill Use: Leap Attack." He whispered, not wanting to alert her before he bent his legs and pounced. A regular leap attack would have slammed him into the fifteen-foot ceiling, but he'd spent much of the morning practicing his leap attack in these very caverns. The fit was tight, but his jump cleared the side passageway with half a foot on either side and landed him directly in front of the surprised woman before she could react. No doubt she'd thought she'd have time for another two or three shots while he advanced cautiously down the hall at her. Perhaps she even thought she could kite him with arrows for a time. 
 
    Those thoughts were dashed as his sword scythed through her from shoulder to hip. 
 
    “Personal Skill Use: Shield Bash!” This time he shouted the words. The ferocity of his cry seemed to stun her as much as the attack itself would, for she put up no resistance as he drew back his shield arm and slammed it into her face. The blow knocked her back, driving her into the wall for a few more points of damage before a thrust of his sword through the woman's abdomen removed the remainder of her HP. 
 
    Three clean strikes. That had been all it took. It might not have even taken her that if she'd properly hit with that first arrow. Fighting mobs it was easy to forget just how easily a fight between players could end, particularly a lopsided fight between a swordsman and an archer. 
 
    He withdrew his blade as the woman slumped to the ground, her skin and armor glowing from two deep rents and a bright smudge across the side of her face. She had a hundred seconds to live, and from the look on her face, she knew it. Players were fully paralyzed when they entered bleed out, but that did nothing for the look of fear in her eyes. The pleading look of desperation. 
 
    "You tried to kill me." Cayden whispered angrily. "For money. For something, I didn't even do. You have no idea who I am, and you just tried to shoot me in the back." 
 
    His grip on his sword loosened as he looked down at the woman, the surge of adrenaline leaving him. She seemed like a doll with her strings cut, a toy thrown to the ground with her legs laid out on the floor, her torso half propped up against the wall where he'd run her through. Stranger still, she was old, at least by comparison. Probably in her late fifties, perhaps early sixties. Her skin was wrinkled in places, her roots showing a hint of gray she probably covered up with a vanity dye job. When he'd seen her crouched in the hallway he'd somehow expected a sexy, sultry rogue from a D&D manual. Not someone's grandmother. 
 
    "Goddammit." He growled. The whole situation had him angry, had him eager to lash out and just hurt something, but he wasn't going to coup de grace someone's gran gran. Instead, he summoned his menu and drew a set of bandages to his hand. 
 
    “Skill Use: First Aid.” Cayden sighed. From there the system took over, his body kneeling down to wrap the bandages a handful of times around each of the two major wounds he had inflicted. He couldn't see her HP now that she was in bleed out, but he knew that it was going up. And soon enough light began to emanate from her body. A pillar of sky blue so pure it was almost impossible to look directly at it as it encircled the woman's body. 
 
    He didn't need to watch this, but it was hard not to as the light lifted her body and rocketed out of the dungeon. The old woman would be deposited in the floor's temple no worse for wear save for a seven-day debuff that would lower all of her stats and skills by 90%. She wouldn't be coming after him again anytime soon, even if she could build up the courage or stupidity to try again. 
 
    If only she were the only one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Cayden alternated walking and sprinting as he made his way through the winding stone corridor. Getting out as quickly as possible was paramount, but it had to be measured against the possibility of running into another would be bounty hunter. He'd gotten lucky with the archer and her bad aim. A more competent or higher level player would spell his doom, particularly if he bumped into them with an empty TP bar. 
 
    A primary alert blinked for his attention at the corner of his vision, and Cayden smiled in spite of himself. Level four. 
 
    Owing to the danger involved and the day's long debuff for those who survived, the XP rewards for successful PvP were surprisingly high. Even more so when the enemy had a level advantage like grandma must have. All told she'd been worth over two hundred XP, and he knew that amount would have doubled if he'd finished her off, or even just let her bleedout. 
 
    Talk about your screwed up incentives. 
 
    Cayden shook the thought away as he continued to speedwalk his way through the cave, navigating his menu as much as the twists and turns of the complex. This was no time for hemming and hawing, his fingertip tapping decisively on his usual class choice of Guardian. This time, however, he stopped just short of pressing accept, and instead pinned the open window to the very top left corner of his display. It would be useful later if push came to shove. 
 
    Ahead of him, the corridor diverged, and he moved to the right even though his map indicated it as a dead end. 
 
    As he rounded the corner, the claustrophobic walls of the cave system opened in front of him. The floor fell away in a cliff-face, leaving him standing on the edge of a wide vista that overlooked a gaping chasm the likes of which he'd never seen, at least, not in person. It was perhaps a hundred yards across, and no doubt four times that in length. Dozens of stone bridges crisscrossed one another from one side to the other at various heights and widths, each leading to an exit back into the cave system at large. 
 
    He couldn't even begin to tell how far down the blackness below him went. Considering the Mortal Kombat vibe, he was getting; it was probably best not to fall into the pit in any case. 
 
    Cayden consulted his map once again, squinting at it and pointing with an outstretched finger as he tried to count the number of bridges to make sure he ended up on the right one. Not for the first time he imagined what he must have looked like to anyone who couldn't see his display, a lunatic pointing at nothing and mumbling to himself. 
 
    It was nice to laugh. 
 
    "Third bridge, then fifth." He muttered to himself as he squared his feet and looked out over the chasm once again. His vista didn't connect to any bridges, which meant that for the majority of players, it was indeed a dead end. Not so for a player with Leap Attack. 
 
    "Targeted Skill Use: Leap Attack." Cayden whispered. Ahead of him, a red and white targeting reticle appeared on his AR display, its 2d surface tracking with the movement of his eyes. It took several seconds for him to get accustomed to its movements, and then a handful more for him to finally place it on the target location before he spoke again. "Activate." 
 
    The skill took over his body and launched him into the air. Skills were, in general, pretty accurate. If he was looking at a mob, the skill took control of his body and attacked the mob. If he were looking at a road, the skill would jump him further down the road. That was all well and good. 
 
    When you are jumping thirty yards across a pit, trying to land on a five-foot wide platform ten feet below you... precision is the name of the game. 
 
    Cayden slammed onto the first bridge with a disheartening crack of stone. The very ground beneath him had earned a half dozen new fractures from the force of his impact, some of them as much as a foot in length. Not exactly what he was hoping to see. 
 
    And that was the easy jump. 
 
    "Targeted Skill Us-argh!" Cayden shouted in sudden alarm as an unexpected sting radiated from his upper arm. A six-inch long throwing knife protruded from the glowing wound, a sight so surreal it simultaneously astonished and nauseated the young man. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shifty hits You for 227 Physical. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    His eyes couldn't linger on the weapon for long, not with more of its compatriots raining down from above. The second missed by a handful of inches, while Cayden deflected a third with the flat of his blade, an action that was more luck and reflex than training or skill. 
 
    He could see his attacker now. Sort of. The shadow clad shifty was above him, half in and half out of an alcove that led out onto one of the bridges. No doubt he'd been passing by when Cayden had launched himself out into the open. Another few seconds and the man might have walked by none-the-wiser. Bad luck. 
 
    “That looked like it hurt.” Came a voice from above, half hidden by the bridge. 
 
    “Just a little.” 
 
    “Bad news for you then. Skill Use: Fan of Knives!” 
 
    The shout accompanied a blistering wave of knives, each trailing a line of firey red light back to their source as they streaked through the air towards him. 
 
    Good news and bad news. The bad news was that this newest attacker was at least smart enough to use his skills. The good news was that he was dumb enough to waste his TP on area of effect attacks against a single target. 
 
    Cayden dodged back, taking only one of the ten knives on his shield as he retreated. His eyes were on his foe, but his mind was elsewhere, running strategy as he fought on instinct. 
 
    The man had the high ground, and if Star Wars had taught him anything, that was bad news in a straight fight. He could equalize it first, jump up to his level and then press the attack, or he could try and retreat. Once he was back into the caves, he wouldn't be a sitting duck like this, and if his opponent didn't have a movement skill to jump the difference between the bridges he'd have a hell of a time finding his way through the caverns to confront Cayden again at all. 
 
    That was the question then. Did he have a movement skill? There were over twenty classes that got Fan of Knives as a skill, but only four that got it comparatively early. Shifty hadn't killed him with his first throw, which meant he didn't massively over level Cayden. That narrowed it down to Scoundrel, Dark Lurker, Consigliere or Carnivalist. Two of them had a tumble skill that could close the gap. And this guy definitely seemed like a bit of a clown. 
 
    Fight over flight then. 
 
    "Not as much as this is going to. Personal Skill Use: Leap Attack!" Cayden shouted, leaping off without a moment's hesitation. The bridge above him was parallel to his own, which made the second landing far easier than the first. He hit the ground running, clearly spooking the other man, only to slide to a stop, crouched behind his shield as the other man drew back to throw. 
 
    “Skill Use: Grasp the Earth.” 
 
    “Skill Use: Flurry of Knives.” 
 
    With blinding speed, Shifty drew and threw, drew and threw. Knife after knife clattered against Cayden's shield, a forward facing downpour of damage chipping away at his HP. The blades came faster than any human being could have possibly moved, but they were imprecise, unable to clip the parts of Cayden that peaked out from behind his shield. 
 
    Flurry of Knives was a channeled skill, Cayden knew. So long as he chose to, Shifty could keep throwing knives until he ran out of TP or he ran out of knives. And judging by the sheer number of knives that had been thrown at him so far, he imagined it'd be the former before the latter. 
 
    "Personal Skill Use: Trick Shot." Cayden barely heard the words over the clatter of the last few knives thudding into his shield. His arm felt numb from the impacts, and his shield felt as though it had doubled in weight in the last few moments. No doubt the result of the dozen or so daggers protruding from its surface. Intentional or not, it was enough that he couldn't hope to stop what came next. 
 
    The trick shot came in at a right angle to his body, bypassing his shield entirely by first bouncing off a supporting pillar of one of the nearby bridges. It buried itself to the hilt in his thigh, sending a stinging jolt of alarm and a much more worrisome wave of fear through Cayden's entire body. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shifty's Trick Shot hits You for 414 Physical. (Critical) [Bleed, Movement Impaired] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    At least that narrowed it down. Carnivalist was the only class who got all three of those skills. Not that the knowledge would do him much good at this point. Even if Shifty had used up most of his TP, Cayden was now well below half HP, bleeding 5 HP a second instead of regenerating a similar amount, and had just had his movement speed reduced by 25%. He couldn't run away now even if Shifty had lacked a movement skill. 
 
    “I don't suppose I can convince you to surrender?” 
 
    Cayden glanced over the edge of his shield to take his first real look at the man he was fighting. 
 
    Shifty was no more what Cayden expected than the older woman he'd put down twenty minutes before had been. Middle aged, balding and slightly overweight, the man's stubbled face was spread ear to ear in a bemused grin. He looked as if he had just thrown down a groan-inducing pun in the middle of combat and was waiting for Cayden to get it. Perhaps stranger still, the grin seemed to extend to his eyes. For a person trying to kill him, there didn't appear to be a drop of malice in the man. 
 
    “Pretty sure if you hand me over to that murderer it is going to be the same as killing me here.” Cayden retorted. “So, thanks, but no thanks.” 
 
    “Last I heard you were the murderer.” 
 
    “Don't believe everything you hear on TV.” 
 
    Cayden's words brought a bark of laughter from Shifty. The other man strolled forward slowly a knife tossed from hand to hand with each step. "All the more reason to surrender. If I bring you to the cops, I'll probably still get a reward, and we can sort things out that way." 
 
    “You are awfully talkative for a hired killer.” 
 
    The words seemed to hit shifty like a slap in the face. Some of the mirth bled off those lips, and his jaw clenched as he tightened his grip on the knife. “Yeah. I suppose so.” 
 
    “Skill Use: Leap Attack!” 
 
    “Personal Skill Use: Trick Shot!” 
 
    Cayden dove towards Shifty at the same time as Shifty's knife flew once more. It bounced off the ground, ricocheting up into Cayden's sword arm just as the latter descended for a crippling blow to the Carnivalist. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Shifty's Trick Shot hits You for 238 Physical. [Attack Impaired] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Your Leap Attack hit Shifty for 155 Physical. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current HP: 441/1560 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    It wasn't enough to deflect the attack entirely, but it was enough to turn a critical blow into a glancing one and to cripple Cayden even further besides. That was all Shifty needed. Cayden probably had close to twice Shifty's HP at max, but he wasn't going to win a damage race when he was nearly dead with a damage impairment. He was one crit away from bleedout. 
 
    Good news and bad news. Bad news the guy probably baited him with the Fan of Knives. Shifty was way better than he had initially given him any credit for. The good news? Shifty had no idea what sort of a trump card Cayden had up his sleeve. 
 
    Cayden didn't even bother to block a casually thrown knife as shifty retreated. It stung as it sunk into him, and his HUD began to flash a warning message as he dropped below 20% HP. The damage didn't matter, and for just a moment he relished the smug look on Shifty's face as the other man planted his feet and dove in for the kill with a knife flashing in each hand. 
 
    He only had to push a single button. Accept.  
 
    
    
      
      	  You have reached Guardian Level 4 
  +40 HP 
  +20 TP 
  New Skill Learned! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    In an instant, the various alerts cleared from his HUD. The debuffs Shifty had placed on him, the low HP warnings, all of them vanished as his HP bar rocketed from below two hundred to its new max. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Current HP: 1600/1600 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The glowing wounds and rents in his flesh flashed with vibrant light, then sealed in an instant, while Cayden met Shifty's rush of weapons with his outstretched shield. The sudden shift in momentum had staggered the other man; his dual thrust parried with contemptible ease. "What the h-" 
 
    “Skill Use: Southern Cross.” 
 
    Two quick slashes completed the switch. Now it was Shifty on death's doorstep. Now it was him staggering backward, struggling to gather unsteady legs beneath him. Cayden pondered just letting him run, but he couldn't. All it would take was a few potions, and he could be having this exact fight again in mere minutes, and next time he wouldn't have a trick up his sleeve to save him. 
 
    Instead, he hooked the toe of his boot beneath the pommel of one of the discarded knives, kicking it up in the same motion as he dropped his longsword. Shifty was retreating, turning his back to the armored man who he rightfully expected he could outrun. 
 
    “Skill Use: Throw Weapon.” 
 
    The dagger shot from his throwing arm with the speed of an arrow. Shifty hadn't even been trying to dodge, ignorant of the danger he was in. The weapon found its home in his back and Shifty's remaining HP, with ease. 
 
    Cayden collected his weapon, then walked the short distance across the bridge to the alcove where Shifty had fallen. He was face down, staring at nothing while Cayden's shadow loomed over him. Cayden couldn't even imagine what it must be like, waiting to see if the person you just tried to kill was going to save you, or just leave you to die. 
 
    "If I were actually a murderer, I'd just let you bleed out. I hope you understand that." Cayden sighed, kneeling to bandage the other man's wounds. "Just staying here this long puts me in-" 
 
    Cayden had no sooner tempted fate with the words than he heard the footsteps and shouts of other players. With the echoes of the cavern, it was hard to place their direction, more difficult still to guess how close they were. But with his luck, it wouldn't be long. 
 
    He finished tying the bandage around Shifty's wound, ignoring the light show as the cocoon surrounded the defeated rogue. He dashed back out into the chasm and targeted another nearby bridge. A single leap was all it took, though in his haste he'd used in picking his landing spot left him precariously close to the edge. 
 
    All he had to do was make it to the far end of the cavern, but it wasn't to be. 
 
    They spotted him at roughly the same time he spotted them. A group of four sprinting their way across a bridge perhaps a hundred and fifty feet above him. Their archer was the first to announce his notice, a trio of arrows cracking off stone as Cayden made for the exit on the far side of the bridge. 
 
    The sound of chanting came next. While the spellcaster had wisely chosen not to shout out his skill choice, there was no hiding or mistaking the arcane words he was required to chant as part of its completion. Nor did Cayden have any difficulty discerning its effects as all four members of the party stepped off the side of the bridge, floating instead of falling as they descended towards him. 
 
    So close! Cayden wanted to scream in frustration as the feather fall spell dissolved and dropped the enemy group directly in his path. Two of them were robed, one the spell caster, the other a healer in some form or another judging by his white robes and the blatant house insignia that served as a 'holy symbol.' The archer was clad in tight fitting leather and very much did fit his expectation of a sexy, sultry archer from a D&D manual. 
 
    Most troubling of all, however, was the seven foot tall, tattooed, bare-chested beast of a man. The man screamed at him as he charged the distance between them, greatsword held ready just over his head. 
 
    Physical prowess in the outside world didn't mean much when it came to Babel, but it sure did poke at the fear center of Cayden's lizard brain. 
 
    "Really? This is how I go?" Cayden shouted in anger, fighting through his fear. He blocked the massive overhand swing with his shield arm, slashing twice across the taller man's exposed midsection. "Taken out by a goddamned iconic tabletop party?!" 
 
    Before he could say anything further a second swipe of that enormous blade forced Cayden to backpedal to keep from being bisected from left to right. For all the good it did him. He'd taken nearly a hundred damage from a skill-less, blocked hit of that sword, and done lest than a tenth of the man's HP despite two clean crits. This wasn't going to be a fight he could win, even if he didn't hear the cleric beginning the first intonations of a third-level healing spell. 
 
    “All gotta go sometime.” The massive man said with a wicked grin. “Look on the bright side, at least we have a reason to kill you, I've done worse for less.” 
 
    PKers then. Player Killers like these were part and parcel of Babel the further one got into the game. Some were bandits, others bounty hunters, assassins or simply plain murderers. In a land where force was the law, violence thrived. The corporations, toy soldiers, and progression guilds tried to keep them down, but new groups were always popping up. It didn't take a skilled player to make a good bandit; it just took a bunch of mediocre ones and a complete lack of morals. 
 
    “Personal Skill Use: Shield Bash!” Cayden cried, turning his body into the blow. The attack did next to no damage to the hulking berserker, but the damage wasn't the point. It stunned players equally as well as it stunned mobs. 
 
    In his youth, Cayden had loved watching his father play action RPG's like Dark Souls V., And if he'd taken one thing away from that, it was that you didn't have to be able to drain something's HP to kill it. 
 
    His kick took the stunned berzerker in the unprotected groin due to the height difference, one extra little bit of satisfaction as the force of his blow sent the staggered warrior tumbling off the edge of the bridge. 
 
    "Jerimiah! No!" The archer cried. For a moment it looked like the woman was going to go after him, but a hand on her shoulder from the mage stopped her. The latter leaped off the bridge, already incanting another spell as he raced after his friend, while the archer nocked another arrow and let fly. 
 
    Cayden watched his HP diminish substantially even as he weathered the arrow behind the wood of his shield. One clean hit and any of them were likely to put him down, which left him no margin for error. Not exactly a great place to be. 
 
    She fired three times more as he closed on her, but she had no more luck with those arrows than the first three she'd fired his way. She refused to lead him as he advanced on her, which meant that all he had to do was keep shifting from side to side to confuse her aim. Shot after shot went wide as he closed to within ten feet of her without a plan in his head. 
 
    They weren't going to let him pull the same trick twice, and he wasn't even sure he'd be able to follow through on it if there was no one there to catch her. The priest had also been casting spells non-stop during his approach, which almost certainly meant that one or both of them had a bunch of buff spells he couldn't even begin to guess at. 
 
    “Get out of my way and let me pass. I don't want to fight you!” 
 
    "Are you for real?" The woman scoffed, dropping her bow and drawing a pair of wickedly curved short blades from her hips. "You pull that shit and think we're going to walk away from a million plus each? You should have just let Jerimiah do the deed. I'm not going to be so sweet." 
 
    For all her bluster, the archer was no swordsman. Cayden suspected, if only from her choice of weapons, that she was some ranger by class or by fancy. She had the marks of someone who fancied herself a Drizzt but was actually one of the thousand nameless thugs such a warrior defeated. The two of them danced, circling this way and that on the thin bridge, trying to pressure each other towards the edge, inflicting damage wherever the opportunity arose, but in their dance, Cayden was the lead. 
 
    He pressured her again and again, a hundred damage here, two hundred there. He dodged away from her awkward Skill Use attempts with ease and punished her as she came out of them. But there was a level difference that he wouldn't be able to overcome. He couldn't be sure without knowing her class, or her build, but just from the way her HP ticked from his blows, he'd put them fifteen, perhaps as twenty levels higher than him. In a one on one, he might have pulled off a ridiculous upset. In a two on one with the cleric healing her, and laughing while he did it, Cayden never stood a chance. 
 
    “You!” 
 
    Cayden glanced briefly over his shoulder as the woman across from him lowered her blades. He knew the voice even before he looked, and he felt the way the bridge vibrated as his first opponent returned to the fray. "Me." 
 
    "You think you're funny, pulling that crap?" The bestial man growled, the wizard once again flitting into view behind him, arms down at his sides. The archer too was already drawing back. None of them had any intention of intervening. No doubt it'd be more fun just to sit and watch. 
 
    "Like, funny ha ha? Or..." Cayden spun, casting a sidelong look at the pit on either side of the bridge. He could jump before Jerimiah reached him. If they had to float down maybe, he could find some escape at the bottom of the pit? Or maybe he ought to just deny them the money by jumping and landing on his head. Immolatus seemed like the type of guy to stiff someone on a technicality. Not the worst plan he'd ever come up with. 
 
    “Spirits of Fire, Dance.” 
 
    The softly spoken words barely registered to Cayden's ears over the bellowing sound of the onrushing warrior. Their effect, on the other hand, could not go unnoticed. In unison, his attackers burst into flame; their bodies wreathed in it as their HP bars dropped from full to empty in the blink of an eye. They screamed, more in surprise than pain, though so much damage in such a short span was undoubtedly agonizing. Then they fell, Jerimiah tumbling to a stop in front of Cayden, his sword falling off the edge of the bridge to spin through the air for several seconds before disappearing back into his inventory when it became apparent to the game that he'd lost it. 
 
    "Wha-" Cayden started, his mind not even fully processing what he'd just seen. Four high-level players, obliterated in an instant. By... what? 
 
    “E-excuse me. Are you okay?” Cayden whirled at the voice from behind, sword and shield held up in leaden arms as his chest rose and fell in heavy breaths that were half exertion and half panic. 
 
    Twenty feet away, at the mouth of the cavern, he'd been trying so hard to reach stood two women. Neither looked battle ready regarding their demeanor or actions, no bared steel or raised weapons. In fact, the rear of the two looked like more of a child than a warrior, standing half concealed behind the wide red cloak of her compatriot with only her eyes and a tuft of styled blonde hair peeking out. 
 
    The woman in front looked more stern. She was not the one who'd spoken, not with the way her eyes were narrowed beneath a pair of stylish AR glasses. She looked no more combative than her friend, but her attention was keenly focused on the weapon held so tightly in his grip. Cayden didn't know her, but she seemed terribly familiar, like bumping into a distant cousin. Her long black hair straight down to the middle of her back, some attention paid to her looks from the hint of rouge that adorned her lips. 
 
    “Y-yeah. I think I am.” Cayden said, at last relaxing the grip on his blade. “You aren't after me, are you?” 
 
    “Why? Who are you?” The woman in front asked. She didn't seem to care much for the answer as she strode forward. A set of potions appeared from her menu as she walked, and she casually tossed one at each of the downed PKers. 
 
    It was good to laugh. “You... don't watch the news much, do you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    "You really are popular with the ladies, aren't you Cayden?" Sarah's voice was positively dripping with scorn as she set a glass of iced tea down on a coaster in front of him.  "And lucky too." 
 
    “Yeah. That's me. Luckiest guy in the world.” 
 
    "Oh, I assure you. He is in no way popular with me." Silver said dryly, reaching up with a gloved hand to accept the offered glass of wine. "Her on the other hand." 
 
    All eyes at the table turned to face Celia, the mousy blonde teenager positively withering under their attention. She suddenly found something of keen interest in the tablecloth, fidgeting with it in dainty hands to avoid looking at any of them, least of all Silver. 
 
    To be fair, it was all her fault for admitting she knew who he was. 
 
    “I'm not sure I... follow.” Sarah said skeptically, lingering around their table. She had work to do, but this seemed like a juicy story. 
 
    "Yes Celia, go ahead. Enlighten the lady." Like everyone in the inn, Silver had ditched the confining suit-like garment and cloak when they'd arrived and sat leaning back in her chair dressed in a shoulder-less, long sleeved tunic and loose-fitting brown shorts that ran to mid-thigh. Out of armor, she looked more her age. Late teens, early twenties and decidedly normal. Nothing like the severe, uptight caster he had run into in the dungeon, save for the sour look perpetually plastered to her features. 
 
    Celia, by contrast, had adopted an ankle length, tie dye blue summer dress trapped around her slender waist by a two-inch black belt. It made her look beautiful but girly. It also showed off the color creeping across her chest and shoulders as she no doubts pondered attempting to retreat entirely into the garment where no one would ever find her. 
 
    "Oh don't be so cruel." Cayden interjected. It was clear from Sarah's lingering that simply shutting down silver wouldn't be enough, however. She wanted the story. "They found me in one of the dungeons and saved my ass. Pretty much the story in a nutshell." 
 
    “Mhmm.” Sarah replied, clearly unconvinced. 
 
    “And why were we there?” Silver asked. 
 
    "To try and get me leveled up?" 
 
    “And why that specific dungeon?” She pushed. 
 
    There was a moment of silence, Sarah looking between the two girls as Celia became more and more crimson with each passing moment. “Because I saw Cayden on his stream and I wanted to get his autograph. There! Fine. Happy!?” 
 
    Silence greeted her words, and not just of their table. Every table within about thirty feet had turned to gawk at the noise, a rumble of laughter permeating the crowd. 
 
    "And I'm glad you did because if you hadn't shown up, I'd be dead." Cayden interjected. He reached out to touch her reassuringly, then thought better of it after a sharp glance from both of the other two. "I owe you." 
 
    “No, you owe Silver. I wouldn't have been able to do a thing.” 
 
    “And if you weren't there she wouldn't have been. I owe you both.” He looked to Silver. “How's the wine, by the way.” 
 
    “D'Lish.” Sliver replied with a crooked grin. 
 
    “Not every day a progression guild member saves your life and only demands you buy them a drink for their trouble.” 
 
    "Ah, so you did figure it out." That smile became a touch more genuine as she cocked her head to the side. Long black hair cascade over one shoulder as she met Cayden's eyes, steadily holding them until he, at last, looked away. "I was wondering." 
 
    "I'm more annoyed that I didn't recognize you on the spot. Obscenely high-level magic caster, long hair, red cloak." Cayden paused, choosing his next words carefully. "...particular attitude." 
 
    “Mhmm.” 
 
    “Wait, so she is?” Sarah said, blue eyebrows shooting up in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah, one of the top five thousand.” 
 
    Silver snorted. “I think I rate higher than that.” 
 
    “It is still technically correct.” Celia chimed in softly. 
 
    “The best kind of correct.” The four of them said in unison. Even Silver laughed at that, a few drops of wine spilling out onto her gloved hand as her body quaked with mirth. 
 
    “It has been a long time since we've had a guilder down here.” Sarah remarked. “At least one any of us recognized. You mostly keep to the forties these days, don't you?” 
 
    “Typically. Yes.” Sarah replied, tugging off one glove and dipping her thumb into a nearby glass of water in an attempt to rub the wine stain out before it could get any worse. 
 
    “She is here for me.” Celia explained. “My sister is Luxuria.” 
 
    Cayden's eyes widened. "Ah. Well, that explains that." 
 
    “For you maybe. Who is Luxuria?” 
 
    "Now who isn't keeping up with her news." He snarked. "Luxuria is the head of the CFC." 
 
    Sarah stared at him blankly. 
 
    “Okay, you never get to make fun of me ever again. CFC, Coalition for Completion?” 
 
    "Oh! Damn." Sarah exclaimed, her mind suddenly making the connection. 
 
    "Yeah. Oh damn." 
 
    CFC was the largest conglomeration of progression raiders ever assembled in Babel's admittedly short history. Comprised of the members of twelve separate guilds, CFC had been formed three months earlier as a way for some of the world's best players to join together, to share their knowledge, skills, and experience to find some method to defeat or circumvent the floor fifty boss. 
 
    Sobol's Demon. Cayden shuddered just thinking of the name. No monster in all of Babel had as high a body count, nor as long an unbroken string of victories. 
 
    Before they'd reached level fifty, progression in the game had been somewhat consistent. Players reached a new floor. They quested, leveled up, found a new item here or there then inevitably within a week, or two someone had located the required items to unlock the boss room. They challenged it, sometimes winning, sometimes retreating, sometimes losing their lives. But eventually a guild would break through, slay the boss and the process would continue to the next floor. 
 
    Until they got to floor fifty. 
 
    The warning signs had been there for those who'd been looking. The quests spoke reverently of the floor boss. They warned players to be prepared. The boss room itself made it clear in no uncertain terms that players would leave victorious, or dead. Even still, it took the loss of five well-known, major parties before players began to take the risk seriously. 
 
    It was Luxuria herself who was the first player ever to exit the boss room alive, having unintentionally tricked the boss into despawning after it 'killed' her by use of an expensive accessory known as the green dream that resurrects its user shortly after death. 
 
    The rest of her party were not so lucky. 
 
    The specifics of the Demon were a closely held secret of the various progression guilds. The tower prohibited any video or photography inside the boss room until it was defeated at least once, meaning that the only descriptions the public had were second hand leaked reports indicating an enormous Grim Reaper figure that burst from the body of a defeated mage. 
 
    The progression guilds had been stuck on that floor for four months, beating their heads against the same boss over and over, unable to circumvent whatever tactic or ability it was that had led to so many deaths. 
 
    Cayden had so many questions about it. 
 
    “So that makes you her...?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Babysitter, yes.” Silver snorted. 
 
    “I'd prefer something a little less demeaning.” Celia frowned. 
 
    “Funny.” Silver replied. “I was thinking the same thing when your sister sent me down here to fetch you.” 
 
    “You know, I've already said you don't have to be here. I can find a party and level up on my own just fine.” 
 
    "Yeah, because that would be easy to explain to your sister." Silver adopted a high-pitched mockery of Celia's voice as she continued. "I found this guy about to be murdered by four high-level PKers, but he's cute, so I'm going to party with him." 
 
    “I don't... he doesn't...” Celia stammered. 
 
    “You think he's cute, hmm?” Sarah chimed in, snickering at Silver. 
 
    “No, but I think she thinks that he is.” 
 
    “Okay, so... do I get any say in any of this?” Cayden asked. 
 
    “No.” All three women replied in unison. 
 
    “But, why you?” Sarah hugged her empty drink tray to her chest as she asked the question. 
 
    “She's hit level cap for her floor.” Cayden interjected. 
 
    Silver looked at him, surprise poorly hidden on her features as she studied his. “You're not wrong.” 
 
    “I seldom am.” 
 
    “Humble too.” Silver frowned. “You seem to know a lot about me.” 
 
    “Everything that is public. Not sure on your entire spec, but I know you're a specialized Warmage. Scary as hell in any large scale PvE with your AoE spells, but not a slouch in one on one either. I know you hit floor fifty about half a week after the first group, and that you're a progression raider without anywhere to progress until someone figures out the demon.” 
 
    "So you stalk me, and she stalks you." 
 
    “I don't stalk him.” Celia pouted. 
 
    "And I don't stalk you. I could recite basic details for probably a hundred top-tier raiders." He cocked his head to the side. "Only thing I've never been able to guess is why Silver. You're one of the only high-level players who only goes by her game handle.” 
 
    “You're so sure Silver isn't just my name?” She replied, eyeing him steadily. 
 
    “Could be.” He admitted. “You just don't feel like a Silver to me.” 
 
    “Not sure if I should be insulted, or flattered. Good head on your shoulders though, maybe I could leave her with you after all.” 
 
    “I never said I wanted to-” 
 
    “Yeah, that isn't happening.” Cayden shook his head. 
 
    “Not into girls?” Silver grinned as Cayden blanched and Celia fumed. 
 
    “You know I am sitting right here, right?” 
 
    “Not exactly going to be much of a party when I can't leave town for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “You are both just ignoring me aren't y-” 
 
    “What? That bounty thing?” Silver scoffed. “It's a cash bounty. It violates the T&C. He'll keep it up for another week or two until he's tired of melting away at both ends while blind and deaf, then he'll go on TV and call the whole thing off.” 
 
    “Wait. You have a bounty on you?” Sarah asked incredulously, reaching for a pair of bulky Gen 1 glasses stashed in the pocket of her apron. 
 
    "Yeah. Those guys I saved my first day in? It turns out one of them is a lunatic. A rich lunatic." 
 
    “Wow. No good deed goes unpunished.” She murmured softly, scanning the news feeds even as she tried to keep tabs on the people before her. “Huh, so you are worth five million dollars?” 
 
    “I don't think so.” Silver smirked. 
 
    “Apparently.” Cayden added, casting a sidelong glance at Silver. 
 
    “I uh... don't suppose you would consider following me just outside of town. I know this lovely ditch where you and I...” 
 
    Cayden spat her with an unimpressed stare. 
 
    “Hey, it was worth a shot. The hell else am I going to see that kind of money.” 
 
    “You could try waiting some tables!” Came a shout from a nearby thirsty patron, though a rude gesture was all he received. 
 
    “Hmm...” Celia chimed in. “If it's against the T&C, what happens if they'd actually succeeded in killing you?” 
 
    Silence reigned in response to the question as all four looked at one another uncertain. Then, seemingly as one mind, they did what people of their generation always did when faced with a question they didn't know the answer to. They googled. 
 
    "Neat. It looks like we're not the only people to ask what happens if we kill you today." Silver laughed, scrolling through page after page of search results. "Looks like the killer would probably be okay, but who knows what happens to this David guy." 
 
    “I don't get it.” Cayden said with a sigh. 
 
    “How so?” Celia asked. 
 
    “Well... it'll take a little bit of explaining.” 
 
    "Oh, no. I watched your stream. I've heard." She continued, blushing as she saw the surprise on Cayden's face. "I mean, I watched that one. I don't look at them all. Just..." 
 
    “You know you don't get anything if you kill her from embarrassment, right?” Silver chimed in. 
 
    A dirty glance from Cayden was enough to silence the peanut gallery for the moment, allowing him to turn his attention to Celia. "It's cool. It makes this easier." he reassured her. "As I said, I intervened and saved who I could. I didn't help his dad, but this Liam guy was alive and kicking when I left. And I sure as hell didn't kill anyone." 
 
    “So why is he saying you did?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” Cayden frowned. 
 
    “You are a scapegoat.” Silver said flatly. “The other guy didn't trip and fall on his own sheers, which means either junior screwed up so bad that he got yet another person killed, or he did it himself.” 
 
    “Why involve me at all then?” 
 
    “He didn't. You did.” She said in a tone that might as well have added you dumbass to the end of her sentence. "You put out a statement saying you intervened and saved two people; then he walks back out of the tower by himself. People might not put two and two together at first, but he has to figure that someone might eventually."  
 
    Cayden winced. “So he puts this bounty on me in the hopes that someone shuts me up.” 
 
    “Plus he looks like the grieving son by offering up the bounty. Literally sacrificing his body to see you dead. Might deal with some suspicions.” Silver snorted. “Guy probably did it for the money.” 
 
    “Not a great plan then.” Sarah remarked. 
 
    Silver cocked a brow. “Oh? How so?” 
 
    "Taken a look at Vitalita stocks recently?" Sarah swiped at the air a few times, and each of the other three was presented with a prompt asking them if they wished to accept the layer she was offering. 
 
    A press of a button and Silver got Sarah's point. "Ouch." 
 
    “Yeah, turns out that publicly traded companies are not super big on having their majority shareholder fund an assassination, even if it takes place in Babel.” 
 
    "So, not the money then." Silver frowned. "Long shot, but perhaps he did just love daddy that much? Then again, maybe he realized he was gonna get caught having murdered a guy, and he just panicked." 
 
    “He'll get arrested for it though, won't he?” Celia asked. 
 
    "Ehhh..." Came Silver's reply, her outstretched hand wobbling back and forth. "Maybe? Bounties are allowed in the T&C, so if he were paying in Zeni, it'd be legal. Without, I'm not sure. I'm sure there is a room full of lawyers arguing that point back and forth as we speak." 
 
    “So no passing her off on me.” Cayden said. 
 
    “Still right here.” Came Celia's reply, her eyes narrowed in Cayden's direction. 
 
    “Give it a week. I think the world record for T&C violation is something like sixteen days. Mark my words.” Silver smiled, then reached out with her ungloved hand. She manipulated something within her AR vision, cycling through a few menus until she reached a destination. “Cayden, hold still.” 
 
    “Umm... why?” 
 
    The words had barely left his mouth when Silver began chanting. The arcane words swam around him, a certain electricity lingering in the air as the woman before him worked her fingers through complex somatic gestures. The tempo of her words began to build, her gestures becoming more fluid until a circle of light filled with intricate symbols of magical power glowed into existence in the air before her outstretched fingers. 
 
    “Palm open. Touch it.” Silver commanded. 
 
    "I'd rather not. I try not to consume any energy field larger than my head." 
 
    "Oh don't be a baby. If it hurts you, the watchers will pound me into a warm paste and heal you up good as new." 
 
    She raised a good point. Dealing any significant damage to another player inside a town was next to impossible, and there had never been a recorded player death inside a safe zone. Silver wasn't likely to have saved his life back in the caves just to earn herself a beating for making an attempt in the dumbest way possible. 
 
    He reached out a hand, palm open towards the floating symbol. It shimmered for a moment at his touch, then flared to life. Light radiated out from it, momentarily blinding him and leading to a shout of annoyance from nearby patrons. 
 
    Then just as quickly as it had come, the light dimmed and faded. Only the slightest hint of its glow remained tattooed onto his skin, the same intricate symbol filing the center of his palm with a warm light that vanished as the black lines seemed to float to the surface from within his skin. 
 
    “I mean, I always wanted a 'Mom' tat on my back, but this works too I guess.” 
 
    “It is a non-detection ward.” Silver replied with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    He knew what it was. The moment he touched it the spell had filled his mind with information, like a memory he'd forgotten until just that very moment. He knew how the spell functioned, its duration, its strengths, and weaknesses. He was aware that it would cost Silver 0.05% of her total manapool to keep the spell active on him from day to day, which was a not entirely insignificant sacrifice for a progression raider who spent every waking moment trying to squeeze a tiny bit of extra performance out of her build. 
 
    “It won't keep people from finding you with their eyes. But it does mean that any player who wants to locate you by way of magic, either arcane or divine, will have to overcome my spell. Considering how strong I am, their attempt will need to be expensive, dangerous, or both.” Silver smiled. “Consider it my present for when you and this darling kid run off together.” 
 
    Celia swatted away Silver's hand as the latter reached out to pinch her cheeks. "You're barely two years older than me." She said with annoyance. "And I'm not running off with anyone!" 
 
    Silver only smiled. “Well, not for a couple of weeks anyways.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “A week or so my ass.” Cayden grumbled, hunched over a pair of steel pauldrons with an inking quill in his left hand. 
 
    One week had turned into two. Then two turned into three without any change to the price on Cayden's head. If David's resolve was supposed to have cracked beneath the weight of the Terms and Conditions, he wasn't showing any sign of it. In truth, he wasn't showing any signs at all. Despite dozens of major news organizations attempting to locate him or a representative for comment, no one had heard a peep from David since the press conference three weeks earlier. 
 
    Which left Cayden in limbo, and his plan in shambles. 
 
    He'd made one attempt to leave the safety of Islo after the first week of effective captivity. He'd dressed in a hooded cloak, and taken to the streets, visiting each of the city's half-dozen gates in the hope that at least one of them might have gone unguarded. He wasn't nearly so lucky. 
 
    Some of his would be hunters were blatant about it. They were camped just outside the city limits, far enough outside that he wouldn't be able to duck back in the moment a combat began, but close enough that there was no sneaking past or outrunning them. Other would-be assassins were more clever, lingering at merchant stalls by the gates, conversing with the guards or otherwise having some plausible excuse to be there. 
 
    They'd almost fooled him. If he'd been more audacious, they might have caught him, but hours upon hours of video games had taught him that discretion was sometimes the better part of valor. A second trip to the same gates later in the day found the same people still shopping, talking and otherwise loitering in different positions. 
 
    Leaving Islo wouldn't be an option, and the bounty hunters were bright enough to correctly surmise that the only other city he had teleport access to was the Crown City on the first floor. He had no better luck escaping from there than he'd had sneaking out of Islo. They might not be able to easily track him with Silver's ward still on his palm, but with rotating shifts they kept him penned in quite nicely. 
 
    Escaping was fully off the table. Which meant his four-month plan was now firmly in the dumpster. 
 
    Cayden wasn't one to sulk, however. He couldn't leave the city, but he'd amassed enough Zeni in the days leading up to his impromptu house arrest that leveling up his crafting skills was still very much on the table. So level them up he had, along with a new skill added to the mix after a rather expensive bout of training with Iwamatsu as his tutor. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Outline 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill [Language] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 6. 67.4% to Next Level. 
  Effect: Increases progress and Improves Grade. Improves progress for skills other than Outline that provide progress. Lowers Durability slightly. The amount depends on tools used and skill level. 
  Cost: 44 LP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Detail Work 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill [Language] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 5. 72.9% to Next Level. 
  Effect: Increases progress. Lowers Durability. The amount depends on tools used and skill level. 
  Cost: 95 LP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Finishing Touches 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill [Language] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 5. 72.9% to Next Level. 
  Effect: Increases progress and Improves Grade. Lowers Durability. Single Use Amount depends on tools used and skill level. 
  Cost: 190 LP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Steady Hand 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill [Language] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 6. 12.4% to Next Level. 
  Effect: Reduces Durability Loss for next skill by 55%. 
  Cost: 45 LP 
  
     
 
      
      	  Touch Up 
  Type: Active Crafting Skill [Language] 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 2. 1.7% to Next Level 
  Effect: Restore 16% item durability. Single use only. 
  Cost: 49 LP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The skills weren't the only thing he'd managed to level up either. He hadn't paid any attention to the XP he'd earned from the inscription of his first Rune Phrase, but he was pleasantly surprised at the completion of his second to see that was not insignificant. It was no replacement for questing and monster farming but over the course of three weeks of crafting he'd managed to increase his class level from four to seven. The open character info screen had been pinned to the side of his AR display for a week now, a constant reminder of just how far behind he was: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Cayden 
  
      	  Gender: Male 
  
      	  Bloodline: Agares-Tabbris 
  
      	  Class: Guardian 7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 23,522 
  
      	  Next Level: 28,000 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 18 
  
      	  Dexterity: 27 
  
      	  Vitality: 28 
  
      	  Energy: 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stat Points Remaining: 0 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max HP: 1860 
  
      	    
  
      	  HP Recovery: 5.6/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max MP: 10 
  
      	    
  
      	  MP Recovery: 0.2/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max TP: 1210  
  
      	    
  
      	  TP Recovery: 7.3/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Still, as his mother would say, three levels was still better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick. 
 
    "Iwamatsu, I need more Silverleaf." 
 
    “And?” The old man asked rhetorically. 
 
    “And I'm your best... kind of your only customer.” Cayden replied without turning his head, all of his attention focused on the delicate and time sensitive work in front of him. 
 
    “I feel you are taking advantage of that fact.” 
 
    “Funny, I have a similar feeling every time I have to open my purse for new components.” 
 
    Iwamatsu laughed at that. The sound of the old elan's slippered feet were little more than a whisper as he rounded the corner, rummaged in a bin and started towards Cayden. Their bickering was nothing new, three weeks spent in the tight confines of the shop had forged a special sort of friendship between the two, one where neither was entirely willing to admit they liked the company of the other despite the fact that it would have been blatantly obvious to any outside observer. 
 
    “And how goes your newest project?” Iwamatsu inquired as he drew near. 
 
    "We'll see once I get the finishing touches on it. Hopefully, it won't be just another piece for the bin." 
 
    One of the few positives of his situation was that it had given him ample time to test the boundaries of Runic Knowledge. Or at least the limits as they applied to Inscription. 
 
    Among the first things he'd learned was that a proper Runic Phrase was not simply a series of Runes strung together. Even if the phrase made sense, and even hinted at what sort of bonus it might provide, it seemed that only a select few phrases qualified. The scrap box in the rear of the shop was littered with failed attempts. Cheap armor inscribed with phrases like Terror of the Dark, God of Fire, Flame and Demons sat in a pile waiting to be reused for further attempts once their timers had expired. 
 
    Which was another thing he'd figured out. Unlike a typical inscription, or really like any other form of crafting Cayden was aware of, the quality of the inscription did not affect the bonus it provided. Instead, each inscription only provided its bonus for a limited time. Seven days for low-quality inscriptions, fourteen for normal quality. Presumably, each step further in quality would add seven more days, but until he managed it, that was more of an assumption than a rule. 
 
    The realization had been a bit of a letdown. The skill still produced ridiculously powerful inscriptions, but it limited some of its usefulness in the short term. 
 
    His original plan had been to inscribe a small number of items with the bonuses. Leaving off his maker's mark would halve the bonus, but even still he could have made a decent income putting the items up for sale via the game's auction system, all without anyone being able to track them back to him. 
 
    Unfortunately, the automated auction systems would not list any item with a temporary bonus. He could still sell the items face to face or contract out his skills, but eventually, word would get around, and that would just add to the bounty on his head. The best he could do for now was inscribe cheap items and sell them to Elan merchants at a markup. 
 
    The money wasn't great, but it was enough to keep him above water despite the sums he was spending on crafting materials, lodging, training and the like. It wasn't without risk, but by visiting different merchants day to day, he figured he would be able to conceal the origin of the items. 
 
    His crafting had caused a slight hubbub online. Items with an untyped 1.5% bonus to two different elemental resistances were unheard of, and it didn't take long for players to put together the fact that the runes carved into the items looked a lot like a typical inscription. Fortunately for him, the vast majority seemed to be drawing the wrong conclusions. The consensus appeared to be that the items were a new addition to merchant wares as a result or in anticipation of some unknown event. 
 
    The confusion served him well enough. It kept him anonymous and rolling in crafting supplies to ply his trade, and that was what mattered. 
 
    To date, he had only discovered one other Rune Phrase. Ter Fi Se Natha. Lure of the Flames. 
 
    He'd discovered it on his seventh attempt at finding a new Phrase. Creating it was what made him certain that the other failed attempts weren't just a result of some mistake in his design. 
 
    Rune Phrases were pop culture references. Because of course, they were. 
 
    Cayden couldn't be sure, but he suspected that the length of the phrase also had an impact on its power. I Have Defied Gods and Demons produced a total bonus of 6% resistance between its two elements, while Lure of the Flames only added a single 4% resistance to fire. No doubt A Song of Ice and Fire would have given a similar 6% split between fire and ice resistances. 
 
    Not that resistances were the only bonuses provided by runes. 
 
    His first attempt on a weapon, a cheap steel dagger purchased off the auction house, had ended in abject failure. The surface was smaller than he was used to working with, and he quickly learned that he needed to take much greater care to avoid disturbing the function of the item in his attempt to improve it. His second attempt... was also a failure. As was his third. But his fourth, his fourth was perfection. As far as a photo finish near miss could be considered perfection in any case. 
 
    The effort was well worth it. I Have Defied Gods and Demons added 6% to the base damage of his weapon, 3% Holy and 3% Dark. It was a small boost, but it came at a low cost and compounded with every other possible advantage. Skill usage would turn the bonus three or four damage into six or eight. A solid crit could triple it or more. It could be the difference between having to swing ten times or having to swing eleven, which could ultimately be the difference between life or death.  
 
    Applied to other weapons it had similar effects. With spell power items such as staves and wands it increased the overall damage of spells cast, or in some cases added dark and holy elements for additional effects. Healing was among the few skills that could not benefit from the longer rune word, the Dark element instilling a damage component to a spell intended to do the opposite. Lure of the Flames worked well enough there, however, adding a 4% heal over time to the spell being cast.  
 
    Light began to pulse from the runes in front of him as Cayden leaned away from the nearly finished product 
 
    “Rigatha Fi Se Obten.” Cayden whispered. 
 
    The lights swelled, glowing in intensity with the rising hope in Cayden's heart, only to sputter out just as quickly as the Phrase refused to take hold. Cayden sighed in disappointment. He hadn't expected it to work, but it would have been nice. At least he could cross Terror of the Night off his list. 
 
    At least until I find the words 'flaps' and 'in'. Cayden thought with a rueful smile. 
 
    “I'm guessing the lack of glowing is a bad thing?” 
 
    Cayden shot up from his chair in an instant, spilling the contents onto the floor much to Iwamatsu's shouted dismay. His hand reached for a weapon on instinct to protect himself, even though he was currently unarmed and the owner of the voice couldn't hurt him. 
 
    Shifty seemed bemused by the whole display. The older man was leaning against the counter, not five feet from where Iwamatsu was cursing up a storm. He too was unarmed. Studded leather armor had been exchanged for comfortable-looking gray riding leathers and a loose fitting tunic that did wonders to hide his less than athletic physique. Save for a V cut that left some of his hairy chests bare. He looked like a discount, middle-aged Fabio. 
 
    “I do have a habit of sneaking up on you, don't I?” 
 
    Cayden cast an accusatory glance towards Iwamatsu, but the old man was already rounding the table and headed for the back room in a tizzy about ink all over his floor. No doubt Cayden would pay, perhaps quite literally for his jumpiness. 
 
    “Just a little.” 
 
    "I didn't mean to startle you." Shifty said after a moment's hesitation. "The old man told me you were in the middle of an important creation and that I shouldn't bother you. Had me drink some positively delicious tea while I waited. Frankly, I was shocked you didn't turn around during the whole conversation. 
 
    Cayden wasn't. Crafting in general, and inscribing Rune Phrases could be incredibly intensive. He'd forgotten to eat for hours on end on more than one occasion in the last few weeks. Short of an argument, a fire or physically shaking him Cayden wasn't sure what it would take to draw him out of his reverie when he was focused on a piece. He wasn't even sure the fire would do it. 
 
    “Well, mission failed.” Cayden replied. 
 
    “Look, I deserve the hostility. I know. But I'm not here to make you angry or pick a fight.” 
 
    “You tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Ehh...” Shifty said skeptically, wincing as he saw a look of anger flash across Cayden's features. “I mean, kind of. Look, there was more to it than that.” 
 
    "You threw a dagger in my back, leg, and arm. Felt a lot more than kind of.” 
 
    Shifty walked forward, digging into a pocket of his pants for something. It was only then that Cayden realized the other man wasn't even wearing AR glasses. Had he even been wearing them in the caves? 
 
    “This is the reason I was after you.” He tossed something on the ground, a glint of laminated plastic catching the light provided by the lantern crystals that hung from various walls. 
 
    Cayden picked up the card, studying it for a moment before speaking. “Vitalita ID?” 
 
    "There were twenty-five of us in the caves who all received the same order. You and your party had supposedly PKed an entire gathering group earlier in the day. They'd dropped the others, and managed to isolate you in the caves." Shifty frowned. "We were told to hunt you down. That there would be a sizable reward in it for us if we could bring you down." 
 
    “And you didn't think to check the news before hunting down and murdering a complete stranger? Just following orders?” 
 
    "It was a company AR system. I can't even google on that shit." Came the sharp reply. Shifty's hands clenched and unclenched, the man doing his best to keep his temper under control. "And no, I wasn't going to kill you. I wanted you to surrender if you recall. If that hadn't worked, I'd have bandaged you up and let the security goons pluck you up the next time you left Islo." He turned, pacing a few steps one way and then a few more the other. "The whole thing didn't sit right with me." 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    "You were right. If you were some psycho on the run, you wouldn't have bothered to patch me up." He scratched awkwardly at the balding parts of his scalp as he spoke. "And besides, the story was bullshit. Corporate realized what was going on and pulled the plug on it less than an hour after you kicked my ass. Then they reminded us all of our Non-Disclosure Agreements before they canned us for good measure." His eyes met Cayden's. "You didn't kill anyone, did you?" 
 
    It was a statement of fact more than a question, but Cayden answered anyways. “No.” 
 
    “That's what I thought.” 
 
    "Not that I don't appreciate someone believing I'm innocent, but why are you here Shifty?" 
 
    " 
 
    I feel like I owe you." He shrugged. "I was going to jump in to stop you if you'd been stupid enough to fall for the stake out at Southgate. Since then I've just been tailing you and trying to work up the nerve to have this conversation." 
 
    Cayden studied the other man. He seemed genuine enough but considering their history thus far that didn't count for much. "And you are going to help me how exactly?" 
 
    “How about a way out of town.” 
 
    He snorted. "Hey guys, look over there! Oops, Jay-Kay, it was a trap. Five million dollars for us." 
 
    “It's no-” 
 
    “Just exactly how gullible do you think I am exactly? Even if you were telling the truth, every gate is being watched by people twice or more your level.” 
 
    “We wouldn't be using the gates!” Shifty said with an annoyed slap of his hand to the wooden tabletop. 
 
    "Oh?" Cayden asked sarcastically. "So what, we climb on the walls, and I leap attack down? Considered that already. I'd be going through open fields where they'd see me plain as day." 
 
    “You don't go over. You go under.” 
 
    Cayden narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “I'm really not crazy.” Shifty insisted, sliding a mirror from his back pocket and laying it on the table. It was alight with some sort of map, but it wasn't until Cayden rotated it that things began to make any sort of sense. 
 
    "The Waterway of Enrai?" He asked. 
 
    "It is a dungeon here in the city," Tyson explained. "Very poorly known. It was found and cleared within the first few weeks of the game, but after that, it didn't draw much attention. Vitalita used it for a little bit to farm a type of fungus for Treat Minor Disease potions, but those haven't been popular since we've been able to consistently make cure potions for over a year at this point." 
 
    “And it exits...” Cayden mused. 
 
    "Seven miles out of the city without a soul in sight. I've checked the entrance myself three times over the last few days." Tyson grinned. "You get out that far, and we can use one of the back ways to get to the third floor. Once you're out of the city, it'll be a needle and a haystack trying to track you down so long as you don't run around like a jackass saying-" 
 
    “I've got a bounty on my head?” 
 
    “-I was going to say come and get me assassins. But that works too.” 
 
    It was now Cayden to pace. Behind him, Iwamatsu emerged from the backroom, broom, and mop in hand as he cursed Cayden's name. The Elan seemed to recognize the import of the meeting, for he kept his complaints and grumbles focused inward rather than yelling at Cayden directly. "There is no way I can trust you not to be at the exit waiting to strike the moment I exit." 
 
    "Well, there is one. I'd be going with you." 
 
    Cayden burst out laughing. “And how do you plot that course?” 
 
    “It is a dungeon. One that there are no significant guides for, and one you've never done. You're what... level five?” 
 
    “Seven.” 
 
    Shifty raised an eyebrow. "Impressive. Fine. You're level seven. It is a level four dungeon; you aren't taking that on by yourself. You won't just need me either; you'll need a healer as well." 
 
    “I might have someone in mind.” Cayden said with a slight grin. “That doesn't change the fact that I can't trust you not to backstab me.” 
 
    "You beat me before, you out level me now, and you'll outnumber me two to one. If I pull some trick at the exit all you have to do is back up into the instance, and they won't be able to follow you unless you invite them to party." 
 
    It was a good point. 
 
    “And once we get a mile away from the exit and you tell them where we are?” Cayden said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Lock out the comms on my mirror, block the tracking on it and pick a random direction once you leave the dungeon.” Tyson shrugged. “Once we're out of the dungeon I can leave party and head to the third floor separately if it makes you feel any better.” 
 
    Cayden was quickly running out of arguments against the idea. Besides the obvious one. 
 
    “You tried to kill me.” 
 
    “And I can't change that.” The other man shrugged helplessly. “What I can do is try and make amends, and maybe help myself in the process.” 
 
    Cayden raised an eyebrow at that. 
 
    "I'm unemployed, have two mouths to feed beside my own and am absolute garbage at this game when I play solo. Unlike you." The slightest hints of a smile had become to creep onto Shifty's face. "If... when this works out, I want you to keep me on. As a full member of your party."


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Three days was all it took for Cayden to make up his mind. 
 
    Logically he knew it was probably a mistake and a perilous one at that. Shifty hadn't exactly made a good first impression, and despite his silver tongue Cayden didn't have a reason to believe in the sincerity of his offer. Yet it had festered in his mind from the moment they'd parted ways. A chance to get out from under the thumb of his would be assailants. More importantly, an opportunity to get back on track, to get back to playing. 
 
    Cayden had waited over two years to risk his life playing Babel and had thrown himself into it with abandon the moment that the opportunity presented itself. Impulse control was never his strong suit. 
 
    “Cayden! Over here!” The too chipper voice of Celia rang out over the low volume traffic of one of Islo's side streets, though the last of her words were strangled in horror as she realized what she'd done. 
 
    “Definitely the way to help him keep a low profile.” Shifty chuckled in bemusement at the mortified young girl. “Glad to see you could make it.” 
 
    Cayden nodded absently, his head twisting this way and that as he observed the crowd for any sign that Celia's outburst had drawn attention. “Sorry about making you-” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Level Up: Perception 
  Type: Passive 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 5 
  Effect: Improved situational awareness. 10% increased hearing and vision within 200ft. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “-wait.  Are you kidding me?” Cayden finished in annoyance.  He gestured with a gloved hand dismissing the notification and summoning his options menu. Only after he'd finished permanently killing direct notification for his perception skill did he finally finish his thought. “I had to take a circuitous route to ditch a hanger on who spotted me leaving the inn.” 
 
    Shifty waved away the apology. "No damage done. Gave me and the young lady time to acquaint ourselves with one another. You have fascinating friends Cayden." 
 
    “We're more acquaintances ourselves than friends.” Celia admitted, doing her best to shake off the embarrassment of her earlier misstep. “I was honestly a little surprised he asked me to party with him at all.” 
 
    "I don't exactly have a bounty of friends or acquaintances. Let alone ones I can trust. I was more surprised you accepted than anything." Cayden smiled. "For all her jokes about babysitting, I didn't think Silver would let you out of her sight, let along go dungeon crawling with a wanted man." 
 
    Now it was Celia's turn to smile, a sly grin creeping across her features. “Technically I'm supposed to be working on my crafting right now.” 
 
    Cayden cocked his head to one side, apparently confused. 
 
    "They are grinding out Amorath the Wise to try and get components for another run on Sobol's Demon, so they needed her for the afternoon." She shrugged. "She won't be back until late this evening, and as far as she knows I'm just sitting at a table mixing potions.” Celia glanced at Shifty and winked. “No damage done, right?” 
 
    "Like I said, fascinating friends." The elder man snickered. 
 
    Cayden opened his mouth to complain, then thought better of it. Shifty's plan wouldn't work without a healer he could trust, which meant relying on Celia. Even if helping her play hooky might end up putting him on Silver's bad side. A rather dangerous place to be. 
 
    "Looks that way." He said, at last, two fingers swiping through the air once more as he sent each of them both party and friend requests. "This makes it official." 
 
    Celia smiled, reaching up to brush the air in front of her. A second later a callout sprung into existence above her head, marking her as Avaritia. Meanwhile, Shifty dug into a pouch at his hip, producing his mirror before cycling through menus to accept the offered invitations. 
 
    “Avaritia? Cute name.” Shifty said. 
 
    “Thanks. I wanted something to make my sister proud without it being too obvious.” 
 
    “Your sister?” 
 
    “Older sister. Had a little bit of a head start on her.” Cayden interjected. He gestured to Shifty's mirror in an attempt to move the subject away from Celia's familial relations, before things could get even more complicated. “You sure you're going to be okay without a display?” 
 
    "I'll be fine. Never really relied on them anyways." Shifty smiled. "I kicked the hell out of you if you recall, and I didn't even have the damn thing on at the time." 
 
    Celia narrowed her eyes, glancing between the two men. 
 
    “Huh? Oh! A practice match.” Cayden stammered unconvincingly. He hadn't come up with an excuse, besides desperation, for why he should trust Shifty, which meant telling her how they'd met was entirely out of the question. 
 
    Skepticism radiated from the young woman's face; her soft green eyes narrowed as they continued studying the two men. Perhaps Shifty seemed more sincere than Cayden, or perhaps she simply didn't want to know, but eventually, she shook her head and began manipulating objects in AR space. 
 
    Cayden didn't have to see her display to guess what she was doing, if only because it was the same thing he was eager to do. Now that they were partied up, he had access to their character info, minus anything they had intentionally marked private. Time to study up on his new companions. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Avaritia 
  
      	  Gender: Female 
  
      	  Bloodline: Leraje-Naya'il 
  
      	  Class: Chronomagi 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 32,777 
  
      	  Next Level: 36,000 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 10 
  
      	  Dexterity: 18 
  
      	  Vitality: 16 
  
      	  Energy: 35 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stat Points Remaining: 0 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max HP: 740 
  
      	    
  
      	  HP Recovery: 1.6/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max MP: 1280 
  
      	    
  
      	  MP Recovery: 7.0/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max TP: 640 
  
      	    
  
      	  TP Recovery: 4.4/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Shifty 
  
      	  Gender: Male 
  
      	  Bloodline: Shax-Cassiel 
  
      	  Class: Carnivalist 6, Scout 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 21,215 
  
      	  Next Level: 28,000 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 18 
  
      	  Dexterity: 30 
  
      	  Vitality: 18 
  
      	  Energy: 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stat Points Remaining: 0 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max HP: 1000 
  
      	  HP Recovery: 2.7/Second 
  
      	  Max Blades:26 
  
      	  Blade Recovery:0.6/Second 
  
     
 
      
      	  Max MP: 350 
  
      	  MP Recovery: 0.8/Second 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max TP: 1300 
  
      	  TP Recovery: 6.6/Second 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “I thought you said she was a Cleric.” Shifty asked after the three of them had spent several minutes paging through each other's information. 
 
    “I said she was a healer. There is a difference.” 
 
    Shifty seemed dubious. “Healing is a divine caster thing. She's arcane.” 
 
    He wasn't wrong. While Babel's system of magic was incredibly complex, it did have some rather simple and nearly universal ground rules. Arcane mages couldn't cast spells wearing significant armor, divine mages typically had shorter incantations and so forth. Perhaps one of the most ironclad of all such rules was the prohibition of Arcane healing. Cayden could count on one hand the number of Arcane spells that could heal damage, and those few were situational or significantly weaker than comparable divine magics. 
 
    However, every rule had an exception. 
 
    “It isn't actual healing.” Cayden explained. “Chronomagi are a hybrid class DPS/Healer, sort of similar to my Guardian. Her spells don't heal the damage by mending the wound directly the way a cleric might, instead they alter the past or future of the wound itself.” 
 
    Shifty stared at Cayden deadpan. 
 
    “Didn't see a lot of Chronomagi on the farms huh?” 
 
    The other man snorted. "I took my first level as a scout because that was the build I was assigned to. They only switched me to Carnivalist after they saw how good I was with a knife, and my crew chief had to fill out two dozen forms just to get permission for me to do that." 
 
    It was the way the farms worked, Cayden knew. Companies like Vitalita had grinding down to a science, with mapped sets of resource nodes and a series of well-regimented company builds that had proven to be the safest, or at least the most profitable, for their farmers. Chances were if you bumped into a corporate farming group anywhere on the first five floors you'd be meeting a Scout, a Radiant Servant, A Juggernaut and a pair of Wizards. 
 
    Creativity was not exactly their strong suit. 
 
    “It is a great class for someone who knows what they are doing. High risk, high reward.” Cayden couldn't help but notice the small smile of satisfaction creeping across Celia's lips. “Here, let me show you.” 
 
    He reached for Shifty's mirror and navigated to the skills section of Celia's character sheet. There were a large number of abilities listed there, though the majority of them were grayed out. Like most magic casters, Celia had access to more spells than she was allowed to prepare at any one time.  Each morning she selected a number based on her level and equipment and was limited to those particular spells for the entirety of the day. 
 
    The system allowed casters significant flexibility compared to classes like Guardian or Carnivalist, but it came at the cost of specialization, as individual spells could not level or progress in the same way a skill like Southern Cross. They could only be improved by items, or by mastery, the latter of which wasn't even available until a player hit level ten. This meant mages were always on the hunt for the next new thing. A scroll to grant them a new spell, a wand to improve the power of an existing class of magic. They couldn't simply grind their abilities the way Cayden and Shifty were able to. 
 
    "This is her main spike heal." Cayden said, at last, pulling up the skill from amidst the sea of its fellows. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Time Warp 
  Type: Active Combat Spell 
  Skill Level: N/A. 
  Effect on Ally: Reverse any damage dealt to the target in the previous 1.5 seconds. 
  Effect on Enemy: Reverse any healing granted to the target in the previous 1.5 seconds 
  Cost: 125 MP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “Reverse damage?” Shifty asked. “Don't think I've ever seen that before.” 
 
    "Not Chronomagi specific, but definitely something we are the best at." Celia said, leaning over Cayden's right shoulder to look at the screen as he swiped through to another ability. "As he said, it isn't traditional healing. I don't fix the wound, I just sort of rewind things, as if it had never happened at all. Ideal for when a big hit gets through unexpectedly." 
 
    “Mhmm, and this is her efficient heal.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Future Theft 
  Type: Active Combat Spell 
  Skill Level: N/A. 
  Effect on Ally: 800% HP Recovery/Second for ten seconds. After this, reduce HP Recovery to 95%/Second for 160 seconds. The penalty is cumulative with successive casts. 
  Effect on Enemy: Grant target's HP Recovery/Second to an ally for ten seconds. 
  Cost: 80 MP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Shifty squinted at the ability for several long seconds before a smile blossomed on his lips. "Okay, that is cool." 
 
    “So I'm good enough to party with you now?” The blonde said, grinning at him. 
 
    “Hey! I never said you weren't.” Shifty lifted his hands in surrender. “Just wanted to make sure someone was able to keep the meat shield up between me and the guy I'm throwing knives at.” 
 
    “Speaking of...” Celia said, her attention returning briefly to her AR display before a layer alert appeared on Shifty's device. A tap of a button pulled them completely free of Celia's character and deposited them back at the outline of Shifty's. “What exactly does Max Blades mean?” 
 
    "I can't think of a phrase that describes it better than that? It is the maximum number of blades I carry." Shifty replied, trying to get a rise out of her. 
 
    "It is a Carnivalist special resource." Cayden interjected before Celia could shoot back the harsh response that was clearly on the tip of her tongue. "Well, technically a bunch of classes use it but..." 
 
    “Cayden...” 
 
    “Right, right. Sorry.” He made a few motions on Shifty's device to pull up a skill description. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Flurry of Knives 
  Type: Channelled Combat Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 10. See skill trainer to advance this skill to intermediate. 
  Effect: Throw a barrage of knives at a single target. Three knives are thrown at a target per second, each dealing 95% damage. 
  Cost: 150 TP + 100 TP/Second. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Celia whistled softly. “That... is some good damage.” 
 
    “You're too kind. You're too kind.” Shifty smiled. 
 
    "Humble too." Cayden grumbled, stealing a line from Silver. "Just like with any class that uses ammunition, spell components or anything else, the game doesn't track individual items. He equips a throwing knife as a weapon, and his bandoleers just populated with copies of it that will disappear an hour after being used. Unlike an archer, however, Carnivalists have a limited number of knives at any one time, and they refill just like any other resource." 
 
    Celia didn't seem to be paying attention. Her eyes stared at nothing as she navigated her AR display for a short time then returned her attention to Shifty. “Are all of your skills maxed?” 
 
    “All the ones that matter, yeah.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Why haven't you...?” 
 
    "Ranked them up? The earliest Carnivalist trainer is on floor twenty four and I was staffed on floor two." 
 
    “But you must have been playing for months. Why not try and get there in your downtime?” She frowned. 
 
    Shifty eyed her carefully for a moment as if trying to decide just how to proceed. "I worked fourteen-hour days grinding out potion components. Even if I had downtime, I'd have gotten canned the moment my foreman got word I was aiming for it." 
 
    "Why?" Celia asked. "If you leveled up further you'd be more use, wouldn't you?" 
 
    Shifty shook his head. “The corps don't want people with ambition. If I level up, suddenly I start asking why I'm working for them at all. Or I pull off three or four other guys and make a party that they gotta replace.” 
 
    “You know, interesting a discussion as this is, maybe we ought to get off the streets.” Cayden said. He didn't like the way one of the men at the far end kept glancing his way. 
 
    “Truer words were never spoken.” Shifty replied, tucking away his mirror before walking a handful of feet to a nearby sewer grate. Once there he squatted down, grasped the bars with his gloved hands and lifted with a grunt of exertion. The entire grate came away, the man pushing himself upright as he half walked, half stumbled to a nearby and set the grate down against it. “After you my lady.” 
 
    “Oh, such a gentleman.” Celia said with a wan smile. 
 
    “No, no. I meant her.” He gestured to Cayden who returned it with a more potent gesture of his own. 
 
    “So did it have to be a sewer?” Cayden asked, walking around Celia to take his first steps down the ladder. 
 
    “Technically I think they are waterways.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The underground complex had seemed pleasant enough at first. Wide, clean walkways next to clear swift running water. It reminded Cayden of when his family had vacationed up north and visited a set of rum runner tunnels purported to have been used by Al Capone. Damp, tight, but very touristy. 
 
    All that changed when the reached the instance gate. 
 
    If Shifty hadn't pointed it out, they almost certainly would have walked right passed it. The entrance was little more than a depression in the brick wall, one whose significance only became apparent once refuse and spiderwebs were wiped away to reveal a complex mechanical mechanism consisting of five rotatable gears. 
 
    Shifty had explained that the puzzle was a questline in and of itself, one that took players to each major city in search of a few scraps of information that would make sense of the complicated cipher carved into the spokes of each of the gears. Fortunately, it was a solution that never changed, allowing them to circumvent the entire thing in a matter of seconds with Shifty's help. 
 
    The passageway revealed by the open door sloped downwards further into the earth. A slight switchback in its path gave Cayden the feeling of walking down the gullet of an enormous snake. It was a sensation soon reinforced by the disgusting smell that emanated from up ahead of them. It was among the foulest stenches Cayden had ever experienced, and he could hear Celia struggling not to gag behind him even as Shifty appeared totally unaffected. 
 
    “Technically, I think this is a sewer.” Celia groaned as she fought a wave of nausea. “If we have to go walking through sewer water I am turning around and going to go make potions.” 
 
    “Oh, nothing that bad." Shifty promised. "The smell is part of the instance gate. If you weren't in our party, it would get so overwhelming that you'd be forced to turn back. It should level off in a few more minutes." 
 
    True to his word, the odor only persisted for the remaining length of the tunnel. The air was still fetid as they reached the landing, but compared to the corrupt scent they had been forced to endure it was positively tolerable. 
 
    Sadly, that was the only thing about their situation that had improved. Gone was the crystal clear water. In its place was a noxious brown sludge that oozed more than flowed down the center channel cut into the brickwork. A similar slimy substance seemed to coat the brickwork, leaving Cayden shuddering at the mere concept of touching the walls. 
 
    Celia's face mirrored Cayden's disgust as he looked her way, but to his surprise, she suddenly burst into laughter. A little giggle at first, then a full cover-your-face snicker that she was doing her best to conceal.  
 
    Shifty cast a glance to Cayden, who merely shrugged. “What is so funny?” 
 
    “Sorry... I just." She paused as another swell of humor overtook her. "I just... this is ridiculous. Six weeks ago I was in AP Math; now I'm dungeon crawling in a literal sewer. I'm probably going to end up fighting some sort of mutated samurai turtle before this is all over." 
 
    She dissolved back into laughter, and it wasn't long before Cayden found it contagious. It was ridiculous, that this was the world he lived in. Even before Babel, he had probably spent dozens of hours across as many different games in digital sewers. So much so in fact, that despite the revulsion of his body, the scene around him felt oddly... familiar. 
 
    “No Turtles.” Shifty said through a deadpan face that was struggling heroically against a grin of its own. “We are going to run up against a huge bipedal rat though.” 
 
    That was it. The floodgates opened, with Celia, Cayden and finally even Shifty all but collapsing into uproarious laughter. It wasn't long before Celia could barely stand, her slim body leaned against Cayden's unsteady frame rather than risk touching the greasy surfaces of the nearby stone wall. They laughed until they were red in the face, whatever tension they had felt coming down into such a dangerous place momentarily fled as they just relished in the ludicrousness of it all.  
 
    As they finally came down from their high and separated from one another, both Celia and Cayden found themselves thankful that their respective blushes were hidden by the harsh crimson that already tinged their faces. If there was something to be said about that short contact, neither had any interest in commenting on it further, and each was delighted when Shifty finally drew their attention to the business at hand. 
 
    “R-right.” Shifty said, running a hand along the bald area of his scalp in an attempt to focus his mind back to task. “So, before I go any further, we should probably discuss the bosses.” 
 
    “You mean splinter.” 
 
    Shifty clapped his hands twice mere inches from the young girl's face. “Focus girl. Focus.” 
 
    “I think his name is something like Rap Rat?" Cayden said. "Some early nineties reference I think. There honestly isn't much info available online about this dungeon." 
 
    “Too much of a pain in the ass, and not great rewards.” Shifty nodded. “I think we were the only people to reliably run it after the first couple of months, so anything you see online is probably going to be information from a farming group.” 
 
    Cayden nodded. “Even that is spotty. No real details on mechanics, just that there is a trio of bosses we have to go through. A rat, a slime and a crocodile?” 
 
    “An alligator.” Shifty corrected. 
 
    “Is there a difference?” Celia asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Crocodiles don't live in sewers.” 
 
    “Wait, alligators live in sewers?” This time it was Cayden, his voice dubious. 
 
    Shifty took a long moment to eye up each of his young party members. He was almost convinced that they were taking him for a ride, but after several seconds of confused glances between one another, he relented. “Look, just... don't think too hard about it okay. You're in the sewers of a magical, reality-defying tower in downtown New York City. I feel like the existence of alligators in the sewer should be the least of your problems.” 
 
    “Point taken.” The two said in near unison. 
 
    Shifty gave the two one more long look before he was apparently satisfied enough to continue. “Your info was mostly right. Three bosses, with an optional one that we're going to avoid. You've got Rap Rat a nine-foot tall bipedal rat with a sword the size of your body. Then you have the Ooze which... honestly is pretty much exactly what it sounds like. He will probably give us the most trouble since we don't have much in the way of magical damage. Last we have White, the aforementioned alligator in the sewers.” 
 
    “White?” Celia asked curiously. 
 
    “You'll understand when you see him.” Shifty grinned. “We'll go into more detail when we get to the boss rooms. Sound good?” 
 
    Celia nodded in affirmation, but Cayden remained silent for a moment before asking. "What's the optional boss?" 
 
    “Some golem thing. I think it was part of some questline?” 
 
    “You think, or you know?” Cayden inquired. 
 
    “I think." Shifty replied with a hint of annoyance. "It wasn't part of the regular grind for the dungeon, and there are no resource nodes anywhere near it, so we just ignored the thing. It is the highest level enemy in the dungeon, and considering we are already two men down I didn't think we'd be wanting to push our luck." 
 
    “We're down two player, but up three levels." Cayden retorted, his mind whirring even as Shifty turned away with a roll of his eyes. "But yeah, you're right. No reason to risk it if we don't have to." 
 
    “Talking some sense. I like it.” Shifty smiled. “Alright, saddle up boys and girls. Let's get this show on the road.” 
 
    Once they got going, it took the better part of an hour for the group to reach their first substantive obstacle. 
 
    There had been speedbumps along the way of course, but even down two members from the expected five-man group, the regular mobs weren't all that much of a threat. They were numerous, dog-sized rat creatures that came out of the walls in swarms and killer slimes that oozed from the endless river of questionable fluids, but they weren't dangerous.  
 
    In truth, their unfamiliarity with one another had proven far more threatening. In one battle Shifty had dealt more damage than Cayden had been expecting, which forced the Carnivalist to turn tail and run, hoping small circles over the sludge to avoid the monsters until Cayden could reacquire aggro. In another Celia had spent half her manapool anticipating serious injuries to Cayden that never came. Even Cayden had screwed up at least once, mangling a personal skill use taunt so badly that the mobs had managed to get a few swings in on Celia before he'd reacquired them.  
 
    Whatever the particular failure, the overarching theme was far from encouraging. 
 
    “No real way around it, this part is going to suck.” Shifty admitted as they stood before the entrance to the first boss room. They had been discussing this particular hazard for the last thirty minutes, bouncing ideas back and forth in an attempt to come up with some clever way to circumvent or otherwise simplify the set piece, all to no avail. 
 
    Cayden had to agree with his assessment. This was going to suck. 
 
    It was a simple event. A player on each side of the sludge needed to pull down on a lever for one minute to open the boss room door, an action that prevented them from doing anything else. Doing so, however, would provoke a veritable flood of low-level slimes. According to Shifty, this was normally a non-event, a sixty-second hiccup in the run. But that was with a five man party. A five man party could afford to have two people out of commission, Cayden's group could not. 
 
    “I still think it makes more sense for me to do it.” Shifty complained as he crossed a small stone bridge to reach the far side of the sludge. “I can tumble over them try and make a break for it and kite them around for a bit until the door is open.” 
 
    “And if you miss a single one of them then it gets to beat on us unopposed for the better part of a minute. I might survive that, but Celia absolutely won't." Cayden countered. "If you had a taunt, I'd be all for it, but you don't." 
 
    It was the best plan they could come up with. Celia and Shifty would open the door, while Cayden taunted the swarm of slimes and tried to endure their damage until his companions were free to join the fray. 
 
    It was not a good plan. Not by any stretch of the imagination. 
 
    “Tank turtles and everyone prays. Fantastic plan.” Shifty scowled. 
 
    Tank falls, and you get a payday. Cayden frowned at the other man. He had made all of this sound a hell of a lot easier when they first discussed the idea at Imawasu's shop. It was hard to shake the idea that Shifty was protesting too much, that this was all just some elaborate setup for an easy kill. 
 
    “Ready when you are.” Shifty nodded to Celia. 
 
    “Right. Skill Use: Lesser Haste!” Celia replied. An instant later the system overtook her body, a dainty right hand rising to gesture in Cayden's direction as she intoned words of arcane power, ending in a stream of English words. “Layer upon layer, time compounds upon time. Lesser Haste!” 
 
    The spell overtook Cayden's body with the sensation of an electric shock. His whole frame buzzed, and a glance at his own hands showed them vibrating faster than he'd ever moved in his life. There was a blur of the movement, like hummingbird wings, his own motions feeling strange and unnatural to him.

“Skill Use: Slow Wall.” She continued another magical chant following the first. “Burden of time, barrier of entropy. Slow wall!” 
 
    Cayden tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword. He'd swapped back to his rune-inscribed blade in the lead up to this encounter. Better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it, even if he would have to spin a tale about buying it from the marketplace if either of his companions bothered to check the combat log. 
 
    “Skill Use: Image of the Past!” 
 
    Cayden took a deep breath as she began the last of the three spells. Lesser Haste was self-explanatory, a spell that increased his dexterity, reflexes and movement speed. Slow Wall hadn't taken him much time to puzzle out either, a barrier that would slow anything, himself included, as it passed through it. The goal was to fight at the edge of the glimmering obstacle, to try and keep as many slimes slowed inside of it. 
 
    Image of the Past was the only one he'd had to look up. It was a clever buff, similar to displacement or mirror image. It created a time delay duplicate of him, an afterimage that followed his every motion half a second behind. Rather useless in PvP since a talented player could see through it, but almost invaluable in a PvE environment like this. 
 
    “Form of time, recollection of motion! Image of the Past!” Celia cried before immediately reaching for her lever. The buffs wouldn't even last the entirety of the combat. Every second counted. 
 
    The click of switches falling into place was accompanied by the rumbling of gears as a crack opened beneath the door. Shortly thereafter a second sound joined it, a squishing, squelching sound as the river of sludge began to disgorge its cargo. One slime, two, five, ten. They came less in a column than in a wave, an onrushing mass of bouncing green and blue droplets and squares. 
 
    They'd fought a dozen such creatures on their way here. Individually they were pathetically weak. Their attacks were predictable by the sudden tension across their surface before they leaped. All they could do was throw themselves at you, bludgeon you with their body and coat you with the acid that lingered just beneath the gelatin exterior that kept them cohesive. If this group had come to him one or two at a time, he could fight them all day. 
 
    Sadly, he had no such luxury. 
 
    “Personal Skill Use: Taunt!” Cayden shouted, giving his best berzerker impression as the first of the creatures bounded into range, clattering off his shield for minimal damage. His first job was to corral the slimes; a task made harder by the fact that half of the slimes were spawning on the opposite side of the sludge.  
 
    “Personal Skill Use: Taunt!” He cried again. Slimes were completely unintelligent, which meant all he had to do was be the closest living thing in range. But they were fast. Even with his taunt, it was a struggle to shift from side to side with each encroaching batch of slimes. Doubly so as the critters began to pile up behind him. By the grace of God, or more likely the distracting image left by Celia, he managed to avoid any serious damage in the back and forth. 
 
    Phase one, complete. He had nearly a hundred of the multi-colored slimes on his tail now, the bouncing creatures throwing them in his direction with reckless abandon. One or two received a sword blade for their trouble, but without any vitals, it was impossible to land a critical hit against a slime. He'd need at least two hits to drop a single one of these things, which meant going fully on offense was a fool's errand. 
 
    “Skill Use: Grasp the Earth!” Cayden spun on the creatures as they surged towards him, catching nearly a dozen of the bouncing creatures on his shield. His glasses were alight with notification, five damage here, ten damage there, perfect block. They were a distraction. The only number he needed to focus on was his HP and the remaining time. If his HP started to drop at more than 2% a second, he was in trouble. 
 
    On the monsters came. Their attacks struck in waves, some missing entirely as they leaped at him from atop an unsteady position. Others struck blows against his shins that might have toppled him without the unwritten stability bonus granted by Grasp the Earth. Still more impacted his shield over and over, bouncing away as quickly as they'd dealt damage, or falling into the sludge with a splash. 
 
    Thirty seconds left, and he'd only dropped to 75%. At a glance, it looked like a safe number, but he knew it didn't account for the first five or ten seconds he'd spent gathering and dodging the slimes. He was going to be cutting it far closer than he had originally hoped. 
 
    Even so, he felt powerful in the fight. His shield whirred in his hands, moving faster than he thought possible. His eyes caught sight of a slime readying to leap, and before his mind knew to react, he had already interposed the wooden brace between himself and the threat. The quick slimes felt as though they were going in slow motion. Indeed, some of them were going in slow motion. 
 
    A pity it had to end. 
 
    The buffs didn't expire without warning. A small blinking icon next to his timer kept him alert. Three blinks, two blinks, one blink. His haste cut out. Five seconds later the slowing spell dissolved into nothingness as well, along with his duplicate. 
 
    The attacks came faster now, and he was less prepared. Cayden lashed out as he stumbled under a barrage of blows, a slime splitting in half and bursting into ashes as the force of his attack threw it away from him. One out of a hundred might not win the fight for them, but it was a surprisingly satisfying moral victory. 
 
    Ten seconds. Twenty-five percent. I'm not going to make it like this. 
 
    “Skill disable: Grasp the Earth!” Cayden instructed, lunging backward as a trio of slimes passed through the air he'd occupied an instant before. More took their place as he retreated, and without the benefit of perfect blocks, the few that did clip him through his dodges dealt substantially more damage. 
 
    “Five Seconds Cayden!” Celia shouted. They couldn't even see him. The system took over their bodies when they used the twin levers, which left them facing the wall and praying that Cayden's rapidly lowering HP bar held out long enough. 
 
    “Anytime now.” Cayden impaled one of the creatures as it lunged at him, using its thick body to swat away one of its compatriots. His back was to Shifty now, less than two feet between the two men. Not exactly the best place to be if he was worried about getting stabbed in the back. “Skill Use: Grasp the Earth!” 
 
    “Skill Use: Fan of Knives!” Shifty yelled, the first wave of approaching slimes disappearing under the points of five sharpened daggers. 
 
    “Skill Use: Future Theft” Celia began to incant, soft glyphs of magical blue light appearing before her, their lines manipulated like the hands of a clock. “Twisted strands of time, the future is now! Future Theft!” 
 
    Cayden felt the waves of magic roll over him, causing goosebumps as they caressed his skin. Then, despite the withering attacks still battering his shield, his HP began to rise. 
 
    “Pain of the past, return to the present! Old wounds!” Celia's chant was accompanied by the sudden burst of a slime to Cayden's right. He hadn't even seen the creature, yet she'd had the good sense to recognize it was injured and to use a low tier spell she could cast without full incantation rather than just shouting out a warning. Maybe they'd make a good party after all. 
 
    With judicious use of Area of Effect skills from Shifty, and timely heals from Celia mopping up the remaining slimes was accomplished with relatively little trouble. The lower their numbers, the lower the risk, which meant by the time they'd halved their numbers Cayden was halfway back to full health, with eleven slime kills to his name. 
 
    “Mine.” Cayden said with a laugh, towering over the last remaining creature. It knew no fear, even sitting amidst piles of ash that were once its comrades. Like every other one of its kind, it bounced, lunging at Cayden, only to be promptly bisected by a baseball-like swing of his sword. 
 
    “Did we miss any?” Shifty asked, slumping back against the switch. 
 
    “You think I was keeping count?” Celia laughed, tapping the butt of her staff against the stone tiles. “Anyone else hungry? No? Didn't think so.” 
 
    “I don't think they eat anything if they kill it." Cayden remarked to a roll of Celia's eyes. "What, it's a valid point." 
 
    “Yeah, but you don't always have to be correct.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you don't...” Cayden trailed off at the sharp look from his healer. “I mean, yes Celia. You are absolutely right. Please don't leave the party. I don't think I have it in me to do that again.” 
 
    “Ugh, right? And we still have a slime boss ahead of us.” She added, jerking a thumb towards the now open chamber. 
 
    “Believe it or not, that is the easy part.” Shifty chuckled. “All smooth sailing from here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Despite his Murphy taunting proclamation, Shifty was right. The slime boss, Cayden's first actual boss encounter since entering Babel, was a joke. 
 
    For another party, or perhaps just an equal level party, Cayden could see how the thing might have been a threat, but Celia might as well have been the bane of its existence by itself. In its first form, it had only two attacks, an engulf attack avoided simply by not standing on the ooze when it smoothed out into a puddle, and the same attack as its lesser brethren writ large. 
 
    Owing to its size the attack did substantial damage when blocked, and knocked away nearly half Cayden's HP when unblocked, but it didn't matter. A single use of Time Warp after each blow erased the damage in its entirety, while the intervals between attacks were such that Celia regenerated almost the entirety of her MP between swings. By the end of the first phase Cayden wasn't even blocking, just swinging away with his blade, trusting Celia to top him up if he couldn't avoid it. 
 
    The second phase was no more challenging. When reduced to below 25% the boss began to throw off sections of itself, spawning small bunches of additional slimes every few seconds. A taunt collected them, and a single fan of knives dispensed with the baby slimes after each time they were spawned. After the tooth and nail battle minutes before, it was almost disappointing. 
 
    His loot, on the other hand, was anything but. 
 
    Unlike a typical monster drop, activating the crystal did not automatically distribute the loot. Instead, the crystal shattered with a spark of light, and as the glare faded four items were found in its place. 
 
    Babel allowed for a variety of different loot systems: Personal, Group, Need before Greed, even the time-honored DKP. Unfortunately Cayden hadn't thought to discuss the issue before they'd begun, and apparently, neither Celia nor himself had selected a preference before hand. This meant it defaulted to Shifty's preferred method. Leader's choice. 
 
    “Ugh, no pressure here.” Cayden chuckled, trying to ignore the piercing stares of his companions. “Skill Use: Observe” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Slime Cutter 
  An exceptional dagger that was claimed to hold magic properties detrimental to slimes. It does not. 
  One-Hand Damage 20-120 
  Required Level: 4 
  Required Strength: 4 
  Required Dexterity: 10 
  Durability: 16/16 
  25% Increased damage vs. magical beasts 
  Special: This weapon has no special effect on slimes whatsoever. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Stick of the World Tree 
  This mage's staff is purported to have originated as a branch of Yggdrasil. It did not, but the enchantments laid upon it are still quite powerful. 
  Two-Handed Damage 20-70 
  Required Level: 4 
  Required Strength: 4 
  Required Dexterity: 6 
  Durability: 16/16 
  +2 Energy 
  Quick Incantation (1) Once/Day 
  Special: With proper incantations, the user can unleash the unlimited cosmic power of the stick. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lord's Bucket 
  Reputed to have been ripped from the head of the most insane warrior to have ever lived, Lord Buckethead, the Lord's Bucket protects the wearer from traumatic brain injury. 
  Defense: 110 
  Required Level: 4 
  Required Strength: 18 
  Durability: 18/18 
  25% Resist to Control, Dominate and Confusion Effects. 
  Bonus Resist Damage 5 (Physical) 
  Wearer takes 1 point of sonic damage in addition to any normal damage when struck in the head. 
  Special: Your voice sounds really cool coming out of this. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Elixir 
  Be honest; you're just going to horde this until the final boss. 
  Restore All HP, MP, and TP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “So... was this a joke dungeon? Or what?” 
 
    "Hmm?" Shifty asked. At a glance, the items, apart from the bucket helm, looked perfectly normal. It wasn't until he pulled out his mirror and surveyed them for himself that Shifty began snickering. "No, I don't think it is. We never handled or got any of the loot when we were grinding down here. First I've ever seen of it." 
 
    "Well, joke or not I guess it is better than what most of us have?" Celia had already answered the question before Cayden even finished asking. Her hand was outstretched, reaching for the staff though she wouldn't be able to touch it until he okayed it within his display. Judging by the way she was drooling, he ought to do that quickly. 
 
    He couldn't blame her, the staff was nice. Really nice. +2 Energy worked out to another eighty Mana for her, but it was the second effect that was a mind blowing upgrade for her. 
 
    Mage spells were divided up into tiers; no doubt derived from the Vancian style spellcasting of Dungeons and Dragons. Every spellcaster started their character with access to level one and level zero spells, and roughly every twenty levels, depending on the particulars of their class, they gained access to a new tier of spells that would be far stronger than previous magics. 
 
    In addition, the new mastery in their primary magic skill would make casting lower level spells less difficult. One level below her max and the arcane incantation would be vastly shortened. At two levels below her maximum, the arcane portion was removed entirely, meaning she would only have to speak the English portion of the spell. Four levels below and just the name of the spell would do. 
 
    Celia's new staff duplicated the two level boost for a single first level spell, once per day. It made for a perfect pocket heal. In a pinch, she could call upon the staff's power to turn an eight-second casting into a one-second casting, seconds that could mean the difference between victory or defeat, life or death. 
 
    "Yeah, it's yours." He said to her unspoken question, passing off the item to a positively giddy Celia. Ownership of two of the remaining items was a simple decision. Shifty was happy to replace his forged blade with an uncommon item, and Cayden was... content to equip the helmet and its significant bonus to his defense. 
 
    Cayden donned his helmet with a few clicks of his menu and was less than impressed. The view slit on the bucket helm was ridiculously thin, providing solid defense, but essentially nothing in the realm of visibility. Considering his focus on mobility and active defense, the item would have been a no-go, even if his companions weren't laughing uproariously and making jokes about flesh wounds. 
 
    "Okay, enough of that." Cayden muttered as he pulled up his option menu. It was in a weird place, but he still found the option quickly enough, and with two ticks of his finger the helm shimmered, then vanished from existence. "And that is why God created a visible helms toggle." 
 
    “I'm sure the developer will be glad to hear you speak so highly of them.” Celia scoffed. 
 
    “Let me take a win where I can get one.” Cayden scowled. 
 
    The visible helms toggle was exactly what it sounded like. When toggled on, everything was normal. When toggled off, any helm he included in his item slot would continue to add its stats, bonuses, defense value and so forth to his stats, but it would not appear on his person. It had its advantages and disadvantages, improved vision weighed against the resistance to crits provided by a narrow view slit, but sad as it was, it mostly came down to fashion as far as Cayden was concerned. He would have gone entirely without if the alternative was wearing that godawful thing day in and day out. 
 
    "Oh no, bring it back. I had so many jokes left." Shifty cried without sincerity. 
 
    “You'll have to go in search of the original Lord Buckethead then, and try plying him with your sad attempts at humor.” Cayden scowled before turning his attention to the single vial still sitting on the ground. “So, what do we do with this?” 
 
    “Take it to a vendor and split the profits?” Shifty shrugged. “Unless you want to keep it. I think if the girl or I am ever in a position where we need it, then it probably isn't going to help, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    It was a good point of course. Shifty was dismissive, and Celia still seemed wrapped up alternately in admiration of her new staff and thoughts of him in the bucket helm. Executive decision time. “I'll hold onto it for now as an oh hell button. Depending on what else we get from the remaining bosses I may just hold onto it. Never know when a full heal out of the blue can change the course of a battle.” 
 
    Shifty wrinkled his brow at that as if to say really? Despite his obvious irritation at the veiled jab, he shrugged off the suggestion. Two votes for apathy meant an Elixir for Cayden. 
 
    “So where to next?” Celia asked, pulling up a copy of the dungeon map that Shifty had been courteous enough to share with them.  
 
    "Next we follow the path. The dungeon gets pretty straightforward now that we're entering the waterworks proper. Should be two or three groups of trash mobs for us to clean up, and, if we have time, I wouldn't mind sliding over here to grab a few extra components for your alchemy." 
 
    “You wouldn't use them yourself?” She seemed surprised. 
 
    Shifty shook his head "Not trained. I have every gathering profession under the sun maxed out at the novice level, but the potion makers are a completely separate group from the farmers." He shrugged. "Keep me fed with potions once in awhile, and I'll keep dumping components on you whenever I get the chance. 
 
    The delay didn't sit right with Cayden, but by that point, it just felt like he was paranoid. If Shifty had wanted him dead, he probably could have done it during the slime battle or even the boss fight. Celia wasn't going to stand up to a pure DPS class in combat if it came to that so if he wanted Cayden gone, all he had to do was wait for a moment of weakness, of which he'd had plenty. 
 
    They cleaved through the trash mobs like a hot knife through butter as they entered the waterworks proper. The facility was a steampunk-esque imagination of a water treatment plant, a sort of what if humanity had decided to use oversized gears, 1800's era gauges and a healthy dollop of magic rather than industrial chemicals to treat their wastewater. 
 
    It wasn't connected to the city above, Cayden knew that much. About a year or so back a film crew had won some documentary award for their in-depth reporting on just precisely how indoor plumbing worked in the cities of Babel. He hadn't watched the documentary, but the overall findings still popped up as a neat fact from time to time.. A complicated series of water creation relics and a piping system that fed all the city's wastewater directly into an all-consuming sphere of annihilation, the magical equivalent of a black hole. 
 
    Whatever it was in Babel, it most definitely did not float down there. 
 
    The facility itself appeared to have been built into some sort of cave system that the 'waterways' connected to. Its wood paneled surfaces were broken up here and there by several  outcroppings of rock that was too difficult, or too expensive to bother trying to work around. The haphazard nature of it gave the place a very devil may care feel. It wasn't an orderly place. Instead, it was one where things were placed where they fit, even if it wasn't exactly where they needed to be. 
 
    After collecting a few handfuls of moss and some Mario-esque sized mushrooms they were on their way once again, taking to the stairways that circled the edge of the facilities. Cayden could have guessed where they'd find the boss even without the map. The chain suspended platform hanging a hundred feet above the main working floor of the facility positively screamed boss fight. 
 
    The rat was waiting for them as expected, though the enormous beast paid them no mind as they ascended the stairs to face it. As they drew closer, it soon became apparent that the creature wasn't shirking its duty, or waiting to fight them in some honorable fashion. It was just asleep. Its head rested on the cross guard of the enormous rusted sword whose tip it had wedged into the space between two planks. 
 
    It looked like a cartoon caricature of a mouse, and a rat bred together with the horrifying nightmare of an abused child's dream. Its ears were enormous, each half the size of its bulbous head, the edges of them curled and yellow-green with pus and decay. Its nose was long and crooked, two sharp incisors clicking against their lower brethren as the thing's bulbous pot belly rose and fell. Its limbs were long and gangly, with such little muscle that Cayden wondered how the beast could ever hope to lift its weapon. 
 
    “Talk about your nightmare fuel.” Celia shuddered. 
 
    “Gotta say I second the young lass.” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm going to make that unanimous.” Cayden added. “You know, I was never much for the whole 'murderhobo' thing in video games. Always big on the diplomatic solution. But that thing needs killing.” 
 
    Shifty laughed. “Don't worry. He isn't the most talkative of fellows.” 
 
    “Give us the rundown.” Celia interjected into their banter, only to apologize just as quickly for her tone. “Sorry, I just don't even like looking at it. Sooner it is ash the happier I'll be.” 
 
    "It has that effect on people." Shifty admitted. "It is one of its abilities, looking at it causes discomfort that lowers damage, increases skill prep time and just generally makes its enemies worse at everything." 
 
    “Any way to avoid the effect?” Cayden asked. 
 
    “Don't look at it?” Shifty replied 
 
    “Any realistic way to avoid the effect?” 
 
    Shifty shook his head. “It diminishes as you deal damage to it, but it doesn't go away. Resistance to Fear would reduce or eliminate the penalty, but we didn't exactly bring a Paladin, so we're going to just have to suck it up.” 
 
    "It's first phase is pretty simple." Shifty continued. "Not that dissimilar from the slime, just a bunch of direct attacks on Cayden. It does have a whirlwind-style attack that doesn't care about aggro, but the damage should be pretty manageable provided you don't just stand there and let him hit you." 
 
    “I thought that was what I was supposed to do?” Cayden smirked. 
 
    Celia shot him a look, clearly less than impressed. “I think he means you should maybe use your shield to block. Unlike last time.” 
 
    His hands raised in surrender, Cayden turned his attention back to the grinning older player. 
 
    “The second phase kicks in when it goes for one of the chains.” Shifty indicated the thick iron chains supporting the platform. “It is going to snap one of them, tilting the battlefield and making everything incredibly unstable.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds like fun.” Cayden muttered, glancing down over the edge to the work floor some hundred feet below. 
 
    “It gets better.” Shifty said dryly. “Once it has struck off one of the chains it is going to try and pressure you off the edge. It has a bunch of push style attacks, so don't think you can just use your Grasp the Earth ability. You need to keep mobile.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    "The third phase is super short, but it is all or nothing. He'll roar and retreat to the center of the platform. We have fifteen seconds to DPS down the remainder of his health, or he'll snap the chains and we all fall to our deaths." 
 
    “Actually I can slow my fall.” Celia remarked with a smile. 
 
    “I can leap attack the ground to eliminate the falling damage.” Cayden joined her. 
 
    “Or I die then.” He looked to Celia. “Any chance you cou-” 
 
    “Nope. Self only.” She smiled cheerfully. 
 
    “... wonderful. Alright, well can we not screw this up then?” Shifty asked. 
 
    “The best rallying cry ever.” Cayden snorted and thrust his hand into space between them like some 1980's era sports flick. “One, two, three! Can we not screw this up then!?” Cayden threw his hand up with the end of the chant but drew only withering looks. 
 
    “After you then?” Shifty said to Cayden after the latter lowered his hand in embarrassment. 
 
    Cayden approached the edge, casting a quick glance downwards before drawing away with sudden nausea. Logically he knew there wasn't much of a threat if he fell, but somehow he still couldn't quite get that knowledge through to his vertigo. 
 
    The gap between their ledge and the boss platform was only three feet. An easy jump. Just backup, get a bit of a running start and... 
 
    Cayden slammed down onto the hanging platform with a screech of metal and a groan of wood. The whole thing swayed unsettlingly under his feet, causing him to lose his footing and fall to a knee. Ahead of him, the sleepy-eyed boss was weary no longer, its roar more of a high pitched squeal of rage as it drew the oversized blade from between loose planks and advanced towards him. 
 
    The thing had no difficulty navigating on the unsteady ground. Talons the size of fists topped each of its toes, their spear-like tips penetrating and grasping the wood with each step as it closed on Cayden. 
 
    The platform swayed again as Shifty rolled to a crouch nearby and Celia joined him a moment after. Their arrival was anything but opportune, the sudden shifts throwing off his posture and costing him a sizable amount of HP in a missed block as the creature's oversized blade bit a long glowing line across his breastplate. 
 
    Cayden returned the wound with a pair of his slashes, then shouted out a taunt a moment before Celia's first heal overtook him. Shifty's first few knives bit into the creature's flank, drawing its ire but not its aggro. The beast was focused on Cayden, and for the moment that was all that counted. 
 
    They developed a steady rhythm. The rat creature would attack him, and he would retaliate with a handful of slashes followed by a taunt to keep its attention. Celia reversed the damage, or sped Cayden's healing, interspersing the occasional light damage spells to augment the barrage of knives that was peppering the creature from behind. 
 
    Every so often it would break its routine, slamming Cayden's shield with a thin arm that carried a surprising amount of strength before beginning to whirl around the platform, its arms outstretched as it spun over and over, not even bothering to use the edged side of the huge hunk of metal in its attack. The technique was clumsy, and after its first two attempts, all three of them knew how to dodge it, whether it be by rushing out of its trajectory or ducking back near one of the chains it avoided with its swings. 
 
    Shifty didn't even have to tell them when the first phase had ended. The rat had become so predictable that the simple act of it hopping back away from Cayden was enough to put them all back on their guards. 
 
    “Here it comes.” Celia shouted out the obvious. All three of them moved towards the center of the platform as the rat stalked for one of the far edges, raised its weapon and struck. 
 
    The platform lurched beneath them as the corner fell out. If they hadn't been prepared for it, Cayden was sure at least one of them would have fallen. He wondered, morbidly, just how many players had fallen for that little trick. And how many of them had an ability to avoid what came next. 
 
    Cayden saw Celia chanting, and dashed forward to strike at the creature as it turned on them. “You have to let me pull the aggro again!” He cried angrily, punctuating the word with another taunt and a use of Southern Cross that ticked a percentage point off the boss' HP. 
 
    “Sorry!” Celia replied after the system had relinquished control of her body back to her. 
 
    “It's alright. I think we've go-” Cayden shouted in sudden alarm as a sting shot through his right shoulder. 
 
    He'd been so focused on the things sword, the only weapon it had used to attack thus far, that he hadn't paid any attention to the bladed bones it called incisors. 
 
    Damage isn't too bad. I'll just have to...just have... A wave of nausea worse than anything Cayden had ever felt washed over him, and it was all he could do to remain standing. A warning blinked in his display, calling for his attention. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Rap Rat's Poison Fang hits You for 270 Physical. [Poison] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    "C-Celia. I-" Cayden stammered. He wasn't sure if there was a spell on her list that could do anything about the poison, nor was he sure of the overall effects or duration of the poison in his system. All he knew was that he felt like the ground was moving beneath him even more than usual. And that he badly wanted to throw up. 
 
    Poison as a condition in Babel was a catch-all condition for hundreds of possible toxins and venoms, each with their peculiarities. One poison might deal damage over time, another might slow movement, while yet a third might lower abilities scores. Pulling up the icon would tell him more about the negatives of this particular poison, but at the moment he had bigger concerns. 
 
    “...Run your course! Full Cycle!” Cayden only heard the last few words for Celia's incantation as he feebly absorbed an overhand swing from the boss, the force of it enough to drive him to his knees. Ending up there turned out to be a stroke of good luck, as nausea intensified a hundredfold the moment Celia completed her spell. 
 
    Cayden heaved and retched, his whole body revolting against the sensation in waves of agony. Then, as quickly as it had overwhelmed him, the feeling was gone. He drew in a deep breath, cool air filling his body with vigor as he drew first to a knee, then fully back to his feet. None too soon from the way Shifty was shouting, the Carnivalist barely dodging blow after blow from the oversized dumpster diver as it sought to pen him in, driving him towards the far edge of the platform 
 
    “Over here!” Cayden shouted, more at Shifty than the monster. The former took to the air after a shouted command, a series of flips and cartwheels carrying him over its head to land beside Cayden with enough force to send the whole platform reeling once again. 
 
    The rat turned at Shifty's retreat, lumbering across the platform into the waiting embrace of Cayden's shield bash and taunt. Twice more he struck it, the third smash of his shield driving into the beast's teeth as they scythed down to try and poison him once again. Cayden was having none of that, even as he burned through TP at an alarming rate 
 
    Each time it recovered the beast fixed him with its beady eyes and worked to force him towards the edge with its attacks. There was no cleverness to the tactic, just clumsy swipes from left to right to left, like a child trying to run a puck down the ice. And just like the child, the rat found its prey escaping again and again as Cayden slipped its attacks to lead it on a merry chase, all while Shifty continued to barrage it with damage. 
 
    “It is going to-” Shifty started, interrupted by an agonizing screech from the beast's mouth as it once again retreated for the center of the stage. “Yeah. That.” 
 
    “Nuke it. Fast as possible!” Celia shouted, unable to conceal a soft giggle that escaped her lips before she began to incant her most powerful damage spell. 
 
    Despite his low TP, the third phase was by far the easiest. It was little more than a DPS and resource test, a check to make sure they hadn't blown all of their resources to scrape this far through the fight. 
 
    One of Shifty's daggers struck the final blow, inches of steel sinking into the creature's neck for a critical hit that turned its eyes glassy. It's skin began to darken, the first hints of ash just starting to flutter out of the wound when Cayden lashed out with a yell of disgust and a kick to the abdomen that sent the monster tumbling off the edge of the platform. 
 
    The three of them stood in silence for several long seconds, the cacophony of battle replaced by the sound of heavy breathing and the dull thud of the rat impacting the floor below. 
 
    “Uh, you realize we're going to have to go back down there to get the loot, right?” 
 
    Cayden whirled on Shifty, fingers white-knuckled around his blade as he advanced on the other man. Celia's slender fingers curled around his wrist, bringing enough calm back to his frazzled mind that it was his voice, rather than his sword, that he raised in anger. “It had a poison attack! You didn't think that was worth mentioning?!” 
 
    "It has never done that before!" Shifty retorted. He was indignant, the color of his ire rising to his face, but there was surprise and a little bit of fear there as well as he faced off against his companion. “I've fought that rat probably forty times. It doesn't have a bite attack, let alone a poison attack.” 
 
    “Do you need to see the combat log?” Cayden spat. 
 
    "Look, I'm not arguing that it did this time! It just never has before." Shifty stammered the words, a hand surreptitiously reaching for one of his knives. "Maybe it has different tactics for three; maybe someone triggered a change in it somehow. Hell, I don't know!" 
 
    Cayden's nostrils flared, his wrist pulled from Celia's grasp as he faced Shifty down. If the other man had been trying to kill him, this was the stupidest way he could have imagined. He might have just forgotten. Or he might be right. Maybe it was the party members, or their reputation, or the phase of the damn moons. 
 
    “We'll have to be more careful going forward I guess.” Cayden said, at last, returning his blade to the sheath at his hip before offering his hand to Shifty. “Thank you for keeping it busy. And Celia, thank you for your quick thinking.” 
 
    "My pleasure." She said with a relieved sigh. "Sorry, it was so rough. It's a cheap cleanse, but it can suck to experience all the effects in two seconds rather than having them spaced out over a minute or two." 
 
    "Better than the alternative I guess." Cayden agreed before walking to the edge of the platform, looking down to the spreading remains of the boss. "I don't suppose either of you wants to walk d-" 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    "No way. You did it; you're getting it." 
 
    Cayden sighed, looked down one last time, then jumped. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The loot dropped by the oversized Rat proved to be a mixture of the useful, the useless, and the ridiculous. 
 
    Unlike most modern MMORPGs, Babel didn't have a variety of loot tables that could be tailored to individual players and parties to make sure they got something they could use. Instead, each boss appeared to have their own unique pool of possible items. Some items appeared to be weighted more highly than others, and Cayden knew from his research that taking certain actions in a boss fight, such as disarming the creature, could increase the chances of certain items dropping after a battle. 
 
    Apart from that, it was a crap shoot. Sometimes you killed a plate mail-clad warrior knight, and he dropped three pieces of cloth armor. Sometimes you bested the mighty dragon, and it had two human-sized rings, an amulet, and a fancy new hat. It was a system that had driven more than one player to frustration as they beat their heads over and over against a boss that just refused to drop his +12 Sword of Badassitude. 
 
    Rap Rat, by contrast, had given them an abundance of swords. The rodent's blade was there, a two-handed hunk of jagged metal and tetanus that Cayden pushed out of his mind as he focused on the other two. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Gunthang the Bleeder [Rare] 
  The last work of a dying swordsmith, Gunthang was imbued with his hatred of life. It will wound your enemies greatly, but it exacts a heavy cost. 
  One-Hand Damage 80-130 
  Required Level: 4 
  Required Strength: 16 
  Required Dexterity: 14 
  Durability: 25/25 
  Bleed on Hit – 5 HP/Second for ten seconds 
  Vitality -2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mage Blade 
  A Mage Blade of the Elsmere style. It imparts powerful magical benefits to the initiated. 
  One-Hand Damage: 50-70 
  One-Hand Damage (Spellcaster): 70-110 
  Required Level: 4 
  Required Strength: 4 
  Required Dexterity: 10 
  Durability: 22/22 
  Energy +5 
  Empower (1) Once/Day 
  Special: This weapon has increased damage for anyone with a level in a spellcasting class. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “About damn time." Cayden said with a smile, scooping the blade up with one hand while navigating his menu to make his ownership of it official. Neither of his party members was going to contest his ownership of Gunthang, even if it was a rare. Sure it cost him a little vitality, not a great idea for a tank, but it also nearly doubled his damage. It was worth far more to him than whatever money the group might get from selling it at auction. 
 
    The Mage Blade, on the other hand, was an enigma. Celia might want it, but he doubted it. Empower was an incredible skill for mages whose spells had direct, quantifiable effects. A lighting spell that did 100 damage would deal 150 when empowered, but a spell that removed all damage would still just remove all damage. Quicken Incantation was much more useful for her. 
 
    Pity she can't just go all Gandalf with sword and staff. Cayden thought, only to laugh at the mental image of Celia shouting at a Balrog with a weapon in each of her hands. 
 
    The final item had been exciting at first, but its value had diminished to all but zero after a quick inspection. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Lucky Rat's Foot 
  This foot and a half long Rat's foot is known to bring good luck to whoever holds it. 
  Required Level: 4 
  Required Strength: N/A 
  Required Dexterity: N/A 
  Special: Local legend says that the foot of an enormous, mutated Ratman can bring tremendous luck. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Despite its 'humorous' description, the gray coloring of the item told Cayden all he needed to know. There was no luck stat in Babel, and gray items were, almost universally, vendor trash. It was possible the item might have some use in a quest chain, or that there could be some Elan who might give considerable rewards for obtaining it, but carrying the thing around for days or weeks in the hope of running into someone or somewhere that could use it was nowhere near the top of his list. 
 
    Cayden scooped up the three remaining items, depositing them into his inventory as he made for the stairs. By the time he reached the top of the stairs, his party members would likely have come to the same conclusion on the loot distribution he had. A new sword for Cayden, and action house goods for when they next reached town. Frustrating, but every Zeni counted. 
 
    “Enjoy your walk?" Shifty crowed from above as Cayden climbed the of the circular steps. After the rat's defeat, his companions had leaped from the far side of the platform onto a newly descended ramp that led upwards, further into the facility. They loitered there, Celia immersed in her AR display, while Shifty busied himself with a whetstone. Sharpening his weapons like that was a blacksmith skill, one that would give Shifty a minor damage boost for the first few daggers he threw in the upcoming combat. 
 
    “About as much as anyone enjoys power walking stairs.” Came Cayden's reply, the young man bracing himself for the jump onto the unstable platform. It swayed uncomfortably beneath his feet as he landed, the back and forth reminding him of the rides his father used to take him on at the state fair. The dragon boat in particular. Nausea flared at that memory, but he fought it down, took hold of a chain and waited for the platform to steady itself once more before he took the final leap onto the ramp. 
 
    “Glad to see you've been busy scouting up ahead.” He continued as he approached the pair. 
 
    “Nothing to scout.” Came Shifty's reply. “The optional boss is about five hundred feet down that corridor. Other than him we have to walk about half a mile to get back into the sewer system before we are going to run into any more random mobs. 
 
    The tone of irritation in Shifty's voice was hard to miss, even as mild as it was. Perhaps he'd pushed the party leader thing a bit too far. “Sorry, I keep forgetting that just because this is new to us doesn't mean it is new to you.” Cayden apologized before he turned his attention to Celia. “Any interest in the sword?” 
 
    "None." Came a blunt reply, the girl still enamored with whatever she was looking at on her display. 
 
    "Figured as much. I'll hold onto it for now." He nodded. 
 
    “Don't go thinking that means you can make off with it just because it is a sword.” Celia grinned, waving away her display with a grand swooping gesture. “I'm hoping I can convince Silver it is worth swapping the empower bonus over to my staff once I've leveled up a bit.” 
 
    “Wouldn't dream of it.” 
 
    “Mhmm.” Came her skeptical response. 
 
    “Shall we get moving?” Shifty asked. 
 
    “Slave driver.” Celia said, sticking out her tongue. 
 
    “I prefer taskmaster.” 
 
    “I'm sure you do.” The girl smirked, turning her attention to the passageway ahead of them. “Do we have to go out of our way to find the optional boss?” 
 
    “No. But you're not-” 
 
    “No, no.” She shook her head. “I've had enough close calls already. But if we're passing by I figure, why not take a look. I've never seen a construct before.” 
 
    Shifty seemed dubious, his eyes scanning Celia's for deceit before at last, he shrugged. "We have to walk right passed its boss room, so it isn't like I could stop you. But seriously though, no picking fights." 
 
    “Cross my heart and hope to-” 
 
    The rogue swatted at her fingers as she held them over her chest, his eyes narrowed in annoyance. “Really? Could you just not jinx us please?” 
 
    Cayden and Celia exchanged bemused looks as color crept into Shifty's cheeks. 
 
    “Never would have pegged you for a superstitious sort.” Cayden grinned. “You sure you don't want the rat's foot?” 
 
    Shifty eyed Cayden steadily, as though trying to stare him down. It failed, only widening Cayden's amusement until Shifty finally turned away to start down the tunnel, an obscene gesture tossed over his shoulder. 
 
    Cayden followed after him, delving into the rough-hewn stone. The tunnel was small, a circular passageway barely four and a half feet in diameter. It was a tight enough fit for Shifty and Celia, but for Cayden himself, it was profoundly uncomfortable. He was forced into a stoop as he walked, his shield and blade stowed so as to keep them out of his way. 
 
    Despite being a mere five hundred feet, the corridor felt like it went on forever, no doubt in part because of the sort of crab walk Cayden was forced to adopt part way as the already tight walls choked in even further. By the time they'd traveled halfway, it might have been easier and faster for Cayden to crawl, but he wasn't going to give the game, or the companions the satisfaction of seeing that on display. 
 
    Light too was quickly becoming an issue. Up until that point, there had always been some natural or artificial source of light. The sewers had been lit by magical light globes spaced at even intervals, while the waterworks had a large number of torches and natural glow stones from its rock formations. The cavern ahead of them had neither. 
 
    Fortunately, they did have Shifty. 
 
    “Snap it in the middle and put it somewhere on your armor. Preferably somewhere that it won't fall out.” The veteran explorer instructed as he tossed a glowstick to both of his companions. 
 
    The sound of three sharp cracks filled the corridor a moment before green chemical light bathed it in an unsettling glow. It made Cayden think of the night vision sections so popular with mediocre horror films, or worse yet, time spent camping in his youth, playing tag and getting the wits scared out of him by friends and family. The sooner they were out of the tunnel, the better. 
 
    “Now, on your left, you will see an enormous golem that we are absolutely not going to be screwing around with." Shifty said in his best this is your captain speaking voice after several more minutes of unsteady progress. “If you'd like to enter the room feel free to do so, but keep in mind I will leave you to die if you aggro it.” 
 
    “How close is too close?” Celia asked. 
 
    “Keep out of arm's reach for sure.” Shifty chuckled, dropping the annoying affectation. “I wouldn't go further than halfway into the room, just to be careful.” 
 
    Celia was the first into the room, with Cayden following close on her heels. After the close confines of the tunnel, even the oppressive atmosphere of the boss chamber felt like heaven. 
 
    The room was circular, perhaps thirty feet across with a ceiling nearly to match. It needed such a height to accommodate the towering body of the four-legged construct that took up a sizable part of the room's far end. It was a quadruped, which surprised Cayden. Shifty had called it a golem, but the creature before him was in no way humanoid. It's metal surface gleamed eerily in the green light that washed over it, revealing a centaur-like body with four arms emerging from the torso. The hands hung at the monster's sides, each clasping a blade as tall as Cayden. 
 
    “Damn.” Cayden murmured. “Skill Use: Observe.” 
 
    He was linked to Shifty, which meant that all the information the Carnivalist had on the automaton was streamed through to him. Even still, the information displayed was as basic as could be: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Runic Guardian 
  Level 6 (Boss) 
  HP: ????/???? 
  MP: ????/???? 
  TP: ????/???? 
  Skills: Unknown 
  Resistances: Unknown 
  Weaknesses: Unknown 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Cayden's breath caught in his throat. Runic Guardian. That meant... 
 
    Cayden turned away from the construct, the light of his glowstick washing across the wall to his left, illuminating what he was now sure he would find there. 
 
    Runes. Hundreds of them. 
 
    “Okay, I don't think we're going to be messing with that.” Celia said with a laugh that suggested she had originally planned to try to bully Shifty into confronting the monster. She took a few moments to admire the terrible form of the construct, then turned back to the entrance. “Cayden, are you coming?” 
 
    “Yeah. I... just a second okay?” He knew how he must look, the glow stick in his hand waving this way and that as he scanned the surface of the wall. It took a conscious effort to slow himself down, taking a more measured and casual approach as he lied. “I'm just taking some recordings of these.” 
 
    “Of what?” Celia asked. “The runes?” 
 
    “Yeah. Never know what you might learn.” 
 
    The girl laughed at that, Shifty's snicker joining her from the tunnel. “Don't take this the wrong way Cayden, but better men than you have tried.” 
 
    A wave of embarrassment rolled over him with shame quick on its heels. He wanted to shoot back a response, to tell them both that he might very well be the only person who could make sense of the runes. To say to them that all he needed was an hour or two in here to possibly double his vocabulary. He was angry at them for mocking him, annoyed at having to hide like this, and most of all furious over yet another missed opportunity.  
 
    “Fine." He said, turning away from the wall with a deep, shuddering breath. Celia started to speak, but his fury must have been written plain across his face by the way the words died in her throat. 
 
    Cayden made for the exit, his boots scraping echoes along the stone floor. His back ached as he once again hunched down to enter the tunnel, but something caught his eye before he could shamble his way inside. A single letter, just barely illuminated by the light of the glow stick. He stumbled back upon seeing it, fumbling for the glowstick to reveal the whole phrase before him. 
 
    “The White Knight.” Cayden repeated. 
 
    Then everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    “Please don't.” 
 
    The whimpered words were the only thing that let Cayden know he was awake. The only thing that let him know he existed. 
 
    He was alone in darkness. It was stuffy and cramped. His arms reached forward, and to the side, fumbling with the smooth wooden surface in front of him. It moved, just a touch. His digits curled around an edge and tugged but again it hardly budged. 
 
    “Please!” The desperate word was a plea now, stifled only by a harsh, feminine cry, a dull thud, and the sound of retreating footsteps. 
 
    He needed to get out. He needed to see. He needed to help! 
 
    Fingers were more frantic now, clawing along the edges until at last, they found purchase and the door began to move. 
 
    Across from his hiding place, and Cayden knew he was hiding, he could see windows. Enormous floor to ceiling windows that made up the entire far wall of the expansive room. He was high up, but at a glance he couldn't tell how high, particularly with the warm sunlight assaulting eyes that had been too long in the dark.  
 
    Where am I? He had time to think. Before he saw her. 
 
    The woman was dead, Cayden was sure of it. 
 
    She was on her face, her hair matted to one side of her head. A red halo ringed her motionless head, the stain on the plush rug expanding ever outward as the fabric struggled to absorb all the life that was flowing into its fibers. 
 
    He turned away. Tears stung his eyes, and sudden weakness threatened to bring his legs out from under him entirely. This was wrong. He knew that. It wasn't supposed to be like this. 
 
    Footsteps forestalled a panic attack. He was coming. 
 
    Cayden slid back into the closet he'd emerged from. He couldn't fight. But he could watch. He could escape. 
 
    Fear gripped his heart as the footsteps grew ever louder. Boots clicked off hardwood with methodical precision. Left-Right. Left-Right. The man was so close now that Cayden could feel him, even if the view through the slit of the closet door showed him nothing. 
 
    An eternity passed while Cayden waited for him to arrive, an endless breath held in panic. 
 
    It was strange to see a man act so casual after what he'd done. His footsteps were measured and patient, with none of the panic that filled Cayden, or the adrenaline that should have filled a murderer. He was methodical but disinterested. The act was boring to him, the transfer tedious. Cayden couldn't see his face. With his back to the sun, there was no face. Just a slim man cloaked in robes, his head hooded and his face concealed by shadow as he went about his work, moving the dead woman onto the tarp. 
 
    He doesn't want to make a mess. The thought infuriated Cayden, but the fury was not enough to spur him into action. He watched, motionless, helpless, as the man rolled, lifted and dragged the still bleeding body onto the tarp, then began the arduous process of dragging the body back down the hall. 
 
    Only when he was gone did Cayden realize his face was covered in tears. 
 
    Now was his chance. Perhaps his only chance. The man would be looking for him soon; he knew that too. A man that driven?  He would notice one of them was missing. He would come looking. 
 
    The closet wouldn't save him. 
 
    Cayden pushed the door ajar for the final time and turned his attention to the room. Was there anything he could use as a weapon? Would it matter? The man was bigger and stronger. He had a knife? But so what? He was human; his blood was as red as the pool that filled the room with the scent of copper. 
 
    A bottle. That was what he needed. The bar wasn't far away, just a few steps, skirting the wet, sticky morass at the center of the room.  2009 Bryand Cabernet ought to put an expensive hole in the back of his head if swung hard enough. 
 
    Taking up arms did little to quell Cayden's unease. This was all wrong, from the smear of blood across the window to the view outside it. Was it summer? What month was it? Everything felt fuzzy as he looked out towards the picturesque day taking place on the other side of the glass. It was better to focus on the horror, to concentrate on the now rather than the could have been. 
 
    Tracing his path was easy. Blood had trickled off the back of the sheet as the woman had been dragged down the hall. He hadn't entered either of the two bedrooms to the right, nor the bathroom on the left. Straight. Towards the dining room. 
 
    He had to go. He knew he had to go now. But some part of him lingered, kneeling next to the blood, touching it with outstretched fingers. The man would pay for this. He'd die for this.  
 
    His steps came quicker now as he made his way down the hallway. The man knew he was here; he had to know that. Speed would be his only ally. Speed to escape from this hell, or speed to send the man to his. He only had to cross the dining room, pass through the sitting room, and the door would await him. There were cameras in the elevator. Maybe even cameras in the hall. Someone would help him. 
 
    Nothing could have prepared him for what he saw when he rounded the corner. 
 
    His mind revolted at the sight. So many bodies. It was hard to tell how many since many of them were anything but whole. He tried counting left arms, got to twelve and vomited. He fell to the ground, shuddering in terror, in anguish and confusion. How had the man even had time to do this? Cayden knew there couldn't have been time. So many of them were alive such a short time ago. 
 
    The scrape of soles against wood stopped all logical thought. Adrenaline competed with fear for control of his body. Fight, or flight? 
 
    They were the same he realized. The man was standing by the door, silver gleaming in a bare hand covered with blood. 
 
    “There you are.” His voice was... fuzzy. Like a voice heard underwater. 
 
    “You don't have to do this." His own voice was no better. It was so shaky with terror that he couldn't even recognize it. 
 
    “No. I don't." The man nodded. Only the bottom of his face could be seen beneath the hood, and even that was fuzzy and unclear. 
 
    No other words needed to be spoken. Cayden knew there was no talking to the man. Silver flashed as the man closed on him, and Cayden's wine swung heavy. There was a resounding crack as the man crumpled to the floor and Cayden ran. He sprinted faster than he had ever run in his life, his body slamming into a door that didn't budge, then struggling with a lock that wouldn't move.  
 
    Why wouldn't it move? He turned the latch and heard the lock thud home. He pushed and pulled, thrashing at the door. He turned the bolt again, but it still wouldn't budge. What was wrong with it? Why wouldn't it move? 
 
    “You don't think I'd let you go so easily? Do you?” 
 
    The man loomed behind him, and he felt small. The robed body cast a shadow over his own that silver knife dripping with red. It had been clean before, hadn't it? Cayden knew it had been clean. 
 
    Blood spotted the left side of his white shirt, a growing trail that was already working its way down his side. 
 
    He was dying. Cayden knew that. There was no pain, no feeling at all as he slumped back against the door, a bright streak of his existence trailing behind him as he sunk to the floor.  
 
    The man made no move. He only stood there, watching Cayden as he bled. Watching the color begin to drain from his face. Cayden wanted to look up, to see the face one last time, though he knew what he would find there. But there was no energy inside of him, no power to do so much as lift his head. Only barely enough to speak. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The man seemed to ponder the word for a moment before he shrugged. "Who am I not to?" 
 
    Tears joined the other fluid draining from Cayden now. For that reason, this man had killed them? He'd hurt so many? He wanted to scream, wanted to thrash and fight and kill if necessary. But he was growing tired, and above all of that, he wanted one thing. "I don't want to die." 
 
    Cayden couldn't see it, but he knew the man was looking down at him as he spoke. 
 
    “You won't. Not really.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    There were small rays of white in Cayden's blue eyes. How had he never noticed that until now? 
 
    Then again, how much time did he spend looking into a mirror? Let alone stare into his own eyes with his nose mere inches from the glass. It wasn't the sort of thing one would notice if they devoted anything less than their total focus to the observation. 
 
    Why am I staring at my own eyes? The thought sent a jolt through Cayden's body, enough to snap him out of whatever reverie had overtaken him. He shook his head twice, blinking in an attempt to clear out the mental cobwebs. It wasn't right, why was he looking at his own eyes? How did he end up here, face to face with his reflection?  
 
    Where even was here? 
 
    Cayden whirled, his faculties and memories streaming back to him. He'd been in the tunnels with Celia and Shifty. He'd been looking at the runes, and then... 
 
    The White Knight 
 
    Had he died? What was that, a dream? A memory? A panicked hand went to his flank but came away dry after striking nothing but the metal of his armor. The sound reverberated, echoing in what sounded like an enclosed space, though it was impossible to tell. 
 
    Cayden was ringed on four sides by mirrors, their flat surfaces reflecting his baffled expression back to him in a number of different ways. The room was dimly lit from above, but the light seemed to vanish in the reflections as the mirrors doubled themselves off into eternity. There was no entrance or exit, no seems or smudges of any kind on the surfaces around him. What had happened to get him to this point? 
 
    He snapped his fingers to draw up a menu, only to realize that he wasn't wearing his glasses. His mirror was gone as well, along with all connection to the outside world. 
 
    “You came.” 
 
    Cayden whirled as the words broke the silence, his hand reaching for a sword he quickly discovered was absent as well. Just as well, he never would have drawn the weapon. 
 
    On the other end of the small room, just barely out of arm's reach stood a woman. She had her back to him and stood close enough to the mirror in front of her that Cayden could only catch little glimpses of her face. 
 
    She was white. Not caucasian, but alabaster white. What little skin showed beneath the curved plates and soft leather of the armor that covered her diminutive frame positively glowed as the light struck it. The girl wasn't pale, or ashen, quite the contrary, she looked alive and vibrant, as if the sun should have been the one concerned about getting a tan when faced with her presence. 
 
    Her hair was no different, its silken length trapped in a neat bun at the back of her head. A few wisps of rebellious hair were the only things to mar its perfection, though the more he gawked, the more he felt that they complimented it instead. 
 
    The leather she wore, the shield across her back, even the metal of her armor held a similar brilliance. It should have been hard to look at something so bright, yet all he could do was stare. 
 
    "You're different than what I expected. But then again. You aren't here, are you Cayden?" 
 
    "I..." Cayden stammered. He could see a smile on pink lips, her smirk one of the only bits of color in her reflection. The sight of it stopped him cold, sent him struggling to grasp the very concept of language. He couldn't have answered her question, even if he understood it. 
 
    Instead, he reached out for her, his gloved hand coming within an inch of her shoulder before reality flickered. She was gone, and he was once again staring at his reflection. But it was a reflection that held a secret. She was behind him, nearly back to back. 
 
    He started to turn, then thought better of it. Perhaps this would be easier. “I don't even know where I am.” 
 
    "You're where you need to be. Where I hope you will be." He hadn't realized it at first, but there was an echo behind her voice. Like a song sung in harmony. Her voice was beautiful even as the words it spoke felt heartbroken. 
 
    “You are The White Knight.” Cayden stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    “That is what it calls me, yes.” 
 
    Cayden turned his head a few degrees to the right, just enough to catch sight of the woman's reflection. 
 
    No, not a woman. A girl. The armored girl was no older, perhaps even a little younger than Cayden. Back to back, she stood barely to his shoulders. The smile was gone now, her expression one of sadness as she stared at the ground. 
 
    “How do I find you?” Cayden asked after a short pause, turning back to look straight ahead. 
 
    “You'll know.” 
 
    “Should I?” Cayden pried. 
 
    The question seemed to strike a chord. The girl was silent save for the soft clinking of armor plates touching one another as she shifted from foot to foot. "I don't know." She said, at last, a soft sigh parting her lips. "I want you to, but..." 
 
    “It is dangerous.” He finished for her. He didn't have to see her nod to know it was there. 
 
    They stood in silence. For how long Cayden couldn't begin to guess. There were no clocks, no sun, no alarms or alerts. It could have been seconds; it could have been years that he stood there. He just listened to her breath, trying to slow the pace of his own to match it. 
 
    “I'll find you.” He said at last. “Always wanted to rescue a damsel in distress.” 
 
    This time it was her head that turned. Her slender neck arched just enough that he could catch a glimpse of her reflection in his peripheral vision, complete with a half-smile and upraised oh really eyebrows. “Do I look like a damsel?” 
 
    “You don't look like anything I've ever seen.” 
 
    "Good answer." The girl paused for a moment in an attempt to keep a straight face; then a musical giggle spilled from her lips. Even that was accompanied by a second voice playing across it in unison, though soon enough a third joined in as her mirth overwhelmed him. 
 
    Their laughter echoed through the chamber as each delighted in the release of built up tension. It was a short-lived reprieve, the laughter eventually giving way to cold reality as they both looked to their reflections once more. 
 
    “It is almost time.” She whispered. 
 
    “Time for what?” 
 
    “Time for you to go.” 
 
    Cayden frowned. “I will find you.” 
 
    He was never more sure of anything in his life. 
 
    “I believe you.” The girl replied, taking a few steps forward, away from him. One last attempt at dry humor filled her voices as she added. “It isn't like I have anywhere to go.” 
 
    Cayden laughed at that. He could hear her footsteps clicking off the marble floor, each one taking her further and further from him. Then all at once, he realized his mistake, whirling on the girl just as her fingers stretched out to touch the mirror before her. "Your name!" 
 
    “The Wh-” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “What is your name?” 
 
    That seemed to stun her. Her fingers wavered in the air before her, inches from the surface of the mirror. Then she turned to face him. She had ice blue eyes. Eyes flecked with small rays of white. 
 
    She smiled and began to trace the air with her index finger. As it passed, it left a trail of light, and soon enough that trail had resolved itself into a recognizable form. A rune. "My name is C-" 
 
   
 
    There was a loose stitch on the back of his right glove. How had he never noticed that until now? 
 
    Then again, how much time did he spend kneeling on the ground looking at the back of his hands? 
 
    “Shifty! He's moving! I think he is awake!” 
 
    The words were a catalyst, all the spark he needed to pull himself back to the here and now. Had that just happened? 
 
    “Cayden. Are you okay?" Celia asked. Her voice was nervous, and even to his addled mind, it was obvious she was keeping her distance. 
 
    “What happened?" His voice sounded hoarse as if he'd just gotten back from an Evil Dead concert. 
 
    Shifty's voice came from somewhere just over Cayden's shoulder. “I'd kind of like to know the same thing, preferably before you go berserk again.” 
 
    “Berserk?" Cayden asked incredulously. He turned to look at the other man and suddenly realized that he could see shifty. The previously dark room was lit by the two dozen torches that ringed the room. Torches like that only lit if someone aggroed the boss. 
 
    “Where is the boss?" Cayden asked, stumbling to his feet. Every muscle in his body ached. Had he run a triathlon while he was out?  
 
    His two companions exchanged glances with one another, though it was Celia who ultimately spoke. “Cayden, you killed it. Don't you remember?” 
 
    “We fought a boss while I was...? Are you serious?” 
 
    “We didn't fight anything.” Celia said with a shake of her head. “You turned around and rushed the thing while shouting in tongues.” 
 
    "I've never seen anything like it." Shifty added. "It didn't touch you. You just dismantled it; then you started hacking at the body. Then the loot crystal. Then finally just kept hitting the floor until your sword broke. We didn't dare get near you for fear that you'd start swinging at us." 
 
    “What happened Cayden?” Celia asked. 
 
    “I...” Cayden started. It was a struggle to recall, like trying to plot the specifics of your dream in the minutes after waking. Only the most vibrant parts came back with any clarity. The closet, the murder, his murder. And then The White Knight, her armor, his promise to her. He couldn't quite remember her face, but it was alright. He knew her... 
 
    "No!" Cayden said, desperation seizing him even as his companions retreated a few steps in the face of his sudden outburst. He didn't care. His fingers snapped to call his display to life, and he navigated to his lexicon in a panic. Nineteen out of twenty, he'd learned 'White Knight,' which meant he hadn't learned the rune she showed him. 
 
    Please work! Cayden swiped into a sub-menu of his lexicon, a practice screen appearing in the air before him. The memory of the rune was still there, but even then it took him three attempts to get the system to recognize it properly. Once he did, Cayden reached for a second button labeled meaning. “Name of The White Knight.” 
 
    Celia and Shifty continued to stare at him, but Cayden couldn't have given less of a damn at that moment. He was staring at a progress bar, the system ticking away as it surveyed his proposal. For several seconds there was nothing. Then a chime. 
 
    Rune Accepted 
 
    A new page populated in his lexicon, but to his dismay, the name and the pronunciation remained blank. 
 
    "Damnit!" Cayden swore. He wanted to throw something, but there was nothing in arms reach. All the better, a display of any violence would have been enough to send Celia and Shifty finally running for the hills. "How am I supposed to find you when I don't even know your name." 
 
    “Cayden." Celia said, at last, her eyes narrowed with concern as she watched the boisterous young man slumped in defeat against a nearby wall. "You need to tell us what happened." 
 
    “When we get out of here.” He said after a drawn out pause. “Just... give me a minute. Let me find my bearings.” 
 
    Celia and Shifty turned away, no doubt conferring with one another as to whether or not they should even continue. If what they said about him was true, he wouldn't blame them for not sticking around. If circumstances were reversed, he certainly wouldn't have. Party member risks going crazy mid combat and soloing a boss? Great right up until the point he decides to solo you. 
 
    The notification tab of his HUD was blinking incessantly even as he tried to orient his mind, to try and organize his apparent fever dream into something rational. Probably just a few new messages. He clicked it open to dismiss them and found a trio of messages from Celia. Apparently, she'd tried sending him electronic messages after talking to him had failed. What did that say about his addiction to technology that she thought that'd work. 
 
    He was also pleasantly surprised to find one other notification in his tray, though his voice didn't carry the normal level of enthusiasm. "Oh, hey. I leveled." 
 
    He closed the notification tab and opened his character info. His fingers were on auto-pilot his brain so far elsewhere that he almost didn't notice the second bolded class sitting next to Guardian in his recommended class list. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Runemagi (Unique) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Unique? Cayden thought, a finger moving to highlight the class. His eyes scanned the information he found there, and they grew wider and wider with each passing word. Despite his dedication to his build, Cayden didn't even make it through half of the class description before he mashed accept harder than he'd ever mashed a virtual button in his life. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Achievement Unlocked 
  Take at least one Level in a Unique Class 
  You really are the one and only 
  
     
 
      
      	  New Special Quest 
  First Steps. 
  Requirements: Locate Aaron Beresik and Vincent Tempes. Convince them to tutor you. 
  Reward: 35,000 XP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  New Grand Quest 
  Find her. 
  Requirements: Locate and free The White Knight 
  Reward: ??? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    You'll know. 
 
    The words came back to him as he gathered his feet beneath him. She wasn't wrong. He knew exactly what to do. “I'm alright now. I promise that everything will make sense once we're done here.” Cayden gave a hoarse laugh. “At least, as far as they make any sense to me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Hours later, Cayden sat outdoors in the shadows of firelight. It was the first time since he'd first arrived that he had stopped to admire the sights. Even back in a city as small as Des Moines, you couldn't see the stars. Ten thousand street lamps blotted out a hundred million stars, leaving only the brightest to twinkle in the perpetual twilight of urban life. 
 
    It was beautiful but unnatural. A field of stars that were not his own, streaked with a swipe of green he knew to be a part of a galaxy, an odd parallel to the milky way. No one knew if the stars above them were real, or some illusion created to give the appearance of reality. If he walked too far in any direction, he'd eventually run into a mountain, a swamp, fog or some other impediment to turn him around and keep him within bounds. Cayden wondered what would happen if someone just went up. Would they hit a ceiling? Or fly to the moon? 
 
    “You doing okay?” Celia's voice was timid, barely audible over the crackle of the fire. 
 
    “I'm fine. Just... taking in the moment.” 
 
    “Can't say I blame you.” She laughed. Her feet brushed through long grass as she stepped out of the small clearing they'd made, wading through nature to join him. “Some day huh?” 
 
    The words were an understatement. Their day hadn't ended in the boss chamber, though they lingered there for over an hour even after Cayden came back to his senses. The room had proven a wealth of knowledge, and as expected he had more than doubled his vocabulary, even as he had to give a cliff notes explanation to his fellows. He could now boast a total of fifty-three known words. Fifty-four if he counted the curious rune, he had recovered from his... episode. 
 
    From there they had traversed the remainder of the dungeon, battling some new critters, including Cayden's first encounters with one of Babel's most ubiquitous enemies. The lizard men. 
 
    White had proven an appropriate name for the unnamed final boss of the dungeon. An albino alligator, it had proven a near deadly foe for Shifty, and an infuriating one for Cayden. Fought on a platform surrounded on three sides by water, the giant alligator initially fought by pulling its massive bulk halfway out of the water. It snapped and clawed at Cayden, but much like its companions, the beast was ill-suited to battle their particular composition. Three high-level players were far more of a threat than five low level ones. 
 
    Where it proved dangerous was in its enraged state. Angered by the damage, it continually took to the water, swimming just beneath the waves to confuse them before lunging out for a quick attack. Shifty had assured them the target was random, but after the fifth time it focused the party rogue with its attack, it began to feel oddly personal. 
 
    But even praying on their weaker members proved insufficient to save the scaly monster. Riddled with daggers and covered in sword slashes; eventually, the beast succumbed to their attacks. The victory was theirs and both Shifty and Celia got small upgrades to their armor for the trouble. The water drained from the room at the alligator's defeat, though he couldn't even begin to guess why it had done so, allowing them to progress. 
 
    Shifty had proven true to his word, much to Cayden's relief. There was no ambush squad waiting for them just past the exit of the dungeon, nor did any ninjas leap from the woods as they passed through them. In fact, they made surprisingly good time towards the second-floor dungeon, in great part due to their high levels dissuading some of the more intelligent random monsters from trying their luck. 
 
    They'd set up camp in a small clearing in the midst of a few small hills at the edge of Terrines forest. Tomorrow they would skirt the edge of the road, following it to the floor dungeon at the center of the woods without having to worry about bumping into any awkward travelers. Hopefully, a cloak and a bowed head would be enough to get Cayden into the dungeon itself without bringing any possible bounty hunters back onto his trail. 
 
    It was then Cayden's turn to honor his word. He told them of how he had first learned his hidden skill, what it had proven capable of so far. He told them of the unique class, and let them peruse its stats directly by streaming the information to them from his display. Finally, he told them of the visions he'd had hours before. 
 
    His only significant omission was on the subject of The White Knight. He'd been able to explain most of what had transpired from his first experience as best he recalled, but when it came to the subject of the girl he demurred. He referred to her only by title and kept much of their conversation to himself. It was enough, he thought, that they knew he felt driven to search for her. They didn't necessarily need to know why. 
 
    As far as Shifty was concerned, 35,000 experience was a substantial reason why in and of itself. 
 
    “That is one way to put it, yeah." He said, at last, turning his eyes down from the sky to regard her. "I don't think I've ever been this tired while at the same time feeling completely unable to sleep." 
 
    “I don't blame you.” She smiled wanly as she slid down onto the grass next to him. “What's the lowest level grand quest you've ever heard of?” 
 
    “Floor twenty-one. The Ruby Monarch questline.” 
 
    She nodded, nervously running a hand along her neck. “The Jewel Kings war.” 
 
    “Your sister played a pivotal role in the quest if I recall correctly." 
 
    “Her and Zoltan, yeah." Celia winced, looking away from him for a moment. It wasn't hard for Cayden to guess why, and he suddenly felt like an ass for bringing it up. The war had consumed much of the twenty-first floor for the better part of two weeks, an enormous PvP event where four of the then largest guilds each sided with a different Royal House in an all out war. Zoltan, the highest level player at the time had been one of the casualties, and from the look on Celia's face, the wizard had been more than just a friend of her sibling. "That is what scares me." 
 
    “I don't think you'll have to worry about it anytime soon.” Cayden replied. 
 
    “Oh? You found something?” 
 
    Ostensibly he'd left the warmth and companionship of the fire to do some research on his new quest. In truth, he was a solitary person at the best of time, and after a day in the company of others, he craved the chance to be alone. That hadn't stopped him from spending at least some of his time buried in his AR display, and it hadn't taken long for him to get a hit on one of the two names. 
 
    His fingers snapped, and screens sprung to life in front of him. A few swipes of his fingers and a chime sounded in Celia's ear, alerting her that Cayden had just forwarded her some information. 
 
    “Aaron Beresik." She mouthed the name, stumbling over the pronunciation. The page of information before her was spartan, just a listing of Elan occupants of a particular fort. There were hundreds of pages like this one; the internet kept a virtual registry of every Elan in Babel for just such an occasion. 
 
    The only unique thing about this one, was where he was located. 
 
    “Floor Forty-nine!?” Celia nearly shouted the words in her sudden surprise. 
 
    “A place named Fort Axtell." He nodded. "Population of just over ten thousand. It is in a war zone as if the floor number alone wasn't a kick in the teeth." 
 
    Celia paged through the information Cayden had presented to her then started a search of her own. Most information on floors above twenty was spotty at best, but the ongoing conflict between the dual forts of Axfell and Cleaven had proven to be of sufficient interest that both forts had received extensive coverage. 
 
    The short version was that much of the forty-ninth floor was a battleground. Two Elan factions, the Axfell and the Cleaven, were trapped in a bitter rivalry over domination of the primary island that occupied ninety percent of the stratum. Each faction had petitioned the newly arrived players for help in swaying the balance in their favor, but by the time the progression guilds had reached the forty-ninth floor they had more or less reached an understanding on the subject of Elan wars. 
 
    If the progression guilds could come to a consensus, then they would throw their weight behind one faction or the other. If they could not, then they would stay out of it. Too much progression had been lost, and too many fallen players littered the floors where powerful guilds had sought to swing the balance of a war, only to be opposed by a rival who could not let them be the one to benefit from completing such a quest. 
 
    There was no winner in anything but a one-sided Elan war. The only winning move was not to play. 
 
    “We... are going to have our work cut out for us.” Celia admitted. With forty-seven floors between Cayden and even the start of his quest, that felt like a bit of an understatement. 
 
    “Us?” Cayden asked, deciding to air the obvious. 
 
    “Our party.” She gestured to Shifty back by the fire. 
 
    “Aren't you forgetting something?" He waited for the realization to dawn on her face. "Yeah. You might have been able to sneak out this time, but I doubt your babysitter is going to let you party up with a wanted man anytime in the future." 
 
    Celia shrugged. “So she babysits all of us. Same difference.” 
 
    “I'm worried about being anywhere near Silver.” Cayden replied shaking his head. “Let alone spending days fighting in front of her.” 
 
    “I don't understand.” Celia replied, her eyebrows knitted together. 
 
    “I have an unknown skill that just gave me access to a completely unheard of category of class." Cayden explained, waiting for the realization to dawn on her. "It doesn't matter if she doesn't party with us, she probably has a spell that will reveal all of my class levels that she'll use at some point. And even if she doesn't, eventually I'll have to use one of my new class' abilities in front of her." 
 
    A mixture of emotions washed over Celia as she struggled to find a solution. “Couldn't we just tell her?” 
 
    “If I do that I'm probably telling your sister's Raven's Head guild at a minimum and the whole CFC if even one person isn't entirely trustworthy." Cayden looked back to the sky. He'd been dreading this conversation. "We've both heard the stories about how shaky the coalition is. At best I end up like you, a bird in a cage being watched over 24/7 while I voluntarily join their guild. At worst it sparks a small guild war as people try to control me or cut off other guilds from controlling me." 
 
    The words washed over Celia, and Cayden could tell from her expression that the girl now understood the consequences probably better than he did. He could see her mind working, struggling the way he had to come up with some solution that would keep away the inevitable. 
 
    “I could send Silver away. Tell her I have my party." 
 
    “Even if that works, it will only last until her or your sister checks in on you and sees me standing there." Cayden said softly. 
 
    “I could tell my sister, keep it just between the five of us.” 
 
    “You trust both of them to keep this secret?" He asked. "And you trust your sister not to try and use me once she has me?" 
 
    “I-” Celia started the thought but couldn't finish it. 
 
    They sat together in silence for several uncomfortable seconds. In the darkness, it was hard to see the girl's face, but Cayden wondered if the slight glimmers on her cheeks were tears, or merely his imagination. 
 
    “I really liked this.” She admitted. “Today. With you and Shifty.” 
 
    “I know.  Me too." 
 
    “It's just... I've been playing for about a month now, with Silver always over my shoulder. There is no wonder or danger. No fun. Just grind for the next level so I can get to the level cap and maybe help out my sister." Celia sighed. "If you hear them tell stories... they laugh about the close calls, the silly moments. Up until today, I didn't have any of that." 
 
    “You know you'll be able to get a good party with ease after this, right? Healer built from a strong class, smart, pretty... and with a terrifying bodyguard." Cayden laughed. "You will do fine." 
 
    “Calling a girl pretty before you dump her.” Celia replied with a snort. “Way to boost a girl's self-esteem Cayden.” 
 
    “Anyti-" Cayden started to reply, trailing off in mid-sentence as a thought occurred to him. 
 
    Celia waited several seconds, expecting him to finish his thought. It was only when it became clear he'd drifted off into his mind that she spoke again. "Cayden. Babel to Cayden." 
 
    “I- uh... sorry!” 
 
    “What's up? You aren't having another vision, are you?" 
 
    “What? Oh, no. Nothing like that. I just... I had a thought.” 
 
    “Rare for you.” She laughed. 
 
    “I think I figured it out.” He continued as if he hadn't heard her, which actually seemed possible from the look of almost mad excitement in his eye. “A way to get to the forty-ninth floor.” 
 
    “What! How?” 
 
    “Well. This is going to sound a little strange. But I'll need you to kill me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    “Cayden, I haven't known you long enough to be sure, but I'm pretty sure this is the stupidest idea you've ever had.” 
 
    It was a sentiment Celia had reiterated a number of times in private moments over the course of the day. She had delivered the thought in a variety of colorful and sometimes vulgar fashions as they traversed the second-floor dungeon and emerged onto the third floor. Her complaints had gotten even more vocal after Shifty had taken his leave upon their arrival in Coalwright. They'd continued all the way out of town, to the small cave they'd passed on their way into town, an out of the way location where they were unlikely to be spotted or harassed. 
 
    She wasn't wrong, at least, not entirely. 
 
    The concept had struck him like a bolt of lightning, but he'd had a difficult time explaining it at first. He'd rambled on about boosts, zenkai's, respawns and grand quests before he'd finally managed to circle back to what had provoked the thought in the first place. A damage boost. 
 
    “I'm telling you, it will work." Cayden insisted. "Or at least, I'm fairly certain it will work. It's just like Super M-" 
 
    “Metroid, yeah. You've said.” 
 
    It actually wasn't just like Metroid. The Zelda games with their death reset or the Up+A warp were probably a better comparison, but Metroid had been what came to mind, and it was close enough to serve as an example. 
 
    The theory behind damage boosting was simple. Games like Super Metroid had included a knockback animation to prevent players from getting hit over and over by the same enemy, while at the same time increasing what passed for realism in a 16-bit game. You run into an enemy, and Samus would find herself getting knocked back in an ouch animation, complete with invincibility frames. 
 
    The trick was that the knockback animation was faster than many of the methods of travel players had access to during the game. Doubly so when players discovered a glitch that allowed them to extend the distance traveled during the knockback animation by pressing jump within a handful of frames after the attack connected. The end result left Samus able to tear through places like the brinstar spike room in six seconds by intentionally jumping into ceiling spikes rather than take the normal, careful jumps to get across. 
 
    Similar mechanics were present in games both old and new. The specifics might change, but the basics were always the same. Take damage to go faster. Or in his case, die to respawn somewhere he shouldn't have access to. 
 
    “And what happens if you're wrong?” 
 
    “Sort of the beauty of it. Nothing." He smiled. "If it doesn't work, I'll resurrect at the temple in Coalwright, and you can come and say you told me so while I'm stuck unable to play for the next week. There is no real risk." 
 
    That wasn't strictly true. Mechanically it was correct, there was no additional penalty for death beyond the debuff, but there was still one risk. He needed someone to heal him so he could respawn, which meant he had to trust her. While he did have faith in her, he'd have been foolish to ignore the reality that she had five million more reasons to let him die than she did to heal him. 
 
    “But it will work.” Cayden continued. “I've found three examples of players respawning on a floor different than the one they died on, totally outside of the normal rules. The thing they all have in common is that they all had a Grand Quest as the active quest in their log, and they respawned as close to their next goal as possible.” 
 
    “Yeah, and in all of those cases, the players resurrected on floors that they already had access to. You are suggesting skipping all the way to floor forty-nine based on a hunch." 
 
    “Oh stop being such a baby and stab me.” 
 
    If Celia's eyes could have rolled any further, they likely would have fallen entirely clear of her head. "That is your new tactic huh? Childish insults to provoke me?" 
 
    “Is it working?” He grinned. 
 
    “Well... I do want to stab you." She admitted, scowling back at him. It was hard not to smile when he looked at her like that, and a blush began to creep over her cheeks. "You really couldn't have asked Shifty to do this?' 
 
    Cayden's smile faltered at the question. “I need someone I trust. I'm not anywhere near that with him.” 
 
    “You're going to have to explain that at some point.” Celia sighed. The bookish blonde ran a hand through her hair, glancing outside the mouth of the cave where the first droplets of rain had begun to pepper already muddy soil. “Great. Now I'm going to have to walk back alone.” 
 
    “You'll do it?” Cayden asked excitedly. 
 
    “On one condition." She said with a raised finger. 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “When you get back if everything goes well... I want to party up with you again. Even if it is only time to time, even if we have to work around Silver." 
 
    Cayden could tell from the sudden seriousness on her face that this was something the girl had been thinking about quite a bit. They'd never really finished hashing this out from the evening before, he'd had his revelation, and then that was all that he could talk about. That had been cruel of him, he realized now. 
 
    It would be a hard promise to fulfill, but what choice did he have? "I accept." 
 
    “Okay.” She nodded. “Then turn around and take off your armor. Going to be hard enough to do this without you looking at me all excited.” 
 
    They both laughed at the absurdity of the moment as Cayden did as requested. 
 
    “You may feel a little whack.” Celia said softly. 
 
    “Okay, just tell me when you ar- Ow!” 
 
    Avaritia hits You for 55 Physical. (Critical) 
 
    Cayden yelped in alarm as a wicked thud impacted the back of his head. The pain was muted, but not muted nearly enough without the normal battlefield high pumping through him. 
 
    Bonk 
 
    
    
      
      	  Avaritia hits You for 92 Physical. (Critical) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Rawgh!" Celia cried behind him, swinging at the back of his head with all of her might. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Avaritia hits You for 67 Physical. (Critical) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “You know, in my mind, I pictured this going another way." Cayden laughed. "Like a single elegant coup de grace." 
 
    “Oh shut up!" Celia barked, her staff cracking off the back of his head twice more for fractions of his total HP. 
 
    “You could try using a spell.” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Avaritia hits You for 41 Physical. (Critical) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “Right, why didn't I think of that.” The girl scowled. “Oh yeah. Because I was dungeon crawling and didn't think I'd need direct damage spells!” 
 
    
    
      
      	  Avaritia hits You for 133 Physical. (Critical) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “Oi.” 
 
    The carnival act continued far longer than either of them would have liked. Cayden knew Chronomagi wasn't a weak class, under the right circumstances she could probably put out more damage than he could, but these were far from the right conditions. As it stood, it took her nearly a solid minute of beating on him to finally bring his HP down into the critical range. 
 
    “Are you sure about this Cayden?” Celia asked. 
 
    “Are you really asking the guy with severe head trauma anything? Not like I'm thinking straight at this point.” They both laughed a little as he nodded. “When you're ready.” 
 
    Crack. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Avaritia hits You for 121 Physical. (Critical) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    All at once Cayden control of his body. Without his input for balance, his body toppled. Despite the blow coming from behind he actually toppled backward, motionless eyes staring up at the dim ceiling of the cave, and the robed girl who looked suddenly stricken. 
 
    His research had prepared him for some of this. Even the best players had typically found themselves in Bleedout once or twice over the course of their years of play, a bad Crit or a late heal could be all it took to send even an expert to the ground. The state was so ubiquitous that there were thousands of stories to be found online, along with FAQs with names as ridiculous as 'What to do if you are in Bleedout'. As if there was anything he could do. 
 
    More than one player had quit the game entirely after a bad experience in Bleedout. Paralyzed on the ground, Cayden could understand why. The feeling of helplessness, of being trapped in your own body unable to even move your eyes was... unsettling. And these were the best of conditions, how much worse would it be if he could hear the din of combat while his life ticked away a point at a time. 
 
    He'd had nightmares about John3. The dreams had always left him when he awoke, but they came back to him vividly now. Was this what the man had experienced, laying on the ground while they argued over bandages? The thought made him want to be sick, but of course, that too was out of the realm of possibility. 
 
    “You know, I have to say Cayden, I didn't think you'd make it this easy." Celia's voice reverberated slightly in the enclosed space as he watched her pace around the edges of his peripheral vision. "I mean, what were you thinking?" 
 
    The girl continued to pace as his mind whirled. She couldn't be serious. 
 
    “Easiest five million dollars I've ever made.” 
 
    Cayden screamed inside his own mind. This couldn't be happening. Not like this. There had to be... 
 
    The twinkle in her eye was the first hint of it. Celia wasn't a good liar, even in their short time together her eyes always gave away her mischief. And there it was, sparkling just behind them before it spread to her cheeks, her lips and finally her voice. The girl began to laugh, not the cruel laugh of a murderer, but the uproarious laughter of someone who was far too taken by their own joke. 
 
    “I'm sorry. I just... I had to.” She said through a bout of laughter, her hands busy summoning a set of bandages that would patch him up. “Seriously though, if you ever get the wish you damn well better be thinking of me.” 
 
    Celia knelt next to him and unfurled the bandages. With measured ease, she began to wrap them around his many, many head wounds. Inside he watched in relief as his counter began to ascend with each passing second. Oh, he would be thinking of her if he ever won, that much would be sure. 
 
    “I'll see you in town.” The girl said softly, cradling his head as the bar continued to tick upwards. “Or not, I suppose.” She leaned down, pressing a kiss to his forehead through the soft linen bandages. “Good luck Cayden.” 
 
    Words would have failed him even if he'd been able to speak. 
 
    All at once his vision was obscured by an outpouring of light. It crawled over him like a physical object, the glow that had originated from his wounds spilling out to encompass his head, then flow down across his body. Within seconds he could no longer see Celia through the curtain, and not long after, the light was the only thing he could see. It covered him from head to toe, an unsettling feeling of weightlessness overtaking him as his body departed the earth to float amidst the glowing chrysalis. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You Have Died 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    “Finally." Cayden murmured the paralytic lock that had overtaken his body at last releasing him. The space within the bubble was cramped, but just being able to shift his posture, to bend his arms and knees again felt like an untold blessing. 
 
    He would be here for a while. The respawn timer was fixed at ten minutes, regardless of distance, which would give his mind an unfortunately long time to wander. If he died in the game, really died, rather than just being sent back for respawn, would he still end up here? Was the game cruel enough to give someone like John a full ten minutes to reflect in horror about what was going to happen? Or did they pass away at the moment of Bleedout? 
 
    I don't want to die. 
 
    The memory sent a shiver down his spine. Even a day later he still hadn't the slightest idea what to think about the experience. Why had the game shown him that? What did the man mean when he promised Cayden that he wouldn't die? Was it a sick joke, or did that man have some worse fate in store for him? 
 
    Nothing in the experience, the vision, made any sense. Worse yet, it was getting fuzzier by the day. The whole thing had felt like a bad photocopy of a dream when he'd first awoken, and now it felt like a copy of that copy. He was losing details. He couldn't remember the name of the wine anymore, or how long he'd spent in the closet while the woman bled out. Would he still remember things if they turned out to be important? 
 
    Cayden resolved to write up a journal later in the evening. That horror had been inflicted on him for a reason, he was sure of it, he just needed to figure out why. 
 
    Eventually, his thoughts drifted away from visions to more practical matters. If this worked, if he arrived on floor 49, what was his plan? He would need to find lodgings for the evening. Then he'd have to find a way to get to Axfell. 
 
    He couldn't just walk. Even ignoring the fact that he was going to be entering an open war zone, this was floor forty-nine. The average monster level of the floor was between 95-98, or roughly ninety levels above him. The death malus wouldn't make a whit of difference for him in combat. Celia would have had a better chance of beating him in one on one combat than he'd have at bringing down the weakest mob on the floor even with every advantage at his back. 
 
    That meant he'd need help. It couldn't be players, a player who caught sight of Cayden would have problematic questions at best. He'd have to rely on Elan. Perhaps he could pay his way onto a merchant caravan, though that seemed unlikely given his current funds. More likely he'd just have to use his winning personality to convince one of the Elan to do him a solid. 
 
    Yeah, this is going to go swimmingly. 
 
    The automated respawn timer continued to track down at the edge of his field of vision. Less than two minutes to his respawn now. 
 
    Even if he made it to Axfell, things were far from assured. Aaron and Vincent were supposedly the leaders of the Axfell mages guild. Getting the two strongest magic casters in a conflict zone to set aside time to train him would prove no easy task, doubly so when he was asking them to do it essentially for free. 
 
    Not that any of his plans would matter if he were about to arrive at the Coalwright temple. 
 
    The clock ticked ever further on, and Cayden braced himself for disappointment. The edges of the golden light around him were beginning to fade, which meant it wouldn't be long now. He was probably already on the slab, just waiting for the energy dissipate.  
 
    The cocoon around him continued to dim as its task drew near to completion. Cayden began to catch glimpses of a framed wooden ceiling through the faltering brilliance. Flickers of torchlight replaced the divine light, and sensation of weightlessness finally gave ground to gravity as he felt the cold stone of an altar beneath his back. 
 
    He could see a woman to his side, an Elan. Her hair was a pale white that, for an instant, made him worry that he had succumbed to another vision. As more came into view, however, he realized the bright hair contrasted almost painfully with rich indigo skin. If not for the rounded ears, scarred skin and almost total lack of grace in her posture and demeanor he might have mistaken her for a dark elf from some old D&D supplement. 
 
    Perhaps she could read his mind. Because she did not look impressed. 
 
    “-the door!" She was shouting. Sound was the last sense to return to him as his respawn timer clicked down to zero. Cayden didn't need to hear the whole sentence to understand her meaning, not with two guards slamming a deadbolt into place with the turn of a key, their swords drawn and ready as they interposed themselves between Cayden and the outside world. 
 
    This was not Coalwright. But it wasn't the temple of Ranzington either. He'd googled pictures, and the Great Emperor's temple in Ranzington was an opulent affair with hundred foot arches and stained glass. Not a cold wooden shack with a single door. 
 
    “Where am I?” He stammered. 
 
    The woman responded not with words, but with spells. Her hands carved mystical symbols into the air as she retreated a half step from him, chanting. Elan spellcasting required neither the English activation phrase, nor the name of the skill, but Cayden could guess what she'd cast by the effect as it washed over him. 
 
    For the second time in ten minutes, he found himself utterly paralyzed. 
 
    “Call the lieutenant." She instructed in harsh, stilted English. "Gribb as well. We may need his services in the interrogation." 
 
    Only after the two guards had repeated her orders to comrades on the other side of the door did the woman turn her cold eyes to him. “We shall see why this one came to Axfell.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    “So you are the one who has been causing all of this ruckus.” The man on the other side of the bars seemed bemused by the situation. There was a perpetual smirk on his lips as he paced this way and that, observing the shackled interloper. 
 
    Cayden was less impressed. It had been at least three days based on the meals they had been feeding him, though in a windowless cell it could have been a week and he would have been hard-pressed to tell the difference. Days of solitude, interspersed with the occasional bouts of interrogation. Each time it was a new questioner, a lieutenant, then a captain, then a colonel. They'd promised the last time that the general would be next, but the man in front of him did not look like a military officer. 
 
    He was in his mid to late thirties, fit but not muscular, handsome but not stunning. A crop of messy red hair and short goatee, complimented by Irish features almost made Cayden mistake the man for a human rather than an Elan, but there was no mistaking the unnatural yellow of his eyes. He was dressed casually, an embroidered tunic cinched about his waist by an improvised belt. He looked more the town lush than a commander. 
 
    “Hmm? Nothing to say? I'd heard you were rather talkative.” He continued. 
 
    Cayden frowned at that, rising to the bait in spite of himself. “Under compulsion.” 
 
    To his initial relief, the frighteningly named Gribb had turned out not to be some hooded torturer. He was still a brute of a man, green skinned, thick-necked and barrel chested, but his skill turned out to reside in divine magic, particularly of the divination variety. The lieutenant had plied him with questions, and Gribb had acted as a sort of magical lie detector, constantly updating his superior on the veracity of Cayden's claims. 
 
    Cayden had been truthful in his answers even without the need of spells, but it was perhaps his lack of lies that damned him. They'd been expecting falsehoods, and when they found none, they turned to more drastic measures. Detection spells became control spells, the diviner overriding Cayden's natural defenses to such abilities so as to force him to tell the truth about all things. And he did. 
 
    Perhaps to test the success of their spell, the questions they asked were not merely about his goals, where he had come from if he were a spy and so forth. They also delved into embarrassing personal questions forcing him to spill deep personal secrets, in an endeavor to prove that the magic was working as intended. And when it was over they left him in the dark, furious and mentally exhausted from the ordeal, only to begin anew hours later. 
 
    “I heard that as well.” A moment of sympathy passed across the Elan's face as he avoided Cayden's gaze. “And I'm sorry about that. We can be overzealous at the best of times, and having a stranger from one of the bloodline families appear on our altar through the wards... well needless to say you ruffled some feathers.” 
 
    “It wasn't my intention.” 
 
    “I... am certain." The man smirked, clearly anything but. "Did they tell you that you shattered twenty-three of our most powerful wards to get here?" 
 
    Cayden glanced up at that, genuine surprise on his face. “They hadn't told me, no.” 
 
    “Mhmm, quite the damage. The mage guild is in an uproar.” 
 
    “Perhaps they'll make better wards this time?” 
 
    The man laughed at that, a boisterous, full-throated chuckle as he continued to pace. 
 
    “So... who are you exactly?” Cayden asked the laughing man. 
 
    The redhead stopped his pacing, still smothering down the last of the laughter as he looked through the bars. “You came all this way and asked for me by name, but you don't know my face? Interesting.” 
 
    “Aaron Beresik?” Cayden said, suddenly sitting fully upright, his shackles clanking as he moved. “You got my message then.” 
 
    “I did, yes. Though I'm still not sure entirely what to make of you.” 
 
    Cayden breathed a sigh of relief. The first man had thought him crazy, but at least one of his interrogators must have given his story enough credence to pass it along. 
 
    “So you know why I'm here then.” 
 
    “I know why you say you are.” He raised a hand to forestall Cayden's protestations about his honesty. “I believe the Great Emperor has charged you with a grand quest, that would explain how you so easily obliterated such powerful warding spells. What I want to know is why?” 
 
    Cayden studied the man before replying. “You mean why am so motivated by this quest that I'd suffer death just to travel here?” 
 
    Aaron nodded. 
 
    “The quest came part and parcel with a... experience. I can't explain it in words." Cayden started. 
 
    “Try.” 
 
    He frowned, taking a moment to compose his thoughts to avoid one of his typical rambling responses. "I was somewhere else. Outside the tower, I think. I saw many people die, and then I died. Afterward, I awoke in a room of mirrors and spoke to a woman..." 
 
    “The White Knight.” 
 
    “You know her!” Cayden leaned forward, held back only by the sharp tug of his chains. 
 
    “I know you mentioned her in your report." Aaron replied thoughtfully, eyes narrowed. "You've come all this way for a woman then?" 
 
    The sharpness of the question surprised Cayden. Was it just that simple? 
 
    No. The pull he felt was more than just attraction. It reminded him more of the sensation he felt for those two years as he waited for his chance to come to Babel in the first place. 
 
    “I don't know why I'm here. Not why I'm in Axfell, nor why I am even in the tower.” He admitted. “Most people come here for a reason. They want something out of the game. Money, power, the Emperor's Wish, you name it. None of that ever interested me. I just wanted to be here.” 
 
    Cayden paused, looking down at himself for a moment before shaking his head. "It's more than that. Before Babel, there was a missing part of me. My parents were talking about my colleges, about planning for my career and retirement of all things. It was absurd." He frowned. "Outside the tower, there is a whole culture based on adventure, of new worlds and quests, of exploration. But it's all games, all fiction. I felt like I'd been cheated out of something that never existed. Not until Launch day.” 
 
    If the Elan had any trouble understanding the talk of the outside world, he gave no sign of it, his cryptic eyes drilling into Cayden. "And The White Knight?" 
 
    “I-” He halted, gathering his words. “Have you ever woken from a dream and wanted to go back? Even if you don't remember what you were dreaming about, you still feel that pull. Something unfinished, something missing. That is why I'm looking for The White Knight." 
 
    Aaron raised an eyebrow, the bemused smirk returning to his features. "It seems the Great Emperor has sent me a poet as well as a student." 
 
    Before Cayden could fully process his words, Aaron gestured with a finger and spoke a pair of commands. "Release and Open." Bolted shackles popped free in an instant, metal skittering across the stone floor while the cell door swung wide. Aaron was waiting for him, rummaging in a pouch at his side as Cayden approached. "For the duration of your stay, and anytime you wish to return, you must wear this." 
 
    Aaron handed him an adamantite pin the size of a small battery and gestured to the lapel of Cayden's shirt before he continued. "Even with the pin, you will not have the run of the fortress. You will be confined to the Mage's quarters at all times unless accompanied." 
 
    “I understand.” Cayden replied promptly, picking up his pace to walk alongside Aaron as the older man led them to the far end of the stone cells and up a small ramp leading back to the wooden garrison building. 
 
    Soldiers eyed them as they passed, even the most junior among them clad in dark, oiled mail that Cayden knew was miles beyond his ability to even equip. Most seemed passive at best, though a few were derisive with regards to Cayden. The vast majority of Elan had no real concept of levels, skills or attributes, but trained warriors such as these seemed to have a way of sensing when someone was far above or below their level. And they were not impressed by Cayden. 
 
    “You'll find your things here.” He gestured to a counter marked as the Quartermaster. “But you will not wear or use any arms and armor during your time here. “Is that understood?” 
 
    “It is.” Cayden paused, only to add. “Does that exclude my glasses?” 
 
    Aaron seemed annoyed by the question. "I will never understand the Bloodline obsession with 'screens.' Yes, you may wear them." 
 
    He waited for Cayden to collect his things, don his glasses and properly reconnect with the outside world before continuing his brisk pace out a side door and onto the snowy plains of Axfell. 
 
    Cayden hadn't had much time to admire the fort when his paralyzed body was being dragged to the dungeon in the first place, but at a second glance, he didn't appear to have missed much. It was dark out, well past midnight. A pair of moons shone overhead, their collective light providing enough to see by as the two trudged along a relatively clear road packed on either side by mounds of snow. 
 
    The fort, as it were, was surrounded on all sides by a thirty-foot tall cliff face. Small, clearly unnatural ramps led up the inside of the wall at various points to allow defenders to easily scale its sides without the need of ladders. The top of the wall was studded with improvised wooden emplacements for archers to fire from behind cover but lacked any significant fortifications beyond simple height. He knew that was deceptive, however, that the fort itself stood at the height of a peak, that it was ringed on all sides by water and that the outer cliffs of the wall were nearly two hundred feet from the water of the moat to the top where the defenders would fight. 
 
    “This way." Aaron directed, leading Cayden around a corner onto one of the main roads. Ahead a great bonfire crackled with nearly a hundred half drunken soldiers sitting around its base, telling tales and toasting one another while a pair of enormous boar roasted on a spit. Further ahead a man in full plate practiced some form of routine on a training dummy, the shining greatsword flashing in the moonlight while his matte black adamantite armor drank in the remaining darkness. 
 
    It was all Cayden could do not to gawk at the beauty of the man's routine as his blade sliced this way and that, tearing apart straw dummies and parrying invisible attackers. His voice filled the air along with the woosh of his blade, a yell punctuating each successful strike, until nothing but torn up combat dummies remained. 
 
    “Aaron.” The man said, his breath barely even quickened despite the incredible exertion. 
 
    “General.” Aaron replied with deference. 
 
    “Which makes this our prisoner.” The general towered over Cayden, his armored frame reminding the young man of one of a dozen fictional black knights. “Or... no? Your apprentice now, is it?” 
 
    “We'll have to see what Vincent thinks.” 
 
    The general gave a half-hearted laugh. "So we'll see him back in a cell before dawn then." 
 
    “Hopefully not.” Aaron replied with a chuckle of his own. “Best of luck General Leo.” 
 
    He replied with a nod, turning away from captor and captive to return to the center of his destroyed strawmen. Once there he intoned some magic word, the damaged dummies repairing themselves just in time for the beginning of a new routine. 
 
    Cayden waited until they got far enough away before he finally allowed himself to begin to snicker. “Is his name seriously General Leo?” 
 
    “Yes?” Aaron replied, clearly confused. 
 
    Confirmation only made Cayden laugh harder as Aaron led them further into the camp. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    “Vincent, we have guests.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Aaron Beresik might have been the world away from what Cayden thought of when he pictured a Magic Caster, but Vincent Tempes made for a pretty solid match. He was decades younger than a proper Gandalf, and he lacked the ridiculous beard and hat, but everything about his look and demeanor just screamed spellcaster. 
 
    It had taken Aaron three attempts to get even that single word out of the wizard, and even that reply hadn't seemed to come with the man's attention. Instead Vincent remained immersed in the pair of open books on the table in front of him, apparently transcribing some bit of arcane lore from one to the other with careful precision and total disregard for his comrade. 
 
    “And I need you to put down the quill for a few minutes and be social.” 
 
    “Must I?" Came Vincent's dry reply. The repeated annoyance of Aaron's words was enough to finally draw the man's eyes at least, much to Cayden's dismay. 
 
    His eyes were silver. Not a light gray, or a pale blue, but a metallic silver surrounded by a nearly black sclera of a sort he'd never seen on human or elan. The gaze fixed him, and he wanted to run away or cower in fear if he couldn't make it that far. It was a sensation, unlike anything he'd ever felt, forcing him to step back involuntarily from the mage even as Aaron gripped his arm. 
 
    “Really Vincent? He doesn't have anything.” Aaron scowled. “Cut it out.” 
 
    “Tsk. Very well.” 
 
    The feeling of dread vanished in an instant, as did the darkness that surrounded the mage's silver eyes. It was still uncomfortable, having that piercing stare seeing through him, but absent its effects Cayden could now recognize the fear for what it had been. The result of some magic spell or ability. 
 
    “Forgive my friend. His arcane sight allows him to see magic on your person, but it is uncomfortable to say the lease. “ Aaron shot Vincent a look of his own. “As well as impolite.” 
 
    With the fear gone, Cayden was able to observe the mage more carefully. If he had to guess, he suspected Vincent to be the elder of the two, perhaps somewhere in his mid-forties. He had shoulder length black hair that he wore down to his shoulders in a barely cared for mess. The hair contrasted strongly with skin rarely saw the outside of the library in which they stood. His robes fared no better, they were expensive but uncared for, the mark of someone who knew about the trappings of finery without actually caring for them. 
 
    “It would not be the first time you've brought a dangerous man into my study Aaron.” Vincent retorted. 
 
    Aaron rolled his eyes at that. “One time.” 
 
    “Too many. It was a costly mistake, as you recall." Vincent seemed ready to relitigate the old grievance when he thought better of it. "Explain our 'guest' so that we can progress past the pleasantries if you would be so kind." 
 
    “He is the one who broke your wards.” 
 
    That got Vincent's attention. Eyes that had been bored with Cayden drew into sharp focus, studying Cayden from head to toe. “And it was the Grand Quest then.” 
 
    “Yes. You were right.” Aaron replied. He paused for a moment, then added, for Cayden's benefit. “He's often right.” 
 
    “Always right.” 
 
    “Often.” 
 
    Cayden could see the two were ready to bicker, and that the back and forth could be a long one. He cautiously cleared his voice, drawing just enough attention to stave off the derail without being too obvious about it. 
 
    “So the time has come, has it?” Vincent said, rising from behind his desk to pace towards the two of them. 
 
    “Only with your permission.” Aaron said. “You know that the Great Emper-” 
 
    “You have it.” 
 
    Aaron raised an eyebrow at that. "Really? Just like that?" 
 
    “Now you're questioning my judgment in trusting your judgment? That is a ridiculous low, even for you Aaron." 
 
    “That isn't what I'm doing; I was just expecting..." 
 
    The voices of the bickering mages faded to the back of Cayden's mind as his glasses flooded with messages: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Complete: First Steps 
  You have Earned 35,000 XP 
  
     
 
      
      	  New Special Quest 
  Learning to Walk 
  Requirements: Complete the Trial of Axfell. 
  Reward: 35,000 XP. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level Up! 
  You have (5) Undistributed Stat Points 
  You have (1) Undistributed Mastery 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level Up! 
  You have (10) Undistributed Stat Points 
  You have (1) Undistributed Mastery 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level Up! 
  You have (15) Undistributed Stat Points 
  You have (1) Undistributed Mastery 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Just like that. Three words from Vincent equaled three levels. He knew a special quest could grant impressive rewards, and that the developer likely never intended for someone to be doing a quest like this at such a low level, but even still, this was ridiculous. 
 
    His fingers itched to touch at the air, to pull up his character sheet and dump the levels directly into his unique class. Common decency stopped him. Even if the two elan mages were bickering with one another now, they could stop at any moment, and he'd look quite the fool if he was deep in his menus when they turned their attention back to him. 
 
    That didn't stop him from plotting and planning. With the introduction of Runemagi, his original build was in shambles. He'd known at a glance that he needed to max out the unique class, but in all the excitement he'd barely had time to explore its abilities, or to think how they would interact with the way he had intended to play. And what to do with that mastery point? 
 
    Mastery points were among the single most important build decisions a player could make in Babel. Earned at level ten, twenty, and every twenty levels thereafter, each represented a monumental alteration to the function of a single skill of the users choice, drastically altering the viability of certain skills, abilities, or even classes. 
 
    A mastery point put into Southern Cross at his current level, for example, would alter the ability into Crucis, an ability he'd memorized by heart: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Crucis 
  Type: Active Combat Skill 
  Skill Level: Mastered. (Novice Capped) 
  Effect: Swing four times in rapid succession. 95% increased damage on each attack. 
  Cost: 125 TP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The difference was staggering. 
 
    It did still have its flaws. A mastered ability was still capped at Novice, Intermediate or Advanced levels until he'd met with a proper trainer, but the moment he did the skill would jump to the maximum effectiveness of its new rank. Even without, a mastered skill gave immense bonuses, doubling the number of attacks in a chain for Southern Cross, and having similarly massive effects for other abilities. 
 
    His original intent had been to master Grasp the Earth which would have given him access to the more powerful Grasp the World ability. It's signature power further cut in half the already minimal damage Cayden could receive from a perfect block, effectively doubling his staying power against any opponent he could properly block. 
 
    But now? How many of his unique skills would be available for mastery, and would it be worth it for any of them? The thoughts just brought more questions. If he could master the core skill, it was a no brainer, if not- 
 
    “Cayden!” 
 
    The sharp tone of Aaron's voice brought his ruminations to an end with a startling revelation. Both men were staring at him intently, obviously waiting for a reply to a question that had gone completely unnoticed. 
 
    So much for the AR screen being the problem. 
 
    “Uh... could you repeat that.” 
 
    Vincent laughed, a biting snarl of a sound as he looked to Aaron. “I take it back, you are correct. Your judgment, along with your protege, is faulty." 
 
    “I asked if you were ready to begin your lessons now.” Aaron said, clearly annoyed. “Or if you wanted to wait until the morning.” 
 
    “Now, I think," Cayden said, suddenly unable to meet the man's yellow eyes. "Unless. Are the lessons dangerous? I'm still suffering respawn... er... I'm still recovering from the resurrection spell. I'll be useless for combat for another few days at least." 
 
    “Nothing more biting than Vincent's wit, though I wouldn't feat injuring yourself too much on that account.” Aaron snorted. 
 
    “Charming as always Aaron." Vincent frowned, then spoke a handful of words in an arcane tongue. Ahead of him, the air split apart to create a crackling doorway into what looked to be a laboratory, though it was one more on the 'mad science' end of the spectrum. "Shall we?" 
 
    “You know we could walk there, right?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “I know that if you complain any further, you will be.” Vincent sighed in annoyance. “This seemed faster.” 
 
    Cayden walked to the portal on the heels of the other two men. It never failed to amaze him how something so incredible to him was so banal to the residents of the tower. This was a portal through space itself, a physics-defying wonder that a lazy middle-aged man used to avoid walking down a few hallways. 
 
    The portal crackled and hissed, seemingly annoyed on behalf of its owner that Cayden was taking his time. There was no telling how long it would stay open, and he didn't relish forcing the mage to open a second, or worse yet, being halfway through if it closed. Into the breach then. 
 
    Beyond the dark portal was a laboratory out of b-movie science fiction. Beakers bubbled, lightning sparked, gears cranked and turned working on curious experiments whose meaning Cayden couldn't even begin to guess. Idly, he wondered if there was any meaning to it at all. No doubt the developer watched a lot of b-movies, perhaps neither of the mages used the room for anything and merely kept it because a mage should have a laboratory. 
 
    “This way Cayden." Aaron beckoned, urging him towards a more well-lit section on the far end of the room. It was spartan, save for a single targeting dummy of the same straw variety that he'd seen the General battling on their way here. The dummy seemed as out of place here as it did there, a great warrior swatting at straw men, while two powerful mages used another for target practice. 
 
    “Very low te-” Cayden said, momentarily unable to finish as a sudden pressure and the sound of running water enveloped his ears. It was like standing beneath a pounding waterfall, though the sensation vanished just as quickly as he took another step. “The heck was that?” 
 
    “An antimagic barrier.” Vincent explained simply. 
 
    “To protect this from the lab?” 
 
    The older mage looked at him as if he'd said the stupidest thing ever conceived. "No. To protect the lab from the Fire Range." 
 
    “I think you mean firing range.” 
 
    Vincent looked at him, a ball of fire burst into existence in an open palm. "Thank you. But I prefer it my way." 
 
    “Come now, Vincent. Don't scare the boy." Aaron laughed and clasped Cayden roughly on the shoulder. "You can be free with your magic here boy. Show us what you can do. 
 
    Cayden paused, looking between the two magic casters with a frown. “Uh... to be honest, I'm not entirely sure what exactly it is that I can do.” 
 
    Vincent grinned, and Aaron frowned, the redheaded mage holding up an outstretched finger. "Not one word Vincent. Not. One. Word." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    “This is absurd Aaron; the boy is a complete novice!" 
 
    “Which only makes for a greater opportunity." He shot back. "A chance to mold his abilities from the start, rather than just providing the finishing touches." 
 
    Vincent snorted derisively. "The Great Emperor said he would send us someone for tutelage and testing. Not some child still learning his letters." 
 
    “You do know I'm standing right here." Cayden asked. Considering the way neither of them appeared even to acknowledge his words, he wasn't sure they did realize he was still there. 
 
    They had been arguing for over an hour and had shown no signs of stopping or slowing down. The argument had yet to come to blows, but more than once sparks, often literal sparks, had flown as they snapped back at one another and vented their frustrations in the form of magical outbursts. 
 
    “Are you doubting the Emperor? He said the boy would come. He has come. How about we check his status before you just assume he is useless?" 
 
    “Very well." Vincent said. He grabbed Cayden by the wrist, bodily dragging the young man in the direction of the door. The mage was strong, stronger than Cayden would have expected given his wiry physique, which left him little choice but to stumble after Vincent as he was dragged towards a bookshelf on the far end of the laboratory. 
 
    Once there, Vincent busied himself by tearing volume after volume off the stacked shelves. What he was looking for, Cayden couldn't begin to fathom. 
 
    “Should I be concerned?” Cayden asked as Aaron followed up behind him. 
 
    “Not at all. It is a painless spell. He's just looking for a book he is willing to part with." Aaron reassured him. "I know that bloodline families have a way of condensing personal skill and ability down to a numerical form. Status allows us to do something similar, though slightly more in depth." 
 
    Cayden was impressed. Players were still learning about the various facets of Elan magic, and how it differed from the version they utilized, so it came as no surprise that a situational spell like this existed, even if he'd never heard of it. 
 
    “If you are going to check it, then you'll have to give me a moment.” Cayden said. “I've improved quite a bit since the last time I've managed my abilities. I'd prefer to give you an accurate picture.” 
 
    “By all means." Aaron replied, the mage more interested in watching his friend tear apart the bookshelf. 
 
    With a snap of his fingers, Cayden called his display to life. Three new levels awaited him, and he didn't even hesitate as he selected Runemagi over and over again. 
 
    
    
      
      	  You have reached Runemagi Level 2 
  +90 MP 
  New Skill Learned! 
  
     
 
      
      	  Runic Empowerment 
  Type: Active Combat Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: Increase the effect of all inscribed Rune Phrases on target by 100% for one minute. 
  Cost: 250 MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have reached Runemagi Level 3 
  +90 MP 
  
     
 
      
      	  You have reached Runemagi Level 4 
  +90 MP 
  New Skill Learned! 
  
     
 
      
      	  Runic Overload 
  Type: Active Combat Skill 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: Increase the effect of all inscribed Rune Phrases on existing gear by 400% for one minute. After one minute, all inscribed Rune Phrases are erased. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    There was no more choice for where to put his stat points than there had been for class selection. Runemagi was a mage class, with an associated hunger for MP, something he had very little of. He dumped all fifteen into energy, adding them to the existing five he'd added upon first taking the class. 
 
    Satisfied, he pulled up his character sheet to survey the results: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Cayden 
  
      	  Gender: Male 
  
      	  Bloodline: Agares-Tabbris 
  
      	  Class: Guardian 7, Runemagi 4 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 64,238 
  
      	    
  
      	  Next Level: 66,000 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 18 
  
      	  Dexterity: 27 
  
      	  Vitality: 28 
  
      	  Energy: 21 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stat Points Remaining: 0 
  
      	    
  
      	  Mastery Points Remaining: 1 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max HP: 1860 
  
      	    
  
      	  HP Recovery: 5.6/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max MP: 1370 
  
      	    
  
      	  MP Recovery: 4.2/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max TP: 1210 
  
      	    
  
      	  TP Recovery: 7.3/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Not bad, but not great. He was edging terribly close to Jack of all Trades territory, a place that was incredibly dangerous when it came to actual combat. 
 
    Doubly so when he still hadn't figured out how to use the signature ability of his new class. 
 
    Cayden clicked on the skill icon for Rune Magic once more, pulling up the description: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Rune Magic 
  Type: Unique Spellcasting 
  Skill Level: Level 1. 
  Effect: User gains the ability to invoke Runic Magic. Skill level is tied to a number of words known. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    If there was a less useful skill description in the entire game, Cayden had yet to see it. 
 
    “This one will have to do." Vincent said with annoyance, throwing a massive tome down onto the desk. A few short words of power and magic enveloped the book, swirling about it until text began to peel from the pages, swallowed up into a void of violet energy that promptly vanished along with them. 
 
    “Place your hand on the open page.” Aaron instructed. Once Cayden had done so, he reached into a pouch at his side to produce a small quantity of sand. He threw the debris into the air, overtop of Cayden's hand, and in the same breath chanted a handful of mystical words. 
 
    The book flared to life, sky blue energy emanating from each and every page in a short-lived colorful display. When it was over, Aaron gestured for Cayden to move back, and the two mages stooped over the tome to inspect it. 
 
    The book was full of writing now. He recognized small amounts of it, a display similar to his character info, though vastly more detailed. Perhaps more troubling were the small illustrations as the two magic casters flipped through to various sections of the book. It was hard to tell at the distance he'd retreated to, but many of those photographs looked eerily similar to critical moments he recalled from childhood. Others seemed to be more recent, one a least, appeared to be an illustration of a battle he'd fought just earlier that week. 
 
    “NSA eat your heart out.” He mumbled. 
 
    The two conferred over his life's story for quite some time, speaking back and forth in hushed tones as they looked over this or that facet of his status. Eventually, the appeared to reach a consensus, much nodding passed from one to the other before they stood upright in near unison and turned to face him. 
 
    “I am willing to concede that you have some talent." Vincent said solemnly. "Discovering the ability to inscribe a Rune Phrase without instruction is no mean task, and the fact that it is a skill we will not have to teach you should make the upcoming days bearable." 
 
    “What he is saying.” Aaron said with a sidelong glance at his companion. “Is that we are indeed willing to instruct you.” 
 
    “Where do we start?” 
 
    The question silenced both mages. They exchanged looks, each waiting for the other to offer a suggestion. When none was forthcoming, it was Vincent who spoke. "By having you make a rock." 
 
   
 
    An hour later the three were seated comfortably at a table in the guild dining room. Levitating torches stood as a display of magical opulence as the three ate a comparatively traditional meal of roast boar and garden vegetables. Vincent had been eager to get to work, but Aaron had insisted on dinner, so the two had been forced to compromise with the first lesson over dinner. 
 
    “To begin with, what is the difference between Aaron and myself?” 
 
    Besides one of you being a slightly more colossal jackass? Cayden thought inwardly. “I'm not sure I understand the question? Physically?” 
 
    “No, no. Nothing so crass. Magically." He gestured to Aaron, then himself and back again. "We are two different types of magic caster if that helps, a wizard specialized in illusion, and a sorcerer specialized in doing as much damage as physically possible." 
 
    “He means evocation and transmutation spells.” Aaron chimed in helpfully. 
 
    Cayden knew the difference. Much of Babel's magic system traced its roots back to Dungeons and Dragons, as did their two specializations. “One of you is book smart, the other, naturally gifted.” 
 
    “To put it simply, yes.” Vincent nodded. “Though I would argue I am both.” 
 
    “Of course you would.” Aaron mumbled. 
 
    Vincent rolled his eyes before continuing. “We both access magic in vastly different ways, but ultimately, we do it from the same source of internal arcane power.” 
 
    “And even though there are differences in the origins of our abilities, our spells are still largely identical. A Firebolt cast by either of us will use the same incantation, the same trigger words and so on. The difference is in how we mentally prepare. Even for me, every spell is a magical formula to produce an expected result. I just take shortcuts he is unable-" 
 
    “Unwilling.” 
 
    “Unable to.” Aaron finished. 
 
    “Your magic is vastly different." Vincent said, picking up where Aaron left off. "Unlike the rigid strictures of arcane magic or the granted powers of the divine, runic magic is more..." He searched for a word. "Fluid." 
 
    With nothing more than a gesture, Vincent summoned a ball of light into his open palm. It floated, there, a slow rotation visible on its surface as Vincent drew his attention to it. “I can summon a dancing light because I know and have prepared the precise method to do so. That power has limits, however. I am unable to alter its color, shape or size without drastically altering the formula.” 
 
    “And runic magic could?” Cayden asked. 
 
    “Yes, though it comes at a cost.” Vincent waved his hand, the light dissipating in an instant before he scooped up a nearby pitcher of wine. “The regimented nature of our magic makes it efficient. The mana I spend is exact, and regular, without spills or overages, like filling this glass.” 
 
    “Your spells, particularly as a beginner, would be more like trying to fill the glass from the side of a poorly tapped keg.” Aaron chuckled. 
 
    Vincent seemed annoyed at the interruption, smothering his irritation behind a swallow of wine before he continued "That is an apt if more crude example than I had planned." 
 
    “So I'll always be using more mana than a traditional mage would to produce the same effect?" 
 
    “In the most basic of terms, yes.” Aaron replied. 
 
    Cayden paused before he spoke again, running the information over in his mind. "The trade-off is that I do not have to prepare spells, nor do I have a limited number known, is that about right?" 
 
    “Again, in the most basic of terms.” 
 
    “A runic mage draws on the power and language of the Great Emperor himself." Vincent explained. "And much like a crafted sentence can have many meanings, the invocation of a rune can do many things based on the will and intent of its caster. By investing your personal mana, you activate and direct the innate strength of a rune to your desired ends." 
 
    What he was being told made sense to the creative, gamer side of his brain. But the logical side of him struggled, what he was being told sounded a lot like the two men expected him to learn actual magic in order to use his new class. There was nothing even remotely similar in all of Babel, at least, that he was aware of. 
 
    I suppose that is what makes it unique. Cayden smiled grimly. 
 
    “It shouldn't be too difficult. At least, not in theory.” Aaron said helpfully. 
 
    “In theory?” Cayden replied with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    The two magic casters exchanged sidelong glances as if inwardly arguing who was going to tell him, an argument Aaron appeared to lose. "We were charged with your training, but in truth, neither of us have ever met a Runemagi. There haven't been Runemagi since before the diaspora." 
 
    “Oh, wonderful. So we have the blind leading the blind then?” 
 
    Vincent's face tightened into a snarl as he pushed back from the table. He was halfway to his feet when Aaron put a calming hand on his shoulder, urging him to sit. 
 
    “Cayden, you need to understand. We were charged by the Great Emperor himself for this task. To train a Runemagi should he come to us with a good reason, seeking knowledge.” Aaron's voice was humble as he spoke. “We were fated to be here, so I find it unlikely that the Great Emperor put us together, simply to have us fail at the task.” 
 
    It was a good point. Most players assumed the Great Emperor to be the in-game identity of the developer. If that were true, it seemed unlikely that he would have put Cayden on track to come here without also designing his would be tutors with the knowledge to train him. 
 
    “I apologize.” Cayden said at last. 
 
    Vincent looked to his friend, silver eyes clashing against yellow before he, at last, dropped back into his seat and took up his wine once more.  
 
    “So... in theory how do I use my ability?” Cayden asked. 
 
    “As Vincent suggested, we will have you start with a rock. Or rather, earth." Aaron replied. He plucked the tome containing Cayden's status from a seat next to him and placed it open before them. The two mages bickered briefly over whether the page they were looking for was backward or forwards, but eventually, they located it. 
 
    The page contained a copy of his lexicon, a near perfect replica of the data he had available in his character sheet. It was open to a page containing the letter E, and with a single outstretched finger, Aaron directed him to the Earth rune. 
 
    “An elemental rune, such as Earth, should be the easiest for you to visualize and thus manipulate. What we want you to do is to speak and invoke the power of the rune, to invest it with your mana and shape its expression to create a fist-sized rock. When you've completed that task, then we will continue." 
 
    “You make that sound far more simple than I imagine it is going to be." Cayden said dryly. 
 
    “I'm trying to build you up.” Aaron said with a roguish smile. 
 
    “Enough." Vincent snapped, interrupting any further banter from the pair. He was still not entirely over Cayden's earlier slight. "We will all learn more from your attempt than any further prattling." 
 
    Cayden opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it as sharp eyes bit into him. Instead, he turned his attention to the book, reading down to the description of the rune itself, and its proper pronunciation. Eos. He thought, repeating the word over and over in his head. Speak and invoke, that was what Aaron had said. Simple, right? 
 
    He stretched his hands, opening and closing them a few times before holding them out in front of him as if grasping a basketball. Then he began to focus his attention on an invisible point just between the two, drilling that empty air into his psyche as the point where he would create his rock. Speak and invoke, invest with mana and shape the expression. "Eos." 
 
    The table exploded into splinters as an enormous stalagmite ripped through it in an instant. Both mages were sent sprawling as the erupting stone threw their chairs aside, though Cayden himself was spared the brunt of the attack as he stared bewildered at what he had wrought. The point of the stone had halted at the exact point he had been visualizing, his hands shaking on either side of it as he glanced at his display. A thousand mana, nearly his entire bar, had been spent to create the violent attack. 
 
    Behind him, Aaron laughed. "Well, that was certainly... unexpected." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    “Oh for-" Cayden shouted, profanity on the tip of his tongue as the torso sized boulder slipped from his control and slammed into the floor. The stone just narrowly missed his bare feet as it fell, bits of it still peppering him all the same as the stone crumbled into a hundred different pieces. 
 
    The intervening week had not gone well. 
 
    After his little incident in the mess hall, his teachers had returned him to the anti-magic field for further training. When even that proved incapable of fully restraining the extent of the damage, they had transferred him to an empty cellar surrounded by newly empowered wards. It was that cellar that had taken the brunt of his failure over the previous few days; its floor ripped apart in a dozen places, one wall splintered clean through to the stone beneath. 
 
    His abilities were improving, but progress was slow. After the first two days, he'd learned how to restrain the flow of his mana, turning what was an uncontrollable fire-hose of MP down to a merely broken tap. He was still spraying everywhere, but he didn't dump near the entirety of his manapool on each casting. This had doubled the speed at which he practiced, leading to further improvements in restraint and control. 
 
    He could create earth from nothing now, rather than summoning the nearest source of it. The boulder he had been trying to manipulate had been his most recent attempt, elemental earth created solely by runic power. It was still an imperfect facsimile, the earth created by his ability existed so long as he kept MP invested in it, but began to decay quite quickly once he released it. Cayden was certain that, in time, he could create earth that was more than a mere temporary figment. 
 
    But considering he was still having difficulty with any level of control beyond 'Summon Enormous Rock,' that time would be long in coming. 
 
    Cayden slumped back against a nearby wall, gesturing to the stone to summon what mana remained in it, removing the penalty to his maximum MP that was caused by imbuing an item with his power. Currently, it cost him roughly 8% of his total MP just to hold the rock together. Considering Silver had managed to put a powerful anti-divination ward onto him at the cost of 0.05% of hers, he suspected he had quite a ways to go. 
 
    Despite being a language-based skill, somatic components, physical motions, were very much a part of runic casting. That was something Cayden had learned the hard way after nearly taking his head off with an erupting spike. Drawing the runes in the air or on a nearby surface could help to focus the magic, while gestures could direct the targeting and flow of his mana once he had invoked the rune. He'd been surprised to find just how much control he retained over the mana, enough that he could draw it out with nothing more than a thought and a gesture. 
 
    Yet despite all he'd learned, he didn't feel all that much closer to accomplishing the goal that Vincent and Aaron had set out for him. He had narrowed his output and gained some measure of control over his mana, but delicate control of the sort that he'd need to create a small rock seemed fully beyond him. 
 
    Cayden had tried a half dozen clever tricks, but none had proven any more effective than simply beating his head against the skill over and over in incremental improvements. He didn't like that, it felt far too much like school, and it lacked any cleverness. It felt as though he were building a jigsaw puzzle by picking a single piece and trying every other piece randomly against it, rather than building out from the corners or trying to find some unique area of the image to match existing pieces. 
 
    Nor had Vincent or Aaron proved to be of any help whatsoever. At least one of the two checked in on him every few hours, inquiring about his progress and proposing cryptic, or simply useless tips. They knew quite a lot about his ability, that much was apparent, but it was all technician knowledge, not practical. They could tell him about how things worked in general, but they were ill-equipped to give him pointers on how to get them to function when it mattered. 
 
    More than anything, Cayden felt out of his element. So much of him was tied up in the idea of crunch. He knew the HP regeneration of his original build at this level back to forward. He knew how many monsters of a certain level it would take, on average, to hit his next level up. He'd memorized tables of spells and skills, weapon statistics and monster data. But none of that helped him here. This wasn't crunch; there were no mechanics here that he could find, no easy way to measure his progress save by the amount of MP spent on each failed attempt. This was an art more than science, and Cayden had failed his art classes. 
 
    Cayden's head thumped back against the cellar wall as he reached into his pocket to retrieve his glasses. He had spent the day without them, dressed in Axfell initiate robes in the hope that a more simplistic approach might put him in the right mindset. It wasn't working. 
 
    A few messages awaited him as he logged into his display. Two from Celia, which wasn't surprising. She'd been panicked by the time he'd finally been released from captivity, and since then she'd inundated him with messages, wanting to be certain he was still alright. He'd gotten lucky there, another day and Celia might very well have sent Silver looking for him, which would have been a headache he did not need. 
 
    Further down was a message from Sarah. He caught himself smiling at the sight of it, and he could feel a slight blush creeping up his neck as he clicked on it. 
 
    The two of them had been trading messages back and forth for the better part of a month, ever since the night the four of them had spent at the Dizzy Sheep in the aftermath of the attempts on his life. The first message had come from out of the blue, just a pleasant little hello that he couldn't look away from. Since then they'd been corresponding usually a few times each day, sharing funny gifs they found online, talking about their days or interests. In a world where nearly every waking moment was devoted to the game, Cayden was glad to have at least one friend who had zero interest in talking about it. Bands, movies, video games, all of these things were on the table, but never the day to day grind, never planning about the next dungeon or talking about builds. 
 
    Today she was on a tangent about the Simpsons, though he had himself to blame for that. Sarah was a Simpsons die hard, and he had made the brutal, unforgivable mistake of suggesting that recent episodes were getting back to par with what the show had managed in its heyday. She had responded with nearly a dozen laugh out loud classic Simpsons gags, from episodes such as "You Only Move Twice" and "King-Sized Homer." 
 
    Sarah was right; they didn't make them like they used to. 
 
    There were hundreds of other messages blocked behind his spam filter, messages from fans wishing he would get back to streaming, or concerned that they hadn't heard from him in so long. Cayden knew he would have to update his blog sooner rather than later, if only for proof of life, but he had a different destination in mind as he opened his browser and tapped away at invisible keys. 
 
    “Still a wanted man..." He sighed. The Google result was nothing new. The bounty was still on his head. Police were still looking for information that could lead to the arrest of David Veda, though at a much lower reward than the one on Cayden's head. Vitalita stock had finally finished it's crash, having been de-listed from the Washington Stock Exchange earlier in the day. From one of the largest, most expensive bio-medical and Babel Resource tech firms on the face of the planet to a penny stock in just under a month. Amazing what having your lunatic majority shareholder on the run for attempted murder could do to your stock price. 
 
    Still nice to see Immolatus get what was coming to him. 
 
    Cayden realized that his mana was long since fully recharged, so he copied the top result and pasted it into a return message to Sarah, along with a mixture of humility and some unseemly gloating of his own. She'd thought the stock was going to bounce back now that the corporate board had voted to strip David of his position as CEO in absentia. He wondered if it was odd to be a sore winner and a magnanimous loser in the same message. 
 
    He pocketed his glasses and stood, pacing his way back to the center of the room. He could already feel his inner doubt and self-recrimination boiling up, so he focused inward before looking outward. In his mind's eye, he examined the hesitation, seeing it for the frustration it was before putting it aside. One thing he had learned was that his magic functioned best when he had a clear head and steady emotions. Whether that was a facet of the system itself, or whether he simply made more mistakes when he was emotional hardly mattered, what he needed was a clear head. 
 
    His chest rose and fell in slow, easy breaths. The measured counting of breaths helped to steady him, helped to hold his focus as he opened his eyes and fixated on an empty point in space. In and out he breathed until at last; he drew a deep breath to speak the word. "Eos." 
 
    It was wrong from the start; he could tell that the instant the word left his mouth. Mana swelled within him, rolling to an uncontrollable pitch before it at last overflowed. The floor ahead of him cracked, and Cayden watched in dismay as another spire of stone erupted, and nearly nine hundred MP vanished. 
 
    “Goddamnit!” Cayden shouted. It was impossible. Creating a stone the size of a fist, it felt as though he were being asked to dial a phone number with hands three sizes too large. 
 
    Something clicked in Cayden's head, a bark of laughter slipping past his lips despite the rage welling within him. “The fingers you have used to dial, are too fat.” He laughed again, harder this time as the answer came to him all at once. He needed a dialing wand, something he could use with more precision. 
 
    If he couldn't control how much MP he used, he could at least control how much MP he had. Draw the reservoir down to near empty, and the pressure would diminish, which would give him the ability to practice his fine control. 
 
    It proved slightly more challenging in practice than Cayden had intended. Working off a low MP pool by itself didn't help. The 'pressure' stayed the same whether he had one thousand or one hundred MP remaining. But investing MP into objects, reducing the total size of his pool? That helped. 
 
    Ultimately he had to reduce his overall pool down below 200 to get a firm control on his mana. Once he did, however, the results were nothing short of outstanding. He made a functional, permanent stone on his first attempt, then made three more back to back with little to no effort. Even better, with the reduced pressure, it soon became clear precisely what he'd been doing wrong in the first place. 
 
    Invoking a rune caused a sort of reverberation among his mana, like shaking a can of soda. He'd been trying to keep the soda in the bottle, with predictable results, when his goal should have been to seek to calm it so that it didn't erupt at all. That knowledge made all the difference. 
 
    Over the next eight hours, he continued to refine his techniques. He allowed the training wheels to come off one stone at a time, slowly increasing his maximum MP while still struggling to maintain his fine control. 
 
    By the time Aaron arrived for an evening check in he found Cayden lounging on a pile of nearly a thousand fist sized rocks. The young player was oblivious to his arrival, speaking to empty air as he tossed a fist-sized stone from hand to hand. “What's this? 'Extremely high voltage.' Well, I don't need safety gloves, 'cause I'm Homer Simp-!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Time passed slowly in Axfell. 
 
    It didn't actually pass slowly, at least, not like the Room of Spirit and Time (or the Hypersonic Lion Tamer as fans of the dub might know it). It was that every day felt slower. Cayden was no stranger to time spent on research, but after his fifth day in the stacks, he was ready to pull his hair out by its roots if it would let him feel something other than tedium. 
 
    Following his successful mastery of Eos Vincent and Aaron had put Cayden through a rigorous test of his vocabulary, forming a similar test for each of the remaining nouns in his vocabulary. He had conjured a statue of the Great Emperor with the use of Kira, started a campfire with Natha and summoned a specific chess piece from a nearby room with Serra. Each test had proven easier than the last, and by the end of their examination, he was completing the assigned task on the first or second try. 
 
    His magic was still far from perfect. Even with the leaps and bounds he'd progressed, Cayden was still using far, far too much mana for it to be combat effective. Moreover, the whole process did still involve learning an entirely new language. It was all well and good to be able to ignite a target by invoking Natha against a strawman target, it was quite another to string together complicated spell names in the middle of combat. 
 
    In the evenings they had him studying, memorizing Runic symbols so that he could regurgitate them for tests in the morning. In the afternoons he traveled the stacks, searching among tens of thousands of manuscripts for tomes that Vincent assumed would be of use. It was a task made all the more difficult by the confounding method Vincent had used to organize the library of Axfell. The books were not ordered by type, title or subject. There were no Dewey decimals here. Instead, books were arranged by the date in which the library, or rather, Vincent, had received them. 
 
    Vincent had him hunting down tomes related to runic knowledge, which could be anything from a book containing a detailed history of the language of the Great Emperor, to a single off-hand mention in a footnote. The mage didn't seem able to prioritize books by value, instead of giving Cayden the task to hunt down another whenever inspiration struck him. 
 
    Most were useless for their endeavor, but perhaps one in ten contained a perfect rubbing of a series of glyphs, or a had the symbols magically etched onto its parchment. These few were invaluable because when properly deciphered, they added to Cayden's vocabulary. 
 
    That had been their catching point these last few days. No doubt when the quest had been designed, the developer had intended that a player would have been collecting runes for months as he ascended the tower, rather that rushing ahead as Cayden had. Vincent and Aaron were adamant that he would need at least two hundred words in his vocabulary to be able to attempt their trial, enough to unlock the ability to string together two words at a time. 
 
    They couldn't let him leave Axfell, not in the least because the cost to teleport back up to the floor would be positively ruinous, nor did they care to act as bodyguards by taking him to a set of available runes on the floor. That left the library and its books as his only source in the tedious grind to two hundred. 
 
    The good news was that it looked like his long personal nightmare was soon to be over. He'd spent the last several days adding rune after rune to his vocabulary. Indeed, he'd literally added the word Rune to his lexicon only an hour past, which had brought him to 192/200. He could practically taste the freedom, even though he knew in his heart of hearts that the result of his success here would no doubt be a new and even more absurd set of tasks. 
 
    “The newest books.” Cayden announced as he wheeled a small cart loaded with weathered knowledge up the aisle towards Vincent. 
 
    “Yes, yes.” The man said impatiently, not even bothering to look up from his transcription, waving his hand in the direction of the nearby tables. “See if there is anything worth having inside them, then return the books to their rightful place.” 
 
    He nodded. He'd learned fairly early on when he should and should not bother trying to talk to Vincent. The man was a fount of knowledge, able and often eager to showcase his knowledge on an enormous variety of subjects. When he could be bothered to. When he was engaged in a book, either transcribing another new spell into is repertoire or digging up some bit of esoteric knowledge, he was only slightly more useful than a brick. 
 
    Today was the latter. 
 
    Cayden wheeled the trolley up to a nearby table and carefully shifted the books, one after the other, onto the table. Early on in his library work, Aaron had stopped by to impress upon him the danger of damaging any of the books, and to fess up immediately if he did. Vincent would know. He might not find out immediately, but a decade down the line he would find a missing page and bring his vast magical power to bear to find and punish him for his temerity. 
 
    “So, where to start?” Cayden murmured under his breath, though even that small noise brought a grunt of annoyance from nearby Vincent. 
 
    The books had a variety of titles and subjects, some more appealing than others. Mating Habits of Dark Kobolds, for example, was relatively low on the list, alongside The Complete Histories of Four-Thousand Petty Kings. Others were more intriguing, some of the books written on the subjects of arcane or divine magic, while still others were books on fables or legends of the tower, which might have proven interesting, had they been written in a language he could understand. He was surprised how often that seemed to occur, despite the fact that the Elan all shared a common language.  
 
    One book, in particular, did catch his eye. It was a thick, dusty volume that bore a silver engraving on its leather cover, marking it as A Detailed Accounting of the 1,944 Departed Bloodlines. 
 
    The lore behind Babel's history had always fascinated Cayden, so he happily scooped up the book and took it with him to a nearby chair. He was immediately both overjoyed and disappointed. The book itself proved to have been written in a variety of different languages, which ruled out the idea of actually reading it. On the other hand, each page was topped with an illustration, as well as between two and five runes. For a book the topped off near two thousand pages, it could prove to be a bounty of possible words. 
 
    He flipped carefully through the pages, looking at each set of runes in turn. The auto-translate function did not often work properly on paper, but Cayden had spent enough time studying that he was fairly confident that he would recognize them if he spotted any runes he already knew. 
 
    Page after page he journeyed, each new spread presenting him with a pair of wonderful if sometimes unsettling illustrations. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to the illustrations themselves; some were of barbaric warriors, others eastern looking mystics, while still others were not even remotely human. Demons filled pages as often as angels, as did a variety of predators and magical creatures. Cayden made a few casual guesses as he paged through his options but to no avail. 
 
    Cayden had begun to zone out around the eight hundred page mark. It was his only excuse for turning the page without recognizing either the English words or the picture they sat beneath. 
 
    The White Knight. 
 
    It took a full two pages before his absent mind made the connection and sent a surge of excitement running along the length of his spine. He nearly tore a page in the decrepit work in his haste to return, to be sure that what he saw wasn't just the fancy of a weary, addled mind. 
 
    The picture was unmistakable. A beautiful, blue-eyed woman clad all in white stood at the head of an army. She was not armored in the image, instead clad in nothing more than a plain white slip that covered her from shoulder to ankle. She held a sword in one arm and clutched a weeping young woman in the other, holding her tightly against her breast. Her chin was upturned and defiant as if daring whatever force was arrayed opposite of her on the battlefield to do its worst. 
 
    “Vincent!” He cried, at once realizing the book's importance. 
 
    “Yes, yes.” The mage replied, waving him away with his free hand. “See if there is-” 
 
    “Vincent!” Cayden's shout was more firm this time as he stood. “I need you to take a look at this now.” 
 
    “It can wait.” 
 
    It couldn't. Cayden lifted the book and stormed towards the other man. Vincent didn't look up; he didn't even appear to be aware that Cayden had drawn so close. When he was younger, Cayden had held an entire argument with his father regarding the location of the PlayStation controller while he'd been asleep. Vincent was no different, which meant that he would have to resort to tactics similar to those his father had used. 
 
    He reached out and slammed one of Vincent's books. 
 
    “What?” The man cried in sudden alarm. Surprise gave way to annoyance, and then to anger as he realized not only what, but who. “You dare?” 
 
    “Are you really going to shout at me like a Saturday morning cartoon villain?" Cayden retorted. Then, without waiting for a reply, he set his book down next to the one he'd just closed and pointed at the picture on the right-hand side. "Who is she?" Cayden then gestured to the book as a whole. "For that matter, who are any of them." 
 
    Ire flashed in Vincent's eyes, and for just a moment Cayden worried he'd gone too far. Then Vincent's nature got the better of him, the wizard turning his gaze to the page to source the meaning of Cayden's question. 
 
    “Well?” Cayden asked after Vincent had spent half a minute examining the text. 
 
    “Do you want to push your luck any further?" Vincent asked icily. It sent a chill down Cayden's spine, causing the young man to demure and dip his head in apology. "From your tone, I imagine this one would be The White Knight I have heard so much about." 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    “Progenitors of the bloodlines I suspect, judging by the title.” Vincent ran a finger along the text. “This text is like a dialect of a dialect. Nearly illegible, even for me.” 
 
    Vincent flipped the book closed, studying the title and the spine of the volume. Unsatisfied, he opened the book once more and began to scan through page after page, frowning as he did so. 
 
    “What's wrong.” 
 
    “It is strange. I do not recall owning this particular bit of knowledge.” 
 
    “Could it possibly belong to Aaron?” Cayden inquired. 
 
    “That simpleton? I'd be lucky if he didn't eat a book mistaking the leather for jerky.” Vincent shook his head. “No.” 
 
    The wizard stood and began to weave his left hand through a series of complicated, arcane gestures while keeping his right hand on the book Cayden had brought him. Vincent's words rose to a crescendo and then... nothing. Nothing save for a deepening frown on the man's face. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “My library contains 87,294 works. Including this one.” 
 
    “You have a spell to count your books?” Cayden didn't even know why he was surprised. “What is the problem?” 
 
    “My library should contain 87,294 works. Excluding this one.” Vincent's eyes narrowed. “Someone swapped out the books in a way that I wouldn't notice.” 
 
    “Isn't it more likely that someone took or damaged a book and didn't tell you?” 
 
    Vincent spat him with a stare of contempt, his silver eyes lingering on the young man until he finally relented. "Okay, so maybe not. But why?" 
 
    “Why indeed. Not to mention whom." The magic caster returned to his seat and began to review the new book in earnest. Cayden watched as the older man worked, flipping back and forth across pages and scribbling down notes to himself as he found this or that section of particular interest. It was a tedious procedure, one that seemed to take hours. Throughout, Cayden did not dare to move for fear that if he left the absent-minded wizard to his work, that he might very well forget Cayden's interest entirely. 
 
    After what felt like approximately three millennia, Vincent leaned back from the book and uttered a single word. "Fascinating." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    An hour later Aaron joined Cayden and Vincent, at the latter's request. Aaron was disheveled, the hems of his trousers splattered with mud that was evocative of the man's otherwise grubby appearance. 
 
    “So, what is this matter that is so crucial that I cannot even be given time to bathe?” Aaron grunted. 
 
    “You act as if anyone has a desire to see you like this.” Vincent was regretting calling Aaron in such a rush, a minute tic of frustration fluttering at his eye with each mud-stained footprint the sorcerer left behind on the library floor. "Take a look at this."  
 
    Aaron leaned down to survey the offered book. He stretched out a hand to run through the pages, then thought better of it as Vincent caught him with a disapproving stare. “Okay, I'll bite. What am I looking at.” 
 
    Vincent drew in a breath, preparing a scathing rebuke that the sorcerer could not see what he did. Then he thought better of it, cleared his frustration with a shake of his head, and gestured to the page. “This is Cayden's White Knight.” 
 
    “Hmm... I can see his interest.” Aaron snickered lightly. 
 
    Cayden blushed, and Vincent fumed. "That isn't the point you dolt." 
 
    “You really don't get jokes, do you, Vince." Cayden could see the scholar bristle at the nickname, about to rise to the bait before Aaron continued. "I'm not getting your point. I'm tired, I'm hungry, and we lost three men on patrol today. So if you could just get to the point."  
 
    “You were right.” Vincent replied flatly. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About our charge.” The wizard inclined his head ever so slightly in Cayden's direction. 
 
    “You mean there are others.” Aaron clapped his hands together, grinning from ear to ear. “You are sure?” 
 
    Vincent nodded. He'd made magical marks on several pages, and with nothing more than a gesture he flipped from one to another. "Of the bloodline of Azrael, I found the Namekeeper. Marut produced the Sorcerer. On this page, Maalik, The Keeper." 
 
    “Aaron.” Cayden said, turning his attention to the other man. “Could you please translate this into something that makes sense?” 
 
    For once, even Aaron was lost in the moment. If he heard Cayden, he didn't respond, instead frantically scanning the pages of text as Vincent presented them to him. "And there are no other legends connected to Tabbris?" 
 
    “None that I have been able to fin-” 
 
    “Guys!” Cayden shouted, slamming an empty inkwell down onto the table like a gavel. “Could you please?” 
 
    The sound was enough to shock them out of the moment, both Aaron and Vincent staring wide eyed at the young man before exchanging looks. In the end, it was Aaron who spoke. 
 
    “Just before the arrival of the bloodline families, what you call launch day, we were charged to aid your quest by the Great Emperor himself. He appeared to us in a vision, and instructed us on the steps we would need to take if a person arrived seeking The White Knight.” Aaron explained. “I had long suspected, but never confirmed that we were not the only ones to be given such a task.” 
 
    “What made you think that?” 
 
    Aaron turned the book, gesturing to the depiction of a winged man. He was shrouded in darkness, an enormous book held in the crook of one arm, a quill in the other. “This is the Namekeeper. Like The White Knight, he is one of thousands of myths. Beings of fiction, creatures of legend. If we were being tasked with guiding you to The White Knight, surely there were other myths just as real.” 
 
    “How many?” Cayden asked. 
 
    “Vincent?" Aaron deferred. 
 
    “Difficult to say.” The mage admitted. “This work lists such a legend for each of the 1,944 bloodlines, but I find that unlikely. Cayden claims that he has never heard of a unique ability like his mastery of runic magic. If two thousand possible candidates were running around out there, I think someone would have let it slip by now."  
 
    “How many?” Cayden asked. 
 
    “My best guess? Twenty-Seven. Some of the beings listed in this book are so rare as to almost be forgotten, while others, such as The Sorcerer are well known even today. If the Great Emperor is imbuing these myths with real power, it stands to reason he could have chosen as many or as few as he wanted to. One for each bloodline family seems like it would be a solid, thematic number.” 
 
    Twenty-Seven unique abilities. Cayden let the thought of it stew around in his mind as Aaron and Vincent continued their verbal high-fives. 
 
    If they were right, it made a little more sense. The idea that no one had spotted that little phrase of English on the roof of the boss room had seemed unlikely at the time, but if only a player with the Tabbris bloodline could even see it then that would lower the possibility dramatically. 
 
    But what of the other abilities? Was there someone running around in a top tier raiding guild with a fully developed unique ability that they'd kept under wraps all this time? “Do you think the other legends have been found?” 
 
    “Impossible to say.” Vincent admitted. “I might be able to devise a spell, but it would be months in the making for little gain.” 
 
    “I imagine at least some of the seekers may have died.” 
 
    That got Cayden's attention. “Seekers? You mean players like me?” 
 
    Aaron nodded grimly. 
 
    “Why would you think they are dead?” 
 
    “The Great Emperor does not make simple trials Cayden.” He frowned deeply and looked. “You would do well to remember that.”  
 
   
 
    It was a hard thing to forget, particularly with Aaron reminding Cayden at almost every turn. 
 
    With Vincent's help, he had managed to decipher enough of the named legends to expand his vocabulary to nearly three hundred words. The expanded knowledge came with the expected reward, the ability to string together multiple runes with a single casting. It also came with an even more lofty goal, an expectation of two thousand words. Considering the progression thus far he could guess that when he passed that mark, he'd be asked to find twenty, and then two hundred thousand runes. To access the full power of his class, he would apparently need to learn the entire language. 
 
    Aaron certainly seemed intent on making him try. The promise of a trial when he had learned two hundred words had been forgotten the moment it was reached, replaced by a new goal of perfecting his multi-rune casting ability. 
 
    That had barely taken Cayden a week. 
 
    Multi-rune casting was not appreciably different from the single word casting he had already become fluent in. It cost more MP and required slightly more mental focus to form the proper pronunciation of two runic words, but it did not compare to the difficulty he had endured when learning to control the runes in the first place. 
 
    It was, however, much more powerful. The ability to chain together words allowed for more complicated manipulation. By itself, the Earth rune was limited to summoning or directly altering earth in rather simple ways. But combined with other runes he could produce walls, armors, even weak summoned creatures such as an elemental. The overall cost and capabilities of a two-word phrase were close to third tier spells normally available to fortieth level casters, which put it in line with the progression he expected, with fifth tier spells coming available at two-thousand known words and so forth. 
 
    Such a jump in power was impressive but difficult to wield. A single two-rune cast could eat up as much as three-quarters of his MP, and after a week of practice, he was fairly sure that he was getting down to the practical limit of efficiency. The cost was fairly in line with what he knew of runic magic in general, that his spells typically cost about 25% more than an equivalent spell from a traditional caster. It still hurt though, limiting him for the moment to a single casting of his strongest spells roughly once every three to four minutes with his current MP regeneration. Not great for combat, other than as a finisher. 
 
    Of course, Aaron's reaction to Cayden's new found proficiency had been to declare that he wasn't ready. He needed more training, more preparation time. Aaron was already making noises about the possibility that he might insist Cayden reach his next milestone as if there were even two thousand words on the whole floor that would be possible for Cayden to learn. 
 
    Vincent was of a different mind. Pass or fail, Cayden should have taken the test weeks ago in his eyes. The wizard had made clear that the test itself was tied to Cayden's existing abilities, a level scaled quest in video game parlance, which made their current bout of training superfluous. It was a disagreement that fell on deaf ears. Aaron had decided against it, and the test could not even be attempted without the confirmation of both of his tutors. 
 
    And so Cayden waited in a sort of limbo. In the morning he trained in the cellar, further refining his mastery of language and discovering new and innovative ways to use the words in his vocabulary. His afternoons were spent in the library, pouring over manuscripts for scraps of text for a handful of new words each day. His evenings were his own. Some were spent in further practice. More often, he spent them like this, browsing the internet and keeping in touch with friends. 
 
    They had been making considerable progress in his absence, as Celia was always chipper to point out, much to his chagrin. She had taken well to Shifty after their first meeting, and the two spent most every day partied up as they ground their way through content under Silver's less than watchful eye. 
 
    In the time he'd been gone they'd worked their way up to the sixth floor, and tackled a pair of dungeons as part of pick up groups. Considering their progress, he was fairly sure the two out leveled him now, even with the boost he'd received from his special quest. If not, the upcoming trip to the seventh floor Celia spoke of in her most recent message would certainly bridge the gap. 
 
    Messages from Sarah had proven more uplifting to Cayden's spirit. At least, they had. He had gotten so used to seeing a new message from her whenever he put on his glasses, that the absence of any over the last few days had been conspicuous. It had been odd enough that he'd kept his wearing glasses in the middle of the day, something he rarely did in Axfell so that he would see if one arrived. 
 
    Twilight fell without a reply. Dinner passed without one. Breakfast, lunch, then dinner all over again. He felt petty stewing over something so simple, but in many ways, she was the strongest connection to normal he had if such thing even existed in the tower. Frankly, it was a wonder that he'd gone as long as three days before finally checking in on her. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Cayden: Babel to Sarah. I know it was a bad pun, but was it really that bad? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Hopefully, that didn't seem too desperate. They'd both made it abundant to one another fairly early on that neither was really interested in the other that way, for a variety of the reasons. Even so, he too often fretted that she might interpret a word or an action as an advance. And freaking out because it had taken her a few days to get back to him felt a little high on that creepo list. 
 
    Seconds passed as he sat curled up against the wall of the simple apprentice quarters they had laid out for him. Then minutes. She wasn't going to reply, but that didn't keep his eyes from drifting to the empty messages icon every few minutes. Time for a distraction. 
 
    He fired up a movie, 1986's The Transformers (The Movie!) and within a few minutes he felt weary eyes beginning to sag. It seemed not even the magical energy of an 80's power ballad would be enough to keep him up into the late hours. 
 
    Ding! 
 
    The chime of a priority message startled him just as he began to nod off. The surprise was enough to jolt him upright, his heart suddenly racing in primitive preparation for a non-existent threat. 
 
    A new message was waiting for him as expected. The type, on the other hand, was anything but expected. Sarah had never sent him a video message before. 
 
    Rather than sit and speculate on why he clicked on it. 
 
    Cayden immediately knew something was wrong as the screen filled with a transparent shot of Sarah's face. She was wearing a set of cheap AR glasses, that did nothing to hide the fierce anger in her emerald eyes as she stared into what he knew must be a mirror. Her hair was a mess, something unheard of for her, and she looked like she hadn't slept for days. 
 
    “Read it.” Came a voice from off camera. 
 
    “Go fu-” Sarah started, before a backhand caught her across the side of the face. The brutality of it was stunning, and Cayden flinched, trying to look away in spite of himself. Not that it helped. The glasses continued to project the image into his eyes, forcing him to watch as whoever it was struck her twice more. 
 
    “Fine." Sarah said at last. She didn't look too much worse for the wear as she turned back to the camera, not with Babel muting much of the damage and the pain, but there was little it could do for shock or fear. The point hadn't been too hurt her, but to send a message. "Cayden. As you can see, these clowns have kidnapped me." 
 
    “Read it right!” A voice shouted from off camera. 
 
    “And they've kept me up for the last three days straight, so my vision is a little too blurry to read their shitty script." She snarled at the man off screen, bracing for a blow that didn't come. It was hard to hear, but in the background, scuffling and someone was saying 'just let her talk.' "I'm sorry. I held off as long as I could but..." 
 
    His heart broke for her as he saw tears welling in her eyes. Physical torture such as beatings didn't work well in Babel. But sleep deprivation? Stress positions? Those were probably the least awful things they could be doing to her. 
 
    He could tell she was hurting, and a part of him wondered if he would have lasted half as long as she had. 
 
    “I just... I can't. I'm seeing things. Hearing things. I need to...” Her head drooped for a moment the image showing her chest and work uniform for several seconds before someone from out of frame managed to shake some sense into her and drag her focus back to the mirror. 
 
    Sarah's eyes were drained and sad as they stared at her reflection, forced to watch herself even as she felt she betrayed him. "This skinny little bastard needs you to come down to the Inn within the next eight hours and give yourself up. If you don't, they are going to kill me and find someone else you know." 
 
    “See, was that so hard?” Asked a rough voice from just off camera. 
 
    “Don't come.” Was the last thing she murmured before the camera shut off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    “Is the news that bad?” Cayden asked 
 
    Silver frowned. Her eyes flicked down to the image of her stream in the bottom corner of her display before she spoke. "What gave it away?"  
 
    “You look angry.” 
 
    This time she laughed, a half-hearted, sleepy chuckle. “I've been told I always look angry. Especially when I'm tired.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh don't.” She stopped him. “If there was ever a time to wake me up in the middle of the night, this is it.” 
 
    “I'm just glad you answered.” 
 
    Cayden had spent the first few minutes after he received Sarah's message in a combination of shock and panic. Plans and schemes had flooded his mind, each considered, then discarded. There were too many variables. Too many unknowns for him to formulate any realistic plan. It hadn't taken him long to realize that he had only one place to turn if he had any hope of recovering Sarah in one piece. 
 
    Silver was not amused when she'd picked up after the fifth attempt. She'd been bleary eyed, her hair a tangled mop of black in the dimness of her room. He was fairly sure that she only answered with video so he could see the fury in her eyes at being woken up in the middle of the night. 
 
    Her expression had softened by the time he'd finished his story, and, to his surprise, she accepted his request without hesitation or talk of quid pro quo. Whether she had developed a fondness for Sarah that evening, they'd all spent at the tavern, or whether she was just that good of a person, Cayden didn't know. Nor did he care at that moment. 
 
    “Don't thank me yet.” She winced. “The bad news is that I can't find her. I can't even find a trace of her, which is worrisome in its own right.” 
 
    Cayden nodded. "Well she's still active on my friend's list, so we know she is still alive." 
 
    “Which leaves two options. Either she is in a guild hall with solid warding, or whoever has her also has a powerful mage on hand.” 
 
    “Probably the latter.” Cayden frowned. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “They slapped her hard enough to do damage in the video they sent me." Cayden explained, "That rules out any guild hall based in a city." 
 
    “Since the Emperor's Guard would show up.” Silver agreed. “They could still be on a higher floor. There are a lot of Guild Halls on thirty plus that are outside of the cities.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “... you can't teleport her to a floor she hasn't attuned to.” Silver finished his thought before he could state the obvious. “And they aren't marching her all that way in a few days. Derp.” 
 
    “Which leaves us with a wizard as powerful as you." 
 
    “Let's not go crazy." Silver snorted in a decidedly unfeminine fashion. "I've only been searching with comparatively passive spells. Unless he is a top tier raid mage, I'd be able to break his non-detection and scry on her. But-" 
 
    “If you do that he'll know you're looking and they will probably kill her." It was now Cayden's turn to finish her thoughts. Any other time he'd have marveled at just how in sync they were with one another, but he had more important matters. "No way you can narrow it down." 
 
    Silver shook her head. "There are about five places on the second-floor that I cannot properly scry. If it were me, I'd have put up at least two fake ones specifically, so I don't stand out as the only place surrounded by high-level divination blockers." 
 
    “Which means we either guess or...” 
 
    “...you turn yourself in. Cayden, I haven't known you long enough to be sure, but that has to be the dumbest idea you've ever had.” 
 
    “You know, Celia said something similar to me just the other day." He laughed. "It can't be that bad of an idea; you had it too." 
 
    She looked away from her recording device, a nervous hand pulling tangles out of her dark hair as she chose her words. “I can think of it because I wouldn't be the one doing it.” 
 
    “But you would have my back. If they decide to put me down right outside the city, you'd know, and you could jump in and stomp them to put us back to square one. If they bring me back to the lair, then we've got a shot." 
 
    “A long shot." She frowned. "You realize that once you find the place, I'll probably have to tangle with the mage before I can come in and help you. You'd have to stay alive for at least a couple of minutes while I put him down." 
 
    “No chance of calling in the cavalry then?" He asked. 
 
    Silver shook her head once again. "I didn't even ask because I don't want to put Luxuria in that position. Any mage who can block me this well is probably part of a guild. If it is just me, I can frame it as a personal thing. If I bring a party, they might treat it as an attack. With all the work she's been doing, Luxuria can't afford to risk another Guild War." 
 
    “Was worth a shot.” Cayden sighed. “I did come up with one plan that might work. I'm pretty sure it'd get Sarah out anyways, and that is what matters, right?” 
 
    Silver's eyes tightened, but before she could give a response, the door to Cayden's quarters swung open. Aaron was standing there, a stern expression on his face. "I'll fill you in when I get back to the second-floor. And Silver... I owe you one." 
 
    “You owe me two.” She corrected. “Don't worry though. You can start by explaining why you are on the forty-ninth floor, and how you got there.” 
 
    Her image winked out before the swear left his lips. He'd been relatively sure from the moment he contacted her that she'd realize he was somewhere he shouldn't be, but up until that moment, he'd still held out hope. Hope really was the first step on the road to disappointment.  
 
    “Aaron." He said, at last, acknowledging the silent Elan. 
 
    “Cayden.” Came the measured response. 
 
    This was no social visit. The gregarious sorcerer was angry, even if he was doing his best to conceal it. 
 
    “You've been spying on me the whole time then?" Cayden asked. It didn't take a genius to put two and two together. Aaron didn't just arrive in a tizzy out of the blue. 
 
    “You haven't completed the quest set out for you by the Great Emperor.” 
 
    Cayden frowned. If Aaron had been watching, then he would have seen Cayden's reaction and heard him explain it to Silver, even if he hadn't seen the message itself. That his mentor cared more about the quest rubbed him decidedly the wrong way. "With luck, I will be gone only a day or so. If not you'll be out of your obligation." 
 
    “When I released you I told you that you had been confined to the Mage's Quarters unless accompanied elsewhere. Has something changed to give you the idea that you can go where you will?" Aaron snapped. 
 
    “You're serious?” Cayden shot back. “The teleportation crystal is within sight of the front door!” 
 
    Aaron returned the words with a stare. 
 
    “You are serious about this?" He continued, meeting Aaron's stare. When no answer was forthcoming, he began to shout. "You heard all of it. You're going to keep me here while a woman dies?" 
 
    “I will do what I have been instructed.” 
 
    Cayden threw up his hands, stomping towards Aaron. “I need to pass your trial then? Is that it?” 
 
    “It is the Great Emper-” 
 
    “Then give me the damn trial already.” Cayden interjected. 
 
    Aaron studied him, his eyes softening just the slightest hint. “If you take the trial now, you will almost certainly die.” 
 
    “If I don't then Sarah certainly will.” He retorted. “Give me the trial.” 
 
    “You aren't ready.” 
 
    “Give me the trial or get out of my way Aaron!” 
 
    The mage didn't flinch back from Cayden, even as the young man all but shouted into his face. Their eyes locked with one another, and Cayden could see that there was no bargaining with him. Aaron had made up his mind and chosen his protege over a stranger. 
 
    “Don't.” Aaron warned. 
 
    “Telis!" Cayden shouted, throwing himself back from Aaron in the same instant that the magic took hold. It was the runic word for imprison, one that allowed him to manipulate nearby physical objects to trap or restrain his target. In this case, he used it to cause the very floor beneath Aaron's feet to bubble and swell over his feet, while the stone of the doorway reached out to ensnare his arms. 
 
    It wouldn't hold a mage of Aaron's power for long he knew, but it earned him at least enough time to invoke Lianre, or shatter. In an instant the stone wall beside him exploded, then the one behind it as well, creating a pathway that cut clear across the apprentice's quarters to the laboratory. 
 
    “Cayden!” Aaron shouted as he ran. He could hear the sorcerer chanting words of power to free himself, and cast words of his own as he ran. Ileia crafted a wall behind him as he ran, while another use of shatter opened a hole at in the floor ahead of him. He jumped, targeting the floor of the main hall some thirty feet below him with a Leap Attack to nullify the damage. 
 
    Aaron knew where he was going. But if he could get there quickly enough maybe he could get out while his teacher thought he was still- 
 
    The wave of force hit Cayden like a truck. He'd been hit by a truck when he was eight, and it was uncanny how similar the feeling was. The sudden confusion, the sense of weightlessness, the dread, then the second impact. He crumpled to the floor through the glass of a sitting table, for the moment barely capable of determining which way was up. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Aaron Beresik's Force Thrust hits You for 892 Force. [Stunned] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    It was the first time Cayden had ever been stunned in Babel, and he decided it was a status effect he'd have to avoid in the future. Everything was fuzzy. His limbs felt like dead weight, responding to only the most general command as he squirmed and shifted in the pile of broken glass and twisted metal. 
 
    His mental faculties were fully intact, however, allowing him to plot his next move, even as Aaron shouted at him from mere feet away. "Cayden, that is enough." 
 
    The only thing he had going for him was that Aaron didn't want to kill him. The mage had at least eighty levels on him, likely more. A stand-up fight was out of the question, as was trying to outrun him apparently. He could threaten to take his own life, but he suspected that Aaron would just let him drop, then heal him back up for a respawn once he had. 
 
    That left trying to be clever. 
 
    “Natha Sere!” Cayden yelled as he scrambled to his feet and rushed towards a nearby fireplace. He made it barely a handful of steps before a sudden, immense heaviness from his left leg sent him sprawling face first into the fire. It didn't matter, the moment he touched the fire his flame walk spell activated, the short range teleport able to deposit him at any fire within roughly three hundred feet. 
 
    Aaron expected him to go outside; he knew that. The blazing bonfire was close enough that he could have reached out to it and found himself within fifty feet of the teleportation crystal. The problem was that Aaron expected that, and he wasn't the only one who could teleport. 
 
    Instead, he went up, rolling out of a hearth back up on the guild's third floor. The room was innocuous and out of the way, the last place Aaron would look. 
 
    “Skill Use: Grasp the Earth.” Cayden commanded, leaning against a nearby wall. He'd need all the HP he could get if Aaron decided to take another swing at him. 
 
    Not that the additional HP could cure all of his woes. A look down at his leg confirmed what he had expected; his limb was petrified from just below the knee. Flesh to Stone was the spell Aaron was most famous for among all his many talents. More than once he'd heard apprentices or other soldiers talk about Aaron's signature ability and the fear it struck into the heart of Axfell's enemies. Particularly in combination with some of his other tricks. 
 
    As one soldier put it: Flesh to Stone, Stone to Mud, Mud to Stone, Stone to Flesh. Eww. 
 
    All he'd bought himself by coming here was time. It was unlikely that Aaron could scry him directly, not with Silver's Non-detection ward still fully in place, but if the rest of the tower was under the same observation as the apprentice rooms, then it was only a matter of time before Aaron managed to locate where he'd run to. 
 
    He needed a distraction. But the only idea that came to mind was likely to put two angry magic casters on his tail instead of one. 
 
    “If you've got a better idea." Cayden mumbled to himself. He might call Silver, but she wasn't likely to get here in time, and he honestly wasn't sure she would even be able to take Aaron on his home turf, let alone if the soldiers, apprentices, and other assorted combatants joined the fray. No, it looked like he was going to stick with plan A. 
 
    Because what problem couldn't be solved with a little fire? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    This was a bad idea. Cayden knew that in his bones. 
 
    When he'd first started speedrunning, he'd been more than a little arrogant. He'd talked more than his fair share of smack, and it had come back to haunt him when the community refused to share strats and ostracized him from events. His mom had sat him down and given him a big speech about how he needed to avoid burning his bridges once he crossed them. 
 
    Cayden wondered what her opinion would be on the subject of libraries. 
 
    He'd had no trouble getting into the library. The badge Aaron had given him gave him more or less free reign of the mage's guild, and if he could turn it off remotely, Aaron hadn't yet thought of doing so. Cayden knew the library was replete with wards that, unlike his mentor, would be happy to vaporize him if he'd been unauthorized. He also suspected that at least some of those wards would attempt to suppress his fire. Hopefully, they'd only been designed with unintentional fires in mind. 
 
    “Natha.” Fire blossomed on the tips of Cayden's fingers as he stumbled among the ancient tomes. This felt wrong, but what other choice did he have? A simple distraction wouldn't work, he needed something that required Aaron's attention even more than the duty he had sworn to the Great Emperor. 
 
    Piles of dry parchment caught fire with ease. Everywhere he walked he left fire in his wake, individual volumes bursting into sudden conflagrations as the flame leaped from book to book with startling ease. He might as well have been touching a match to a pile of oily rags for how easy it was to burn it all. 
 
    A sudden shimmer of light appeared up ahead, causing Cayden to duck into a gap between two rows of shelves. It wasn't Aaron, he realized quickly, nor was it hostile. 
 
    The air elementals sped past Cayden's hiding place without even acknowledging his presence. At least, he thought they hadn't acknowledged him. It was difficult to tell precisely what a bulbous sentient cloud considered important, though considering how they raced towards the ongoing fire he could make an educated guess. 
 
    Behind him, the summoned creatures were doing their best to stamp out the fire, their diminutive forms expanding to cover roughly five square feet at a time. At first, it was hard to see what they were doing, but as he watched the fire engulfed by their forms flicker and die, it became clear. They were drawing all of the oxygen into themselves and then manipulating it away from the fires, a clever fire suppression system that removed the threat without destroying what hadn't yet been damaged. 
 
    Clever, but too slow. For every fire the elementals managed to quash, Cayden set five more. The summoned monsters were single-minded, incapable of deviating from their assigned task, so they could do nothing to stop Cayden as more and more of the library was set to the flame. 
 
    Nearly half the entire collection was fully ablaze by the time the expected smell of ozone and a heart-wrenching scream told Cayden it was time to leave. 
 
    Cayden stepped into the wall of flames he had constructed, emerging from a hearth in the apprentice's quarters. By now every hand in the guild would be on their way to fight the fire, so he ought to be able to hold out here long enough for even Aaron to abandon his post to help. 
 
    He watched his MP tick up four points at a time, the bar acting as an impromptu timer. When it went over a thousand, he would Flame Walk again and make a break for the crystal. It should work swimmingly unless... 
 
    “Cayden!” Came Vincent's scream of unbridled rage. 
 
    Yeah. Unless that. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Vincent Tempes' Acid Orb hits You for 1571 Acid. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    A combination of dumb luck and Vincent being so blinded by range that he couldn't aim properly were probably the only things that saved Cayden's life. The mage's acid orb detonated twenty feet too far away, impacting a wall behind Cayden rather than striking him directly as it had no doubt been intended. Even that glancing blow had taken the majority of his HP, while the explosion of acid had utterly devastated the room. 
 
    “Time to go.” Cayden shouted to himself, ducking into what remained of the nearby fireplace an instant before Vincent's follow up spell could seal his fate. 
 
    He emerged from the bonfire to see the front of the mage guild explode outwards, rocks from the detonation landing as close as ten feet as the front of the building crumpled. His plan had relied on Vincent being concerned first, and angry later. Apparently, the wizard was more wrathful than he'd expected. 
 
    It did have one advantage; no one gave a damn about him. Everyone from the General to the most common soldier was staring slack-jawed at the devastation being waged by a wizard who felt he had nothing left to lose. Not a single soldier so much as looked in his direction as he bolted from the campfire, heading for the teleportation crystal with as much speed as his petrified leg would allow. 
 
    Another detonation rocked the guild, and this time the building itself began to sag. Either Vincent hadn't realized that he'd escaped, or he no longer cared and was willing to bring the entire building down on top of him in a fit of pique and fury. Cayden wasn't going to stick around to find out which was which. 
 
    The teleportation crystal loomed ahead of him, a jagged thirty-foot spire of greenish-white stone that slowly pulsed with an inner energy. All he had to do was touch it and speak his destination. Some Zeni would vanish from his bag, an entirely non-diagetic nod to game mechanics over fluff, and the crystal would transport him to his destination. 
 
    Ten feet from the crystal, his good leg turned to stone beneath him. 
 
    Cayden struggled valiantly to keep his footing, to take just one more step, but it was not to be. He had too much momentum behind him; his balance totally shot by the sudden change in weight and center of balance. He fell hard, tumbling end over end in into the snow. 
 
    In the end, he came up just short of the pillar. It was so close that he could just reach out and touch it with his right arm. A fact not lost to Aaron as the Sorcerer's next spell turned his arm to stone. 
 
    The crunch of boots on snow somehow seemed louder, and more ominous, than the sound of another explosion in the guild or even the groan and crash as part of the building collapsed. He could feel the seething waves of anger radiating off his teacher just from the measured steps as he drew near. 
 
    “Unbelievable.” Aaron growled, spitting a few words of magic to entrap Cayden's final limb in stone as the boy attempted to drag himself to the pillar. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” 
 
    Cayden pondered, then laughed, an explosion punctuating his words as he replied. “The Aristocrats?” 
 
    Aaron stared at him, dumbfounded. 
 
    “A really bad joke from outside the tower.” He explained, smiling wanly. “Also, thanks for giving me enough time.” 
 
    “Time for...?” Aaron started, only to realize his mistake as Cayden spoke a single word. 
 
    “Eos.” 
 
    Cayden's arm was stone, the one thing he had trained for days to manipulate with ease, so long as he had the MP. Lucky for him Aaron was a talker. 
 
    It felt as normal as moving his regular limbs as Cayden gathered them beneath him and threw himself bodily onto the pillar. He wasn't sure touching it with one of the stone limbs would be enough, which made awkwardly hugging it the best way to be sure. “Teleport: Islo!” 
 
    A column of blue light enveloped him, warding off a bold of lightning that had streaked towards him from Aaron's outstretched hand. They couldn't touch him now, even though the teleport would take a few seconds to get fully underway. 
 
    “Cayden, you will never be able to find her." Aaron growled. "You've done all this damage to save one person, and in doing so, you've failed another." 
 
    The thought had occurred to him, but he replied by shaking his head in protest. “I don't accept that. I'll find The White Knight with or without your help.” 
 
    Aaron shouted something at him, perhaps some final jab, but it was lost in the sudden roar and glow of the teleportation. 
 
    The teleportation network in Babel was not instantaneous. It took between three to eight seconds from when someone left their starting until they reached their destination. The delay between any two points was always the same, but there didn't appear to be much rhyme or reason as to why some teleportations took longer than others. Physical distance didn't appear to factor in, nor did the size of the crystal or the settlement where the crystal resided. Truly one of life's little mysteries. 
 
    For the majority of people, however, the trip did appear to be over in an instant. One second they were here, the next, there. For the majority of people. 
 
    A small subsection of people reacted oddly to teleportation in select instances. Players on grand quests were the most susceptible, several having spoken publicly about hallucinations or visions related to their quests. A more limited number told of similar experiences from their very first teleport, of eldritch landscapes and terrible creatures. Cayden had assumed that some were made up tales, but there was no denying the reality that some people left their experiences changed. He knew of at least one case where a player emerged catatonic and only spoke months later of having experienced a hundred lifetimes in the few seconds he had traveled from the first floor to the second. 
 
    Needless to say, Cayden had always been a little uncomfortable about the idea using teleporters in general. Doubly so since he'd accepted his grand quest. 
 
    It also meant he wasn't surprised to find himself deposited somewhere other than his intended destination. 
 
    “This isn't where I parked my car." Cayden murmured, staring ahead at his reflection. He knew this place. For weeks now he'd dreamt of it when he slept and daydreamed about it when he was awake. He couldn't see her in the reflection across from him, but he knew that she was standing just an inch away, her back to his. 
 
    Why had the game brought him here? To punish him? He wanted to call up his display with a snap of his fingers, to see if his grand quest had been stamped as a failure, but it felt wrong to break the silence in such a crude manner. He'd meant what he said to Aaron, that he wasn't going to give up just because he'd broken the quest line. He couldn't count the number of games where he'd abused sequence breaks to do quests out of order or skip parts entirely. Why should this one be any different. 
 
    She wasn't speaking. As the seconds passed by he realized that she wasn't going to. Perhaps he'd been brought here to explain himself? “I couldn't let her die.” He started. “Not because of me.” 
 
    No, that wasn't right either. It wasn't just that he was responsible. He'd jumped in to save Immolatus, and that fight didn't have a damn thing to do with him. It was more than responsibility, it was a part of him. 
 
    He'd played so many games where the hero threw himself in to save the innocent. It was a culture Cayden had been steeped in since he was a child. The good guys don't kill, and they save everyone they can save. Because they are good guys. And he was a good guy, or at least, that was the way he thought of himself. 
 
    Was he just going to keep doing this? Keep risking his life for others until one day he stuck his neck out too far? 
 
    “It's just...” He started, tilting his head back ever so slightly. He hadn't realized it before, but the room didn't have a ceiling at all. The mirrors around him extended up perhaps a dozen feet, then just sort of faded off into nothingness. There was darkness above him, darkness and starlight. A wonderous chorus of foreign stars twinkled and glimmered above him. It was without a doubt the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 
 
    “I want to save everyone." He explained at last. "I wanted to save Tellah as a child; I cried watching my Dad fail to save Aeris." 
 
    Silence followed his word while desperation began to fill him. Was she that angry? Would she just keep him here, a punishment for making a promise that he'd so quickly failed to keep? 
 
    “Nothing has changed. I will get Sarah back. And I will save you. I promi-” 
 
    He'd turned his head as he spoke, hoping to catch even a fleeting glimpse of her reaction to her words. But instead of beauty, he saw terror. It was not the girl of his dreams, but the man. 
 
    Cayden stumbled away in sudden alarm. He hadn't even realized that his limbs were clear of petrification until that moment. There was no time to consider why, not while he was fleeing that terrible visage. 
 
    Even in the dream, the sight of the man had been fuzzy, out of place. But the time he'd woken he remembered him as more of a shape than a person, and he could not recall anything he'd seen under the hood in his final moments. 
 
    He remembered now. The near featureless gray mask, with two thin slits, cut open for the eyes. It was carved poorly out of rough stone, an almost prehistoric look to the shape of it as it, and its owner bore down upon him. A thing of terror so ancient it had gone unremembered by man. 
 
    The curved silver in his right hand was dripping red, but it was only the sight of his own blood that alerted Cayden to the wound. When had he done that. How had he done that? You couldn't be wounded like that, not in Babel. 
 
    The man pressed on as Cayden shrunk back. There was no hurry in his steps, just a slow, methodical patience. Cayden couldn't run, he wouldn't fight. This was already over. 
 
    “Why?” Cayden gasped. The pain was more than he could bare. More than he'd ever felt in the dream. It was hard to stand, and he fell against the wall for support. 
 
    “Because I must.” The man replied. Then he shrugged. “Because I can.” 
 
    Cayden could feel his body beginning to weaken. Such a slender wound, yet the shock from it was like nothing he'd ever felt. 
 
    “To think you were the one to find her." For the first time, there was something other than cold detachment in the man's voice. "You don't deserve her. You don't even deserve to live." 
 
    Cayden closed his eyes, the final moments of the dream flooding his mind. So much of it was the same, but that hadn't been him. Despite the horror filling him, he wasn't just going to lay down and give up. 
 
    “Well, I'm not going to die." He yelled in defiance. "You want to try and change that? Be my guest." 
 
    His resistance looked to be the last straw. Calm aloofness gave way to tension in the man's shoulders as he stalked forward, knife in hand. If Cayden wouldn't just lay down and die, then he'd put him down himself. 
 
    Silver streaked, and words were spoken. A blinding flash accompanied both as the man's knife impacted Cayden's magic. Evon Mati. Mirror Shield. It had been one of the first spells Cayden had concocted, a magic that reflected a single damaging attack on its user provided that attack didn't exceed the damage resistance of the shield itself. An all or nothing defensive spell. 
 
    It didn't work here. Or, at least, it didn't work the way it was supposed to, or the way it was intended. Cayden had thought to use the magic to startle the man, to give him room to staunch his wound and draw his arms and armor. Instead, the silver and magic appeared to feed on one another, detonating away from Cayden in a way that shattered every mirror on the far side of the room, vaporized the dagger and killed the man outright. 
 
    Behind the mirror was a stone wall. A familiar stone wall. As more and more of the mirror crumpled away, it revealed a room Cayden knew all too well, a bedroom that had been his home for weeks now. 
 
    Had been, because the last he'd seen of it the room, along with the entire floor had been obliterated by spellfire. 
 
    “Certainly unorthodox." Aaron said behind him, lifting a hand and paralyzing Cayden with a word to keep him from lashing out. "But an unorthodox pass is still a pass." 
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Complete: Learning to Walk 
  You have Earned 35,000 XP     
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    Cayden frowned as he looked through well-lit windows into the Inn of the Dizzy Sheep. Even from his place lurking in the shadows just across the street, it was evident that the two men lingering the bar were waiting for him. They looked like muscle, their shaved heads and severe expressions almost the cliche definition of 'hired goons.' Their equipped armor and weapons made them stand out like a sore thumb amidst the dwindling crowd of the establishment, while at the same time marking them as some variant of warrior, probably somewhere between level 10-15. 
 
    He was initially surprised that they sent players of such a low level to collect him. Then again, it made some sense, the last any of his pursuers had seen him, he'd been no higher than level seven. 
 
    Cayden checked the timer on his display. Four in the morning. He ought to be more tired. 
 
    It was crazy to think of everything that had transpired in such a short period. The message from Sarah, the planning, and preparation for the rescue, to say nothing of the Trial that Aaron and Vincent had put him through. 
 
    It had been all in his head; he knew that now. The pin Aaron had given him when he'd first arrived had been prepared by Vincent years in advance, the vessel for a unique and powerful illusion. Phantasmagoria. 
 
    The spell, able to be triggered by a mere thought by either elan, trapped the user in their mind. There it confronted them with dangerous situations concocted from their internal baggage. It wasn't designed to kill, but to test character and resolve by forcing the subject into what should be unwinnable battles. 
 
    It was why Aaron and Vincent had always been behind him the very moment he began to think he had a fighting chance. The vision had permitted him to gain an advantage here or there, to build him up to greater falls in the hope that the falls would break him. It had broken most; he'd been told after the fact. A dozen elan captives had died screaming to the spell while Vincent had perfected it, as had an unnamed player who had willingly volunteered as a test subject with the promise of riches for success. 
 
    Despite his initial bemusement, Aaron had been overjoyed at Cayden's success. He'd triggered the spell at Cayden's demand, expecting full well that his young pupil would meet the fate of every test subject before him. Instead, both mages had watched as Cayden scrapped and struggled his way towards victory, albeit a somewhat pyrrhic one. 
 
    Vincent, understandably, was less pleased with the result. With the test completed, they had no reason to insist Cayden remain in Axfell, and the wizard was quite insistent that he leave sooner rather than later. And that he not return unless necessary. And that under no circumstances would he be permitted back into in the library. 
 
    Cayden couldn't entirely blame him, even if it meant waking Iwamatsu up in the middle of the night to obtain the parchment his plan required. The old man had been irate to find Cayden knocking at his door, but after a few words and a study of Cayden's serious expression, he had permitted him entry into the workshop just long enough to ink the most crucial components. 
 
    He double checked the rolled up paper and the dagger next to it, touching the small of his back where the two were tucked into the waistband of his trousers. Not exactly a clever hiding place, but with high-level invisibility and aversion spells cast upon them by Silver, it didn't have to be. These mooks wouldn't come near the items, and if the enemy caster located them once he'd made it inside, well, he could work around that. 
 
    What he couldn't hide was his mirror and equipment. If they had any sense at all, they'd demand his mirror when he turned himself over. He could make a copy, but just by looking at his menu they could tell whether or not he had done so, and on what floor it was located. Even if he hid it with the same spells that concealed the scroll, they weren't likely to take him to their hideout if they knew he had a backup on the same floor. 
 
    Across the street, the men were beginning to look impatient. That didn't bode well. Bored he could handle, but angry could cause problems. He snapped his fingers, opening his display one final time to be sure he had everything in order: 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Cayden 
  
      	  Gender: Male 
  
      	  Bloodline: Agares-Tabbris 
  
      	  Class: Guardian 7, Runemagi 7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Experience: 99,238 
  
      	    
  
      	  Next Level: 105,000 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 18 
  
      	  Dexterity: 27 
  
      	  Vitality: 28 
  
      	  Energy: 36 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stat Points Remaining: 0 
  
      	    
  
      	  Mastery Points Remaining: 0 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max HP: 1860 
  
      	    
  
      	  HP Recovery: 5.6/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max MP: 335 
  
      	    
  
      	  MP Recovery: 7.2/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Max TP: 1210 
  
      	    
  
      	  TP Recovery: 7.3/Second 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Despite everything that had happened to derail his well-laid plans since he'd first arrived, there was a certain satisfaction to seeing himself at level fourteen. It might not be the way he'd intended, but he was making progress. Hopefully even faster progress, once this was all said and done. 
 
    He clicked on Runemagi, opening up a further menu to display the last available skill on the list. Level eight and ten were still grayed out and unlisted, but level six had given him access to an important new skill. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Feed the Soul 
  Type: Stance (Self, Concentration) 
  Skill Level: Novice Level 1 
  Effect: 400% MP recovery per second. 
  Cost: 50 HP. 50 TP. 2.5 HP per second. 2.5 TP per second. Negates normal Regen. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Feed the Soul was a variant on a rather standard mage ability. Most spellcasting classes had some form of quick MP regen, whether it was producing items to refill pools, draining it from opponents or recalling their own spent mana as Celia might have done. His version was simple but effective. It couldn't be used at the same time as his Grasp the Earth ability since they were both stances, but switching between the two in combat could offer a good amount of tactical flexibility. 
 
    Cayden looked briefly through the rest of his abilities and double checked the impromptu 'spellbook he had created, a list of effective runic combinations he had developed during his training. It everything went according to plan he wouldn't need any of it. But when had anything gone according to plan for him when it came to Babel? 
 
    At last satisfied, he tugged off his glasses, opened his menu, and stored them in his inventory. Without them, he felt strangely blind, ignorant of the dozens of floating messages and callouts that he'd grown so accustomed to seeing in Islo. Then, with a deep breath to steady himself, he walked across the street and through the front door of the inn. 
 
    The men saw him almost immediately Their slouched spines tightened in an instant as they drew to attention, the one on the left going so far as to grasp the sheath of the wickedly curved blade that rested alongside his hip. There wasn't going to be a fight here, no one was that stupid, but it was a testament to just how on edge the men were. Something had them spooked, and Cayden didn't think it was him. 
 
    “Gentlemen." Cayden said sourly. That dismissive pleasantry out of the way, he looked past them to Symbal. The owner, a gorgeous silver-haired woman of an otherwise indeterminate age, acknowledged Cayden with narrowed eyes. "Symbal, I'm sor-" 
 
    “Oh don't apologize. It isn't your fault these men are scum." She interrupted, looking to the two. "Pay your tab, take your bounty and get the hell out of my bar. Oh, and enjoy the money while it lasts. He isn't going to be the only one hurting once Sarah is returned to us." 
 
    The two goons exchanged glances, each urging the other to snap back at their host, but neither smart enough to come up with a rebuttal to her threat. Instead, the one on the left slapped down a handful of coins before both turned their attention to Cayden. 
 
    Somehow they looked even more generic up close than they had at a distance. If not for several inches of difference in height he might have called them twins. They had the same jawline, the same nose, even their bald heads were similar in size and shape. “So where'd your boss find you, goons'r'us? Consumer Goon Digest?” 
 
    “You're running late enou-” 
 
    “One more.” He pleaded. “Something Awful?” 
 
    The two exchanged a look that screamed dear God, why us? 
 
    “Not a fan of millennial culture huh? Fair enough." The two were easily pushing the upper end of forty, but it looked like dad jokes weren't going to win him any friends. 
 
    “I assume you want this.” Cayden said, offering his mirror. 
 
    “Your equipment first, if you'd please.” The one on the right said. Even though his words were measured and professional in tone, Cayden could tell the man was putting on airs. He said the right things, in the right ways, but all Cayden could think of was a guy who'd watched enough spy movies that he thought he had a good impersonation of hired muscle. 
 
    “Of course. My mistake." Cayden struggled briefly with the more awkward menus of the mirror as he unequipped his armor a piece at a time, setting it onto a separate paper doll to be quickly re-equipped should the opportunity arise. "Anything else?" 
 
    “We need to search you." This time it was lefty. The two took Cayden's shrug as an acquiescence, the one on the right flipping through screens on Cayden's device, with the other began to pat him down. "This says you have a duplicate mirror; we'll need that too." 
 
    “Then your boss is going to have to extend the deadline. Look where it is.” 
 
    The man squinted at the screen, then raised his eyebrows in surprise. “The forty-ninth floor?” 
 
    “I gave it to a friend, so it was easier to dupe if I ever lost it." Cayden lied. "She isn't answering when I call her, so you can either get an extension or we can go without. Not like I'm going to get the stupid thing." 
 
    The burly man eyed Cayden for several seconds, then looked off to the right, reading something displayed by his glasses. Probably a list of things to do before they brought Cayden in. These guys were amateurs. “Fine.” 
 
    “Could you please cut the TSA crap?” Cayden grumbled then, looking to the man who was now on his third attempt at frisking him. “Or at least buy me a drink first?” 
 
    “Why, you got something to hide?” 
 
    Yes actually. He thought. That wouldn't exactly make for a great answer, so instead, he replied. "Besides my growing discomfort at being groped by a man twice my age?" 
 
    That pushed a button. The man stood upright, looming over him in his best impression of a twenty-something fratboy. He half expected that the goon was going to ask him if he 'wanted to go' before a few taps on the back from his fellow brought him back to his senses. 
 
    “Before we go, are you taking me to see Sarah, or not?" Cayden asked bluntly. "Because if your grant plan is to beat me down the moment, we step out of town, I'm going, to be honest, that isn't going to work out well for you." 
 
    “That so?" The angrier of the two scoffed. "Going to kill us both with no arms or armor huh?" 
 
    “Well, I won't. No. Your boss David might, once he hears what you've passed up on.” 
 
    “How did you-?” Lefty asked in sudden alarm. A combination of the small smile on Cayden's lips and a jab from his companion made him realize that Cayden had played him. 
 
    He wasn't sure Immolatus had been their boss, but it had been a fair assumption. The bounty was over a month old at this point, and with David out of the public light, there had been plenty of discussion about whether or not he'd actually died and no one knew. Overall the search for him should have been ramping down, but kidnapping with the help of a powerful mage was a massive escalation. Who would be more interested in grabbing him than David? 
 
    “Clever, I'll give you that." The one on the right cut in before his apoplectic comrade could spew any further vitriol in Cayden's direction. "He's willing to pay five million bucks to see you dead for something I'm guessing you didn't do. What makes you think you have anything he'd want to deal over." 
 
    Cayden gestured to the man's glasses. "You can get in touch with him, can't you? Tell him I've unlocked a unique skill, then let's let him decide." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    As he'd expected, it didn't matter that Immolatus knew it was bait. The possibility was too much for him to pass up. 
 
    The original plan had been to take him two miles out of the city and murder him. Lefty had made that much abundantly clear during the ten miles mounted trek from Islo to their hideout. He thought they still should, in fact. In his opinion, the assured thirty-thousand for killing Cayden outright was better than the possible bonus righty assumed they would get for bringing the matter to Immolatus' attention. 
 
    Lefty ought to be thanking Cayden. Had they gone with his original plan, Silver would have pounced in upon them the moment it became evident they were going to kill him. She'd been scrying on him since he got back to the second floor, waiting to intervene if things got bad. He wondered just how hard her jaw must have hit the floor when he admitted that he had a unique skill. 
 
    The three of them had dismounted half a mile from their destination, leaving the road behind to go delving through the woods. They hadn't bothered to bind Cayden, but they still flanked him on either side, ready to intervene at a moment's notice if he tried to bolt, or if a wandering monster crossed their path, though most such creatures would be dissuaded by their level alone. 
 
    They walked in silence through near total darkness, the snap of tree branches and brush of leaves and dirt the only sounds accompanying their travel. Cayden couldn't see more than a few feet ahead of him, but he suspected the displays worn by his compatriots were feeding them information that allowed them to navigate the woods without the obvious draw of a light glowing out of the darkness. 
 
    “Stop.” One of the men instructed, though in the darkness it was hard to tell which. Regardless, their march halted, the second thug placing a meaty hand on his shoulder as his companion fumbled with something in the dark. 
 
    A flash of light assaulted Cayden's eyes, momentarily blinding what night vision he'd acquired. As his squinting eyes adjusted, he could see what looked to be waves of white light rolling off an invisible, rounded surface. The splashes of light flowed upwards for perhaps twenty feet before draining off into nothingness as new streaks followed the path they'd laid. 
 
    It didn't take long for him to realize what he was looking at. A magical barrier, and a powerful one at that. He couldn't begin to guess at its size, save that it must be enough to cover and conceal their hideout. Cayden had heard of things like this, though never seen one, either in person or online footage. The sphere would defend those inside from magical attacks, divinations and so forth, while an aversion spell similar to the one on his scroll would cause a casual player to steer away from the base without realizing it. 
 
    “Through here.” The men ordered, forcing him through a small portal that had opened in the magical dome. 
 
    The inside of the dome looked nothing like the illusion projected onto its surface. There were few trees but plenty of stumps surrounding the ruins that dominated the majority of the area covered by the barrier. It was also lighter inside, the inner surface of the dome rippling with the same sort of light as its outer surface had when it was breached. It was bright enough that it felt as though they'd stepped from midnight to midday in an instant. 
 
    “This way.” Lefty gestured, urging Cayden towards the ruins. 
 
    He'd figured as much. Ruins like these dotted nearly every floor in Babel, small little quasi-dungeons with no quests attached. They usually held a single chest of mediocre items, making them a decent choice for a day trip if you couldn't pull together an actual party. The locations of most such ruins on at least the first ten floors were well documented, which made Cayden wonder just how they'd managed to conceal this one. It took someone with a lot of influence and just as much raw power to hide something like this. And why bother? 
 
    Probably for just such an occasion. He realized. A hidden bolthole on a low numbered floor that could be used to hold captives, both high and low level. 
 
    They led Cayden down a ramp towards an open stone doorway. Two men in dark armor flanked the open portal, though neither seemed particularly engaged with their work. Considering the difficulty in finding this place, Cayden suspected they had more concern about keeping people in than keeping them out. 
 
    His escorts took him down a long series of winding corridors, and down two more flights of stairs before depositing him in a large, empty chamber that Cayden suspected had once belonged to the boss of the ruins. The whole complex was constructed of the same yellowed, vine-covered stone that gave it an ancient air, and the boss room was no exception. A hundred feet across, its floor was covered in fine-grained sand. Eight passages led to visible, but empty cages that ringed the high-ceilinged room. Overall Cayden was left with the impression that he stood amidst some gladiatorial arena, albeit one with no seating. 
 
    He briefly wondered just how they'd managed to suppress the monster respawn for the dungeon when a sharp blow to the back of his knee buckled his leg. Lefty laughed as Cayden fell forward, the warrior's metal grieves clinking next to Cayden's face as he circled him once. "I'll get the boss." 
 
    “You're lucky we're being paid to keep you alive now.” The remaining guard remarked. “I think he'd kill you for free at this point. You really rubbed him the wrong way.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Cayden laughed as he pulled himself upright. “I'm sure he's normally such a real charmer.” 
 
    “Some people just can't be professional," Righty responded. 
 
    “Nah, he's just a funny guy. It's why I'm going to kill him last." 
 
    The older man chuckled at that, clearly getting the reference. “Because that ended real well for Sully.” 
 
    “You're right. I'll just help him let off some steam.” Cayden replied. 
 
    The two laughed, though it was full of tension. Righty would do his best to kill Cayden at the utterance of a word, and if the plan went sideways, Cayden might very well end up doing the same. A few shared jokes were never going to do much to change that. 
 
    The two waited in relative silence as their laughter dwindled. Cayden wanted to ask more of him, to ask his name perhaps, or to enquire just what it was that caused men like him to kill for money. But those were questions he suspected he didn't want to know the answer to. If the other man had any issues of his own, he didn't suggest it, instead lingering just out Cayden's reach. 
 
    Eventually, a cascade of footsteps began to echo from the sandstone hallway. Shadows danced around the torchlit corridor before figures emerged at last. 
 
    At their head was a man Cayden recognized, the towering brute Jerimiah who had made an attempt on his life all those weeks ago. The man scowled beneath his thick, braided red beard as he bore down on Cayden, greatsword already in hand despite the awkwardness such an act presented in the narrow hallways. 
 
    As Jerimiah exited the corridor, he revealed what Cayden had feared. The rest of his party had joined him, Priest, Mage and Rogue mere steps behind their party leader, along with nearly a dozen less well equipped, and thus likely lower leveled guards. Behind them came a single man clad in exquisite black robes. He was middle-aged and overweight, his expression the only one of the group that radiated boredom. The spellcaster, Cayden expected. 
 
    Behind him, Sarah was brought in, her lithe frame penned between two of the leather clad foot-soldiers. She looked for all the world like she had just fallen into bed after a long day at work, still dressed in the frilly but crumpled blue, black and white of the Dizzy Sheep's uniform. They weren't guarding her so much as ushering her along. It was evident she'd slept a little since he'd received her message, but the dark bags under her eyes and the general unsteadiness on her feet suggested that it had been not nearly enough. 
 
    “Sarah!” He shouted, the word echoing louder than he meant to amidst the enormous room. 
 
    She smiled wanly. “You don't ever listen to me, do you.” 
 
    “Only when it comes to steak.” He said, giving his best, most reassuring smile. 
 
    “Oh, don't you two just make a cute couple." The derisive words were thick with phlegm and trailed by a hacking cough, spoken from the shadows that still lingered in the hallway. 
 
    “David?” Cayden asked, squinting into the darkness. 
 
    What emerged from the darkness didn't look like David, despite carrying a facsimile of his voice. It barely looked human. It was nearly bald, only a few stray hairs poking up here and there from a spotted scalp. Its skin was stretched tight over its face, clinging to the bones beneath in a way that seemed more natural for a corpse than something alive. The eyes were milky and unfocused, each step a slow and methodical action with a young female warrior escorting the robed... thing by the arm. 
 
    “I prefer Immolatus.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    “How?" Cayden asked, too stunned to even finish his thought. 
 
    Immolatus understood. It was a question he was probably asked quite often. "Am I alive? Cayden, I own the largest stockpile of potions in all of Babel." The skeletal figure fished gestured at nothing, and a potion was summoned to its hand. Apparently, the little rich boy could afford the top tier AR contacts that had just barely finished prototyping. "I discovered rather early on that Cure Disease potions could keep the worst symptoms at bay." 
 
    “Owned." Cayden replied, recalling back to recent news reports. David didn't own anything anymore, save whatever funds he had managed to hide in offshore accounts. 
 
    “Are you so sure of that?" Immolatus rasped. It pulled the stopper on the potion and downed it with some difficulty. Immediately Cayden saw its effects take hold, the skin growing looser and less pallid, his eyes clearing up enough that they finally met Cayden's. It was no cure, the former jock still looked worse than an end of life hospice patient rather than his robust old self, but it was still a marked improvement. 
 
    What Cayden couldn't figure out, is what he was getting at. Vitalita stocks had cratered. Even if he was acting as the power behind the throne, there was no throne left for him to be running. 
 
    “I was.” Cayden frowned. “Less so now, I admit.” 
 
    Immolatus laughed, a sound that was as terrifying to hear as he was to behold. He was standing under his power now, slowly walking into the light that shone from overhead torches. Being fully visible did him no favors as he slowly worked his way towards Cayden, and the man could see the revulsion in Cayden's eyes at the sight. “You don't like your handiwork speedrunner?” 
 
    “My handiwork? I had nothing to do with your insanity." 
 
    “Oh but you did.” The man shouted in response, spittle flying from fragile lips. “The moment you butted in on my plan, you did this to me!” 
 
    “So you admit that you planned to kill them both then?” 
 
    He snorted. "Is this your master plan Cayden, really? You've nothing to record me with and no one who would care if you did." 
 
    “You do kind of look like a Scooby-doo villain. Can't blame him for trying to get you to monolog" Sarah chimed in from the sidelines, earning herself a glare from David and a laugh from Cayden 
 
    “The next time she speaks. Gag her.” David instructed. 
 
    “This isn't all about a creepy real estate scam for this place, is it?” Cayden taunted. “Because I gotta tell you, you aren't going to get much.” 
 
    “Enough jokes." David growled angrily "Your skill is the only reason why I'm here at all. And the only reason you are still alive." The man said through narrowed eyes. "I suggest we discuss that instead." 
 
    “I think we both know that once you get what you want you'll probably still try to kill me anyways. I don't exactly have much to lose by figuring out why you wanted me dead in the first place. Who knows, maybe I can convince you otherwise.” 
 
    Cayden knew from Immolatus' eyes that last bit was a pipe dream. Of course, it wasn't his actual goal. Every second spent talking was a second Silver had to breach the defenses and come to his rescue. Time well spent in his opinion. 
 
    “Quite the optimist.” Immolatus scowled. “Tell me then. Surely you have a theory.” 
 
    Before Cayden could speak, the black-robed individual stepped forward from the crowd, whispering a harsh message to Immolatus. Whatever the message, Immolatus didn't approve, flesh stretching revoltingly across his neck as he turned it to speak. "I have suffered for this; it can wait a few more minutes. If you are so concerned, then go watch the perimeter yourself." 
 
    The black-robe frowned and opened his mouth to argue further. Something in David's expression made him realize it was a fight not worth having, and instead, he nodded, stepped away, and incanted the words for the Door Through Dimensions spell, before promptly disappearing. A fourth tier spell, Silver was going to have her work cut out for her. 
 
    “I do." Cayden admitted when Immolatus' attention, at last, returned to him. "You wanted your father and his partner dead, so you brought them into Babel under the guise of your birthday. You picked a fight you knew they couldn't win and hung back so they would have to engage. How am I doing so far?" 
 
    “Adequate." The man shrugged. 
 
    “You probably snuck in the day before, and earned enough to buy a teleportation scroll. You'd teleport out and pick up their bodies. Suddenly you're one of the richest men in America." Cayden continued. "The only problem is that I stick my neck out for you, leaving you to have to kill Qwazy. Then I put up a video contradicting what you said. Eventually, someone is going to put two and two together, and you're going to get caught. You've got no money in Babel, so you panic and do the only thi-" 
 
    Immolatus' wet, thick laughter interrupted Cayden before he could get any further. The ill man seemed genuinely amused as his head shook slowly from side to side. “No, Cayden. You're not even close anymore.” 
 
    Cayden's eyebrows knitted together. There was no reason for Immolatus to lie about this. He was right, Cayden had nothing to record this, and even if he did, David was already a wanted man by anyone who cared. It might turn some guilds against him, but the number of guilds who were okay with his bounty, but wouldn't be okay with it if it was based on murders and a lie were pretty slim. “Then... why?” 
 
    “Strange that you think it's all about you." He coughed a handful of times into a handkerchief, then let the blood covered cloth fall to the sandy floor. "I planned to kill them, yes. I ought to thank you for saving Liam. It was more satisfying than you know to kill him. Though didn't you ever wonder how I killed him?” 
 
    Cayden frowned, not understanding at first what the mage was getting at. Then it clicked, the memory of Celia beating on him over and over again. They would have avoided further fights on their way back, and even if David could have won a fight with a tank, which Cayden was not convinced he could, there was no way he could have done so before Liam managed to call or message someone about what was happening. Even with the element of surprise, it was a big pool of HP to get through. 
 
    “Ah... I can see the gears turning now.” The man snickered. “I had help. A patron.” 
 
    That explained a lot of things. A teleportation scroll was expensive but within the realm of possibility. This place though? Buying access to it with his money would be another Terms and Conditions violation for a man who was already sick to the point of death. 
 
    “And this patron wanted you to kill your father... why? For money?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking." Immolatus' face spread into a terrifying rictus grin. "Do you know what a short sale is?" 
 
    Cayden shrugged. 
 
    “Figures a video game addict wouldn't know the first thing about what matters in life." David smirked. It hadn't taken much to get him going, the young man was terribly proud of his master plan and was eager to share it with a captive audience, someone who could admire his brilliance without being paid to be there. 
 
    “In finance, you can short a stock. There is a lot of boring minutiae, but the gist is that you bet that a companies' stock is going to fall." Immolatus seemed more animated than his crippled body would allow as his hands moved with the telling of the tale. "Outside of the tower, trading on insider information could get you jail time. But like murder, there is no one to stop you here." 
 
    It didn't take long for Cayden to catch his meaning. “You blew up your own company.” 
 
    “Exactly." He said. "It was never about you, save that you were a mere excuse. An excuse that has become quite vexing." 
 
    Immolatus knew he was going to detonate the stock price of his company with the announcement. With Vitalita unable to buy potions at the promised price the bottom fell out of the market. If you knew that was coming, like David's patron certainly did, you could scoop up thousands, maybe millions of potions and ingredients and sell them once the market stabilized and prices increased. 
 
    “You killed two people to make some Zeni?!” 
 
    “Not some Zeni. Even sharing the profit, I am richer here than I could have ever been out there." Immolatus smiled grimly. "And by the time this is through, I will have killed more than two." 
 
    “But... your father?” 
 
    “Was an idiot. Money is power, he told me. In a gold rush, sell shovels" David spat onto the sand. "I said I would be a player, and he told me I would be disowned. He thought this game was a means to an end, but look around Cayden. It is the end." 
 
    Well, that settles that. Straight out of his damn mind. Cayden decided, staring wide-eyed at Immolatus as the man ranted. 
 
    “You were the only problem.” The man continued, apparently not noticing Cayden's stare, or the increasingly shocked looks his own soldiers were giving him. “You just wouldn't die, would you?” 
 
    “I try not to, as a general rule.” 
 
    “You avoided my employees. You avoided Jerimiah and his group. You somehow got out of Islo and escaped to who knows where.” Immolatus thrust a skeletal finger at Sarah. “She is here because I ran out of options.” 
 
    “Why not rescind the bounty?" Cayden asked, incredulously. 
 
    That seemed to hit a nerve. Immolatus whirled back on him, milky eyes glaring into Cayden. “Enough. I've satisfied all the curiosity I intend to.” He gestured to a callout that Cayden knew floated just above his head. “Now it is your turn to enlighten me.” 
 
    “Fair is fair." Cayden said, doing his best to keep the pang of inner panic he felt from showing on his face. He'd kept David talking for longer than he'd expected, but there was no sign of Silver. No explosions rattled the ruins nor did any lightning crackle overhead. If she had arrived at all, she was awfully quiet about it. 
 
    His right-hand reached behind his body and took hold of the dagger and parchment, pulling the pair out together as he spoke a word of cancellation that Silver had worked into the magic spells surrounding them. The weapon popped into existence in his outstretched hand, prompting sudden panic to Immolatus' eyes and a sudden shriek of metal as swords, knives, and all manner of other weapons were drawn to oppose him. 
 
    “Relax, it is the what he requested." Cayden said, flipping the item from hand to hand before speaking. "Targetted Skill Use: Throw Weapon."  
 
    Before any of his guards could react, the knife had embedded itself up to the hilt in the sand at Immolatus' feet, much to the villain's terror. 
 
    “For a man who wants to live you are trying to get yourself killed." Immolatus snarled, gesturing for one of his men to pluck the dagger. Whether he was afraid it had some curse or the once adonis-like David could no longer bend his knees, Cayden couldn't tell. He hoped it was the latter. 
 
    “Skill Use: Observe.” Immolatus studied the inscribed knife in his hands. The reaction on his face was quite similar to what Cayden imagined his own had looked like after he'd finished his first piece of armor. “This... is incredible. You made this?” 
 
    “I did. Check the maker's mark.” 
 
    He did so, slowly composing himself as he realized he was gawking at the stats. “And you can teach me how to make these as well?” 
 
    “Not really. At least, I don't think so.” 
 
    “Then what use are you?” David snarled. 
 
    “I can still make them." He explained. "It is a unique class, keyword, unique. You let Sarah go, and I'll make you as many knives, swords, blades or whatever else you need. You can even call off the bounty." 
 
    Immolatus stared at him, those clouded eyes lingering as emotions washed across his face. For a moment it looked like he was ready to consider it, then, after a look at Sarah, he shook his head. “The girl stays as long as you do.” 
 
    “She does not.” Cayden countered. 
 
    “Then we have no deal, and my men kill you here and now." 
 
    Cayden shook his head. “How about we ask the boss what he thinks?” 
 
    He was stabbing nerves left and right, hard not to, he supposed, on a man with such thin skin. “I am the one in charge here.” 
 
    “Are you?" Cayden asked. "Because I doubt that mage listened to you because you paid him, not with the disdain he showed you. He's your handler, isn't he? I'm alive because your boss wants to see my skill." 
 
    “Kill him.” Immolatus ordered. 
 
    “Cayden!" Sarah shouted, struggling against her guard. To his surprise, she actually got in a pretty solid punch before two more jumped in to restrain her. 
 
    “Sarah! Let her go!” He cried, his attention on her even though he was quickly developing his own issues. 
 
    Jerimiah had jumped at the instruction, bearing down on Cayden before the young man waved the still bundled scroll to call Immolatus' attention. "Hold on! Hold on! Timeout. I've got one more thing to sweeten the pot." 
 
    Immolatus raised a hand, as Jerimiah looked towards him, halting the berserker's fury. “And what is that?” 
 
    “The class isn't just inscriptions. I can also create these. Even you will want to keep me around.” 
 
    Skepticism washed over Immolatus. Cayden could see that anger at was overwhelming sense in the man, but that fear still held some purchase with him. He wasn't looking at Cayden at all as he made his decision. "Ba-" He began, only to burst into a severe fit of coughing. "My patron wishes to see, even if I do not. Toss it here." 
 
    The bundled scroll flew from Cayden's hand. Immolatus tried to catch it, but his reflexes were as shot as the rest of him. He waited for one of his minions to collect it, then unfurled the scroll. 
 
    “I prepared... This morning?" Immolatus scowled. "What is this nonsense." 
 
    “Right.” Cayden said, making a show of slapping his forehead. “I forgot you can't read runes the way I can. The runes are Karatha Aya. It says: I prepared explosive runes this morning.” 
 
    Immolatus looked to the page, his eyes now reading the sentence in its entirety before his brain could process the dangers of doing so. 
 
    Then his world exploded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Cayden threw himself to the ground an instant before the scroll detonated. Explosive Runes had been a fun spell he'd toyed around with in theory but had obviously had trouble working in practice. It worked better in practice than in theory. 
 
    That same theory had been what led him to the realization that Rune Spells, just like Silver's invisibility, could have command word triggers. Triggers that worked whether or not the player had a mirror nearby. At the time he'd marked it as a fun tidbit, who knew he'd be using it so soon. 
 
    As he glanced up in the aftermath of the explosion, he saw that fully two-thirds of the ordinary soldiers were down and out. Everyone else had been knocked to the floor and hit with a stun and blind effect that should buy him a decent bit of time. Hopefully even more than expected since the nature of his ruse had focused their attention on the scroll. 
 
    The question was whether or not they'd stay down long enough for him to accomplish plan B. 
 
    “Hevalis Evon.” Cayden shouted the words as he sprinted towards the crumpled form of Sarah, tearing at the front of his tunic as he ran. The two runes he'd tattooed were inked there, Summon Mirror a spell he'd developed and tested in a panic earlier this evening. Between it and the Explosive Runes spell he'd prepared, he'd reduced his maximum mana to almost nothing to give himself a fighting chance in the event Silver could not get through in time. 
 
    As if to punctuate his thought, a low rumble filled the cavern. Dust fell from exposed stones; a few small rocks shook loose of the foundation by the calamity above them. Better late than never, he supposed. 
 
    He screamed in sudden pain as the improvised tattoo evaporated from his skin, the dark ink coalescing itself into the form of the backup mirror he had left on floor forty-nine, complete with the runes of summoning marked on its rear face. Cayden could kiss the stupid thing if he didn't have bigger fish to fry. 
 
    “Command: Full Equip! Command: Quick Item One” He shouted. His armor and weapons materialized onto his frame, along with a small crystal vial in his free hand. “Skill Use: Feed the Soul.” 
 
    All he had to do is reach Sarah. She was close enough that the explosion would have put her into bleedout. All he had to do was get close to her, feed her the potion. That would stop her bleedout and send her back for respawn, no matter how good the wards were in this place. After that, he'd have to do his best to lead them on a merry chase until Silver finis- 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Cayden. How about a little warning next time?” Sarah groaned as she rolled from her side and sat up. 
 
    “No. No, no... “ He wanted to swear, wanted to break something. All the evasive spells of the sort he'd used to dodge Aaron and Vincent affected him and him alone. There was no way he'd be able to ditch all of them while keeping her protected at the same time. 
 
    “How did you?” He started, then shook his head. “Doesn't matter, you shouldn't have all that much HP left. Just hold still and I'll...” 
 
    She was laughing at him then, a soft giggle as she covered her mouth. "Cayden shut the hell up and give me a mirror." 
 
    “Sarah we don't-” 
 
    “Yeah." She pointed at Immolatus and the rest of his retinue who were just beginning to roll around and recover from the stunning effect of his spell. "We don't have time. Give. Me. A. Mirror." 
 
    Her tone brooked no dispute, so he gave her none. What her plan was, he had no idea, but she was sure of it, which was better than anything he had in plans C through Z. 
 
    With a few taps the mirror in his hand began to bubble, a fist-sized lump of material defying reality as it floated up away from the screen like a filling balloon about to take flight. It broke the connection with its twin despite taking no mass from it, then rapidly shifted its shape until it took on the same form and function as Cayden's own. 
 
    “My hero." She said with a playful smile. "Command: Login. Desdemona." 
 
    Beside her, Cayden slipped on his AR glasses and steeled himself for a fight. "Look, if you've got a plan I-" 
 
    
    
      
      	  Desdemona – Lvl 40 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    The callout hovered over Sarah's head as he'd turned to speak to her, its language unmistakable. 
 
    “I do, actually. I punch, they suffer. It is elegant in its simplicity." She smiled cheerfully despite the heavy bags under her eyes. "So, which of you fine young kidnappers wants to... oh, I guess it's you?" 
 
    One of Immolatus' guards had rushed ahead of the group, maybe hoping to gain a little bit of favor with the boss by being the first on his feet. He wasn't wearing glasses and had no idea what he was up against as Sarah rushed to meet him. "Personal Skill Use: Flurry of Blows." 
 
    It was a low-level monk skill, but you wouldn't have known it from the effect it had. The first punch stopped the soldier in his tracks; the second doubled him over in agony. The third tripped his feet from beneath him, and the final, a soccer kick to a steel breastplate reverberated across the entire room and sent the soldier skidding back, toppling two of his comrades as he went. "Oh, right. Command: Full Equip." 
 
    The soldiers shrunk back from Sarah, no, from Desdemona as she advanced. Some were down on the ground, stabilizing their dying comrades, while others brandished weapons uncertainly. Immolatus, on the other hand, completely bailed. For a man as sick as he appeared to be, he still managed a pretty decent clip out the doorway and back into the complex itself. 
 
    Only Jerimiah and his crew willingly sprung into action. Their spellcaster launched bolts of Arcane power towards Desdemona, while the party archer peppered the monk with more traditional missiles. Their cleric was chanting spells of healing to recover from the after-effects of Cayden's trap. 
 
    Jerimiah, meanwhile, had his eyes on the money. 
 
    “You got that Cayden?” Sarah shouted back to him, catching an arrow out of midair and throwing it back at the archer in the same breath. 
 
    He looked at the hulking berserker bearing down on him, greatsword whirling around his head as he called out for blood. The same man who had nearly killed him not a month earlier. 
 
    “Yeah.” I got this.” 
 
    The words seemed to delight Sarah as much as they infuriated the charging warrior. 
 
    “Skill Disable: Feed the Soul." He said serenely, focusing his attention entirely on the warrior ahead of him as he began to chant individual runes. Celerity, Durability, Strength, Greater Armor. With each rune, he felt a wave of power surge through his body, and a light gleam of magic rolled across his skin as a visible sign of the power running through him. To Jerimiah, it must have looked like he was babbling, but Cayden knew that the spells had increased his Dexterity, Vitality, Strength by ten each, and had almost doubled the defensive bonus of his shield. 
 
    “Skill Use: Runic overload.” The runes in his weapon and armor flared with light as their bonuses quintupled in value. It was an expensive boost, but even with everything else, he was going to need everything he had. 
 
    Jerimiah was almost on top of him, his man-sized sword held up and over his head as he roared in anticipation. "Skill Use: Grasp the World." 
 
    Cayden felt the sand beneath his feet harden as he sunk into it, his body almost fixed in place by the power of his skill. His shield rose, intercepting Jerimiah's Body Cutter skill in mid swing. The room filled with a tremendous crash, as Jerimiah's momentum was halted in its tracks, then forced back a step as Cayden shoved with his shield. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Jerimiah's Body Cutter hits You for 26 Physical. (Perfect Block) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    Now that is the good stuff. Cayden thought with a smile. 
 
    Cayden tightened his grip on the hilt of the Mage Blade he had received from their dungeon diving. It's unique ability interacted correctly with his Runic Magic, making the weapon a sizeable boost over the Beginner Sword he'd grown so accustomed to. He realized this was his first time using it in combat, and the thought made him smile even as he lashed out with the powerful one-two cut of a Southern Cross. 
 
    They clashed again, Cayden's shield arm vibrating from the impact of the enormous blade, but the damage was minimal. Jerimiah was too slow, and his moves were too cumbersome. Cayden had watched videos of well-played berserkers, and he knew that the class had feinting skills, kicks and body blows that could set off his carefully timed blocks. But Jerimiah wasn't throwing them, preferring to just hack away with the most powerful, but most obvious attacks. 
 
    A month ago Jerimiah had been a life-ending threat to him, but while Cayden had been struggling for every hint of XP, he could muster Jerimiah didn't seem to have improved at all. He was a sloppy fighter then, and without the overwhelming advantages of higher level and allies at his back, Cayden realized he had probably overdone it. 
 
    He blocked and parried, struck and shifted within his little five-foot square as Jerimiah threw everything he had in an attempt to lay Cayden low. But he was a man used to picking on lone travelers with a party at his back or slaughtering distracted parties weak from a recent combat. The sad fact of the matter was, for all the fear the man had instilled in Cayden, he just wasn't that good. 
 
    “Why won't you die!?" The man cried. He could see Cayden's HP as easily as Cayden could see his. Already reduced to 1/3rd of his HP compared to the nearly full Cayden, Jerimiah could see the way the fight was going as well as Cayden could. 
 
    “Have you tried hitting me?” Cayden asked, swatting away his blade. “Alternatively, surrender.” 
 
    “Cayden, don't kill hi-" Sarah shouted from the far end of the room just as Cayden finished embedding his blade through the center of Jerimiah's chest. The man had responded to Cayden's offer by raising his greatsword for an overhanded swing that left him with an opening Cayden couldn't refuse. 
 
    Now Cayden wished he had. As Jerimiah crumpled into bleedout, Cayden made the same discovery that Sarah had. The berserker's HP dropped precipitously, falling from the starting one hundred to zero in the time it took Cayden to open his menu and hunt out a healing item. 
 
    He'd heard of the item, The Black Dream. It was an accessory worn by certain PK groups as a failsafe to keep a player from being dropped and telling tales upon their resurrection or capture at an unfriendly settlement. If a player wearing the item went into bleedout, they would bleedout at a rate of twenty hitpoints per second, rather than one, almost guaranteeing their death. 
 
    That this little band of misfits wore, such an item would have been surprising, if not for what Immolatus had said about a benefactor. Someone willing and able to create a place like this could demand a certain level of loyalty from his more experienced soldiers. 
 
    Across from him, Sarah had laid out the remainder of the common soldiery and unintentionally taken the lives of all three of Jerimiah's remaining party members. Their bodies were being enveloped by their cocoons in almost perfect unison. Whatever skill she'd used to bring them down had hit them all at once. Damn. 
 
    “I didn't think...” Sarah started, clearly shaken by the issue. “I didn't.” 
 
    “I know Sarah; it isn't your fault." He replied, walking towards her. 
 
    “Des.” 
 
    “What?" He asked. 
 
    “I honestly kind of prefer to be called Des." She offered him a weary smile turning away from the bodies as they began to hover. "Looks like you weren't the only one with a secret." 
 
    He rested a hand on her shoulder. “Looks like.” 
 
    “You should go after Immolatus.” She nodded to the defeated, but still alive common thugs. “I'll heal these guys and be right behind you.” 
 
    “Alright. Just... don't go getting yourself kidnapped again, okay princess?” 
 
    “Bite me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    “Goddamnit!" Immolatus swore as he watched Jerimiah's HP drop to zero. All four of them gone in a matter of minutes. At this rate, Cayden and that damn woman would be on his heels before he could reach the barrier and use a teleportation scroll to escape somewhere that would be safe. 
 
    Not even the dark mage Balthazar appeared to be doing well. He'd known from Jerimiah's report of their original tangle with Cayden that the boy had at least one powerful friend, but a friend strong enough to push a level ninety-four guild mage into the red? This was absurd. 
 
    At least he wouldn't have to pay Jerimiah and his group. The mercenaries had insisted they be paid in cash if they were the ones to find and kill Cayden, and he had scant little cash left as it was. They'd proven as useless as his master had said they would be, even with the Black Dreams motivating them not to lose again. 
 
    The ruins shook again, and he watched Balthazar's HP tick a few more points into the red. If the caster was up there, would he even be able to get out that way? He'd better hurry if he wanted to slip out while the mages continued their duel. 
 
    In an effort to speed up his withdrawal, he summoned a potion to hand. He wasn't supposed to take multiple Cure Disease potions in a six hour period, but to hell with toxicity, and to hell with what his patron said. As soon as he got out of this mess he would cancel the cash bounty on Cayden and issue a zeni one instead. 
 
    “Drinking too many of those will make them lose their effectiveness." The words resounded from a dark alcove three steps behind him, making his blood run cold. It wasn't one voice, but two, a pair of harmonious voices speaking in near perfect unison. Yet there was no music to the harmony, the words a guttural noise, like a rabid animal speaking English. "And after this debacle, I imagine you will need to rely on them to live for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “Lord Ba-" The words caught in his throat, forcing a coughing spell. He tried again, and the effect was worse, the pain nearly forcing him to his knees as the taste of blood filled his mouth. "My lord. This is as much your fault as mine. I wanted to kill him." 
 
    “And I wanted information on him before you did so." The voices replied, their tone measured despite the disrespect. "What you didn't need to do was leave the woman free of bonds, or monolog like a cartoon villain to allow his ally to distract your most powerful asset." 
 
    “Respectfully Lord Ba-” The coughing fit started again, and this time the creature floated out into view. 
 
    It was shaped like a man and had a player callout visible only to him, but even looking at himself and the changes Babel had wrought to his body, he wasn't sure if the thing in front of him was a player or a monster. 
 
    It was six and a half feet tall, though it looked smaller with the way it sat in midair, its legs crossed at the shin with bare feet just inches from the ground. Its feet were taloned and like its hands, contained one too many joints to be fully human. Its skin was red, much of it revealed save for a dark loincloth and a white sash around its neck. 
 
    If the thing had once been human, Immolatus would have guessed it was a man, though a thin one. Its appendages were nearly as thin as his own, the hands folded neatly in its lap, framing the ribcage visible beneath its smooth skin. 
 
    Atop its head were two horns, that emerged from just behind its ears to circle to a point above its forehead. A jewel had been braced between them, his master's only jewelry, which only enhanced the feeling that overtook him whenever he looked at them, that the spurs of bone were as much crown as they were horns. 
 
    “You think I would allow you to speak my name after that display?" Its voices washed over him as a wave of horror as slitted, cat-like eyes found his. 
 
    “I will kill him.” Immolatus promised. “I will put such a bounty on his head that players will come from the fiftieth floor itself just to see it done.” 
 
    “And you will shout from the rooftops to the whole world that you are flush with Zeni. And the world will wonder why, and that will lead back to me." The thing hovered before him, its head craning unnaturally far this way and that as it continually sought out his gaze wherever he might choose to focus it. "I do not want the boy dead. I want this ended." 
 
    “Then I'll cancel the bounty!” He said hopefully. It had been what he'd wanted to do now for so long. 
 
    “You will do no such thing. You can do no such thing.” One taloned hand lashed out, tearing open the front of Immolatus' robes to reveal the arcane Geas carved into his flesh. “I warned you when you began to make it quick. I warned you that there were easier ways to collapse your empire without violating the Terms. I told you that if you chose to use him as your foil, that you would never be allowed to withdraw your bounty.” 
 
    “But you don't want him dead...” The young man pleaded. “If I can't kill him and I can't withdraw the bounty?” 
 
    His patron stared impassively at him, waiting for the slow realization to dawn fully on David's face. "You can't." 
 
    “You won't escape this place, but if you do the point would be moot." It shrugged. 
 
    “You can't let me... the potions won't work forever. Please!” 
 
    “No, I suppose I can't." It raised a finger, a beam of light of violet energy striking David in the chest before he could scream. 
 
    “I was always too kind by half.” It whispered in its two voices as the last moments of Immolatus ticked away, and the footsteps of Cayden echoed up the hallway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    “The sign says closed for a private event!" 
 
    “I think Cayden will vouch for us.” Shifty replied to Symbal as Celia joined him just inside the door. 
 
    “They're fine, if unexpected.” Cayden said with a smile, looking to Silver who shrugged. 
 
    “I had to tell them something. They put two and two together and saw you back on this floor.” 
 
    “Sarah!” Celia cried, ignoring the conversation between any of the others to run over and embrace the blue haired girl with every bit of strength in her tiny body. “Oh my, you look like you've been through the ringer.” 
 
    “Thanks?” Sarah replied with a soft laugh. “I guess you've never seen me without my makeup before, but if you think this is bad, you should have seen me last night.” 
 
    “She slept literally all day.” Cayden chimed in helpfully. 
 
    “So did you.” She retorted. 
 
    “Actually, I slept figuratively all day. I was still up before sundown.” 
 
    “Well according to the Oxford English Dictionary literally can now be used to-” 
 
    “We can't really be having this conversation right now.” Silver frowned from the sidelines of the debate. 
 
    Everyone had laughed, while Celia and Shifty pulled up chairs at the table. 
 
    It was weird being at the inn with it so empty. Even in the smallest hours of the night, Cayden was used to seeing at least a few players and a couple of Elan drowning their sorrows or toasting their victories. Instead of just him and his friends. 
 
    Friends. The word made him smile briefly. He'd never had a lot of friends as a kid, too wrapped up in his head. The majority of those were internet friends, gamers half a world away who had shared in some great victory or adventure. Sort of fitting that a game like this had produced friends in much the same way. 
 
    Silver and Sarah gave a recounting of their version of events, while he chimed in every so often with a correction, dispute or a fact from his telling of the tale, but it wasn't long before everyone was up to speed. Celia was still lingering near Sarah, her arm wrapped around the girl in an offer of comfort that seemed to make the waitress more uncomfortable than anything else. Silver was into her third glass of wine and smiling more than he'd ever seen her smile as she recounted the spell duel that had bested Balthazar. 
 
    “And Immolatus?” It was Shifty who asked the obvious after most of the telling was done. 
 
    “Dead.” Cayden winced. “I thought at the time that Silver had killed him, but she says she didn't do anything of the sort.” 
 
    “Maybe one of his henchmen gutted him in the retreat? You said a few got out while you were fighting, didn't you Silver?" Asked Celia. 
 
    “Hmm?" The young woman seemed to startle out of her thought process. "Yeah. Could be. My running theory is that all that running probably did him in, at least, if his condition was as bad as Cayden and Sarah said it was." 
 
    “And the bounty?” This from Sarah. 
 
    “Looked it up earlier. David had a next of Kin in his mirror, though his mother only identified the body rather than collecting it.” 
 
    “Ouch.” Shifty winced. “Hell of a snub.” 
 
    “Well, it is to be expected with all the rumors of him killing his father roaming about." Silver shrugged. "But with him dead the bounty is done as well. So Cayden can go back to nobody wanting him." 
 
    It was hard for anyone at the table to miss the way the Celia looked at Cayden as Silver made that comment, but they all sure tried. 
 
    “That isn't true though, is it?" Shifty asked. "Someone from that group is going to tell tales about Cayden's skill eventually. And there is this patron of his." 
 
    “And Luxuria.” Celia said with a frown. 
 
    “Your sister and I have already hashed that out at least.” Silver said. “She's not particularly pleased with you for hiding it from her, but we've agreed to let you all just level up as you will for now. Provided that you consider joining a CFC signatory guild. If the CFC still exists by the time you reach the fiftieth floor." 
 
    “Would have been nice of her to be disappointed in me directly." Celia grumbled though it was hard for her to be too upset. "That means we can party up as we please?" 
 
    “And I don't have to babysit you anymore.” Silver nodded. 
 
    “Fantastic!” Celia beamed. “And what about you Sarah?” 
 
    The girl looked confused by the question. “What about me?” 
 
    “Well... I mean, I know you're a little too high for us right now. But would you consider-” 
 
    “Celia, dear, that isn't really...” Symbal started. 
 
    “No. It's fine.” Sarah said before turning to Celia. “I'm sorry but, I don't play anymore. I'm happy where I am.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Celia." Came Cayden and Silver's voices in unison. Sarah hadn't given any explanation for how she was as strong as she was, or why she was working for tips as a low floor waitress. All they knew was that if she hadn't wanted to tell them before now, pressing her on the issue wasn't the answer. 
 
    “All I have to say is thank you Des, for being as strong as you were, in every way that you were." Cayden smiled, reaching out the pat the blue haired girl on a tense fist. 
 
    Maybe it was his words or just the use of that name, but tension fell off of Sarah in waves at his touch. "All I have to say is that I'm never going to trust another handsome man to buy me a drink for the rest of my days." 
 
    The comment earned a little chuckle from the assembled table, despite how horrifying it was. 
 
    “Well then, fearless leader, where do you think we should go tomorrow?” Celia asked over Shifty's objection as to why Cayden was the leader. 
 
    He leaned back from the table, sweeping his eyes over the friends he'd managed to assemble in such a short period. For so many people, Babel could be a nightmare. But he couldn't imagine any place on, or he supposed, off the earth, that he would rather be. 
 
    “Hmm. I do have at least one good lead." He smiled, looking at a pinned icon at the top of his display. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Special Quest 
  Learning to Run 
  Requirements: Locate the Entrance to the Throne of Tabbris. 
  Reward: 35,000 XP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    “You're sure it was there?” 
 
    “As sure as you can be. It isn't like the poor bastard keeled over from a heart attack." Silver replied, adjusting her glasses slightly as she squinted at her reflection in her dresser mirror. She needed to get some moisturizer or something shipped in if she was going to be spending any more time on fifty. The weather was just murder on her skin. 
 
    “That doesn't sound very sure." 
 
    “Look, Luxuria, It was there.” She sighed. There were few things more frustrating in her life than arguing with her guild leader over audio only. At least with video Lux could see her getting exasperated. “The mage I took down, Balthazar, I've been on him as a possible connection for a while. Cayden said he was acting as a handler, which fits the M.O. As do the Black Dreams.” 
 
    “But you didn't see it.” She insisted. 
 
    “Oh for... Lux, we've never seen it!" She shouted back. "We've got one blurry motion camera shot of it from the raid on the Velsari guild hall, and that is it. It is too smart for us to just blunder across it. But I know it was there." 
 
    “Okay, okay! I'm sorry for doubting you.” She frowned “Are you sure you don't want to play babysitter some more? It worked pretty well to cover your absence.” 
 
    “Not if it has eyes for Cayden. Either it will notice the simulacrum or Cayden will. Both ways cause trouble.” 
 
    “We can call just give you some time off, call it personal days, whatever.” 
 
    “No." She replied. "Word would get through, and the thing would know I'm looking for it. It is better to just keep an eye on Cayden. Sooner or later it is going to make a move to take him or recruit him. Maybe it'll be vulnerable." 
 
    “Wouldn't it be better to put a guard on him? If it thinks he is that important, maybe he can be useful to us?” 
 
    “You're just scared for your sister.” Silver laughed. 
 
    “Hardly.” The disdain in Luxuria's voice was palpable. “This White Knight might prove to be more valuable...” 
 
    “Lux, How many of our friends has that thing killed over the years. Even just the ones we are sure of?” 
 
    There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Too many.” 
 
    “Watch and wait." Silver said with another sigh. "Look, Lux, it is getting late, and it has been a hell of a week." 
 
    “Say no more. I'll talk to you soon.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    “G'night.” 
 
    Silver plucked the delicate glasses from the bridge of her nose and set them down on the vanity before her. It was hard to meet her gaze after that conversation. Using Cayden as bait was a guild decision, one she even agreed with, but that didn't make it any less messed up. 
 
    Yet it might save lives. Those of her friends, even enemies. The thing had been responsible for more strife and guild wars than any living player. So long as it was active and pitting them against one another, the CFC was a pipe dream, which meant this damn game was never going to end. 
 
    She peeled off her left glove and stretched out its digits before she began to tug on the fingertips of its twin. Spellcasting could be such a pain in the hands sometimes. Small blessing that she was right-handed then, she supposed. 
 
    Anna stared down at the metallic right arm that had sparked her nom de guerre. Small blessings indeed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 From the Author 
 
    Thank you so much for reading Tower of Babel: Speedrunner.  I've been a writer in one form or another for much of my adult life, but this is actually the first time I've been proud enough of my work to publish it under my own name.  I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I stressed out and panicked about meeting my deadlines. 
 
    If you liked the story and want to support me as I continue to release additional books in this and other series, there are a couple of ways you can do so.  The simplest is to just leave a review.  It takes as little a minute, and good reviews are the life blood of a self published author.  You can also recommend my work to others via any of the myriad LItRPG platforms that are out there on facebook and elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Finally, by reader request I now have a Patreon page.  Readers will get the earliest access to rough drafts, cover art and other fun goodies. 
 
      
 
    If you like LitRPG, but somehow simultaneously have been living beneath a rock and don't know about it, I recommend the LitRPG Podcast  by the Amazing Ramon Mejia.  While you are there I also recommend you look into purchasing his amazing book Adventures on Terra: Beginnings and Adventures on Terra: Escape.  Ramon runs an amazing show and he is probably the person single most responsible for making me believe this book could succeed.  So if you like this book, give him some love while you are at it. 
 
      
 
    If you don't like it, it is his fault. 
 
      
 
    And of course I want to plug all the amazing LitRPG communities: 
 
      
 
    LitRPG Society 
 
    LitRPG Facebook Group 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    LitRPG Forum 
 
      
 
    I'd also like to thank Tomas Muir for the amazing cover art.  I literally could not have done without it. 
 
      
 
    And lastly, for the road... thanks Maea. 
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