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 Chapter One: Cash Rules Everything Around Me 
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    Rather than stick around and watch our Proxima bank account dwindle as Iris took over the Dojo remodel, I lifted my finger and logged out. 
 
    The tone sounded, the Proxima galaxy disappeared, and I was back in Iris’ studio apartment, my counterpart lying next to me on her bed, her NV Visor still strapped to her face. 
 
    I placed my hand on Iris’ arm for a moment, just looking at her. 
 
    She was lifeless at the moment, as if she were in a deep sleep, but she’d be herself again once she logged out. 
 
     Ignoring some of the messages on my iNet dashboard, I ordered an Uberyota rideshare to my apartment and eventually made it outside, only to be told via a flashing icon that the vehicle would be a few minutes late. 
 
    I sighed, looking up at the dark sky, which was blotted out by gray clouds, the moon a blurred orb. 
 
    I was disappointed about our discovery in the Steeple of Litur and Industria. Not that I was expecting something big, but to get all the way to the top and find nothing? What a letdown. Then there was the surprise attack on our Dojo from the man named William, who was out to get us for some reason. 
 
    I felt more annoyed at this now than I felt angry. Who would do something so petty? 
 
    But Iris would at least deal with some of the destruction he caused through the remodel, and we would get William back, eventually.  
 
    It was only a matter of time. 
 
    I sat on the stoop that led up to Iris’ flat and activated the Monster Hunt app out of sheer boredom. 
 
    “Poor pathetic little Chase,” Aya said as her form took shape next to a trashcan. The dragon woman narrowed her orange eyes at me, and took a step forward, her armor clanking against her broadsword. “He needs to lick his wounds a little in his own world.” 
 
    “I think it’s cute,” Lady C. said. She was in her warrior get-up, her hair tied tightly into a thick braid that draped over her shoulder. “It’s good to brood sometimes.” 
 
    “Of course you do. You probably find Chase’s morning bowel movements cute as well.” 
 
    I started to laugh. “You’re just too much sometimes, Aya.” 
 
    “Some people think I’m not enough,” she said as her ghost limbs lifted her into the air. 
 
    “Don’t mind her.” Lady C. sat next to me and placed her head on my shoulder.  
 
    “Chase, I like you, really, I do,” Aya said, still hovering over us. “But if you are going to let that armored buffoon attack our guild and do nothing about it, I may be forced to find a new Alpha.” 
 
    “I won’t leave you,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “Like I said before I logged out, we’ll figure out what to do with William.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Thuleans have a saying about giving someone a taste of their own medicine.” 
 
    “Yep, we have the same saying,” I told Aya as she continued to hover. 
 
    “So Americans like poisoning people too?” Aya flashed the ‘okay’ sign at me. “Good to know! And you are sure that you’re okay with little Iris fixing the guild? I told her not to dare touch our cabins, aside from repairing them. I hope she doesn’t make the place too girly.” 
 
    “Time for bed,” I said as the Uberyota lowered onto the street in front of Iris’ apartment. 
 
    “Do not go to sleep without brushing your teeth,” the Thulean reminded me. “I will be there to judge you if you do.” 
 
    “I know, I know.” 
 
    I felt her ghost limb fall onto my shoulder as I moved past her.  
 
    “Promise,” I said as I let Aya and Lady C. get in first, which must have looked strange to the man in the front passenger seat who was getting dropped off somewhere in Bushwick (according to the flashing words on the inside of the vehicle’s windshield). 
 
    But the other passenger didn’t say anything, and the trip was relatively quick anyway, especially since I didn’t live so far from Iris. 
 
    I just didn’t feel like walking home. 
 
    The Uberyota eventually lowered onto the street, Aya commenting on the guy in the front seat and how little he was compared to her. 
 
    I was glad he couldn’t hear us. 
 
    As usual, my roommate Alex was asleep on the couch, a local magazine open over his chest as he snored. 
 
    “There’s a Thulean animal that is like this man,” Aya said as she walked by. She unsheathed her sword and slowly lowered it onto his head. “Too bad,” she said once it passed through. 
 
    “Which Thulean animal?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “A fat dragon.” 
 
    “So there is a particular Thulean dragon that is fat?” 
 
    Aya gave the Metican warrior a snooty look. “Yes, a gunsyakhai. I’m sure you have heard of this.” 
 
    “Umm…” Lady C. stopped, looking up at the ceiling for a moment. “Yes! I know what that is. A Unigaean warrior named Oric Rune once slayed one in Tritania.” 
 
    “Then he got lucky.” 
 
    Once we reached my bedroom, I ignored their conversation and ducked under the pipe in my room, heading straight for my toothbrush.  
 
    By the time I finished brushing my teeth, both Aya and Lady C. were in my bed, Lady C. curled up, her eyes shut, and Aya sitting with her legs crossed, her armor now removed and replaced with a tight tank top that showed her nipples and barely covered the green skin of her chest.  
 
    “All my other sleep clothes were dirty,” she said with a huff. “No touching.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    The next morning came faster than I would have liked. Aya was snoring, her hair a mess, her tank top hiked up and exposing her midriff. I moved to the right hoping to find Lady C., and when I couldn’t, I slowly moved to the edge of the bed. 
 
    The Metican warrior now sat on the floor, The History of Mortem and Chrono Magic open in her lap. She wore a dark blue blouse that I’d never seen her wear before, and her hair was down for once, her bangs nicely framing her face. 
 
    “Morning,” she said as I slowly moved away from Aya, careful not to wake the beast. 
 
    My iNet screen came alive as messages from Iris and a weather update popped up. 
 
    This was followed by advertisements, McStarbucks and Krunkin’ Kronuts both having some sort of fall special that involved pumpkin spice in some shape or form. 
 
    I mentally swiped away all the clutter, focusing on the video message from Iris. 
 
    “Chase, I’ve redesigned the place, so, um, I hope you like it.” She looked away for a moment. “Also! One more thing, and don’t hate me, but I just want you to know now that I spent all the money on repairing the place. But even so, the architects hooked it up. Check the bill. We can do some hunting to recoup some cash.” 
 
    “All the money, huh?” I whispered. I focused on the Monster Hunt app until my bank account information appeared. 
 
      
 
    Proxima Dollars: 1,845,000,000 
 
    Spent: $167,670 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
      
 
    A bill from Miles, Yards and Peter Meter popped up, replacing my bank account numbers in an instant.  
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    In a way, Iris had fleeced them with her 22k discount. I still didn’t know what RCD meant, but after working through a couple of iterations, I figured it meant Repeat Customer Discount. 
 
    Either way, I was interested to see the dojo, but didn’t quite feel like logging in at the moment. 
 
    “Wait,” I said aloud, my blurry mind mentally swiping the bill aside and moving back to our Dojo’s bank account: 
 
      
 
    Proxima Dollars: 184,500,000 
 
    Spent: $167,670 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
      
 
    Nearly two-hundred-million Proxima Dollars? 
 
    It had to be some sort of mistake; there was no way, no way, we had that much money.  
 
    Thinking of the exchange rate changed the Proxima Dollars into USD almost instantly. 
 
    “Fifteen million dollars?” I asked aloud. 
 
    “Shut up or I kill you,” said Aya, who still rested next to me. 
 
    It has to be some sort of mistake, I thought, my hands suddenly shaking. 
 
    I dropped down next to Lady C., firing off searches about sudden deposits in someone’s Proxima bank account.  
 
    There wasn’t much, just a few random stories about someone forgetting they’d traded gear for dollars the night before, or that they’d lost money after they were robbed in EverLife, which was apparently something that happens in Kingdom Ignis. 
 
    “Why the troubled look?” Lady C. asked, cocking her head to the left. 
 
    “Not troubled. It’s just so much… no way. There’s no way.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I went for my glasses on the nightstand, took a deep breath, and checked the numbers again. “We’re rich? Yes. I believe we’re rich.” 
 
    “In that case,” Lady C. said as she shut her book, “We’re still going shopping today, right?” Her book disappeared, leaving behind a small cloud of sparkles. 
 
    I recalled then that Dalton the ink shadow had gotten us a gig in Kingdom Sana, and there was a big shopping district there as well... 
 
    “What do you think, Mr. Rich Guy?” 
 
    “Quiet…” Aya growled from the bed. 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s our money or not,” I started to tell the Metican warrior, my voice raising in volume. 
 
    “Shhh, you’ll wake Lady Aya. It’s just you and me right now, which it should have been last night. Why did you call both of us?” the Metican warrior asked, giving me a pouty face. 
 
    I ran my hand through my hair. “I don’t know, I guess I just needed some company.” 
 
    “Am I not enough?” 
 
    “You know that’s not the case.”  
 
    Iris’ face appeared in the bottom left-hand corner of my pane of vision. “Chase, I’m at your place now. Did you get my message? Are you awake? I have coffee!” 
 
    “Iris is here,” I announced. 
 
    “Can’t she wait outside just a little bit longer,” Lady C. asked, sighing miserably.  
 
    I stepped out of the room, noticing that Alex was now gone. “It’s cold out there,” I called back to the Metican warrior. 
 
    The digital weatherman was right. As soon as I opened the front door, a breeze slipped in, kicking a few brown leaves into the living room. 
 
    “It’s so windy today.” Iris was in a turtleneck sweater, a bomber jacket, cut-off jean shorts, leggings and a pair of old DisNikes. “One latte for Chase…” 
 
    “Iris, have you looked at our Dojo’s bank account recently,” I asked her, still mentally refreshing the numbers just to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. 
 
    “I told you I spent it all. You got my message, right?” 
 
    “Iris… just take a look.” 
 
    She nearly dropped the latte she was handing me, but managed to save it just in time. “How did… whose money is that? Wow!”  
 
    “No idea…” I started going through the messages I had ignored last night and found one was from someone I didn't recognize. 
 
    “Ray Steampunk? Does that name ring a bell?” I asked Iris. 
 
    She nearly shoved me. “Why would Ray Steampunk... Wait, you really don't know who that is?” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know who this guy is?” 
 
    “What are you two going on about?” Aya asked as she entered the living room, her orange hair a mess. “And where is your fat roommate? I was going to tickle him. Or kick him. Maybe kick him.” 
 
    “The message is from Ray Steampunk,” I told Iris. “It says... No, this is impossible. I'm forwarding this to you. It can't be true.” 
 
    Iris’ eyes flashed for a moment as she read the message that I’d just received. 
 
    “Holy shit…” 
 
    “Shit cannot be holy,” Aya told Iris. “And I am disappointed in your use of colorful language. Now someone tell me what is going on?” 
 
    The message from Ray Steampunk congratulated me for discovering the secret of the Steeple of Litur and Industria, that it was related to chakras and music. For being the first to discover the secret, I was awarded the equivalent of fifteen million bucks in Proxima dollars, I would also be given real estate, which would be discussed as soon as I met with Steampunk’s lawyer. 
 
    There were no strings attached.  
 
    I was free to do with the money what I wanted, and only I, or people I approved, would have access to the steeple. The last line also caught my attention: 
 
    Perhaps it would be a great place to form a Dojo, or perhaps you would like to sell it. 
 
    “Chase, I don't think… no, I do think you understand. Don't you? Do you understand what this means!?” Iris asked, her voice suddenly shrill. 
 
    “I get it, I get it.” I gulped. “I’m… rich.” 
 
    “Yes, you are rich!” Iris jumped forward and gave me a hug. 
 
    “Ooo, how cute, better not let Lady Cassandra see that,” Aya muttered. 
 
    “What should I do with this money?” I asked Iris, a weird feeling in my stomach. 
 
    “I really don't know what you should do about it. Maybe cash half of it out? I'm assuming you're going to get a letter from Ray Steampunk's lawyer relatively soon. And I don’t know about the property part.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this much money?” I asked, suddenly feeling confused. “What about taxes?” 
 
    “Maybe you can start by getting a nicer apartment,” Aya suggested. “And only a fool would pay taxes. There are good accountants in Ultima Thule who can make sure you don’t pay a dime.” 
 
    “Chase is getting a new apartment?” Lady C. stepped out of my bedroom and plopped down on the couch. “I'm so glad your roommate is gone; he was snoring way too much last night. Why does he always sleep on the couch? Doesn't he have a bed?” 
 
    “Wait, are you advocating tax evasion through a digital accountant?”  Iris asked Aya. 
 
    “Of course I am! What the government doesn’t know won’t hurt them…” 
 
    “Yeah, no,” Iris said, “you’ll have to save some of that for taxes. Shit. It’s New York State.” 
 
    “So half?” I asked, still looking at the number on my pane of vision. “I have no fucking idea.” 
 
    Iris placed her coffee on the table. She sat next to Lady C. and massaged her forehead. “Damn, this is crazy.” 
 
    “Chase is rich now,” Lady C. told her. “Cool, right?” 
 
    “And the first thing you are talking about is taxes?” Aya laughed so hard she nearly fell over. “Chase, worry about taxes next year, you fool! Spoil yourself, spoil us. No… spoil me!” 
 
    “She really is the devil on your shoulder, isn’t she?” Iris asked. 
 
    “And I’m the angel,” Lady C. chimed in with a sweet smile on her face. 
 
    Aya rolled her eyes. “Please, Lady Cassandra, you are making me sick over here.” 
 
    “I guess… I guess we could start by getting all the gear we want. We could also get your Juno-60 repaired,” I finally said. 
 
    Iris started to laugh. “You get fifteen million dollars deposited into your bank account and the first thing you worry about is music?” 
 
    “I…” I shrugged.  
 
    Taking my first sip of caffeine helped, but I was still under the impression that someone would take the money away from me sooner than later. 
 
    Aya stepped over to me. “Chase, you worry too much. I’ll make this simple for you. First, you spoil yourself in this world; second, you spoil us in ours; and third, we use the money to make William’s life hell.” 
 
    “Plus you have a tournament to get ready for,” Iris said. 
 
    “About that…” 
 
    “What’s that look supposed to mean? You’re still going to take part in the tournament, right?” Iris asked me. “I mean, that’s kind of why we went through all the trials and tribulations to begin with.” 
 
    “Does it really matter anymore if we’re the toughest Level Four players in EverLife?” I asked honestly. “The main reason we were doing this was for money and now…” 
 
    Iris’ eyes darted away from me. 
 
    “I’m just saying, that’s sort of why we were doing all this in the first place, you know, for funds. And now we have funds.” 
 
    “And we’re not having fun with our funds,” Aya pouted. “Look, Iris, sweet nerd musician. How do you musicians say it? Ah, I remember—let’s play it by ear. We can start with spoiling ourselves, and then go from there.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you aren’t more interested in the tournament,” Iris told her. 
 
    “I’m interested, but I’m also interested in going to a spa in Kingdom Sana and getting pampered. Thuleans love being pampered. We may have rough edges, but they can be smoothed out,” she said, with a little wiggle of her ass. 
 
    “And there are some pretty good bookstores there,” Lady C. added. “Also, Chase probably wants us to get some different outfits. We always wear the same things.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” said Aya, looking down at her armor. 
 
    “We shouldn’t start spending any of the money until we get confirmation from Steampunk’s lawyer,” I said. “And I don’t care what you wear.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lady C. said, starting to take off her clothes. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, Iris’ laughter meeting my ears. “You know what I mean.” 
 
     As if the famous game developer’s lawyer was listening, a message came to me from a man named Thomas Baker, who just so happened to have an office in Midtown, not far from Bryant Park. 
 
    “Well, it looks like we’re going on a ride,” I told the three. “Steampunk’s lawyer just contacted me.” 
 
    “Good, get us a nice vehicle this time,” Aya said as she started fixing her hair. Eventually, she gave up and just put her cap on. “Something nicer than the cramped rideshare we took last night.” 
 
    “We’re going to meet a lawyer?” Iris asked.  
 
    “Yep…” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Um, sure, yeah. Just let me finish my coffee.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    So I splurged. 
 
    We took a convertible aerosSUV, Lady C. and Aya in the back with me, Iris up front. The vehicle’s seats were made of an incredibly soft leather, the seats heated, our asses warm as we brought the top down and let the wind whip all around us. 
 
    Goodbye, Clinton Hills, I thought as I looked down at Brooklyn, which grew smaller by the second.  
 
    “This is an amazing ride,” Lady C. said, hugging my arm. 
 
    Aya stood, and lifted her sword into the air, crying out in Thulean. “Aye! Aye!” 
 
    “Simmer down back there,” Iris told them. “Do you want me to put the top back up?” she called out over the sound of the wind beating in our ears. 
 
    “Not in the least bit,” I called up to her. 
 
    “It’s cold but…” 
 
    “Screw it, right?” I called to her. 
 
    “Yeah, screw it!” 
 
    “Yes!” Lady C. shouted, standing as well. 
 
    We quickly made our way to the Upper West Side, buildings along the horizon poking at the clouds above, Manhattan endless, moving up the coastline to Harlem, Yonkers, Connecticut and beyond.  
 
    There was so much to explore in New York, so many places to call home, and in that moment above the city, I wished that I’d spent more time exploring my hometown. 
 
    And maybe I would... 
 
    It was a cloudy day, but the sun was there as well, peeking through a few of the gray clouds, glazing the sleek surfaces of the buildings with tangerine light. 
 
    “Chase, if you truly are a rich man now, this is how you will travel with us in your world.” 
 
    “Let’s not count our eggs before they hatch,” I reminded Aya. 
 
    “Nonsense, we will make scrambled eggs with those eggs if they dare hatch. If you’re lucky, I will make something that tastes like dragon wings.” 
 
    “Dragon wings?” I called to her over the wind. 
 
    “We Thuleans do not eat dragon wings, which are fried wings of baby dragons. So to substitute them, we use chicken wings.” 
 
    “So like the chicken wings we have here?” I asked her. 
 
    She shrugged. “I do not know what you have here. But we do not eat our own kind.” 
 
    “I get that.” 
 
    “Would you eat a monkey or pig?” she asked me. 
 
    “I would eat a pig.” 
 
    “Then to each their own kind,” Aya said, laughing, baring her teeth as she threw her head back. She almost lost her hat, which she quickly caught, giving me an annoyed look. 
 
    I was glad that her blade wasn’t real; it was currently tucked between her legs, which made me question her swordsmanship for a moment. 
 
    “There are so many cute restaurants around here, I can just tell,” Lady C. said as our vehicle started to land. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “There are always good restaurants in the nice parts of the city,” she said, looking around. “That’s why you should take us to the nice parts more often. Instead of just Brooklyn. Well, I guess some parts of Brooklyn are nice. But wouldn’t you prefer to take us to a place like this?” 
 
    “Yeah, Chase, wouldn’t you prefer to take us to a place like this?” Iris asked in a mocking tone, turning around and looking at me. The vehicle beeped, the top coming up and over on its own. 
 
    “And, goodbye,” I said to the two huntresses as I closed the Monster Hunt app. 
 
    The aerosSUV settled and a soft tone told us we were now allowed to exit. I got out first and opened the door for Iris, smiling at her as she stepped out. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said as we turned and looked at a building, spotting a digital placard floating before it that listed the various businesses inside. 
 
    “Seventeenth floor,” I said, tapping my finger on Thomas Baker’s name. 
 
    We entered the lobby, only to be greeted by two men with thick accents, the building’s doormen. 
 
    They didn’t say anything to us, but one of them did look at me curiously for a moment, wondering why a guy wearing a loose military jacket, jeans and a band T-shirt was in such a nice office. 
 
    He didn’t say anything though as we took the elevator to the seventeenth floor, where we were greeted by a male receptionist with a perfectly styled haircut. 
 
    “And you are here to see… Mr. Baker, correct?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” I told him, watching his pupils flash for a moment as he cycled through some options over iNet. 
 
    “Great, this will only take a minute. Please, take a seat, and let me know if you would like anything, like a bottle of water, or a latte.” 
 
    “I’ll have a latte?” Iris asked, looking to me for approval.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Make that two,” she said. 
 
    “Remind me about this Ray Steampunk again,” I told Iris as we sat down in the lobby, the only two people there aside from the receptionist. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, so I don’t look like an idiot.” 
 
    “Ray Steampunk was one of the early developers of the Proxima Galaxy,” Iris explained. “He died in a car wreck, but as soon as he died, his RPC respawned in one of his favorite worlds, an active steampunk world called, well, Steam.” 
 
    “RPC?” 
 
    “Reborn Player Character,” Iris explained. “Similar to an NPC. People pay good money to live forever in the Proxima Galaxy after they die. Basically, all of the details are downloaded into an NPC, who takes on that person’s persona and continues their life. Haven’t we been over this before?” 
 
    “If we have, I’ve already forgotten about it,” I told her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, Steampunk is still active in the Proxima Galaxy, and he was one of the people that helped develop EverLife. My guess is he put the Steeple in as an ultimate quest, and no one was able to solve it until you did.” 
 
    “I wonder why it took so long for him to get back to me though,” I said. “I mean, we got to the top. There was nothing there. Just a white room. You think the room would have told us something...” 
 
    Iris nodded. 
 
    “Mr. Baker will see you now,” the receptionist said as he approached us. He led us down a narrow hallway to a back room. 
 
    This lawyer was definitely living it up. A corner office, a great view of the city, updated furniture, a mahogany desk, it was very clear that this guy had some money to play around with. 
 
    “Mr. Knowles?” he said, standing. He shook my hand and encouraged me to sit in front of him, gesturing for Iris to sit in the other seat. 
 
    Thomas Baker wore a pinstripe suit, a tie with a tie clip that matched his cufflinks, his eyebrows perfectly manicured, a small amount of gel in his hair creating a natural part. His authority apparently came with his ability to dress well and the degrees on his wall, which he proudly displayed on a bookshelf near the door. Yale, Columbia, Harvard: the man exuded East Coast elitism. 
 
    “I’m his friend, just in case you were wondering,” Iris said. 
 
    “I figured as much,” he said, “that or his girlfriend.” 
 
    I exchanged glances with Iris, and she shrugged. 
 
    “No, friends,” I said. “Well, bandmates.” 
 
    “I see you are a musician,” Baker said, the look in his eyes telling me that he was checking into my details over iNet. “And the fact that you are a musician led you to discover the secret of the Steeple. So, congratulations,” he chuckled, “you have finally made playing music a profitable enterprise.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Do you know any musicians who are rich?” the lawyer asked in a jovial way. 
 
    “I mean, maybe some famous ones,” said Iris. 
 
    “Exactly. But we’re not here to get into that, we’re here to talk about the money and property you’ve been awarded.” 
 
    “We still haven’t been briefed on the property,” I started to say. 
 
    “Yes, the Steeple. Did you not read about that in the message Ray Steampunk sent you?” 
 
    “It just said you would talk to us about it…” 
 
    He laughed again. “You know, I advised Mr. Steampunk’s RPC not to do something like this, but it’s his money and it is his idea.” 
 
    “Do something like what?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Just give this stuff away. The money, the property. You do realize how much that property in EverLife is worth, do you not?” 
 
    “I have no idea what it’s worth,” I told him. I caught Iris’ eyes lighting up behind her glasses, indicating that it was worth a considerable sum. 
 
    “You are fast,” the lawyer told her. “As your friend here has probably already found out, the property is worth more than the money you’ve been awarded.” 
 
    “This is just…” Iris said, wide-eyed now. 
 
    “Too much?” the lawyer asked. “That’s what I told Mr. Steampunk, but it’s his money and we’ve confirmed with his RPC that this is what he wanted to do. In fact, that was why it took us so long to get to you, or to schedule the message that he had already dictated.” 
 
    “Because you had to check me out?” I asked. 
 
    “Exactly. We knew that someone had cracked the secret, none of us on his legal team or anyone in his inner circle really knew what the secret was, but we had to do a background check on you to make sure that you didn’t do so in a cheating way. Which you didn’t. At least not that we can tell.” 
 
    “I actually did not cheat. I wasn’t even really… ” I shrugged. “Well, I wasn’t actively trying to solve it, but it was mostly just, I don’t know, an idea that came to me. Actually, we both kind of solved it, she was the one that helped me dig deeper into the chakras, and the keys they responded to.” 
 
    “So you would like to split the prize then?” 
 
    I looked to Iris. “Sure.” 
 
    “No,” Iris said. “Absolutely not, Chase, this is yours. You earned this.” 
 
    “I mean…” 
 
    “I don’t really care what you do with it,” Baker said, “but you know what? To save me some time, I’d be glad if you signed these documents now. If you decide to give her some of it, you can do so later. You can hire an attorney to take care of this for you, or you can contact our office and we will set it up.” 
 
    “Okay…”  
 
    “Also, you should know that New York taxes are going to hit you hard for this, so just save a little bit of it for that. Otherwise, you will end up owing taxes that you can’t afford. In fact, I can put you in contact with one of my tax guys, he’ll tell you what you’ll owe in the future. So just set some of that aside.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, feeling overwhelmed with information. 
 
    “You could also set up a trust. You are on universal basic income, are you not?” 
 
    “I mean, I guess I was?” 
 
    He nodded. “Exactly, you were, but as of today you are no longer on UBI. Because you clearly don’t know what to do with this kind of money, I would have fun with the cash, sell the property, and put the proceeds of it in a trust fund or something, and set it to pay you out over the next fifty years. That way you won’t spend it all on a Lamborghini aeros, or some overpriced instrument. You get the picture.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I told him.  
 
    I didn’t like the tone he was taking with me, but it wasn’t bad advice. Not that I would go out and buy myself an expensive sports car, but given this kind of money, maybe I should preserve it. 
 
    “Is that all you have to say?” he asked after a long pause. 
 
    “And I can’t really think of anything else. Iris?” 
 
    “Um… no, nothing to say.” 
 
    Baker raised an eyebrow as he looked from her to me. “Would you like to arrange a meeting with Mr. Steampunk?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course, if he’s up to it. Does he ever visit EverLife?” 
 
    “He will be at the tournament. You are still participating in the EverLife Tournament, are you not?” 
 
    “I…” I glanced at Iris to see her nodding. “Someone from our group will be there. I can definitely say that.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked. 
 
    “The only reason I was doing all of this was for money, and now that I have it, I really don’t know if it’s what I want to do. I might just play music in the Proxima Galaxy, that’s more my style.” 
 
    He frowned. “It appears your bandmate here doesn’t have the same opinion…” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” Iris told him, a thin smile coming across her face. “Now about that paperwork…” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    “Chase, just stop for a second,” Iris said as we exited the elevator. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Look, I know you feel like you have a lot of money now, but I don’t think you realize how much that property is actually worth.” 
 
    “It’s our money,” I reminded her. “And our property. I wouldn’t even be where I was if you hadn’t given me the code.” I paused for a moment, looking deeply into her eyes. “I mean it.” 
 
    “It’s your cash to keep.” 
 
    “Iris, I can’t keep all this… not with all the help you’ve given me. I mean, I wouldn’t have used the Monster Hunt app if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    “We can discuss that later,” she finally told me as we stepped around a potted plant. “But back to what I just said: have you looked up how much the Steeple is worth?” 
 
    “No... ” 
 
    We passed a doorman attempting to look busy, but actually trying to burn out the clock. 
 
    “We’re talking more money than either of us have ever even considered before,” Iris said. 
 
    “All right.” I stopped near the building’s exit, waiting for iNet to fire up on my pane of vision. As it did, I took a seat in the lobby, Iris plopping down next to me as I mentally keyed in the term ‘EverLife’ on a Proxima Galaxy real estate site.  
 
    Once I was given a basic spread of the land and the twelve kingdoms, I quickly zoomed in on the center of EverLife, a red outline appearing around the Steeple of Litur and Industria. I focused on this and the price popped up. 
 
    “Do you see?” she asked. 
 
    “Holy…” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to sell that,” I told her quite frankly. “I mean, we are. And I’m giving you half of that money. I really don’t want to be in the center of EverLife anyway, too busy, too many people vying for our attention. I prefer where we are now on the outskirts of Kingdom Lume.”  
 
    The number flashed away, and I couldn’t help but shake my head. At least a hundred million dollars? And not Proxima dollars, actual dollars…  
 
    “On the even brighter side, we can really pump up our dojo now,” I finally told her. 
 
    A hopeful look painting across her face. “So you’re not going to quit the Monster Hunt app?” 
 
    “Who said I was going to quit? I’m just not interested in playing the same way I was playing before, you know, for money. It’s just not as big of a concern of mine. So anything that would help me catch creatures that are worth more money, or tournaments, or Brawls, those types of things are less interesting to me now.” 
 
    Iris puffed her cheeks out as she thought this over. “Yeah, I guess I can understand that, but don’t leave me hanging at the tournament.” 
 
    “I won’t, okay?” 
 
     She glanced around, offering the doorman a quick smile. “Look, since we are in Midtown, I wanted to check out Mood Fabrics.” 
 
    “You’re into sewing now?” I asked her. 
 
    “No, nothing like that. I’m just looking for buttons, really. This place is famous, and it’s been here for like two hundred years or something. Well, maybe not that long, but definitely for over a century.” 
 
    “Should we walk then?” 
 
    “Do you really want to take an UberLyft just to travel a few blocks?” 
 
    “Good point, I guess this money really is burning a hole in my pocket,” I told her as we exited the building, heading west on Thirty-Ninth Street.  
 
    Eventually, we reached Seventh Avenue, and even though I had been to Times Square countless times, I couldn’t help but feel the urge to turn right instead of left on Seventh, walk a few blocks down and see the crowd. 
 
    It was always something to see, and sometimes I wondered how NYC accommodated so many tourists at once. But rather than head toward the lights and sounds, we turned onto Thirty-Eighth Street, a typical nondescript street in Midtown, one that looked like any of the others, lined with buildings with storefronts on the bottom levels. 
 
    Many of the large cities around the world were known for their architecture, and New York was definitely among them. There were iNet apps that merely gave me information on buildings, who had designed it, when it was built and other interesting facts about structure. I had tried this app out before, but it became too tedious at some point, considering almost every building in New York had a history.  
 
    “Are you sure it’s around here?” I asked her as we continued toward Eighth Avenue. 
 
    She nodded. “I have been here before, but it’s kind of hard to find. It doesn’t really have a storefront like the others. You have to look for…” Iris pointed to a location on the right-hand side of the street. “There it is.” 
 
    “You’d think they would have a sign,” I told her as we entered the building and found another doorman, this one a brown-skinned humandroid. He stood by the elevator in front of a placard that listed Mood Fabrics as being on the third floor. 
 
    Once we stepped up, he asked us where we were going and keyed it in on the elevator. 
 
    We reached the third floor, and I nodded to two white leather chairs pressed up against the wall, telling Iris I would wait outside for her.  
 
    As she entered Mood Fabrics, another elevator opened up and more women stepped out, followed by a guy wearing a silver dress. 
 
    The place was pretty lively for a hidden fabric store, people coming in and going out quite frequently. As I sat there, I took in the paint style of the room, black and white pinstripes, and stared for a long while at an old painting of a French bulldog on the wall. 
 
    I wanted to cross reference the information I had seen on the real estate site, to make sure that the Steeple was worth as much as the estimate. Over the course of the next several minutes, I checked a few of the other Proxima realty sites and found out that it was indeed worth the amount listed, maybe even more. 
 
    An incredible sum, really, something I still couldn’t quite get my head around. 
 
    I was rich. This was it.  
 
    What so many people had hoped for, what so many people had misinterpreted as the American dream, had actually happened to me, and I wasn’t even trying for it to happen. I didn’t even know why I solved the mystery of the Steeple, aside from the fact that I found it interesting, I wanted to try something else, I was just… 
 
    Playing the game. 
 
    That’s exactly what I was doing, playing the game.  
 
    And this made me smirk.  
 
    Sometimes the game just hooked you, and there was nothing you could do but give in.  
 
    And I guess there was nothing wrong with that.  
 
    I stood, realizing that I was starting to sound like a philosophical asshole in my own head. 
 
    Smoothing my hands over my pants, I took my glasses off, cleaned the lenses, and turned to the fabric shop, figuring I would try to find Iris and see these buttons she was so interested in. 
 
    It took me a while to locate her, considering the shop was so packed full of fabrics, buttons, patterns, sewing goods and customers. 
 
    The only other place I’d seen so densely packed was a Chinese supermarket in Chinatown, which practically required a map to navigate. 
 
    But I eventually found Iris ducking down, moving quietly through the aisles. 
 
    “Hey,” I told her. 
 
     Iris jumped back. “Chase, hey!” she said, embarrassment coming over her face as a heavy Hispanic woman wearing a neon jacket squeezed past us. “Ummm…” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, noticing that we were in the silk aisle. “This isn’t buttons.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was just looking around…” 
 
    Iris glanced left quickly, and nodded her chin. 
 
    I snorted. “Hold up, are you hunting right now?”  
 
    “...Maybe?” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes,” she hissed, “are you going to join or what?” 
 
    I gave her a playful sigh as I activated the Monster Hunt app, Aya and Lady C. taking shape almost immediately.  
 
    Lady C. had both her blades out; Aya’s buster sword was sheathed on her back, the Thulean striking a cool pose while also giving me a skeptical look. 
 
    “What?” I asked her. 
 
    “Less talk, more hunt, Chase,” Aya scoffed.  
 
    “You’re the one standing there with a grin on your face…” 
 
    “It is a pre-hunt grin.” 
 
    “What are we hunting anyway?” I asked Iris as I moved closer to her, hiding a bit behind Aya. 
 
    “It’s called a brigantia, a sort of goddess of sewing,” Lady C. explained. “The reason Iris wants her on the team is because she can heal, but she’s not Class Sana like a normal healer. She also has a defense spell. Definitely helpful!” 
 
    “Okay, and is she worth any tokens?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “Not much, but I think she’ll make up for it in usefulness.” 
 
    “This seems like a bad place to hunt…” 
 
    Aya brought a finger to her mouth as she looked behind me, the Thulean warrior slowly drawing her sword. 
 
    “Are you going to stand there, or will I have to cut you down as well?” she asked me. 
 
    I stepped aside, letting her pass, her buster sword at the ready.  
 
    Lady C. wasn’t far behind Aya, both her sharp blades now at her sides as she glanced left and right.  
 
    The Metican warrior was in the same outfit that she’d worn back at the tournament, a short skirt and an armored top that was a little too revealing to be taken seriously. 
 
    That was something I definitely wasn’t going to stop doing. It didn’t matter if I was in this world, or the Proxima Galaxy, playing in front of people that were cheering me on was the way to go.  
 
    Aya tiptoed up to the end of the silk aisle, gesturing with her eyeballs that the mythcrea in question was near, that she could see her.  
 
    The Thulean still wore the cap she had picked up after one of our Brawls, but this time it was backward, her red hair spilling out the sides. 
 
    Lady C. moved past me again, pressing just a little too close, and offering me a flirty smile as she went around the other way, to try to cut off the mythcrea. 
 
    Even though I had seen them work together before, I still found something fascinating about their “years” of training, and how they congealed together, Aya’s tactics more brash and brunt, Lady C. with her magic and quick swordplay. 
 
    Because the Metican warrior was in the other aisle, I couldn’t quite see what spell she had conjured up, but when I noticed bits of snow swirling around, I knew that it was probably her Bomb Cyclone. 
 
    “Chai dokavani!” 
 
    Aya sprang into action, crying out as she tried to strike the mythcrea with her big buster sword. I slipped past a Mood Fabrics attendant, probably looking like I was either crazy or needed to use the restroom. 
 
    I saw Aya dip in and out of the swirling snow; the clink of swords and grunts from both Huntresses were loud and clear as they engaged the brigantia. 
 
    The brigantia’s stats appeared on my pane of vision. 
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    I didn’t have much time to look at them before Iris shouldered past me, a web of light moving around her hand as she got into position to catch the creature. 
 
    Iris slipped, taking down a barrel of rolled up fabric with her, the fabric falling into the aisle and some of it rolling in the opposite direction. One of the bundles caused a man to slip and catch himself by grabbing onto a swath of satin, which brought down an entire rack of fabric. 
 
    “Shit!” I said as I moved over to Iris, a web of light now forming in the palm of my hand. 
 
    Lady C.’s wintery cyclone had started to clear, allowing me to see the action taking place. 
 
    I knew that the mythcrea wouldn’t be able to hold up for long against two trained Huntresses, but she was doing pretty well so far. A broadsword in one hand, her other arm turned to stone, the brigantia engaged Aya in the front, and Lady C. at the side, alternating between both of them. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Aya shouted to Lady C., the Thulean warrior lunging forward with her big blade and narrowly missing a swipe from the mythcrea.  
 
    An annoyed look on her face, Lady C. stepped aside, allowing for Aya to fully engage the woman without distraction. 
 
    The Thulean feinted a swipe, causing the mythcrea to stumble forward some. Aya changed the way she held her buster sword, and used its broad side to shove the mythcrea to the ground, quickly bringing the tip of her blade to the woman’s chin. 
 
    “Finish this, Chase!” Aya hissed, the mythcrea cowering before her. 
 
    “Got it!”  
 
    A web made of light burst forth from the palm of my hand and wrapped around the armor-clad woman, her form instantly disappearing. 
 
    “Sweet,” I started to say, just as I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned to find the Mood Fabrics manager, a large black woman with a huge pair of breasts. 
 
    “I don’t know what the hell the two of you are doing in here,” she said, smacking gum, her eyes narrowing, “but I’m about to call the cops.” 
 
    “That’s okay, you don’t have to do that,” I told her, lifting my hands up. “I’ll pay for any damages.” 
 
    “You better,” she said, nodding Iris over. 
 
    “Sorry,” Iris said, trying not to laugh. 
 
    “This is all your fault,” I told Iris under my breath as the manager led us to the front counter. 
 
    In the end, the manager only charged a couple hundred dollars for some rare fabric that was ruined by touching the ground. 
 
    We left Mood Fabrics as quickly as we could, Iris without the buttons she’d come for, and the Huntresses back at the dojo. The two of us took the elevator down to the first floor, and stepped outside, back onto Thirty-Eighth Street. 
 
    “Well, that was something,” I finally said. 
 
    “But it was fun, right?” 
 
    I shrugged, but that did nothing to stop the smile creeping across my face. “I guess. So what now?” 
 
    She bobbed her head for a moment, as if she was listening to music. “Okay, I have an idea. Have you ever wanted to stay in one of those big hotels in Manhattan, like the fifty floor ones with glass walls? You know what I’m talking about…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I told her, an image coming to my mind of what one of these hotels would look like.  
 
    Of course, that image sparked GoogleFace advertisements, one of which let me know that there was a particularly popular hotel on Forty-Second Street, with views of the Financial District. 
 
    “Done,” I told Iris as I booked a suite that had two beds and a terrace. All hotels came with an optional Proxima package, so I went ahead and booked one of those too, knowing that we would probably end up diving later. 
 
    “Seriously? Tonight?” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked her. “You have class tomorrow, right?” 
 
    “Just one,” she told me. 
 
    “Good, then that should give us plenty of time. Besides, we did make some promises in EverLife, or at least I did. Let’s order room service, and then log in.” 
 
    “Sounds like a date,” she told me as she looped her arm through mine, both of us turning toward Eighth Avenue. 
 
    “Date? Sounds like the best night ever. Also, next time you decide to go hunting in a fabric store… how about letting me know beforehand?” 
 
    “Deal,” she said with a big, goofy grin on her face.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: New Dojo, New Me 
 
    [image: ]  
 
      
 
    What a hotel. 
 
    Some New Yorkers traveled a lot, others never left the city. I fit into the latter crowd, only taking a trip or two Upstate when I was a child, once playing a show with the Lenins in Hamden, Connecticut, and of course, trips to Hoboken and Philly from time to time. 
 
    But not far. Which meant that I hadn’t stayed in many hotels in my life. Why stay in a hotel when you have a perfectly decent bed in one of the five boroughs? Even if there was a pipe that cut through the room. 
 
    The place that Iris and I had checked into was overwhelming, the interior completely white in a way that reminded me of the top room of the Steeple. There was a wall of mirrored holoscreens in the middle of the lobby, and as we approached them, one recognized my life chip, an elevator door opening on the right. 
 
    “So cool,” Iris said as we stepped into the elevator, which immediately took us to the thirty-eighth floor. The doors shut, and a soothing voice thanked us for visiting the hotel. 
 
     “...We hope you enjoy your stay…” 
 
    This was followed by what reminded me of saloon music, as if Scott Joplin was playing in a basement, his music piped directly into the elevator. 
 
    A message appeared on my pane of vision, indicating that a restaurant was located on the second floor, and reminding me that if I needed to speak to a receptionist, I would also find them on the very same floor. 
 
    The message then went over hotel policies and procedures, including our checkout time and breakfast hours, a meal which was definitely not complimentary. 
 
    The theme of the hotel was apparently the color white, the walls and white-washed oak wood floors making the space feel like we were walking through a music video set. We eventually found our room, the door clicking open as soon as I approached it. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Iris said as she took in the space, bringing her hands to her mouth. 
 
    “Seriously,” I told her as I stopped dead in my tracks. “This is sick!” 
 
    The room had purple carpet that contrasted heavily with its single white wall. The rest of the walls were made of glass, including the wall that faced the bathroom. 
 
    There were two beds in the center of the space, each with purple side rails. NV Visors and haptic gloves were hooked to each of the beds, arranged in a way that was pleasant to the eye. 
 
    “Look at this view,” I told Iris as I came to the glass, looking out over the city.  
 
    We were facing toward the Financial District, and even though there were a few buildings in the way, I could see the towering skyscrapers on the horizon, mentally reliving in that instant all the trips I had taken between Midtown and Downtown. 
 
    There was a time, a few years back, when I had a few gigs in Harlem, and since I was working in Union Square, I would sometimes start my day off in the Financial District just to walk around for a bit, then Union, sometimes the East Village for an early dinner, then the gig. 
 
    But to see New York like this... 
 
    “I’m calling the Huntresses,” Iris said. “They will definitely want to see this.” 
 
    “What about getting some food first, and then just logging in and seeing them there?” 
 
    She considered this for a moment. “It would be nice not to share this view for a bit…” 
 
    “Or deal with Aya,” I said, jokingly. 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll dig the space too. But food. Yes to food. I’m definitely hungry, approaching hangry.” 
 
    “Scary.” 
 
    “You’d better believe it.” 
 
    “And after, I want to see what you’ve done with the dojo.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up. “It’s been such a rollercoaster day that I’d forgotten about that part. You’re going to freaking love it.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will.” 
 
    “It totally screams ‘Iris,’” she said, wiggling her nose at me. “But anyway, what do you want to eat?” 
 
    I took a look around the space. “Why does being in this room make me want to eat sushi? Am I crazy?” 
 
    “Crazy rich? Yes, I believe that applies to our current version of Chase,” Iris asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I think I’m suffering from… Is there a term for someone who suddenly gets a lot of money and just blows it on stuff?” 
 
    “I think there’s an old term for that,” Iris said, her pupils dilating behind her glasses. “Hood rich? That’s one way to put it.” 
 
    “New money?” 
 
    “That works too.” 
 
    I shrugged. “We should spoil ourselves tonight, and discuss how we should handle the rest of this money later,” I said, still intending to give Iris half of it. 
 
    “Or we could just get sushi and go from there,” she said, patting her stomach. “Your being hungry has made me hungry.” 
 
    Iris found a place and sent it to me over iNet, with a note about what I should order. I placed the order, the sushi costing about two hundred and fifty dollars in the end, and while we waited, Iris and I reminisced about some of the gigs we had played as the Lenins. 
 
    “Have you had any contact with Chad?” I asked Iris. She was on her bed now, facing me, her shoes off, looking cute as ever in her tights, black shorts and faded Mitherfickers T-shirt. 
 
    “He’s trying to get clean,” Iris said. “That’s all I know.” 
 
    “Good,” I told her. 
 
    I still wasn’t over the fact that our former lead singer had broken our instruments, his egotistical rage putting the dagger in the Lenins. I also couldn’t forget punching him and having to pay that fine.  
 
    Damn was that expensive, at least at the time. 
 
    And now? 
 
    Is this how it feels to be rich? To know that a simple fine, an accident, or anything else that came up would do little or no damage to my finances. It was just so hard to process. All of it.  
 
    And this was sort of why I was glad to be in a hotel with Iris, to be in an enclosed space where the only place I could spend money would be over iNet. I just needed a moment to process these funds, to figure out what needed to be done with them.  
 
    And I was definitely ready for a distraction. 
 
    “I’m excited to log in,” I told her after another long gaze out at the city. 
 
    “You are? You seem to keep avoiding it,” she said. 
 
    “No, it’s just been a wild day. I’m actually excited to see what you did with the place.” 
 
    “It’s not the same as before…” 
 
    “I didn’t expect it to be. Plus, we have to hop on our lightning horses and get over to Kingdom Sana. We have a gig.” 
 
    “Lightning steeds!” Iris said with a laugh. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “You were saying earlier that you had an idea on how we could deal with William. Care to expand upon that idea?” 
 
    “We do have two trolls, don’t we?” 
 
    Iris puffed her cheeks out. “You mean Mitchell and Schnoogles?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I put them back at the front in a guard tower this time, a high one too. I told you about the serpent, right?” 
 
    “Serpent?” I asked her. “You did not.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll save that for when we log in. But back to the trolls. What could you possibly have planned for the trolls?” 
 
    “Here’s the thing: I’m not really a ‘get revenge’ type of guy, as you probably know by now. I don’t care to raid William’s dojo, and while I could use some of our growing influence in Kingdom Lume to make trouble for them, I don’t want to do that either.” 
 
    “Then what do you want to do?” she asked. 
 
    “What anyone would do this close to the twenty-second century?” 
 
    “Stop being so vague….” 
 
    “Just trust me,” I told her with a grin. “Once we log in, I’ll put the pieces in motion. Then we’ll get to the gig in Kingdom Sana. I’m sure Dalton will be waiting for us. Since I promised the Huntresses that we would go shopping in Sana, we can get a hotel or something for the night. I’m pretty sure Dalton said we had a gig in Ignis coming up, and didn’t Spew Gorge say his uncle was there?” 
 
    I recalled the goblin and his fashionable haircut and high-pitched voice. He was a bit unconventional as a member of our dojo, but he was scrappy, and good with a dagger. 
 
    “Did he?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I seem to remember him saying that. Anyway, I will get all that sorted out once we log in. But for now, just trust that I have a plan. Oh, and tomorrow, definitely before you go to your night class, we should hit a music store.” 
 
    “That sounds like a bad idea, especially if you’re planning to buy every instrument in the store.” 
 
    I laughed. “Who? Me? Why would I want a bunch of starter instruments?” I asked her in a cocky voice. 
 
    Iris snorted. “You’re starting to sound like Chad.” 
 
    “I’d better dial it back then. But to answer your question, I figured we would get your Juno-60 fixed up, possibly some new keys. No, definitely some new keys. Yes, we’re going on a shopping spree.” 
 
    Iris snorted. “This money is going to burn a hole in your pocket, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m going to stay balanced about it. And I’ve already decided to sell the property in EverLife anyway. What do we want with the Steeple?” 
 
    She considered this for a moment, her eyes indicating to me that she was researching Proxima Galaxy housing prices over iNet. “You aren’t wrong there.” 
 
    I turned and looked at Iris, smiling at her. I now sat with a pillow behind my head, leaning against the backboard. “I’m serious about splitting this money. I couldn’t have done this without you.” 
 
    “Chase…” 
 
    “Let’s just get it all taken care of, and make it work. Why not? What’s the point of having this much money? It’s more than I could ever spend, well, unless I went on a rare instrument shopping spree. But I don’t plan to do that. I do need to upgrade a few things, obviously, and I’ll probably get a new place to live.” 
 
    “Awww, you’re leaving Alex?” Iris asked with a snicker. “But he’s such a staple in your life.” 
 
    “Actually, he could probably come with me,” I said with a shrug. “The next place I get will definitely be bigger.” 
 
    “Maybe we could move in together,” Iris said, the words leaving her lips before she could really think them through. This was apparent in the way that she cleared her throat and looked away from me, now staring out at the city again. 
 
    “I think that would be awesome.” 
 
    Iris went to the window and took a seat before it, her legs crossed under her body. 
 
    I watched her for a moment, using iNet to dim the lights so that we could enjoy the view. Red and blue lights flashed across the room as an aeros firetruck sped by, its siren droning on for a moment as it lowered somewhere near Forty-Third Street. 
 
    A message asked me if I would like to lower the blinds, showing me a graphic on how I would go about doing that manually, if I wanted. We probably wouldn’t lower the blinds; it wasn’t like we were planning to get busy or anything tonight. 
 
    Well, I wasn’t.  
 
    Not that I would push back if it happened, but the thought hadn’t really crossed my mind. 
 
    I could see the reflection of the sun on a building adjacent to ours, the orange orb with hints of pink in it reflecting off the mirrored glass. It reminded me of the light that moved down the Steeple, the seven colors that related to the chakra system, unlocked by music. 
 
    What were the odds? 
 
    “This is awesome,” Iris said as I joined her. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “What a day.” 
 
    “And our day has just started,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I hope you like what I’ve done with the dojo…” 
 
    “I’m sure I will.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    The famous Brian Eno Proxima tone played, letting me know that the login process had begun. I was strapped in now, my belly full of sushi, the NV Visor on my head, haptic gloves on my hands. Even cooler, the bed itself was rigged for Proxima haptic response, allowing for an even more immersive experience. 
 
    As soon as my form started to take shape, the Alpha Duo stats flashed, along with Aya and Lady C.’s quick glance skill sheets: 
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    But I was too distracted by what I saw before me to really pay much attention to our stats, and I flat-out ignored the flashing banking information. 
 
    I didn’t care about the money any longer, and we had some serious real estate as a possible retirement plan.  
 
    I really wasn’t worried. 
 
    But I was impressed by what Iris had put together. The layout was similar to what it had been before: the entrance, followed by the main dojo, followed by the field with two cabins for the Huntresses, followed by the meadow. 
 
    The only thing different was that everything Iris had chosen had a sleek, modern feel to it. Not that we were really going for a medieval feel earlier, but it had sort of had one, even with the renovations we had made on the main dojo. 
 
    But not anymore.  
 
    The main dojo looked like it was styled after the Guggenheim, and even the two cabins were designed in a way that was avant-garde, sleek, cylindrical. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Iris asked, a smile beaming across her face. 
 
    I noticed a new building adjacent to the cabins. I hadn’t seen it before, the building’s black paint making it blend in with the darkened sky, the Proxima Borealis above us and the Steeple in the distance, its top currently blue. 
 
    “I love it,” I said as I turned to the new building. “And damn, was that some good sushi at the hotel. Did I already say that?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “He’s not even going to say ‘hi,’ is he?” Aya asked.  
 
    The Thulean stood next to Iris now, her hat pulled down so it covered one of her eyes. True to form, she was striking a cool pose, her left hip jutting out to the side, her buster sword hanging off to the right. 
 
    “He’s just looking around the place,” Lady C. said. She was on the other side of Iris in her armor, both swords sheathed at her sides. The Metican approached me casually, and when she was just a few feet away, she ran forward and jumped into my arms, taking me off guard and bringing me to the ground. 
 
    “Attack!” Aya shouted, also dog-piling on top of me. 
 
    “Hey!” I started to say as a few of the mythcrea appeared. 
 
    There was Fujin, Magnus, Ophelia, Sun Wukong—some of our first captures. All were watching me struggle to get the Huntresses off me while Iris laughed, her cat, Garfield, now perched on her shoulder. 
 
    Some of our mythcrea were missing, but I did see the newest one we had captured, the one that had gotten us kicked out of the Mood Fabrics store. 
 
    Brigantia had an uncertain look on her face, something totally justified by the fact that we had just arrived and were already horsing around. 
 
    “Get off me,” I said as I pushed Aya aside. She slapped me in the face. 
 
    -56 HP! 
 
    “Harder? Harder!” she shouted, giving me a punch to the gut. 
 
    90 HP! 
 
    Lady C. continued to laugh as she tickled me, accidentally kneeing me in the groin. 
 
    -245 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    “Fuccckkk…” I whispered as the two Huntresses finally let up. 
 
    “Come on,” Iris said as she helped me to my feet. 
 
    “She kneed me in the…” 
 
    “I saw. You two need to play nice with Chase,” she said. 
 
    “But Chase doesn’t play nice with us,” said Aya, pouting. “He gets a fancy hotel in New York and he doesn’t even invite us to check it out!” 
 
    “How did you know I got a hotel?” 
 
    “You mentioned it to Iris. And something else called sushi.” Aya turned to her cabin with a playful huff. “Anyway. You know where to find me.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll show us the place at some point,” said Lady C. “And I’m sorry for tickling you. I just felt like playing around.” She stood in front of me now, cute as the first day that I met her, back when I first opened the app and discovered the Metican sitting on the ground and reading a book. 
 
    And now I was a millionaire? 
 
    What a turn of events. 
 
    “Why don’t I give you a tour?” Iris asked as she led me over to the black building.  
 
    She opened the door and I peeked inside to see some amplifiers, random instruments, a PA system and a small stage. Her cat hopped off her shoulder and found a nook in the corner of the room to cuddle up. 
 
    “This is awesome,” I told her as I took in the space, noticing how she had arranged instruments on the walls. 
 
    “You like it?” 
 
    “And we can add a recording studio in here as well, right?” I asked her. “I mean, I’m just thinking out loud here, but why wouldn’t we be able to record music inside the Proxima Galaxy?” 
 
    “I’m sure we can,” she said as Lady C. also stepped inside. 
 
    “Are you going to play me a song now, Chase?” Lady C. asked, dropping her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I was wondering when you two would appear.” Dalton the ink shadow rose out of the ground, a big grin on his face. His form wavered for a moment, and as it did, I could see the old man inside his translucent body. “We have a gig tonight, you know that, right?” 
 
    “In Kingdom Sana, I know. That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “It should be why we are there,” he told me in his smoky voice. 
 
    The door kicked open, and Spew Gorge the goblin walked in with a small black suitcase. “Fick me, I heard we were going to Kingdom Sana tonight, so I figured we could stop at some point in Kingdom Ignis and visit my fickin’…” The goblin spat. “My fickin’ relative. Yeah. Fick. Why am I the only one that’s packed?” 
 
    The goblin had a different hairstyle now, braided on the sides, with strands of turquoise in it. I wondered for a moment how he knew we were planning to stay overnight in Kingdom Sana, but I figured he had probably heard it from Aya, or possibly Lady C. 
 
    “Musicians travel light,” said Dalton. “At least the good ones.” 
 
    It was much easier to move gear in the Proxima Galaxy; I was aware that I could simply access it through my inventory list.  
 
    But old habits were hard to bury, so I equipped my bass, the one made of blond wood that we’d picked up at Dirty Dave’s Musical Instrument Emporium, and started putting it in its case. 
 
    “Who else is coming with us?” Iris asked as she packed up her ukulele. 
 
    “Me, you, the fickin’ ink shadow, the Thulean—she’s a bully, but I don’t let it get to me—the Metican. I think that’s it.” 
 
    “I will be going as well,” one of the amplifiers said, scaring the holy shit out of Spew Gorge. 
 
    “Fick!” he screamed, pulling out a jagged dagger and dropping his luggage. 
 
    “Relax, goblin,” the amplifier said as she began to morph into the dark-skinned shifter known as Altsoba. 
 
    “Fick,” Spew Gorge mumbled as he got some money out of his pocket and handed it to her. “That’s pretty ficked up of you!” 
 
    “What’s this about?” I asked. 
 
    Altsoba shrugged. “We made a bet and the goblin lost.” 
 
    Spew Gorge grunted. “The goblin has a fickin’ name. Why is this so hard for people?” 
 
    “What kind of bet?” I asked as I finished packing my bass. It disappeared instantly, straight to my list. Damn, I wished I could do that in the real world. 
 
    “I bet him that I could scare him,” she said, her head now cocked in the goblin’s direction. “He didn’t believe me, and now we’re here.” 
 
    “Disguising yourself as a fickin’ speaker. Fick! That’s dirty.” 
 
    I smiled at the two of them. “Okay, so to recap, we’re going to Kingdom Sana now. Spew Gorge, Lady C., Iris, me, Dalton, Aya and Altsoba are all coming, right?” 
 
    “Enough with the roll call,” Dalton said. “We’ve got to get to this gig, ya dig? I want to make sure the room is right, you know, get a read on it.” 
 
     “We’ll get there in time,” Iris assured the ink shadow. “But there’s another thing or two I need to show Chase before we go. Everyone meet outside the practice room in about ten minutes. That should be enough time.” 
 
    “I really need to get packed,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “Need any help?” Spew Gorge asked her. 
 
    “Sure, Spew, you can help me.” 
 
    The two left, followed by Altsoba, who I assumed was going to join Aya. Dalton shrugged after everyone was gone. 
 
    “Nothing to pack?” Iris asked. 
 
    “I already told you I travel light. Heh. What you see is what you get with me, honey.” The man made of dark, with just a hint of human form inside, spun, his arms out, tendrils of shadow fading away. “See you in ten.” 
 
    Once Dalton was gone, Iris and I left the new practice room, Iris heading toward the recently remodeled dojo. “I wanted to make sure that no one ever attacked our dojo again, so I splurged a little. Of course, this was before I knew that we were pretty much rich, but it’s still worth it, and it should definitely protect the place.” 
 
    “You know,” I said as we passed the dojo, “I was thinking a bit more about our fusion center. We haven’t really used that much, but I was wondering if there was an add-on…” 
 
    “What kind of add-on?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “A duplicator of sorts.” 
 
    “Go on…” 
 
    “Show me your thing first, and then I will tell you my idea.” 
 
    “I have a feeling of where you’re going with this…” 
 
    We circled around the dojo, past a small sitting area with a circular garden surrounding it. Translucent butterflies dipped in and out of the garden, their wings fluttering. 
 
    “I added this too,” she said, “a place for the mythcrea to relax outside.” 
 
    “It’s awesome.” 
 
    “And the other side has a fire pit.” Iris nodded up at the guard tower. It had two parts to it, a top part for observation and a bottom part for what I assumed was check-in. 
 
    Mitchell, one of the trolls that we’d captured in Brooklyn, approached us. I could see his counterpart, Schnoogles, working his way down the ladder of the guard tower. 
 
    “How goes it?” I asked the troll, who had already started scratching his ass. 
 
    “Thinking about painting the guard tower,” Mitchell said with a grunt. 
 
    “By all means,” I told him. 
 
    He looked up at his counterpart. “Schnoogles has taken a liking to the top of the tower. I think he likes to fiddle with himself up there.” 
 
    “Fiddle?” 
 
    Mitchell made the gesture for jacking off. I looked to Iris, who had already started to laugh. 
 
    “I mean, I guess that is as good of a place as any,” I said, watching as Schnoogles jumped to the ground rather than take the last four rungs of the ladder. He adjusted his britches, smoothed his hand over his long matted hair, and joined us. 
 
    “Alpha,” the second troll said. 
 
    “Gentlemen, I have a plan for both of you, or at least one of you, something more fun than watching the paint dry on a wall.” 
 
    Mitchell looked at me suspiciously for a moment. “More fun than watching paint dry, huh?” 
 
    “That’s right, and I’ll tell you more about it later.” 
 
    “Come with me,” Iris said, nodding to the ladder that Schnoogles had just come from. “It’ll make more sense from up here.” 
 
    “I was just up there…” Schnoogles grumbled. 
 
    “You don’t have to come,” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    I saw exactly what Iris was so excited to show me once we made it to the top. I could also see that Schnoogles had been spending way too much time up here, all sorts of discarded food, clothing, and Troll Holes magazines scattered about the place.  
 
    I didn’t know exactly what Troll Holes was, but I wasn’t going to pick up one of the magazines to find out. 
 
    “I will tell him to clean it up,” Iris said, a disgusted look on her face. 
 
    “No, trolls will be trolls,” I said, returning my focus to the giant, semi-transparent serpent that was now wrapped around the perimeter of our dojo.  
 
    “Anyway, I give you our world serpent,” Iris said. “In Norse mythology it is known as a Jormungandr.” 
 
    “So basically a giant snake that runs the perimeter of our wall, huh?” I nodded, impressed by the sleeping beast. “I like it.” 
 
    “And it is impossible to attack our dojo while the snake is active. Now, we don’t want to actually have a snake as wide as a city bus wrapped around the place, which is why it’s semitransparent. It only becomes tangible if an enemy approaches.” 
 
    “And it goes all the way back to the meadow?” I asked. 
 
    “It circles our entire space, and if we ever add more space, it will circle that part as well.” 
 
    The serpent was thicker than a city bus, and as I stared out at it, I saw it had two huge yellow eyes that were staring back at me. Its forked tongue flitted out of its mouth as it looked at me curiously. 
 
    “I love it,” I told her. “Definitely creepy, but I love it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” Iris said. “Now what is this idea that you seem so excited to tell me about?” 
 
    “You can tell?” I asked, running my hand through my hair. 
 
    “I know you pretty well,” she said. 
 
    “That’s right,” I told her. 
 
    “You have that look on your face like you have just come up with a seriously cool riff and you’re dying to show me.” 
 
    “Okay, here it is.” I explained my troll idea to Iris; she started to laugh almost immediately. “What? It’s not a good idea?” 
 
    “To be clear: you want to see if we can add something to the fusion center that duplicates mythcrea. You then want to duplicate Mitchell or Schnoogles, and have the clones, as a troll army, constantly attack William’s dojo.” 
 
    “Around-the-clock troll assault. The trolls will never stop,” I told her with a big shit-eating grin plastered across my face. 
 
    “What if he gets a world serpent?” 
 
    “There are ways around it,” I told her. “There have to be.” 
 
    “I suppose you could just continue sending trolls. Eventually, it would be overwhelming.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Iris snorted. “I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this.” 
 
    “Why not? That guy was an asshole, and I really don’t have time to keep dealing with his crap. So we just create a troll army, and wherever William goes, or whatever he does, there is the army.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think Kingdom Lume authorities are going to like this idea.” 
 
    “Probably not, but you know who will like it even less?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “William.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll see about upgrading our fusion center, later.” Iris moved to the railing again, gazing back toward our dojo’s field. “But for now, we need to scoot. It looks like Dalton and the others are waiting on us now. We should hurry.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    Sound check was a breeze. 
 
    The club in the Sana Kingdom had the biggest stage we had played on yet, much larger than the Midnight Library. The crowd was rowdier too, filled with ogres, beastkins and goblins, which made me question for a moment why Dalton had chosen this bar in the first place. 
 
    But until we had a manager, it was up to us to book our gigs, and since Iris and I didn’t really know anyone aside from the people in our dojo, that role fell to Dalton. We were in the green room now, which was actually a white room, an elven attendant standing in the corner of the room and waiting on us when need be.  
 
    As usual, Dalton was smoking on something, each inhale visible as the smoke filled his body. 
 
    He had already offered some to us, but after the last time, both Iris and I declined. Spew Gorge got down on some of it, the fashionable goblin coughing after his first hit. 
 
    “Boy fick! That’s the real deal right there. Fick, fick! I’m tripping balls over here. Kidding. Whew! But we do need some fickin’ food in here. Where’s the food?” he called over to the elven attendant. 
 
    “Food isn’t normally provided, but I can provide potions and other assorted healing beverages.” 
 
    “These fickers in Sana,” Spew Gorge said under his breath, his eyes dilated. “It’s no wonder my uncle is staying in Kingdom Ignis. He’s a fickin’ sucker for healing potions. That’s why he’s so fat. And where do you think those potions come from? Right the fick here. They sure pack a lot of processed sugars, carbs, saturated fat, and all sorts of shit that leads to various diabetes and other ficked up heart-related illnesses. It’s a fickin’ tragedy how much these Kingdom Sana potion manufacturers got Tritanian goblins by the balls. They bought up Cherry Apollos and Hopkins years ago. Shit’s a fickin’ monopoly, and it should be illegal.” 
 
    “Enough, goblin,” said Aya. “Goblins have free will in Tritania, do they not? It is their choice to consume these beverages.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true fickin’ lizard who is out of touch with a fickin’ health crisis,” Spew Gorge said under his breath. He took another hit of Dalton’s hookah. “But whatever. And fick, if my uncle could see me right now… He never liked ink shadows, and here I am getting high with one!” 
 
    “Times they are a-changin’,” Dalton said with a chuckle. “What did an ink shadow ever do to your uncle?” 
 
    Spew Gorge snorted. “For one, a shadow fickin’ took his arm. That’s why my uncle has a brass arm now. Another one, or maybe the same one, fick if I know, also turned his hair pink. He’s tried to dye it. Nope. It’s pink for good. And if he shaves it, it grows back in like two days. Still pink. Fick.” 
 
    “Humorous,” Dalton said as his body filled with smoke. “I’m guessing he was betting against one, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Ink shadows can be very very competitive when it comes to placing bets.” 
 
    “Fickin’ tell me about it,” Spew Gorge said as he took another puff of the hookah. “Fick. That’s why I only make bets with the skin-walker.” 
 
    Dalton nodded. “Not a bad decision.” 
 
    Aya and Altsoba wore matching black dresses. They looked incredible, Aya’s hair up in a topknot, Altsoba adjusting her already dark skin tone to the same color as her dress, which wasn’t quite vantablack, but wasn’t far off, only the whites of her eyes visible at the moment. 
 
    Lady C. also wore a dress, hers showing off her bosom in a way that was definitely going to catch some eyes. She was seated on the armrest next to me, occasionally dropping her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Remember,” Dalton said, “just keep the groove going, and we should be fine.” 
 
    “You know, we really could benefit from a drummer…” I suggested. 
 
    “Maybe one day,” said the ink shadow. “I like percussion, but I like the flexibility with having no drums, no one telling us what to do. Step in time, boy, keep to the beat, boy, but let that beat go, boy, let it find its own rhythm…” He trailed off, exhaling a huge plume of smoke. 
 
    A short halfling with a neck beard stepped into the room to let us know we were on in five minutes. He did so without saying a word, simply flashing the number five at us with his fingers. 
 
    “We’ll see you out there. Do not disappoint us,” Aya said as she shuffled out, holding hands with Altsoba. Lady C. and Spew Gorge followed them, the goblin telling the Metican warrior that he could definitely play drums, just in case anyone was asking. 
 
    “It should be a pretty wild show,” said Dalton, “and an even better after-party.” 
 
    “An after-party?” Iris asked. She had been stretching the new strings on her ukulele for the last few minutes, checking the tuning, quietly going through a few riffs. 
 
    “We are on a mini tour,” Dalton told her as he floated up to a standing position. “It’s our first time out of our own kingdom, so we’re going to make a thing of it. And we’ve got a gig in Ignis tomorrow night as well. So a party is inevitable. After that, who knows? But once we start getting the following, once we press a record. The sky is the limit.” 
 
    “You want to record a record?” I asked, exchanging shrugs with Iris. 
 
    “Why the hell not, rich man?” Dalton chuckled. “You got the money now, let’s get some productions going. Good tax write off too, but I’ve just heard that, can’t confirm it. All we would have to do is add a little studio to that practice room of ours. You’ve got the cash to fund some promotion too; we could get on some pretty big gigs, maybe even a few of those holoconcerts your world puts on in here.” 
 
    I looked to Iris, trying to see what was going through her mind as she listened to Dalton’s pitch. She seemed interested, evident in the way that she smiled at me and nodded. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Let’s look into recording a record.” 
 
    “Fantastic, okay, this energy going around the room now, these positive good vibes, let’s get out there and wow these people.” 
 
    My bass now flung over my shoulder, and Iris carrying her ukulele, we followed Dalton to the side of the stage, where we peeked out to see that the place was packed. It was loud too, raucous, the place reeking of booze, the combination of all these different creatures and their voices much louder than anything I had heard from the crowd before. 
 
    Regardless, and feeling just a few butterflies starting to flutter around in my stomach, I took the stage, Iris following me out. 
 
    We bowed, a few people clapped, and then we started up.  
 
    I adjusted some settings on my dashboard, while I continue to play a low, rumbling note, eventually hitting the crowd with a subsonic boom that got some real attention. Seeing what I was up to, Iris started tweaking with her settings as well, even as she strummed her ukulele. 
 
    This was one of the benefits of playing a concert in the Proxima Galaxy.  
 
    I could literally be playing a run while I was simultaneously adjusting its sound, bringing up the bass, or the mids, adding some reverb, slapping some delay on that last note, looping a four-bar pattern. 
 
    And it was about that time, as Iris and I were getting the crowd’s attention, that Dalton waltzed out onto the stage, now wearing a crown, which made no sense, because I didn’t think his body was tangible.  
 
    Still, he looked cool, and he looked even cooler when he turned his back to the crowd, the ink shadow dancing to the music as he threw his arms out. A wave of smoke hit the stage and spread out to the back of the venue. 
 
    “We’re Dalton and the Alpha Duo,” he sang into a mic also made of smoke, “and we’re here to rock your socks off… rock your socks off… rock your socks off…” 
 
    “I don’t wear bloody socks!” an angry voice shouted from the crowd. 
 
    And as light as a fall breeze, Dalton danced over to the corner of the stage to see who had shouted this. Once he spotted the ogre, he brought the mic back to his lips and sang, “This poor young fool, missed out on school, he lost his vibe and he lost his tribe. A sockless puppet, a buck-toothed fool, too bad this cat won’t never be cool.” 
 
    A few in the crowd laughed; Iris looked over at me and cringed at the rhyme that was so bad that it was kind of… Well, cool. The ogre grew angry and threw his drink at Dalton, the liquid simply going through him. 
 
    “Easy everyone… easy everyone… easy everyone… ” Dalton sang as he danced back a bit, still entertaining the crowd, definitely in his element. 
 
    While the intro had been a little shaky, the rest of the concert, or at least most of it, went pretty smoothly.  
 
    It didn’t take more than a few seconds for Iris and me to find our groove, considering how much time we had practiced together in the past. There was a keyboard on stage as well, and Iris played this occasionally, especially on some of the slower improvised pieces that we had cooked up. 
 
    Everything was going well until the same ogre from earlier, the one that had shouted about socks, leapt onto the stage. 
 
    Out of the blue, too.  
 
    One moment, we were jamming along, coming back to what was essentially the improvised chorus of a smooth ballad, and the next moment, the ogre was on the stage with his big club, spikes jutting out of it. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” Dalton said, growing three times in size, a darkness spreading across his form that I’d never seen before. 
 
    But this only riled up the crowd even more, other ogres and goblins now jumping onto the stage. 
 
    My first instinct was to exit stage left; but then I remembered that my instrument was also a weapon, so I aimed it at an approaching troll, mentally adjusted the reverb, and fired off a shot, the staggered blast sending the troll back into the crowd below, and cutting a path through it. 
 
    All hell broke loose. 
 
    Iris and I started firing on the crowd with our instruments, Dalton doing some of his ink shadow attacks, from zipping into people’s minds to casting smoky spells.  
 
    It took me a few blasts to see what Aya and Lady C. were up to, but eventually I saw a swath of ice cut through part of the crowd, exploding on contact. 
 
    My eyes fell upon Lady C., both blades drawn, Aya next to her, her big buster sword parked on her shoulder. As soon as the two huntresses made their presence known, the fight turned toward them. 
 
    And that’s when another Aya appeared at the other end of the crowd, this one also wielding a buster sword, in the same black dress… 
 
    Yes, one of them was definitely the skin-walker known as Altsoba, and if I’d had more time to watch them, I would have likely been able to figure out which was which, but a small goblin had jumped onto me and was biting at my leg. Unclipping the strap, I brought the body of my guitar onto his head. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    “Fick!” the little goblin yelled out, his voice two octaves lower than it should have been. “Fick! Yoooooooy! Fick!” 
 
    Spew Gorge slipped onto the stage, saw an ogre crawling toward Iris and jumped on him, knifing the ogre in the back of his head, blood spritzing the air. 
 
    I saw a burst of musical light come from Iris’ side of the stage.  
 
    The beam of energy took out the largest ogre in the room, slicing his arm right off as he charged the stage. Iris lowered her weapon, her ukulele, and made her way over to me. 
 
    “Did you see that last one?” she asked, a crazed yet ironic look in her eyes. 
 
    “It was awesome!” I told her. 
 
    “Chorus plus flange plus full distortion,” she said. “Crank it to eleven!” 
 
    “Duly noted. We should probably get out of here, though. I’m going to go ahead and say that this is definitely not a good look for us…” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go,” she said, grabbing my arm and pulling me toward the side stage. We circled around a dead ogre and made it to relative safety behind a curtain. 
 
    Spew Gorge eventually joined us, blood all over his clothing, a grin on his face. “Fick yeah! I haven’t been at a concert this ficktacular since the last Jatlapalooza. Fick! These Kingdom Sana crowds are ficked. No need for an after-party when you can play gigs like this,” he said, wiping blood from his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, giving the goblin a funny look. “Let’s just hope that we don’t get arrested or something.” 
 
    “Get arrested?” Dalton asked, the ink shadow now standing behind us. 
 
    He startled me, and I nearly turned around and hit him with my bass before stopping just in time. 
 
    “Easy, Chase,” he said. “Concerts in this neck of the woods can get a little out of hand. You knew that, right?” 
 
    “How would I know that?” 
 
    “There are so many healing potions available in Sana that people take risks they wouldn’t take in other places,” Spew Gorge explained. “Fick, half the people we have already cut down are probably healed up by now, or on their way to being healed up. That’s just how fickin’ events go here.” 
 
    “I wish you would have told us that before the concert started,” Iris said. 
 
    “And spoil the fun?” Dalton laughed. “You would have known it was coming, and then it wouldn’t have been spontaneous. No, I’m all vibes, you know that about me by now. And if you know the vibes that are coming, and you can’t react to them naturally, it’s forced. And I don’t like music that’s forced, and I don’t like vibes that are controlled.” 
 
    “It’s a bloodbath out there,” Lady C. said as she stormed through the side curtain. Both her blades were held at her sides, the Metican warrior ready to launch back into the fray if need be. 
 
    “Definitely is,” said Iris. “But the gig is over now, so let’s get to the hotel. Who wants to go get Aya?” 
 
    “Which fickin’ one?” Spew Gorge asked. “Last I saw, there were two lizards out there skewering concert-goers.” 
 
    “Both, and since you volunteered,” Iris said, smiling at the goblin, “why don’t you go. Besides, you can blend in the best with the crowd.” 
 
    “Fickin’ fick,” Spew Gorge said as he threw his hands in the air, and turned back to the stage. “I’ll do my fickin’ best, but if the real Thulean is down, I’m leaving her fickered green tush behind. And watch it with the racism, Alpha. Just because I’m a goblin doesn’t mean I ‘blend in’ with those ficktards out there. Fick!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: On Top of the World 
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    We logged out laughing. 
 
    It had been quite a night in EverLife. After getting kicked out of the club, we found a hotel in the center of Kingdom Sana, a place that kind of looked like a sandcastle. It even had textured turrets, which was where the huntresses and the three mythcrea with us ended up staying. 
 
    While I offered each of them their own room, Lady C. chose to share her space with Spew Gorge, and Aya said she would share with Altsoba. Dalton got his own suite, which he gladly retired to alongside two orc chippies (as Spew Gorge called them). 
 
    I had no idea how an ink shadow would have sex with a female orc, but we didn’t stick around to find out. We did, however, hit up the hotel bar, which was why Iris and I were laughing now. 
 
    Even though we hadn’t drunk anything in the real world, in our world, both of us still felt a buzz. That was the strange thing about the Proxima Galaxy: situations that happen there, however fake, could leave a person reeling once they returned to their natural home. 
 
    And was this my natural home?  
 
    Even laughing, I had to look around, Iris and I in such a beautiful hotel room, Midtown all around us, apartment buildings twenty, thirty, forty stories tall, each of the units well out of my price range even if I had hit it rich. 
 
    Cash ruled everything around me.  
 
    With money, I was starting to understand this more, even if it hadn’t been twenty-four hours since I got lucky. 
 
    “Damn,” Iris said as she took in the view. “Damn, damn, damn.”  
 
    She carefully got out of her bed and made her way to the window. She sat before it, legs crossed, looking out as a police aeros blazed by, as people moved in the streets below, as UberLyfts landed and took off—what a fucking city. 
 
    “Crazy view, huh?” I asked her. 
 
    “A crazy view to finish a crazy day.” 
 
    “I don’t think I will ever have another day like today,” I told her. “I woke up broke and happy, and I’m going to sleep rich and happier.” 
 
    “Money is really on your mind now, isn’t it?” she asked me as I joined her in front of the window. 
 
    “Should it not be?” 
 
    She considered this for a moment as she looked out at the city, the lights from the apartment buildings reflecting onto her glasses. “I guess it is pretty jarring.” 
 
    “I went from, I mean, a thousand dollars at the most to my name, maybe just a little bit more, to fifteen million and ownership of a highly sought-after property in a digital world. This is some type of joke. Someone’s going to pull the carpet out from beneath me. I keep waiting for that to happen.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Iris said with a chuckle. “But I’m sure you’ll get used to it. And then you will never remember the times when you were broke.” 
 
    “How could I forget those times?” 
 
    “It happens,” said Iris. “You know much about my family, do you?” 
 
    “The Snouts?” 
 
    “Uhhh… I hate my last name. Yes, the Snouts. My great grandparents bought a bunch of property in Bridgeport, Connecticut, back in the 2020s. It’s all high-rises now, and it has brought quite a bit of money to my parents. Didn’t you ever wonder how I lived alone in Brooklyn?” 
 
    “I just thought that you had student loans, or something.” 
 
    “No, and those don’t exist anymore anyway, at least not in the way that they used to,” she said. “I really try not to ask my parents for any money. And I never talk about this stuff. Which is why I haven’t gotten any of my gear repaired. They would give it to me, I’m sure, but I’m just not the type to ask.” 
 
    “Are you telling me we could have had all new gear this entire time and some corporate sponsors?” 
 
    Iris rolled her eyes. “Please, all the money is locked up in real estate and investments. They live well, but I don’t know, it’s not what you would think. Maybe we should go to Connecticut sometime and you can see. It’s sort of a façade. But it’s there.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you it beats being broke.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is, don’t let it go to your head. You are a great guy,” she told me, smiling. “And this is quite a large sum just to be handed.” 
 
    “I still have to pay taxes…” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not great.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. But once I sell the property in EverLife, we should be set. And I mean we. I’m giving you half of that. Whatever I sell it for.” 
 
    “Chase, I don’t really need…” 
 
    “Iris, I wouldn’t have any of this if it wasn’t for you. I keep telling you this, but it’s like I can’t get through to you.” 
 
    “Let’s just see if you sell it first,” she said. “Have you ever been to Newport, Rhode Island?” 
 
    “No, I’ve never even been to Providence,” I told her. “Well, I took Amtrak through it once, but I only saw the city from the window. Lots of brick.” 
 
    “Back in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the East Coast’s richest families built huge estates in Newport. You should see some of the homes that they built there. They are like beyond mansions, easily bigger than the White House, at least some of them.” 
 
    “But they probably don’t have an underground bunker…” 
 
    “They may,” Iris said. “I never checked. Anyway, all that property is worth millions and millions of dollars, and it’s all empty now. Just mansions that have now become museums, because people don’t want to live there.” 
 
    “So you’re saying that people don’t want to own the Steeple?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Chase. Proxima property is really hot right now, so some people may want to own it, but it really depends on the price. The point I’m making is: sometimes something is worth something, but regardless of what it is worth, no one wants to buy it. Seriously.” 
 
    “I know, I know, but you said yourself that Proxima property is hot.” 
 
    “True,” she shrugged. “Maybe I’m overthinking this. You and I should take a trip up there. You would be amazed at some of these homes. I’m talking a long boulevard with these big houses that look out to the sea, long driveways, three, four stories, views from every room, it’s like The Great Gatsby leveled up out there. And most of them are empty, aside from old money.” 
 
    “I get what you are saying,” I told her. “And maybe we could take a trip one day. Hell, why not? We can do anything we want now…” I bit my lip. “I’m sorry, I’ll stop having that type of attitude sooner than later.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe we will take a trip. We need to prepare for this tournament first. It is seriously two days from now, and we are representing our kingdom. Remember, we are both Lightning Knights…” 
 
    “It’s an honorary title.” 
 
    “But a cool one, one that we should be proud of,” Iris said firmly. “I’m looking forward to the tournament, and not just for the titles we may get, or the titles we already have. It’ll be fun. A way to distract ourselves.” 
 
    “I just find it really hard to get competitive when I was originally being competitive for money, and now I have money. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “It makes a lot of sense. But I really want you to participate, and I want you to start training with me tomorrow. Would you do that for me?” 
 
    Iris turned to me, and in that moment, I felt a spark between us. 
 
    “I would be honored to,” I said, even if my instinct was to push away from the tournament. “I just don’t know about competing…” 
 
    “Come on, Chase, it’ll be fun. Just think of the Huntresses, how much fun they will have.” 
 
    “They’ll love it.” 
 
    “What are your plans for tomorrow?” she asked, turning back to the window. 
 
    “Well, as I told you earlier, I want to see about cloning the trolls. I will also probably check out the Steeple, then I guess you and I will train and hit up Kingdom Ignis. Spew Gorge keeps talking about this uncle of his, so I suppose we will have to pay him a visit. The Huntresses want to shop, but we should probably get out of Kingdom Sana for a bit just in case there’s any backlash from the club incident. And we have a concert tomorrow night.” 
 
    “I have school too, but that won’t take too long. And really, we need to look into turning the practice room into a recording studio. So we should check into that.” 
 
    “The tech has always been your thing,” I told her. “Just get what we need, and we’ll press some records. Literally. Let’s put out the first Dalton and the Alpha Duo EP on vinyl. It’s not like it matters; people will be able to play it there just by touching the vinyl.” 
 
    “That would be so cool,” Iris said. “Still not so stoked about that name, but he is sort of the front man.” 
 
    “Sort of? He’s light years better than Chad.” 
 
    “He’s pretty good,” Iris said. “Actually…” 
 
    “Yeah, you know it, and I know it. He’s a pro.” 
 
    “Well, just don’t tell him that. Dalton is already giving out sage-like advice like he’s auditioning to be a contender in whatever New Age movement arises next. We don’t want this stuff to go to his head.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t tell him, trust me there.”  
 
    I made my way to the bathroom. It was a weird set-up, and rather than opening like a normal door, the heavy industrial door slid to the left. 
 
    Definitely a nice bathroom, though. As I warmed the water up to take a shower, I looked out over the city through the one-way glass. It would fog up eventually, but for the time being I would get cleaned off while staring out at New York City. 
 
    What a life. 
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    I activated the Monster Hunt app once Iris was asleep. 
 
    Lady C.’s form took shape before me, the Metican warrior now in a sleep shirt and a pair of panties. She crawled in the bed immediately, a smile on her face as she wrapped her legs around my body, bent forward and kissed me. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I whispered to her. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” she said, but from what I had seen, she’d never actually looked around the room or at the views.  
 
    She was only interested in me. 
 
    Eventually, the Metican fell asleep in my arms. The last thing I remember was the reflection of the moon on one of the glass buildings in the distance. 
 
    What a view. What a life. 
 
    I awoke before Iris the next morning, and after gently waking Lady C., I sent her back to EverLife. 
 
    “I have big plans for us today,” I told her before she went. “So get excited. I’ll be at the dojo in a bit to check on things, and you can ride over there from the hotel in Sana if you want. Or just whatever you’d like. But trust me, I have big plans.” 
 
    “What kind of plans?” she whispered to me, even though Iris wouldn’t hear her. 
 
    “Just get excited,” and with that, I deactivated the app. 
 
     I went to the sleek restroom and washed my face, running my hand through my black hair before I put my glasses on and returned to the bedroom, where I found Iris seated on her bed, her hair a mess. 
 
    “Do you have time for breakfast?” I asked her. 
 
    “I should go home; I need to catch up on a few things before I head to class.” 
 
    “Understandable, but I’m pretty sure this hotel has a nice restaurant…” 
 
    “Fine, you’ve convinced me,” Iris said as she rolled out of bed. She was in a shirt and a pair of panties. I glanced away at first, but she didn’t seem too worried about walking in front of me, so I relaxed a bit as she passed. 
 
    What was going to become of Iris and me? Not much had happened since we’d made out a few days back, but I wasn’t going to press her on anything. 
 
    And as odd as it felt, at least conceptually, Lady C. was on my mind at that moment.  
 
    No matter how much I reminded myself that she wasn’t real, she felt real to me, and who decided what was authentic or not, especially this close to the twenty-second century? 
 
    We would find out soon enough what it would be like to truly be with Lady C... 
 
    Iris came out of the bathroom wearing a skirt and her normal leggings. She sat on my bed as she laced up her shoes, yawning again as she did so. 
 
    We left the room, heading straight to the elevator, where we were greeted by 8-bit styled circus music playing from the elevator speakers. 
 
    It was entirely surreal, something almost Beatlesque, and Iris and I both jokingly rocked out to it as we took the elevator down to the restaurant, which was stocked with the finest French pastries available in Midtown. 
 
    We dug in, sipping cappuccinos, and orange juice made from blood oranges, sharing several crepes, a plate of sausage and gravy, and a ton of fresh cut fruits. 
 
    “Now that’s what I call a meal,” I said as the check came. I drummed my fingers on my belly, Iris shaking her head with faux disdain. 
 
    “You’re going to get so fat as a rich guy.” 
 
    “No, I mostly ate fruit. You are the one that was slamming down those chocolate croissants.” 
 
    “I had half of one.” 
 
    “And I had one and a half, but who’s counting? Don’t worry, this will be my biggest meal of the day. Well, I suppose we could eat something later too. We can always do something like that.” 
 
    “Some soup would be nice, especially if it’s cold out.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I told her as I transferred the money to the restaurant over iNet. I also could have it charged to the room, but figured I would just pay the bill now. I left a good tip too, even though the service wasn’t that good, especially for a restaurant of this caliber. 
 
    The food more than made up for the service. 
 
    “So we’ll meet later?” Iris asked. 
 
    “You’ll know where to find me.” 
 
    “You’re going to stay at this hotel again?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Just for another day or two. I know, I’m splurging a bit, I just have never been in a place like this before. You understand, right?” 
 
    “Just don’t let it go to your head,” she said as she turned to the exit. 
 
    “You’ll be the first to know when it has gone to my head. And at that point, I’ll need you to take me back to Brooklyn, stuff me in my room and make sure I hit my head on the pipe on the way in.” 
 
    “Will do, and thanks for breakfast,” Iris said, offering me a cute wave as she left. 
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    The famous Brian Eno tone played, and it wasn’t long before I was standing before our recently renovated dojo. The Huntresses knew I would be here—I was pretty sure they got a notification when I logged in—yet no one was out to greet me. 
 
    My guess was that Aya had stayed at the hotel in Kingdom Sana with Altsoba, and Lady C. was probably asleep in her cabin, as she usually was at this time. 
 
     Rather than go check, I made my way to the garden that was to the left of the mythcrea dormitory, where I found Rose the bearadillo rummaging through a bush with her cub, Gobi. 
 
    You have a smile on your face, she thought to me. 
 
    “Life is looking up for me,” I told her as I approached, placing my hand on her shoulder. Gobi burst out of another bush, looked to me, licked his lips and dove back in. “Is there any reason why you two are ruining our new garden?” I asked. 
 
    I told Gobi that there were certain beetles that come with these types of gardens that create a red paint if you mash them up. 
 
    “Gruesome, but sort of awesome.” 
 
    I’m glad you approve. 
 
    “Do you like what Iris has done with the place?” 
 
    We still have our meadow and the hills beyond, so I have no qualms with it. I believe the others really like it though, and Fujin has really been cooking up some nice things in the remodeled kitchen. You know, Sun Wukong and him work really well as a team. 
 
    “Good to know,” I told her. 
 
    Are you ready for the upcoming tournament? 
 
    “Iris is going to do most of that,” I told her as I took a seat at the bench. Gobi ran over to me, his muzzle red with squashed beetle guts. 
 
    You’re not interested in winning? 
 
    “To be honest with you, there’s more to life than winning, as cheesy as that sounds.” 
 
    No, I agree with you. But why the sudden change of heart? 
 
    “You haven’t heard?” 
 
    She looked at me fondly for a moment, well, as fondly as a ginormous bearadillo can look at a human. I suppose I have. 
 
    “Well, that’s why. I just need to see how this plays out a bit. It has taken me by surprise, in every sense of the word.” 
 
     I petted Gobi’s head, trying to avoid his sticky red muzzle. The bearadillo cub looked up at me with love in his eyes, and I couldn’t help but smile down at him. 
 
    Enjoy the surprise, then. Why fight it? 
 
    “Good point,” I told her as I turned to the front gate, waving goodbye to both of them. I could see Yaksha in the distance, the giant statue meditating, and for a moment, part of me wanted to join him. 
 
    I wasn’t much of a meditator, and sitting still usually just quieted my mind enough for me to think about music. But he looked peaceful out there, and maybe another day, maybe I would join him. 
 
    “Mitchell, Schnoogles,” I called out as I approached the front. 
 
    Mitchell the troll came running over; Schnoogles, not so much. The second troll was in the watchtower with a golden monocular in his hands. He turned the monocular to me, and I could see an enlarged version of his eye, like something straight up out of a cartoon. 
 
    “Just stay up there,” I called to Schnoogles, who blinked and looked away. 
 
    Mitchell lifted his hand curiously, as if to ponder if he should sniff his ball-scratching hand in front of me. Figuring he was just with the boys, the troll gave it a good whiff. 
 
    “Well, I hope you are clean,” I told him as I invited him into the dormitory.  
 
    “Pfft! I bathe every couple of days, thank-you-very-much,” he said as he followed me into the dormitory. 
 
    “We’re going to do a little experiment,” I told him as we headed down to the basement.  
 
    Mitchell and I entered the Fusion Center, the space now Bauhaus chic, a single table in the center of the room in front of a pair of vertical vats covered in blinking blue lights. 
 
    I saw the trackball of the table, and I remembered how to use it from last time, how to scroll through the list of mythcrea we had captured and put in a few commands. 
 
    But that wasn’t what I was here for. 
 
    “This place is creepy,” Mitchell the troll commented. 
 
    “That just because there’s no furniture. We’ll add some furniture, how’s that?” 
 
    I scrolled through a few menus and added a couch against the wall. It didn’t really go with the decor of this place, but Mitchell seemed to like it. He waddled over to the chair and hopped onto it, kicking his dirty feet up. 
 
    “Good,” I told him as I went through some of the menus available on my dashboard. 
 
    It was interesting how it was arranged, but eventually, I was able to locate exactly what I was looking for. I purchased the Cloning Machine for well over fifty thousand Proxima Dollars. It came with the requirement of a place to hold the clones, and after being given a three-dimensional grid of our land, I selected a far-off corner, hoping that it wouldn’t obstruct any views. 
 
    Once that was done, a series of levers appeared next to the trackball on the main table in the Fusion Center, an additional vat taking shape between the two with blinking blue lights. This one had a metal coil around it. 
 
    Tutorials presented themselves to me through pop-up boxes, a female voice reading them. 
 
    [First, select the mythcrea you would like to clone, and please note, cloning mythcrea will not give you any bonus tokens.] 
 
    I did as instructed, using the trackball to scroll to Mitchell. 
 
    “What’s going on…?” Mitchell asked as an invisible force lifted him and carried him over to the vertical vat that had appeared in front of me. 
 
    [Now use the trackball to select how many clones you would like to create. Once you have selected a number, the cloning process will begin. A single replica will be created and then deposited in the Clone Pen you have installed in your dojo. You will need to check this replica for any defects, and once you have done so, you can continue your cloning in the pen. You will find that the Clone Pen has information along the wall that you can use to make changes, or approve of the next batch of clones. As previously stated, cloning mythcrea will not give you any bonus tokens. Have fun, and don’t get too carried away.] 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I said once Mitchell was placed inside the vertical vat. The door sealed shut, a hissing sound escaping as the troll looked at me with panic in his eyes.  
 
    “Whoa… whoa… this is crazy!” 
 
    “I know it seems crazy, but just relax,” I told him. “We’re just going to make some more of you.” 
 
    “More of me?” he asked from inside the vat, his breath hot against the glass. 
 
    “Yep, as many as we possibly can. And you’re going to be leader of all of the yous, and you will lead them in the battle.” 
 
    “Against who?” 
 
    “Against William, the guy who attacked us the other day.” 
 
    “This is about him?” He glared at me. “Why didn’t you friggin’ tell me? I would have gotten in here without being forcibly lifted by an invisible force!” 
 
    “Sorry, I should have clarified. Ready?” 
 
    He gave me the thumbs up. 
 
    This one’s for you, Iris, I thought as I pulled on the lever and smoke appeared in the vat. She would have definitely gotten a kick out of this. 
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    I logged out, glad to see that the Mitchell cloning operation was going to go according to plan. I could check back on the clones later, having approved the first one.  
 
    Lady C., if she was indeed at the dojo, never made it out of her cabin in time to see me off. But she would be stoked, or at least a little nervous, when she saw where I was going next. 
 
    Once the NV Visor powered down, I noticed an incoming message from Keegan, the young female Alpha challenging me to a Brawl. 
 
    I jokingly shot a message back to her, telling her to bring her biggest guns possible, which sort of came off weird especially after my message was flagged by GoogleFace, and I had to wait a few minutes for Keegan to finish her side of the report telling GoogleFace that I wasn’t threatening her with a firearm. 
 
    But eventually, I got a response: Meet me in Central Park in thirty minutes. Bitch. 
 
    “Easy enough, bitch,” I said as I slipped my Vans on, officially welcoming the Huntresses to New York City.  
 
    The two appeared at the same time, both in their battle gear. Aya’s armor was now black, dragon skulls fashioned onto her shoulder pad. She wore her hat as usual, her hair braided into a side ponytail and tucked under it. 
 
    Lady C. was in her Metican Warrior get-up, armor covering her chest and a metallic skirt, at least it kind of looked metallic. I reached out and touched it, and Lady C. playfully slapped my hand away. 
 
    “Watch it, Chase…” 
 
    “When did you guys get new armor?” I asked. 
 
    “We went shopping; you were supposed to go shopping with us,” Aya said as she took an intimidating step toward me. “But you were too busy playing with trolls, at least that’s what a little birdy told me.” 
 
    “I see. Well, congrats, you got really nice-looking armor.” 
 
    “My eyes are up here, Chase,” the Thulean growled. 
 
    “I was checking out your armor,” I started to tell her. 
 
    “Please. Just admit it. You have a thing for green flesh. I understand. Many people in Tritania consider Thuleans to be incredibly beautiful, and there are many… How should I say this? Fetishes.” 
 
    “I think your skin is great,” Lady C. said. “Its color too. You could moisturize more, though, Lady Aya, but that’s just me being critical, so please don’t take it the wrong way.” 
 
    “Do you see the nonsense I deal with on a daily basis?” the Thulean warrior asked me. “Anyway, you have called us here, interrupting our shopping, so this better be for a good reason.” 
 
    “We got invited to a brawl in Central Park.” 
 
    “Again? Isn’t there another park we can fight in?” 
 
    “There are plenty of parks in New York, but it’s the largest, and there’s more space to kind of get away from the crowds.” 
 
    “And who will our opponent be?” Aya asked. 
 
    “Keegan, the girl we’ve fought before.” 
 
    “The little woman is a sadist,” Aya said as she unsheathed her giant blade, and looked at it for a moment making sure… 
 
    Well, I didn’t really know what she was trying to do. 
 
    I was by no means a sword expert, maybe an axe expert, but only since that word sometimes meant a type of guitar, not the actual weapon. 
 
    “I can’t remember what Hunters Keegan has,” I said. “Anyone remember?” 
 
    “A cyclops and a fairy, both level five,” said Lady C. “What kind of brawl is it, anyway? Just Hunters, or is she bringing mythcrea into the mix?” 
 
    I checked the message again, noticing that I’d skipped a detail. “One mythcrea, so three-on-three.” 
 
    “You have an impeccable memory, Lady Cassandra. Not a great taste in men, but a good brain,” Aya said, turning to the door after she had sheathed her blade. “And by the way, this hotel room... First time I’m seeing it, but by the looks of it, it seems like someone knows how to waste money.” 
 
    “I’m splurging just a little,” I told her. “I never get to do things like this.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Aya said. “Will you open the door? Or should I walk through it?” 
 
    “Right, let’s go,” I told her as I stepped around her, Aya playfully chomping her teeth in my direction. 
 
    “Careful with those things…” 
 
    I opened the door and stepped aside like a gentleman, letting the two walk in front of me. 
 
    “I don’t trust you behind us,” said Aya, looking over her shoulder. “Front and center.” 
 
    “He won’t watch us walk,” Lady C. shot back. “Chase is a gentleman.” 
 
    “Ha! Now there’s something you don’t hear every day,” Aya said as we stopped in front of the elevator. Rather than taking it down to the ground floor, we took it up to the rooftop, where there was a black UberLyft, the doors opening as soon as we approached the aeros. 
 
    It was a gray day out, the rising sun from earlier tucked behind a fluffy cloud signaling rain would come soon. I got in, Aya sitting next to me and Lady C. sitting next to her. 
 
    “No big vehicle this time?” the Thulean asked. “I thought you were splurging. Maybe you will be better with your money than I originally thought.” 
 
    “Welcome, Chase Knowles,” the vehicle said in a stilted, metallic voice. “Please confirm that you would like to go to Central Park.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Once your seatbelt is fastened, the vehicle will begin its ascent.” 
 
    I snapped the belt buckle shut and wrapped my hand around the oh-shit bar as the vehicle lifted. I was used to this feeling, but every now and then, it took me by surprise. And I wasn’t used to rising off a building this tall, so it took just a second or two to get my bearings. 
 
    “So many people, so many people,” Aya said as she looked out the window. “Who would want to live in a city this big? There must be other places in your world that are nicer than this.” 
 
    “Actually…” An idea came to me. Yes, that would be a great thing to do, something fun, different. “We will see other places in the future, I promise.” 
 
    “Pinky promise?” she asked, lifting her green finger at me. 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I locked fingers with her, or at least it looked like I was doing that.  
 
    I knew that if I deactivated the Monster Hunt app, I would simply be doing this in the air, as if I were communicating with a ghost. And I was sure there was a camera watching me now, all these vehicles chock-full of surveillance equipment. It probably looked a little strange, but I was sure the people or humandroids that reviewed these feeds were used to it. 
 
    “And what are we doing after we beat this Keegan girl?” the Metican warrior asked. 
 
    “Such confidence, Lady Cassandra. I like it! It suits you so well.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lady Aya.” 
 
    “We don’t know if we will beat her yet,” I reminded them. “We shouldn’t get cocky now. I’m guessing if she’s trying to meet up with us, she probably has a pretty killer attack plan. She doesn’t seem like the type that wants to lose.” 
 
    “Does anybody want to lose?” Aya asked me.  
 
    It was weird to see her sitting in the vehicle, especially with the fact that the bottom portion of her sword was half-submerged in the backseat, a definite glitch. 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” and as I continue talking with them, I again thought of what the video feed would look like: a man with dark hair and glasses talking like there were two people in the backseat with him. 
 
    “But to answer your question,” I said, after giving them my little spiel about staying humble, “I have plans for after. For you and me,” I told Lady C. 
 
    A pained expression took shape on Aya’s face. “What? I can’t come?” 
 
    “Not this time, Aya, but don’t be offended or anything. We will be meeting up later.” 
 
    “Yay! I’m so excited!” 
 
    “Pfft! Like I want to come with you two anyway,” Aya said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Whatever. Let’s take our time with this Keegan girl, Lady Cassandra. I feel like hacking away at something…” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I’d always wondered what it would be like to live around Central Park, and ever since I was a child, the old buildings that framed the large swath of green had always caught my eye.  
 
    They didn’t make buildings like this anymore. Modern buildings were made of glass and steel shaped in unnatural ways. Beautiful, sure, but there was something eternally hollow about them. 
 
     We circled around the Metropolitan Museum of Art, on our way toward the Alexander Hamilton Monument, which was host to a live performance of Hamilton last summer (and every summer since I was born).  
 
    Once we rounded the statue, I caught sight of Keegan, her hands in the front pocket of her hoodie. 
 
    As I approached my opponent, her two Level Five Hunters took shape, a cyclops and a fairy, just as Lady C. had remembered. 
 
    The cyclops wore armor that made him look twice as bulky and buff as he normally would have been. The fairy seemed a little larger than last time I saw her, her hair in two pigtails, pixie dust glittering in the air all around her. 
 
    “Keegan,” I said. 
 
    “Chase,” said the girl, who was definitely under fourteen. 
 
    “How would you like us to beat the little girl this time?” Aya asked. 
 
    The faerie hissed. “The only one who’s going to be beaten today will be…” She looked around, realizing she didn’t really have a very good comeback. “You!” 
 
     “Oh please,” Aya said with a roll of her eyes. “You will be the first one I take down, like a little buzzing ant. No make that the second. I’ll kill the one-eyed bedwetter first.” 
 
    “Take it easy,” I told her. 
 
    “Chase, you’re doing a terrible job at intimidating our opponents…” 
 
    “Sometimes the best form of intimidation is through action,” Lady C. said in her cheerful voice as she drew both her swords, crossing them over one another and striking a sick pose. 
 
    “Ooo, I’m so scared,” the fairy said, doing a swirl in the air. “Fuck Meticans, and fuck Unigaea!” 
 
    “Listen, stinkerbell,” Aya started to say, “once Lady Cassandra here kills you, I will feed your body to our goblin. And don’t you say shit about Unigaea! That world is better than any shithole you’ve ever visited, you twinkling little twat!” 
 
    “What the hell did you just call me!?” 
 
    “Sorry about them,” I started to tell the young girl, who was now giving me a dirty look. “Shouldn’t you, um, be in school or something?” 
 
    “Why do you always ask me if I should be in school?” she asked, her voice growing shrill. 
 
    “I don’t know; I don’t really know what else to ask someone your age.” 
 
    “I have thoughts, and a personality; I’m also a hunter of rare mythcrea which is how I caught this…” 
 
    Whether I wanted it to or not, the battle began as soon as a large dragon landed on the swath of earth not far from the statue. It was clear Keegan had already scouted out the area, choosing a spot with little or no tree coverage, as the dragon was ginormous, easily the size of a city bus. 
 
    “Chase, now it’s your turn to pick something,” Aya said, brandishing her sword. “Choose wisely; that’s a big dragon!” 
 
    My list of combat mythcrea appeared before me and I scrolled through them… 
 
    Rose 
 
    Altsoba 
 
    Fujin 
 
    Spew Gorge 
 
    Ophelia 
 
    Magnus 
 
    Sun Wukong 
 
    Rambi 
 
    Brigantia 
 
    I settled on Rambi, the mythological rhino that was originally known as a Karkadann, because of his size. The beast took shape, snorting, veins bulging along his neck as he stomped his feet, kicking up dust. 
 
    Even though there was no dust… 
 
    Sometimes I had to remember that this was all fake, that none of this was actually happening. Keegan and I were simply standing there staring out at an empty void. 
 
    “Here we go!” Aya said, hopping onto Rambi’s back, taking off toward the Dragon with her sword drawn and screaming in Thulean, “Aye! Aye! Aye!” 
 
    Lady C. launched into action as well, pulling her blades back, lightning striking her swords as she smacked them together, the bolt of electricity instantly taking out the fairy. 
 
    “Brutas! Kill her!” Keegan shouted to the cyclops. 
 
    I leapt out of the way just as Lady C. and the cyclops met, the cyclops trying to beat her down with his big club. 
 
    The Metican first caught his attack with both blades, then stepped aside, bringing her right foot up and kicking him in the side of his knee, the cyclops spilling over while Lady C. pivoted, trying to swipe her blade across his back. 
 
    The cyclops rolled out of the way just in time, pressed up to his feet, shook his head out, blinked, and charged her again, this time his boots leaving indents in the gravel. 
 
    I glanced to Keegan to see her nodding excitedly. 
 
    This was apparently some type of special move, and as I continued backing up, I noticed a wave of force start to pool behind the cyclops’ shoulders as he charged forward. 
 
    Suddenly he was gone, Lady C. bristling, looking around quickly, her hair whipping as she turned, only to be slammed in the back by the cyclops. He took her to the ground, bashing his club against the back of her head. 
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered, punching my hand to my open fist.  
 
    The cyclops looked up at me and licked his lips as he stood, Lady C.’s lifeless body lying on the ground. 
 
    He kicked her once to make sure she was dead, then turned to the main fight. 
 
    “Looks like we are even,” Keegan said as she stepped to my side, both of us watching the cyclops charge over toward Aya and the dragon. 
 
    Rambi had already tried to skewer the dragon, only to fail once the dragon swiped at the mythological beast, forcing Aya to jump off, run by his side for a moment and hop back on. They circled around, trying to get a better location to attack when the cyclops entered the equation. 
 
    As if it were her duty, which it sort of was, Aya immediately changed her attention from the dragon to the cyclops, dismounting and charging at the one-eyed bastard with her sword overhead. 
 
    While Lady C. had speed, Aya had strength, and her first attack nearly brought the cyclops to his knees. 
 
    He managed to hold his club between both hands, preventing her from slicing him in half, but in doing so he also cut the hell out of his right hand, crying out in pain as he pushed her away. 
 
    Aya was relentless, but she was also solely focused on killing the cyclops, not at all aware that there was a barbed tail coming in her direction. The dragon’s tail smacked Aya’s side, sending her barreling through the air. 
 
    Aya hit the ground rolling, her buster sword tossed off to the side.  
 
    She stood, nursing one leg, wiping blood from her mouth as she drew two daggers. 
 
    She gave the cyclops a bloodstained grin as she lifted both weapons, charging in his direction.  
 
    The dragon slammed his body into Rambi, sending the mythological creature backward, where he got in Aya and the cyclops’ trajectory. And rather than go around his opponent, the cyclops simply brought his weapon back and clubbed Rambi in the face. 
 
    The rhino stumbled for a moment, only to be lit aflame by the dragon, who had apparently been saving his fire attack for the right moment. Rambi was out for the count. 
 
    “This is going really good,” Keegan said, a wicked smile on her face as she rubbed her hands together. 
 
    “You can do it!” I called Aya. I whistled. “Come on!” 
 
    “Quiet,” Keegan hissed, “you will draw attention. I can’t believe I have to tell you that!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, wanting to pace but also trying to keep my cool. I looked around; luckily, no one had heard me. “Sorry.” 
 
    Seeing that both her teammates were down and that her weapon was off in a bush somewhere, Aya started to backpedal, luring the cyclops away from the dragon.  
 
    I had seen her fight enough times to know what she was thinking.  
 
    She would kill the cyclops and then go after the big guy, which made sense, if not for the fact that the cyclops was starting to charge at her again, the same move he had pulled on Lady C. 
 
    “Aya!” I started to call out, bringing my hand over my mouth as the cyclops disappeared in a flash, reappeared behind her, and smacked the holy shit out of the Thulean with his club. 
 
    Aya fell forward and tried to lift herself up, giving the cyclops the perfect opportunity to finish the job. 
 
    “I beat you,” Keegan said, still watching the fight, even though it was now over. Her dragon had started to disappear, and her cyclops was already making his way back over to her, Aya flung over his shoulder, his hand planted squarely on her ass. 
 
    “That is a little much,” I started to say as Aya faded away. 
 
    Keegan smirked. “Someone’s a sore loser. You have beaten me twice, now it’s my turn.” 
 
    “I guess I had it coming…” 
 
    “Sure, if you say so,” she said with a snicker. 
 
    “You know, we never made a wager at the beginning of the brawl,” I told her. “Was that something that you were intending to do?” 
 
    “No,” she said, turning to me. “I was just looking to beat you.” 
 
    “Brutal little…” Aya started to say, freshly respawning behind me. Lady C. was there as well, but she hadn’t said anything yet. 
 
    “Don’t make us beat you again,” Keegan said with a snicker. 
 
    “You are pretty crazy for a fourteen-year-old…” 
 
    “I’m sixteen,” she told me. 
 
    “Really? Because I thought you were fourteen.” 
 
    “Why does everyone think I’m so young?” she asked, running her hand through her short hair, which had multicolored streaks in it. Her Hunters were now behind her, maddoggin’ Aya and Lady C.  “Anyway, I have to go to school.” 
 
    “Wait, I thought you said school was out?” 
 
    “What are you? Some type of stalker? Next time I want to brawl, I will let you know.” And with that, she turned away, only looking back once she reached the main thoroughfare. I received an iNet message from her almost instantly. 
 
    KeeKee: Hey! I’m part of a rare monster club, btw. Thought you should know. 
 
    Me: A what?  
 
    KeeKee: We get together and talk about rare monsters and where to find them. You should come. I’ll message you the address. 
 
    Me: Thanks? 
 
    KeeKee: You’re welcome? BYE. 
 
    Keegan flashed me a peace sign, and I’d started flashing it back to her when she dropped a finger and flipped the bird at me instead. 
 
    “Next time, we kill her,” Aya growled. “I’m serious. Let’s challenge her in the Proxima Galaxy so we can do this correctly. Such a cheap move. This running cyclops.” 
 
    “He killed you in the same way he killed me,” Lady C. pointed out. 
 
    “This is not up for discussion, Lady Cassandra!” Aya said as she turned away, her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “It’s fine. She’s just a little rough around the edges. She also told me about a rare monster club or something. So there’s that. Maybe she’s not so bad after all.” 
 
    “Whatever, Chase, there is a word for people like you in Thulean, but I don’t know how to translate it.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” 
 
    “Whatever. I hate losing.” 
 
    “What now?” Lady C. asked as she cozied up next to me. 
 
    I smiled at her. “I’m glad you asked: now, you and I see about a little something different.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: NPC and Me 
 
     [image: ] 
 
      
 
    It was just Lady C. and me this time, the two of us in an aeros moving to an office near Union Square. 
 
    “How about one hint? Just one…” 
 
    “I think you already know what it is.” 
 
    “No, I don’t; I wouldn’t ask for a hint if I did!” The Metican had a book in her lap that she hadn’t opened, a reverse dark fantasy harem called Digital Sorcerers.  
 
    “Well, if you haven’t figured it out already, I won’t ruin the surprise,” I told her as we sped toward the financial district. 
 
    We were well above Fifth Avenue, a street I had walked so many times in my youth. I preferred staying in Brooklyn, as did most Brooklynites, but when I was young, my buddies and I liked to bike in Midtown, skateboard too. 
 
    And inevitably get chased by security, after getting caught trespassing. Dealing with law enforcement was a way of life then, a rite of passage, at least for the group that I ran with at the time.  
 
    “You’re taking me to a nice restaurant, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You can’t eat here,” I reminded her with a smile. 
 
    A beeping noise and a flashing orange light on a holoscreen at the front indicated that we were dropping down to a different airlane; I felt the shift in gravity almost immediately. 
 
    “With a smile like that, this better be a good surprise,” she told me. “And believe me, Aya was soooo angry she couldn’t come.” 
 
    “I believe you; she’s always angry about something. It is sort of her personality.” 
 
    “Yes, it is, but that’s our Aya. Not much we can do about it, right?” 
 
    “I thought she was going to attack Keegan back there,” I said, recalling the loss we had just experienced. 
 
    “You have to hand it to the teeny girl. We came in thinking we were going to win, acting a little cocky. She beat us fair and square. Even though I don’t like that cyclops.” 
 
    “We’ll get her next time. Him too.” 
 
    Lady C. laughed. “I don’t know; they may have an even bigger dragon by then.” 
 
    Our vehicle landed right outside the square. We continued along the sidewalk to the east, stepping around a man sitting on the ground, using a plastic bucket as a drum. He laid out his rhythm, and I nodded along to the beat, definitely feeling the groove. 
 
    “Not everything is music,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “Actually, that is something I would debate,” I told her as we passed a shop selling frozen yogurt, then a vintage furniture place that looked well out of my price range, even if I was now technically a millionaire. 
 
    “You think that random drumming was actually good?” 
 
    “Yeah, if I’d had my bass, I would have been able to jam along to that. You would have been impressed.” 
 
    “It doesn’t take much for you to impress me,” she said, offering me a cute smile. 
 
    “You…” I shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you sometimes.” 
 
    “You could just kiss me.” 
 
    “Actually, yes I could, and that will happen soon. Here we are,” I said, looking up at a sign in neon green letters that read: NPC and Me. 
 
    “What does that mean?” she asked, confusion growing across her face as a man walked an expensive poodle past us, grunted, and then tugged at his dog’s leash. 
 
    “Just follow me inside, my dear, and we’ll get this taken care of.” I bowed with my hand out, Lady C. placed hers in mine, and both of us stepped up to a sliding glass door.  
 
    As soon as it opened, we were presented with number of humandroid bodies, all motionless yet looking as real as anyone I’d ever seen before. 
 
    Spooky. 
 
    “No way…” she said, bringing both hands to her mouth as she looked around. 
 
    “I have the money now; let’s make this happen.” 
 
    A woman in a black dress and black high heels approached. Her eyes dilated as she saw me, her irises now the same color as her hair, which was pulled into a ponytail. “Welcome, Mr. Knowles,” she said. “Do you need anything to get comfortable?” 
 
    “How did she know your name?” Lady C. whispered to me. 
 
    “She read my data, and I also booked an appointment. Speaking of which,” I told the woman, who was clearly a humandroid, “I am a little early. I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “That is quite all right,” she told me. “And your Proxima NPC is here as well, correct?” she asked, looking at Lady C. 
 
    “She can see me?” 
 
    “Yes, I can see you,” the woman said. “While using the Monster Hunt app is illegal, it is not illegal to view NPCs spawning in this world with the right access codes. When you entered this space, you moved under a sensor that triggered a query and resulted in an immediate approval,” she said. “Welcome, Lady Cassandra.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lady C. said with a short smile. “I just wasn’t expecting someone else besides you and Iris to see me.” 
 
    “Will Iris be joining us?” the woman asked. 
 
    “No, just us,” I said, clearing my throat. 
 
    “Right, then let’s get more comfortable as we decide on a body for you,” she told Lady C. The woman led us past a few replicas into a room with plush leather chairs, dark wood flooring, and wood paneling. It was the complete opposite of the vibe in the lobby area, with its sterile white coloring, mannequins standing around, and futuristic feel. 
 
    This room was comfy, and I immediately took a seat in one of the chairs, Lady C. sitting next to me and crossing one leg over the other. 
 
    The humandroid waited for a moment for us to get comfortable and began. “To give you a brief history, which you can read about in the documents I will be sending you, what you are doing if you decide to buy a humandroid’s body for your NPC is called ‘r-diving.’ This was a word invented in the 2050s by a scientist known as Sophia Wang, who was able to successfully bring a player character and an NPC into a humandroid’s body.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I told her. 
 
    “It is quite an interesting read, I agree. As I previously stated, you will find more information about it in the documents you will be provided with at the end of our meeting today. But I should say, in case it wasn’t clear, that this is also something available for an RPC, a reborn player character. This means that you, Chase Knowles, could die, respawn in the Proxima Galaxy, and then come back to this world.” 
 
    “Now I have read about that,” I told her. “But most people don’t do that, right?” 
 
    “Right. Usually, people who have an RPC set to respawn when they die don’t want to come back to this world. They may come back for traditional celebrations, or for weddings, but they generally prefer being in the Proxima Galaxy. From what I’ve heard, it is very flexible there.” 
 
    “Flexible?” I asked, looking to Lady C. 
 
    “I should clarify what I mean by ‘flexible.’ I mean that there are plenty of options there for a person to live, for a person to adventure, for a person to visit, to invest, to live the life they’ve only dreamed of. That type of thing.” 
 
    “I got it,” I told the humandroid assistant. 
 
    “But I suppose you can read up on the history later. Shall we select a body?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, looking to Lady C.  
 
    The Metican bit her lip and looked between me and the humandroid, who now sat in a chair across from me, an emotionless expression on her face. 
 
    “Wonderful, then we shall begin. First, let me get some preferences from you,” she said, looking at both of us. 
 
    “Whatever Lady C. wants,” I told her. 
 
    “I kind of want to look like how I look now. I like darker hair, long, same proportions. I don’t really want to change that much.” 
 
    “In this world, you won’t be able to wear the same type of clothing you wear in your world. You are aware of this, correct?” the humandroid asked her. 
 
    “So I have to dress like Iris?” Lady C. asked me. 
 
    “No, you don’t have to dress like Iris, but you can’t go around wearing battle armor with two swords sheathed at your sides.” 
 
    “If you say so…” Lady C. said, a smirk coming across her face. The Lady C. I knew and adored was back, less apprehensive than she had been just moments ago. 
 
    “Okay, so you want someone who has similar proportions as you. That shouldn’t be very hard to put together. You have features that most people find desirable: nice-sized hips, C cups that are bordering on D, a good height,” the humandroid said. 
 
    Lady C. smiled awkwardly, and the humandroid noted something else. 
 
    “Dimples too. Let’s get some base forms in here, and then once we’ve done that, we can decide on the other parts.” 
 
    A naked woman stepped into the room, completely hairless, reminding me of a Barbie doll before they added hair to the line of toys. 
 
    “She looks too fake,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “And your opinion?” the humandroid asked me. “And please note, features have yet to be added to this model, so she will look a little less plastic once your choices are finalized.” 
 
    “Whatever she says is fine by me,” I told her. 
 
    The humandroid model stepped out of the room and another one came in, also naked, this one just a bit shorter, her cheekbones raised a bit, her nipples slightly erect and her shoulders pressed back. 
 
    “Do you mind?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    The humandroid assisting us nodded. “By all means.” 
 
    Lady C. walked over to the humandroid, standing next to it and noticing that they were about the same height. 
 
    “What do you think, Chase?” 
 
    “It’s kind of hard to picture her as you without any hair,” I told her. 
 
    “Not a problem,” said our humandroid assistant. “Grab one of the brunette wigs,” she told the humandroid. The nude woman obediently left the room and came back with several options. She tried them on, and once she found one that was long like Lady C.’s hair, she affixed it to her head. 
 
    “Does it look like me?” Lady C. asked. “I really can’t tell.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look exactly like you…” 
 
    “We will be able to make some final modifications before your humandroid is ready, Mr. Knowles. And the hair will not be a wig at that point either. We will take pictures and a digital molding of Lady Cassandra’s avatar, and do our best to make them look the same. They won’t look exactly the same, but they will be close.” 
 
    “I think this is totally possible,” Lady C. said, reaching out and touching the humandroid, her hand going through the woman’s body. 
 
    “Turn around,” our assistant humandroid said. 
 
    The model did as instructed, looking over her shoulder at me. 
 
    “Does this satisfy you?” our assistant asked. 
 
    “I… Sure, it looks fine,” I said as I took in the model’s nude derriere. There were moments in my life that I would never forget, things that would stick with me for years to come. And as each second passed at the NPC and Me custom shop, I realized that this would be one of those moments. 
 
    There was something sort of creepy about selecting a body, even if I was letting Lady C. do most of the heavy lifting. Still, for us to be together in this world, this was what was required. 
 
    I was aware of that; and I knew by making this decision that I was taking a firm action in what I wanted. 
 
    “If you think it works, I think it works,” I told Lady C. “I’m just stoked about you being able to come here and experience my world, the same way I experience yours.” 
 
    “You know, a lot of people have misconceptions about what we do here,” the assistant humandroid said. “Some people think this is just a rich person’s perversion; others who have gone through this process realize that it’s a way to bring a loved one back, a way to bring someone you love from another world into ours. I think that’s a great way to look at this. There will be people that may judge you, but this continues to become more of a normal thing, and you must remember that.” 
 
    “And what happens when she’s not with me?” I asked, realizing the oddity in the question as soon as it escaped my lips. 
 
    “You mean when you’re out and about? Please explain.” 
 
    “I mean if Lady C. is in the Proxima Galaxy, what happens with the humandroid’s body?” 
 
    “That’s entirely up to you. They need to rest every twenty-four hours or so to recharge, but what happens in the meantime is really up to you, Mr. Knowles. Some people have their humandroids just go around as their personal assistant when their NPC isn’t inside. Others deactivate them, and others always have their NPC with them. That’s entirely your call.” 
 
    I nodded, wondering what Iris would say about this. Maybe I would have to keep it from her for just a little bit, to see what it was actually like. 
 
    “And remember, there is a return policy. If she does not satisfy you, or you can’t handle it, which is something that happens from time to time, you will be able to return her. The return policy is thirty days, and it will come with a ten percent penalty, which we consider our reprogramming fee. Does that sound reasonable to you?” 
 
    I looked to Lady C. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Let’s try it,” she said, her cheeks turning red. “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    “We really need to visit the Steeple,” I told Lady C. as we took an aeros back to my hotel. I had already arranged to have a salad delivered to the room, some bread too. I figured I would be logged in for a good amount of time, so it was good to get some fuel. 
 
    We were in a crossover vehicle, something between an SUV and a sedan. It was sleek, and much roomier inside than I would have originally anticipated, German-made, with all the bells and whistles. Definitely an upgrade from the SUV we had been in earlier.  
 
    I didn’t know if Lady C. appreciated all this, and I was pretty certain that she didn’t, considering she couldn’t actually feel the texture or understand the vibe the interior supposedly gave off.  
 
    Still, she seemed content, which was another reason I liked her. 
 
    Her humandroid body would be ready the following night; I really couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be with her here in the real world, in a tangible form. Maybe it would be good, maybe it would be bad, awkward, enlightening. 
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    “We could go to the Steeple tonight, after we finish up in Kingdom Ignis,” she suggested. 
 
    “Not a bad plan. I really don’t know why I want to go back, I just…” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to go back,” she said. “It was a mystery that you solved, but the mystery is still in the air there. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    “I guess I should reframe what I was trying to say. I meant to say that I don’t know why I want to go back, considering that I am planning to sell the place anyway.” 
 
    “For nostalgia?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “In a book on Tritania by Lothar, he said that nostalgia was often toxic. What do you think about the statement?” 
 
    I pondered the sentence for a moment as we road along. “I really don’t know what I think about that statement.”  
 
    I looked to Lady C., seeing her staring out the window, a soft smile on her face, her reflection visible. She looked back at me, the corners of her lips lifting just a little higher. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “Too many things,” I told her as the vehicle landed on top of the hotel. 
 
    We made our way down to our room and I said goodbye to the Metican warrior, letting her know I would log in in a moment. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to watch you eat?” 
 
    “No, that I’m fine doing alone,” I told her. “Besides, Iris is already logged in and training with Aya, so you may be helpful to them if you log in.” 
 
    “I can’t log in, you can only send me…” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” I told her as I focused on the Monster Hunt app, or rather, I focused on the location on my pane of vision where the Monster Hunt app normally sat on my iNet desktop.  
 
    It blurred into existence, and I signed off, Lady C. disappearing immediately. 
 
    I ate in silence, quickly, ready to log in and start what was probably going to be a pretty long night. 
 
    As I lay on the bed, just about to put the NV Visor over my face, I stared out at the city for a moment, feeling foolish for staying in this room. Here I was paying an ungodly amount of money to stay in this hotel, yet I wasn’t enjoying the views, I was logging in to a digital world. 
 
    It was time to go back to my own home, I knew that, and I would make this happen sooner than later. I wouldn’t live there forever, but I could at least stay a few more days as I figured out where I wanted to go next. 
 
    The Brian Eno tone sounded; it wasn’t long before EverLife took shape all around me. I stood on the field of our dojo, watching Iris move quickly with her ukulele, skipping to the side and firing off a blast of music at Aya. 
 
    The Thulean warrior let out a battle cry as she brought her buster sword down, cutting an arc of energy toward Iris. Singing and strumming at full throttle, Iris was able to block the attack, Aya’s epic energy attack ricocheting off to the side. 
 
    “Come out from behind your music and face…” Aya smiled. “Face the music!” 
 
    Iris started laughing so hard that she nearly dropped her ukulele. “You really need to work on your shit-talking!” 
 
    “What is there to work on?” Aya huffed. “It gets the job done.” 
 
    “You won’t get a hit in,” Lady C. said.  
 
    The Metican warrior stood on the sidelines in her fancy battle armor, her hands planted on her hips. 
 
    “Quiet, Lady Cassandra.” Aya scowled at her counterpart. “You are distracting me.” 
 
    “You want in?” Iris asked me as my blonde bass guitar appeared in my hands. I played a quick note, smacked my thumb against the lower string, performing a little slap bass riff. 
 
    “Looks like it’s all you for now,” I told her. 
 
    “Are you going to try for some slap bass?” 
 
    “When the time calls for it,” I told her, playing another quick riff. 
 
    “I cannot wait all day for you to attack me,” Aya growled. 
 
    “Let’s do this then!” Iris struck a pose with her ukulele.  
 
    Sure, it looked a little funny, but I’d seen the damage she could do with that small instrument. This, coupled with her vast knowledge of music, Iris an interesting mix between classically trained musician and punk rocker, meant that she definitely was a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    “Forget it. This fight is useless. You’re a long-range attacker, and I’m close range,” Aya said suddenly, sheathing her blade. 
 
    “She does have a point,” I said. “If someone gets close enough to hit you with one of their weapons, then you have already failed by that point.” 
 
    “I can create a shield,” Iris started to say. “But I guess you are right, especially if my opponent is superfast.” 
 
    “What would be best is for you and Chase to go against each other,” Lady C. suggested. “That way, you can both use long-range attacks, and practice defense. Want to do that?” 
 
    I paused, looking from the Thulean to the Metican. “Iris versus me?” 
 
    “What? Are you scared?” asked Aya. “You should be able to crush the girl with glasses in a matter of moments, yet you cower like a frog before a cauldron of boiling water.” 
 
    “Why would a frog be next to a cauldron of boiling water?” Lady C. asked honestly. 
 
    “I do not know, Lady Cassandra, it is just something we Thuleans say. Enough with this! We will head to Ignis soon, and I would like to rest a bit before we go.” 
 
    “You don’t want to watch Iris kick my ass?” 
 
    Aya sighed irritably. “Chase, it would be a pleasure for me to watch Iris kick your ass, a true pleasure, but—and I’m sorry for this, Iris—I believe you may win this fight.” 
 
    “I’m practically the one that taught him how to fight,” Iris protested. 
 
    “Practically, but Chase is tricky; he knows how to lead a woman on and crush her in the end.” 
 
    “She’s just being dramatic now,” I told Iris as I stepped across from her. “Want to do this?” 
 
    “If you’re down.” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” I asked her. 
 
    “You will need more space than that,” said Lady C. as she came between us. “Each of you take ten steps back, how’s that? Then I will count it off, and you will begin.” 
 
    “Maybe I will stick around to watch this,” Aya said, posing on the sidelines with her arms crossed over her chest, putting most of her weight onto her left hip.  
 
    “Let’s do this,” Iris said once she got into position. 
 
    Rather than reply, or do any posturing, I immediately started running a bass scale that I knew would create a wave of energy. 
 
    The whirlwind of musical power spun around me; Iris trying to break through with an attack. My shield absorbed the hit and spun the blast away, sending it off into the Proxima Borealis. 
 
    Not one to let her first botched attack bring her down, Iris quickly plucked a few notes, each slice cutting into the ground beneath me, causing me to lose my balance.  
 
    From there, she went for a muffled bit, fast triplets, each of which pulled a rock out of the ground in front of me. 
 
    “What the…?” 
 
    The rocks grew in size, and they would have created a prison around me had I not skipped out just in time, moving to her left, the neck of my bass aimed at her.  
 
    I turned up the middle pickup, and hit a mid-range C, bending the neck back just a little as I did so, which caused a slingshot-like volley of energy to blast Iris down. She leapt out of the way just in time, but lost her instrument in the process. 
 
    Seeing my opening, I started up a low, rumbling note, adjusting the delay on my Heads Up Display and  looping it, so the sound began to build all around me. Like I was a rockstar from over a hundred years ago, I brought my instrument up and fired off a shot, then another, and another, the delayed and looping sound creating a wall of power that swelled, obscuring the space between us. 
 
    I hadn’t really messed with looping before, but I went with it, realizing that I could no longer see Iris. 
 
    I had a good sense of where she was, the wall of sound I’d created oscillating back and forth, the three blasts colliding, fizzling, reforming. 
 
    I turned the distortion all the way up, and started playing power chords, each louder than the last. A platform tore out of the ground as I aimed my bass downward, lifting me above the looped energy I’d created. From my current vantage point, I could see Iris was confused, shocked when she saw that I’d risen above her. 
 
    But she also knew how to use power chords, and pulling her arm back, Iris fired off a shot that slammed into my chest. 
 
    -57 HP! 
 
    I couldn’t understand how she was moving so quickly, Iris suddenly a blur as she zipped around the energy I had created, heading toward the pillar I’d made. 
 
    She was planning to cut me down, and I realized my error in that moment.  
 
    Sure, I’d figured out a way to get a vantage point, but I hadn’t quite figured out a way to get down from here. 
 
    So I took a leap of faith. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    I jumped just as Iris cut into the pillar of stone with a powerful blast. 
 
    I ran my hand up the neck of the base and started throwing in some harmonics, each of which created an invisible cushion in front of me to land on. Like stepping down from the clouds, I ran toward the earth, still playing the harmonics, each step bringing me closer to the ground. 
 
    I landed and spun, immediately forming another shield by running a quick scale. 
 
    And not a moment too soon. 
 
    A wave of force slammed into the shield I’d created, sending me flying backward, my bass spinning around, held to my body by its strap. 
 
    -75 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    I landed hard on my face, the wind knocked out of me as Iris approached, ready to deliver a final blow. 
 
    But I wasn’t done yet. 
 
    I pressed up to my knees and pulled my bass around, quickly scraping my pick against the string. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    The vertical blast cut Iris in half.  
 
    Her body started to reform, a smirk on her face. 
 
    “Yay, Chase!” Lady C. shouted. 
 
    “Whew, that was fast,” Iris said once she had reformed. “And Aya was right, it seems.” 
 
    “Nah, I got super lucky that time,” I admitted.  
 
    “Stop congratulating each other and keep killing! Again, and again!” Aya called over to us. I could see now that she had been joined by Spew Gorge, Mirror the phantom kangaroo, Fujin, Magnus, Altsoba and Sun Wukong. Even Joe Camel was making his way over from the meadow, suddenly interested in our little battle.  
 
    “And get your bets ready,” Aya told the group of mythcrea. “This time we’re playing for keeps.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: Newest Edition 
 
     [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “So what did you do today?” Iris asked me after our lightning steeds landed in Kingdom Ignis.  
 
    It had been a pleasure watching Lady C. ride, even if we were technically blasting like rockets through the sky. Low to the horse, her hair beating in the wind behind her, the Metican was faster than all of us, even though we all had the same horses, which I assumed had the same stats.  
 
    And thinking this generated a submenu that allowed me to actually check our horses’ stats. In the end, there really wasn’t much to gain aside from their speed and their stamina. 
 
    And as I would have imagined, Kingdom Ignis was pretty fiery. Definitely a hellscape of sorts, with a river of lava cutting through its center. 
 
    I wouldn’t quite call the dudes walking around giants, but there were several who were twice my height, a bunch of goblins too, more goblins than I had ever seen in one location. 
 
    “Sorry, I was distracted,” I told Iris as a goblin passed in front of me, a thin guy with pockmarked cheeks. He said something to Spew Gorge, and Spew told him to “fick the fick right the fick off.” 
 
    “Yikes,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “Double yikes,” said Iris as she tied up her horse. It wasn’t necessary to do this, they would come whenever we called them, but it did make things seem a little more real. “And you never answered my question. What did you do today?” 
 
    “I saw about something…” I looked to Lady C. and smiled. “Something different. I also had a brawl with that girl named Keegan. She told me that there was a rare monster club, or a meetup or something, happening soon...” 
 
    “I’ve heard of those,” said Iris. “People get together and talk about places to hunt monsters, show off what they’ve caught, battle, and sometimes, they even hunt as a team.” 
 
    “Is there anything you haven’t heard of when it comes to the Monster Hunt app?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she told me with a grin. 
 
    “Our little Iris is very smart, Chase, and you could learn something from her,” Aya said as she clapped me on the back. “But for now, we have to go to your little concert. Also, I expect a rendition of Happy Birthday. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Clear,” I told her as we waited for the others to gather around us. 
 
    The Huntresses were here, of course, Spew Gorge and Altsoba too. It was pretty much the same crew we had rolled with last time, Dalton having promised to meet us at the club. 
 
    “Whoa!” Iris said, a red flash painting across the lenses of her glasses. 
 
    I turned to see a great fireball erupt from a building a couple of blocks away. A platform rose out of the ground, a humanoid flame with arms and legs standing on top of it. The fiery being began waving the crowd in, calling for people to join, promising a good night of music from… 
 
    “That’s us,” Iris said after the doorman announced the night’s lineup. 
 
    “Fick, I don’t know why my uncle likes hot-ass chalupa holes,” said Spew Gorge. “All goblins seem to like hot locations, but not me. I get fickin’ sweaty. It makes no fickin’ sense why someone would want to be in a place where they get sweaty. I guess it’s the food, too. Lots of fried and grilled foods, spicy stuff. And it’s not so far from Kingdom Sana, and they got all those damn fickered potions. But fick, fick this place!” 
 
    “Is your uncle joining us tonight?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Fick if I know. I invited him, but he can be a real mitherficker when it comes to showing up to an event. He claims he has lots of enemies. I think he’s mostly just scared that he will embarrass himself.” 
 
    “I suppose we will save a seat for him,” Aya said, looking to Altsoba for confirmation. “That is, unless he is a filthy goblin. Is your uncle a filthy goblin?” 
 
    “Fick you, dragon lady! What the fick kind of question is that?” 
 
    “You are from Jatla, are you not?” 
 
    “I am,” Spew Gorge told her, bristling as we approached the club. 
 
    “Are not all filthy goblins from Jatla?” 
 
    Spew Gorge snorted. “Fick, she has a point there. Racist, sure, but fick is Jatla a shithole.” 
 
    “Let’s not accuse him of being filthy yet,” Iris said, stepping in.  
 
    The crowd of people wanting to get into the concert swelled around us. The streets had been empty just a few minutes back, but as soon as the flaming doorman stepped out and started announcing the concert, the crowd appeared seemingly out of nowhere. 
 
    It was going to be hard for us to go into the front, but luckily for us, we had a somewhat shady goblin at our disposal. Spew Gorge nodded us to the left, leading us into an alley and from there to the kitchen’s back entrance, which was guarded by a dark man made of blue fire. 
 
    “We’re with the band,” I said, my instrument appearing in my hand. 
 
    “If I had a dollar for every Alpha who told me that…” he said, his voice haggard. 
 
    “They’re with me,” said Dalton, emerging from the shadows. He startled everyone except Aya, who gave the ink shadow an appreciative nod. 
 
    “Fick!” Spew Gorge whispered under his breath. “The ficker almost made me shit my britches. Fick!” 
 
    The bouncer made of blue flames stepped aside, waving us in. 
 
    “Have you thought more about the recording studio?” Dalton said, the ink shadow suddenly behind me as I waited for the others to enter. It was weird having him around, especially when he just appeared out of thin air. 
 
    “We will get one installed soon,” I told him as we entered a kitchen that smelled like frying meat. From there, we took a left down a hallway lit by a single light. 
 
    “Good, because I’ve got ideas in my skull just waiting to come out. Just waiting!” 
 
    I paused, the ink shadow turning to me. “You have a skull?” 
 
    “Of course I have a skull, everyone does. Mine is just a little bit…” He slinked to the floor and returned. “Loosey goosy.” 
 
    “Here’s where we part ways,” Lady C. said. “We’ll be in the front row, as always. This time, try not to get into a fight with the audience. But if you do, we got your back!” She winked at me as she turned right, Aya and the other two following her. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    “Anything in particular you want to play tonight?” Iris asked as we continued toward the stage, and from there to a small room off to the left. 
 
    “You know my style by now,” said Dalton coolly. “We go with the flow, and we go with the flow well. Just moving and grooving. Let’s see what kind of magic we can make.” 
 
    Iris’ ukulele appeared in her hands and she began tuning it up, getting her fingers loose. I went for my bass as well, a chromatic tuner taking shape over my pane of vision. I was pretty much in tune, but I checked anyway, each vibrating note causing a little needle on my HUD to tremble left and right. 
 
    Once I was good and tuned up, I played another slap bass riff, the ink shadow nodding along. 
 
    “Yeah, throw some of that in tonight, let’s keep this percussive, light on our feet, up and down, you know the drill,” he said, pacing as he nodded to the riff I was playing. 
 
    “Since when did you get into playing like that?” Iris asked. 
 
    “I guess I have had more pep in my step as of late,” I told her with a shrug. “Maybe it’s due to my recent luck.” 
 
    “Luck will do that to you, lead you astray,” the shadow sang. “One moment it’s your friend, the next it’s gone away.” 
 
    A halfling stepped into the band room and let us know that we’d be on in a few minutes. His hair was on fire, which was sort of strange, but it didn’t seem to bother him as he left, clipboard clutched tightly to his chest. 
 
    “It’s going to be a bit of a rough crowd,” said Dalton, “but it should be better than Sana. Just keep the tempo up, the grooves groovy, the crowd moving, the broads swooning…” He smiled at Iris. “We’ll be all right.” 
 
    “You just needed a word to rhyme with groove, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Dalton pulled a gnarled water bong from the center of his form. I didn’t know how he stored it in there, but I assumed he had an inventory list just like the rest of us. He took a huge hit off the bong, which was apparently already lit, his body filling with smoke. 
 
    After a long pause, he exhaled all the smoke, coughing it out and going for another hit. 
 
    It wasn’t long after that the halfling stage manager reentered, waving his hand at the smoke, giving the ink shadow a nasty look. 
 
    “What, brother?” Dalton asked. “It’s a medicine. Never forget that. Soothes the soul.” 
 
    The halfling mumbled something under his breath as he pointed toward the stage. “You’re on!” 
 
    We did the same routine as before, Iris and I going out first, warming up the crowd a little bit. I stuck to some of my slap bass this time, playing a thumpy groove that got the audience bobbing along. Once Iris jumped in, even more heads bobbing in the audience. 
 
    “Good luck, Chase!” Lady C. shouted from the front of the crowd. 
 
    I smiled at her, noticing that she now had a drink, Aya too.  
 
    There was a big orc next to them, but by the way he was looking at me I sensed that it was actually Altsoba, who had probably taken the form to be an enforcer of sorts. I also saw Spew Gorge clapping and whistling, the short goblin already on the verge of drunk. 
 
    After a few more minutes, Dalton waltzed out, tiptoeing to the music. He paused; Iris and I stopped and looked to the crowd, waiting for their cheers to kick into high gear.  
 
    Dalton took another step; Iris and I played a single note, before he took another step, and we did the same thing again. He shuffled back and forth. With each step back, we ran down the necks of our instruments, mimicking his movements. 
 
    It was a theatrical concert in the end, lots of back and forth with the audience, Dalton swelling to epic proportions and shrinking to the size of a mouse as Iris and I crescendoed our playing. 
 
    He sang in what I later realized was Thulean, mostly from the times Aya had spoken it, or more accurately, used it to curse at someone. 
 
    At some point, the ink shadow went all falsetto, which sounded entirely eerie as he sang the words, “Luck is luck is luck is luck, and sometimes the rules write the game; get ready to duck when the walls cave in, death is where the fun begins.” 
 
    Once we finished, the three of us returned to the room at the side of the stage, still buzzing from that concert high. 
 
    “Good show, good show,” Dalton said, now a more manageable size. He was about as tall as me, withered a bit, clutching his bong tightly as our friends joined us. 
 
    “Thank you for singing in my language,” Aya told him. “But you forgot to sing Happy Birthday.” 
 
    “It’s my language too,” he told her, offering her a nod. “And next time, we’ll include that one in our next set. Care to partake?” he asked, handing her his bong. 
 
    “I do not smoke ink shadow narcotics,” she said. 
 
    “Suit yourself. That just means more for me,” he said with a wide grin. 
 
    Spew Gorge pumped his fists into the air. “What a fun fickin’ concert! Best yet, guys!” 
 
    “Did you find your uncle?” asked Iris. 
 
    “No, that ficker could be anywhere.” 
 
    Altsoba, who was now in her skin-walker form, took a sip from her drink and smiled at the goblin. “There were at least fifty goblins in the crowd out there; are you sure one of them wasn’t your uncle?” 
 
    “What kind of ficked up question is that?” 
 
    “It’s a logical question,” she told him. 
 
    “Goblins don’t do logic,” said Aya with an eye roll. “I have learned this the hard way, time and time again.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well at least I’m not a fickered lizard…” Spew started to say, his hand falling on his dagger. 
 
    “Easy, guys,” I told them as a cloaked form pushed through the door. It was another goblin, and as soon as he threw his hood back, Spew Gorge shrieked. 
 
    “Hiccup?” 
 
    “Fick, fick, fick… Fick! Fick? Spewy? Fick!” The goblin had a pink topknot with bits of white in it. He was severely overweight, with what looked like barbecue sauce (or blood) smeared across his face. “Fick me, kid, you’re friends with the band? Fick yeah, Spewy!” 
 
    “This is who I was telling you about,” Spew Gorge said, looking at his relative suspiciously. 
 
    “Jeebus fick, Spewester, easy with the hangry eyes. And fick whatever you’re already accusing me of!” 
 
    Spew Gorge squinted at his uncle. “I’m not fickin’ accusing you of anything, except for barging in here un-fickin’-announced!” 
 
    “Un-fickin’-announced? What kind of ficker going around in a fickin’ cloak wants to be announced? Fick! I know it wasn’t me who dropped you on your head back in Jatla when you were a little fickster. Well, it could have been. But truth be told, I never really held you that much when you were a baby. You fickin’ shit your pants too much.” 
 
    “Fick you, Hiccup!” Spew said, raising his fist. 
 
    “Let’s not get too irritable with each other,” Iris said, stepping between them. 
 
    “Who the fick is the lady with glasses?” Hiccup asked, his voice lowering. “Also, why in the fick are you hanging out with a buttfickered ink shadow? You know a shadow took my arm, right?”  
 
    The goblin beat on his arm, a metallic sound discernible even under his cloak. 
 
    “If an ink shadow took your arm, why do you have an arm now?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    Hiccup growled. “Listen here, Warrior Barbie, if it wasn’t for this Swedish fickster named Twixy, I wouldn’t have this damn mechanical contraption. Fick! He hooked me up, and believe you me, this arm has gotten me out of several sticky situations, but it’s fickin’ terrible for yanking your chalupa.” 
 
    “Hold on, hold on…” Iris looked to me for confirmation, and I shrugged. I had no idea who the goblin was talking about. “Did you say FeeTwix? As in FeeTwix Fajer, the famous Swedish gamer and founding member of the Mitherfickers?” 
 
    Hiccup snorted, his eyes narrowing on Iris. “Founding ficking member? Twixy? Can you fickin’ believe this shit, Spewy?” 
 
    “Fick you, Hiccup!” 
 
    “Who the fick told you Twixy was a founding member? I’m the one that founded the Mitherfickers, and hell, I’m the one that recruited his huckster ass!” 
 
    “Who are the Mitherfickers again?” I asked, looking to anyone for support, and getting absolutely none. Aya still had her hand on the hilt of her sword, ready to cut the goblin down if he tried anything funny. Altsoba was no longer interested in the goblin, taking a rip of Dalton’s bong instead. Lady C. seemed interested, albeit slightly confused. 
 
    “Who are the Mitherfickers? Pfft!” Hiccup stomped his feet against the ground. “I swear to Busty Gazongas that revisionist history is going to be the fickin’ death of the Proxima Galaxy. For your information… Not Marbles, yes, I’ll call you Not Marbles.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you aren’t Marbles, you fickered dotard turd-fickin’ ficktard. Fick me to tears, how did I end up here?” Hiccup shook his head with disdain. “Anyway, if you must know, the Mitherfickers are probably the most famous guild ever to exist in the Proxima Galaxy, blah, blah, blah, save the fickin’ galaxy, best guild ever, blah, blah, what-the-fick-ever, blah, blah, make Tritania great again. You get the fickin’ idea. P.S. I’m including the Knights of Non Compos Mentis in my statement. Those fickers only wish they could be as cool as we were. Totally cool and totally legal, I just want to add that part too. Fick!” 
 
    “Okay, this is all starting to make sense to me now,” Iris said with a smile. “Nice to meet you, Hiccup, and I’m glad your cousin… Or was it nephew?” 
 
    “Son.” 
 
    “I’m not your fickin’ son, Hiccup!” 
 
    “Spewy, you and I both know I banged my aunt, who happens to be your mom. That makes you my fickin’ son, and sure, chalk it up to some Lannister fanfic, but fick, that’s what fickin’ happened. And as your father, I think you should speak with respect when you talk to your fickin’ elders.” 
 
    “Fick you! I knew this was a bad idea…” 
 
    “You and me both, Spewy.” Hiccup burped, and when he was finished doing that, he scratched his ass. “You know, I have a scratch somewhere on my left ass cheek that just never goes away. Might be an infection. Fickin’ eczema is a possible explanation as well. I still don’t have healthcare. And you are right, Not Marbles, the Mitherfickers are a shit guild for not giving me fickin’ healthcare. I hope your banjo-playing ass has some healthcare in this dojo. Fick. The Mitherfickers tried to offer me an FSA account, but the rules for that were too fickin’ confusing, so I told them to fick off. Their high-deductible plan can eat a chalupa too!” 
 
    “Well, like I was saying, it is been nice to meet you,” I offered my hand to the goblin, who looked at it suspiciously. 
 
    “Say, you guys aren’t getting paid for this gig, are you?” 
 
    “That we are, goblin,” said Dalton on the tail end of a bong cough. 
 
    “The goblin has a fickin’ name, you octopus ink-gasm mitherfickered shit dollop!” Hiccup grunted, and after settling his nerves, he looked to me with big, puppy dog eyes. “You wouldn’t happen to have some money I could borrow, would you?” 
 
    “Hiccup!” Spew Gorge hissed. If Dalton was offended by the goblin, he didn’t show it. The ink shadow moved back to his bong and took another long rip off it before handing it off to Altsoba. 
 
    “Listen, Spewy,” Hiccup said under his breath, “if you have rich friends, it’s important for you to introduce those rich friends to me. Would I do the same for you? Fick no. But I might. No, I wouldn’t. But I would at least fickin’ think about it. And you should show me the same fickin’ hospitality!” 
 
    “Of course the goblin needs money,” said Aya. 
 
    “Goblins always need money,” Altsoba added. 
 
    “Not in Unigaea they didn’t,” Lady C. chimed in. “The goblins there were pretty successful, especially when it came to craft arts.” 
 
    “Unigaea?” Hiccup shook his head at the Metican warrior. “Don’t you dare compare a Tritanian goblin to a Unigaean goblin, Warrior Barbie! That’s like comparing a field of wet virgins to a field of fickin’ corpses. But I appreciate your support. It’s good to know that there is at least one NPC in your little group here who isn’t a racist.” 
 
    “Why do you need money again?” I asked. 
 
    “What the fick kind of question is that? I need money because I made a couple of bets with a few local ink shadows, and they are all joining together to collect on my fickered ass. Kingdom Ignis is pretty serious about debt collection. They will let those fickers fillet me just to get a few measly Proxima dollars, roast me up good too. It’s fickin’ cruel. I tells ya!” 
 
    “And how many Proxima dollars do you owe?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Maybe twenty thousand, thirty? You know what, how about you just lend me forty thousand and we will fickin’ call it even?” 
 
    “Do not lend the goblin money,” Aya said, “unless you understand that you are not lending, you are giving. Goblins do not repay their debts.” 
 
    “These fickin’ lizards,” Hiccup said, glaring at Aya and looking to Spew Gorge for support. “Sure, I may not repay my debt, but I can do you one better.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked him. 
 
    Hiccup offered her a shit-eating grin. “I can join you. I’m sick of this kingdom anyway. Too many hot-fickered ficktwats running around with fire dicks. Hell, one of the orc chippies I recently had the displeasure of meeting shot fire out of her nipples. Almost burnt my eyebrows off. It was fickin’ terrible.” 
 
    I glanced at Iris skeptically and noticed that she was nodding, an intrigued look on her face. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes, you can join us,” Iris said. 
 
    Aya scoffed. “We are allowing another goblin into our group?”  
 
    “Not just any goblin, Uncle Goblin, and we all know why you want me in the group,” Hiccup said, turning and pointing at himself with both thumbs. 
 
    “He’s not wrong,” said Iris. “Check out his stats. Aside from that, he is a Mitherficker, and as someone who has been following FeeTwix for years, I know better than to turn away a Mitherficker.” 
 
    “Well, well, well, I see who the smart one in the group is,” Hiccup said, making a ‘gimme gimme’ gesture with his fingers. “Now if you don’t mind, please transfer that fickin’ cashola to me so I can get these ink shadows off my ass. Seriously, these guys are some real twisted ficks. One of them threatened to peel my skin off with a hot butter knife and stuff it up my own arsehole while he let a bunch of ghosts shove their pencil dicks in my ears.” Hiccup shuttered. “Fick. Seriously, fick.” 
 
    As I looked from Iris to the goblin, Hiccup’s stats appeared before me.  
 
    She wasn’t lying, this one was definitely one of the rarer mythcrea, and we would all level up by allowing him to join our group. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Damn,” I said as I looked as his stat sheet. With thirty-five tokens, Spew Gorge’s Uncle (or father?) would push Iris and me up to Level Five, it would also up the Huntresses’ levels. 
 
    “Stop staring, you fickered pedo,” he told me with a grunt. “Now, let’s get the fick out of here; I’m so sick of being in this fickin’ musician’s closet.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    [image: ][image: ] 
 
      
 
    With the addition of Hiccup, Iris and I had gained a level, which of course, spawned a level gain for Aya and Lady C.  
 
    All in all, a good “capture,” even if Hiccup came with some baggage. I had waited until we rode our lightning steeds back to the dojo to officially bring Hiccup into the group, which only took a moment. 
 
    Basically, he stood before me with a disgruntled look on his face as he turned into a burst of light, only to reappear in the same space. 
 
    According to Iris, it was a miracle in itself that we had been able to take such a high level mythcrea, at which point Hiccup claimed he wasn’t some “fickin’ mythological creature,” and went on to ramble about racism, classism and windmill cancer in Kingdom Ventus. 
 
    “I’m fickin’ hungry,” he said mid rant, looking to Spew Gorge. 
 
    “Don’t fickin’ look at me!” 
 
    “Who else am I supposed to fickin’ look at? It’s clear no one is pointing me toward the buffet, and I figured if anyone here knew where to re-up my carbs, it would be a fickin’ goblin.” 
 
    “There’s a cafeteria of sorts in the dojo,” Iris told me. “Some of the other mythcrea take turns making meals. I’m sure Sun Wukong has whipped something up.” 
 
    “Sun Wu-fick, eh?” Hiccup snorted. “Fick, as long as it’s dragon wings, we’re good. If he tries to feed me anything vegan, there’s going to be hell to pay. Mark my word, fickers. Peace out.” 
 
    And with that, the cantankerous goblin was gone, but not before letting off a parting poot that lingered long enough for us to actively move away. Spew Gorge eventually followed, cursing under his breath as he caught up to his… relative. 
 
    “We really need to reconsider who we let into our guild,” Aya said. Altsoba stood next to her, nodding in agreement, her eyes a bit glazed over from whatever Dalton had in his bong. 
 
    “It gained us all a level,” I reminded them. 
 
    “But at what cost, Chase?” The Thulean yawned. “It has been a long day, and long days deserve long nights. I guess it doesn’t translate as well as I would like it to. But you know what I’m saying. Until we hunt again.” 
 
    Aya headed to her cabin, her big sword clinking against her back as she walked. 
 
    “What about you?” Iris asked me. 
 
    “I was planning on sleeping in my hotel in New York. I think I’ll check out tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea. That place has to be expensive.” 
 
    “I also wanted to possibly check out the Steeple. And…” I looked across the field to see the mythcrea Cloning Pen. “I want to see how our Mitchell clones are doing as well.” 
 
    “Yes, I was meaning to ask you about that…” Iris said as she followed me toward the Cloning Pen. Lady C. walked alongside Iris, as did Altsoba, the strange woman not saying a word. 
 
    “And to recap, your plan is to just continually attack his dojo, right?” 
 
    “Not me, the trolls,” I told Iris.  
 
    “And they are all being kept in that building?” 
 
    “Actually, I never really thought about that part…” 
 
    We stepped inside and I saw that the machine had naturally consolidated the clones. The main Mitchell was still there, as well as a test replicant, and there was now a green number floating in the air letting us know how many clones had been made. 
 
    “Just hit the seventy-five-mark, boss,” Mitchell said. “I wish this thing was faster.” The troll lightly kicked the machine. 
 
    “Easy with the merchandise,” I told him. 
 
    “We will have an army soon though,” he said, flashing a devious grin at us. 
 
    “I will lead the charge,” said Altsoba, who had morphed into a female version of Mitchell. “It would be my pleasure to lead this battle.” 
 
    “I can fight my own battles!” Mitchell said, his pinky finger in his nose as he dug around for treasure. 
 
    “I still don’t know if this is the best way to handle William,” Iris started to say, “but we have bigger things to deal with, like the fact that the tournament starts tomorrow. And you’re going to be there, right?” 
 
    “I told you I was,” I said. “I can’t let you win this thing alone…” 
 
    She smiled, her cheeks pressing against the bottom of her glasses. “Good, because I will need your help. And don’t be so certain that we will win. Just because we have done relatively well so far, does not mean our luck will continue.” 
 
    “Luck is a bitch and a half,” Mitchell said, with his pinky finger still in his nose. “At least that is something my mom used to say. She was a gambler. Not a very good one either.” 
 
    A ding indicated that another clone had been produced, the green number in front of us moving up by one. 
 
    “I suppose the Steeple can wait,” I told Iris with a yawn. “We have already done a lot of riding today. I’m actually experiencing a little pain on the inside of my thighs.” 
 
    “Horses will do that to you.” 
 
    “We should’ve stayed in Kingdom Ignis with Dalton and his drows,” said Lady C. “That would have been a crazy time.” 
 
    I looked to see if she was actually being serious. Before leaving the club, Dalton had rounded up several women with fiery red hair, two of them drows and the third a woman with ram’s horns. 
 
    “I was surprised that Hiccup didn’t join him,” the Metican warrior said. “He seemed interested.” 
 
    Iris laughed as we stepped out of the Cloning Pen. “He almost did, but then he kept rambling about how we shouldn’t trust ink shadows. What’s with goblins and ink shadows anyway?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lady C. said. “I never noticed that problem in Unigaea. But there really weren’t many ink shadows. I think the only ones known to exist lived on the coastline near Drachma. I never really went over there. though.” 
 
    I turned to see if Altsoba was going to follow us out. 
 
    “Looks like our shifter is already going over invasion plans with Mitchell,” Iris said as she stretched her hands over her head. 
 
    I nodded as I looked out to the meadow, and from there to the Steeple, the top of which was currently green. 
 
    And to think I owned that property… 
 
    “So tomorrow, you ready?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said. “It starts in the late afternoon, right?” 
 
    “It does. And I have class in the morning, so I’ll get done with that, and then I’ll log in to start training.” 
 
    “Got it,” I told her as I raised my hand, the logout button appearing. “See you in a bit.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: Growing Pains 
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    “Yes, that’s right, I’m checking out,” I told the humandroid hotel clerk. After a good night’s sleep, and a sizable breakfast, I was ready to return to my own bed for the night. 
 
    “Great, and did you enjoy your stay?” the humandroid female asked. She was thin, with her hair combed over to one side and shaved on the other. 
 
    “It was great,” I told her. 
 
    “I can see that,” she said, her eyes dilating some. 
 
    It had happened to me once or twice before, but it definitely wasn’t a normal occurrence. A flashing indicator on my iNet screen told me that the humandroid woman wanted to connect. 
 
    Seriously? I thought, smiling at her nervously. 
 
    I ignored the message for now. 
 
    My life was already about to get complicated enough without adding another droid to the mix. 
 
    It did feel good to be wanted, though, and I offered her a little wave as I stepped into the elevator. Once again, strange circus music met my ears as the doors shut, my attention shifting to another pair of travelers inside the elevator with me. 
 
    “Weird music, huh?” a guy who I assumed was from the south asked. He had sort of a country look going on with his plaid shirt and jeans; the woman next to him also wore a similar outfit, although hers was more form-fitting.   
 
    “I swear,” she said, “they’re always playing some kind of crazy music in the elevator.” 
 
    I simply shrugged, waiting for the door to open.  
 
    The music wasn’t that crazy. 
 
    It was a bit of a walk, but I figured a stroll through Midtown would be nice for me, and besides, I wanted to get a little exercise before I spent the next twelve hours of my life logged in to the Proxima Galaxy. 
 
    So I headed toward the financial district, eventually turning onto one of the streets that connected to Fifth Avenue. I was pretty sure this area was called Koreatown, which was something confirmed to me once I saw a string of Korean barbecue restaurants. 
 
    I kept walking, pausing at some point to watch a photographer take pictures of a model posing in a crosswalk. It wasn’t easy to get the shots, so they constantly ran out when the light signaled for them to cross, running back once the light changed, watching for landing aeros. 
 
    There was traffic on the streets, traffic in the air, and traffic even higher up. A wall of traffic, really, so pedestrians had to obey traffic laws. 
 
    It wasn’t like this in Brooklyn; the streets were mostly for bikers, people with scooters and pedestrians on foot, but Manhattan just had too much action to ban vehicles. 
 
    It was a little colder than normal out, but nothing my military jacket couldn’t handle. I had a beanie stuffed in the front pocket, which I put on, my glasses tucked underneath. 
 
    Eventually, I activated the Monster Hunt app, and Lady C. appeared.  
 
    I thought for a moment about bringing Aya as well, but I didn’t want her to give us shit, and I knew that this would be a touchy subject. 
 
    “We’re going on a walk?” Lady C. asked.  
 
    In a flash she had gone from her pajamas to her warrior outfit, this one with blue accents. I didn’t know how much damage Aya and her had done shopping the other day, but they had apparently picked out a ton of new outfits. While there was armor on her body, most notably over her shoulders in the form of epaulets, her legs were uncovered as usual, aside from the fishnet stockings that came up to her knees. 
 
    “That we are,” I told her with a smile. 
 
    “Great, I thought you would never call me here,” she said. 
 
    I had to laugh. “You were here last night,” I reminded her. “We stared out at the city and all the lights.” 
 
    “Definitely romantic.” 
 
    “Definitely. Is everything set up in your cabin?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded. Late last night, we had received instructions on how to set up what the company called a “dive vat” in Lady C.’s cabin. It was a fairly simple set-up, the vat similar to the full immersion Proxima rigs we had here. 
 
    According to the instructions (given to us by voiceover from a famous actor named Aramis Bjurstrom), these digital vats weren’t actually necessary, but they were used for visual purposes so the NPC could mirror what it was like for one of us, someone from the real world, to dive to the Proxima Galaxy. 
 
    It was the stuff of science fiction, but then again, there were electric vehicles flying above me, I was talking to a digital hallucination, I had somehow become rich by cracking a puzzle in a virtual reality world, and this was without mentioning the fact that I was going to a company whose sole business was to transfer the neuronal algorithms that make up the personality of an NPC into the body of an android. 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t hurt,” Lady C. said as we continued onward, passing a famous doughnut chain. Krunkin’ Kronuts used to be good, back when I was a kid, but last time I had had one of their kronuts, it was dry and not so tasty. 
 
    “It won’t hurt,” I told her as I stepped around a woman walking a cute French bulldog. The dog wore clothing that matched its owner’s scarf, and like most people who are proud of their dogs, she saw that I looked at it and gave me a braggy smile. 
 
    “I just hope it feels natural for both of us. I really want it to be good. I really want this to…” Lady C. stopped and brought her hand to her cheek. “I don’t know anyone who has done this. I mean, I know that there are NPCs that do this sort of thing, but I don’t personally know any. I really don’t know what it will be like. Sorry, I’ve been thinking too much about this…” 
 
    “Let’s just see how it is,” I told her. “Maybe it will be the same as when I dive to your world. Maybe we can dive to each other’s worlds back and forth, so we can actually make this work. But in this world…” 
 
    “I get it, it would be like if you were a ghost in my world,” she said. “I mean, it would be like if your avatar wasn’t actually there, and I was actually pressing my hand through it when we touched there. That make sense?” 
 
    I nodded. “We’ll see how it is, but if you don’t like it, you don’t have to do it.” 
 
    “It may be…” She bit her lip. “It may be just a bit overwhelming. But don’t get me wrong, I am interested. I want to try this. I want to know what it would be like to touch something for real in your world. I was reading this book by Lothar; I know I always mention him but he’s just so prolific. He was a giant from Unigaea who later migrated to Tritania, I probably already told you that, so he knew a thing or two about being an outsider. And in this book, he recounts what it was like to live in a different world with different customs and different languages, that sort of thing. But there’s one quote from it that always stuck with me: be yourself no matter how far you have come. Being able to look at yourself in the mirror and accepting who you are is the sign of a life well lived.” 
 
    “It’s definitely something to live by,” I told her. 
 
    “Maybe I’m worrying for nothing, maybe this won’t be as weird or strange as I think.” 
 
    “I really don’t know. It was incredibly bizarre the first time I logged in to the Proxima Galaxy. But I got used to it, and now it feels natural. So maybe it’s something like that. Growing pains.” 
 
    “Yeah, growing pains.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
       “It shouldn’t be long now,” NPC and Me’s humandroid shopkeeper said. 
 
     She was the same one who had greeted us the day before, the one that had been part of the process up until now. It struck me as odd in that moment that I was being sold an android by an android, but I didn’t say anything about it as we stood in a different room, not as comfy as the one we had viewed the demos in. 
 
    There was something sterile about this space, the walls white, stainless steel counters with cushioned bar stools made of thick metal. On the table before us, lying on a swath of purple velvet with her head on her pillow was the humandroid that would later become Lady C. 
 
    And she looked surprisingly like the Metican warrior. 
 
    “And since she didn’t have many requests, it wasn’t very hard for our technicians to get this one together relatively quickly,” she explained.  
 
    The woman had already given me access to digital files which went over everything from basic stats, like the humandroid’s weight, to build numbers and a troubleshooting library. 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “As you may already be aware, humandroids have coexisted with humankind for nearly fifty years now, at least in their current form. Earlier models weren’t able to eat or drink, but this is something we have corrected in all models from 2085 forward. However, just like a human, if a humandroid eats or drinks, they must excrete the waste. So that’s something to keep in mind, if you would like to take your droid out for a meal, or something of the sort.” 
 
    “Is the food waste processed in the same way?” 
 
    “No, energy for humandroids isn’t derived from the food the humandroid eats. Nutrients come in the form of carbon and photosynthesis. Earlier models were based entirely on photosynthesis, known as robosynthesis, but from about 2077 forward, the newer models can also process carbon in the air, which they breathe in and turn to energy.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Once a month, at least for the first year, we ask that you allow us to do a maintenance check. This is a very fast process. All you do is simply stand in front of your humandroid and asked them to dilate their eyes. Our digital technicians will take care of the rest. If there are any issues that we perceive, we will let you know. After the first year, this is something that you will need to do once every two to three months. Your humandroid will also let you know if they are malfunctioning in some way. Not only will they give you verbal confirmations, but you will receive alerts from them over iNet as well.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Continue to read over the manuals that we have provided for you; it will cover many of your initial questions. For the first three months, you will have twenty-hour tech support available to you at no cost. Going forward, there is a small fee for this, but most people don’t need it after the first three months. And, as discussed previously, there is a thirty-day return policy.” 
 
    “Great, that’s good to know,” I said.  
 
    I couldn’t help but anticipate the moment Lady C. opened her eyes. I licked my lips, nervous for her all of a sudden, realizing just how strange this was, understanding yet again that money in this world could buy anything, including the chance to be with a digital person in a completely physical setting. 
 
    The future Lady C.’s eyes were currently closed, her dark bangs swept off to the side. She wore a black bodysuit, but there was a rack of clothing in the corner of the space, which would allow her to choose what she wanted to wear once she was awake. 
 
    “Touch her,” the woman next to me said. 
 
     Her voice startled me, but I quickly swallowed my nerves and reached my hand out, lightly grazing my fingers against the humandroid’s cheek. 
 
    “How does it feel?” the humandroid asked. 
 
    “Like a cheek,” I told her honestly. I’d had some physical contact with humandroids before, things like shaking hands, running into one another, even a hug from some of the stress relieving humandroids employed by my high school. 
 
    “I suppose that is one way to put it.” 
 
    “She’s not going to experience any discomfort or anything, is she?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” the woman said as she made her way over to a flat screen monitor.  
 
    She typed a code in and a small lens at the top of the monitor beamed three-dimensional information to the space between us. Using her hand, the woman moved through a few menus, eventually settling on a series of code that looked like a bunch of letters and numbers crammed together. “Shall we begin?” 
 
    “Yes,” I told her. 
 
    “She’s already in the vat in EverLife, so this shouldn’t be very long.” 
 
    I watched the humandroid intently, waiting for any signs of life. 
 
    My assumption was that she would blink her eyes open, but this was not how it happened. 
 
    Lady C.’s chest began to move up and down, which the saleswoman explained was her first intake of carbon. 
 
    I listened intently, figuring I would hear some sort of whirring sound or something else indicated that the android had come to life.  
 
    But it was nothing like that at all.  
 
    It was as natural as a normal person waking up from a deep rest. Her cheeks quivered, there was some movement in her fingers, and her nostrils flared open for a moment. 
 
    It was then that Lady C. opened her eyes, blinked twice, and slowly turned her head to me. 
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    “Ch-Chase?” 
 
    “It’s really you,” I said, catching my breath. “Is she supposed to just lie there? What is she supposed to do?” I asked the humandroid attendant. 
 
    “Everything is fine,” she said as she once again looked at the information floating before her. “And if you ever want to go back on your own, you will be able to do that over iNet,” she told Lady C. “Instructions on how to use iNet are already downloaded into you, so it should feel relatively natural. It isn’t so different from what you see as an NPC in the Proxima Galaxy.” 
 
    Lady C. nodded. She slowly started to push herself up, her brown hair falling back.  
 
    Once she was up, she brought her hands to her chest and down to her waist. She looked at her arms for a moment, touched her face, and finally turned to me as she swiveled, sitting with her legs now hanging off the table, the harsh light reflecting off her eyes. 
 
    She lifted her arms and I came into them immediately, hugging her, Lady C. breathing heavily. “It’s so strange,” she whispered in my ear. 
 
    “There will be some adjustment,” our attendant said, “but it should not take you too long to get the hang of it. How’s this for a reveal? I am actually an NPC, from a world known as Steam.” 
 
    “You’re an NPC?” I asked. 
 
    “I sure am,” she said with a smile, nodding down to a brass bracelet she wore, which was clearly steampunk inspired. 
 
    “That’s Ray Steampunk’s world,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “You know of him too?” 
 
    Lady C. nodded, and I couldn’t help but reach my hand out and lightly touch her face. It was incredibly odd actually being able to touch her in this world, and I still felt a little uncertain about it. 
 
    Maybe “uncertain” wasn’t the right word.  
 
    Apprehensive? No, not that either.  
 
    I wanted to bring her back into my arms again, and was only stopping myself because she had struck up a conversation about Ray Steampunk with our humandroid attendant. 
 
    “Ray Steampunk is why I’m here, actually,” she said, with cheer in her eyes.  
 
    If Lady C. was feeling any jitters, she was no longer showing it. She looked as natural as ever as she got to her feet, pivoting from foot to foot, getting used to the way that it felt. 
 
    “Is it?” the woman asked. 
 
    The Metican nodded. “Chase here solved the mystery of the Steeple of Litur and Industria in EverLife. He was given a ton of money for doing so.” 
 
    “Ahem…” 
 
    Lady C. didn’t pick up on the noise I had made, or its intentions. 
 
    “Really? That’s fascinating. And I’m guessing you are one of his Mythcrea?” 
 
    “No, his Huntress.” She beamed at me. “Still am.” 
 
    The humandroid nodded, a grin taking shape on her pale face. “That’s so cute. It’s not easy going from world to world, but I promise you, I promise you both, it gets easier. You will find a way to exist here and in there.” 
 
    “I know,” said Lady C. 
 
    “A representative from our organization will contact you within the next twenty-four hours, making sure everything is going according to plan. Remember, there will be scheduled maintenance going forward, just to make sure that everything is going smoothly. But these are the state-of-the-art, most up-to-date humandroid models, the newest ones off the assembly line, as weird as that sounds. We don’t expect many errors. Any updates will come when you are recharging,” she told Lady C. 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “We will definitely be diving tonight,” I told the two. “We have a tournament to take part in, so there will be time to recharge.” 
 
    The humandroid woman smiled at us. “Great, and good luck.” 
 
    After a few additional signatures on my part, Lady C. and I were ready to go. Of course, she wanted to change outfits, and in the end, she chose a flowing maroon dress that closely hugged her body. 
 
    “We’ll go shopping,” I assured her as we stepped out of the establishment, back into the busy streets. I was used to it by now, but every now and then, stepping out onto the New York City streets took me off guard. Inside could be so quiet, and then with one foot out the door, I was at the center of humanity. 
 
    “Yes, that would be so awesome,” Lady C. said.  
 
    She had tried high heels earlier, but was still having a little difficulty walking in them. For the time being she wore black ballet flats. 
 
    With the shoes and her maroon dress she looked very bohemian, and we were in a good part of New York to find this type of style. 
 
    Of course, she was already formulating other plans. 
 
    “And you said I couldn’t wear my warrior outfit here, right?” 
 
    “It would be a little strange. Maybe if we lived in Tokyo…” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “Far away from here. I tell you what, one day, whenever it comes up next, we will go to a cosplay convention, and you can wear all the warrior clothing that you want. You can go all out.” 
 
    “I want to wear something like I wear normally, a skirt of sorts and some armor, maybe an open top…” 
 
    An old man walking with a limp stopped as he heard this comment, and looked at her. 
 
    “Hello,” Lady C. said to him. 
 
    “Heya,” he said, giving me a big wink as he continued on. 
 
    “We have to be a little careful of who we talk to,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Why? Everyone here is so friendly.” 
 
    “You really haven’t lived in New York that long, have you?” 
 
    “No, just about thirty-six minutes and twenty-six seconds. You know, what she said in there isn’t quite correct.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked her as we turned back in the direction of Fifth Avenue. 
 
    “This is not like what I see in the Proxima Galaxy. There is even more information here. And I don’t really see anything in the Proxima Galaxy, to be honest.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. What about your inventory list?” 
 
    “I guess I never thought of it as seeing it, it was just there for me, presented before me,” she said, waving her hand in the air in front of her. “Okay, maybe it does make sense what she said, maybe this is what she means. But I sure have a lot of information.” 
 
    “You aren’t the only one,” I told her, tapping on my temple. “It’s a gift and a curse to constantly have data presented to you. Sometimes I like it; sometimes it can be a bit overwhelming. I can turn it off though. And I have an app that silences everything. Maybe you should get the same thing, for when you really need to turn off.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
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    We took things slowly.  
 
    We walked for a while, shopped some, and eventually decided to grab a quick bite to eat. The plan was to meet with Iris later, for both of us to dive from her home, and it was at that point that I was going to surprise her with Lady C. in humandroid form. 
 
    And maybe it was a bad idea.  
 
    Maybe I should have told her beforehand, but Iris was the type that usually went with the flow, and even if we had had a little romantic fling recently, it was probably best if we didn’t get too involved. 
 
    Especially because of the fact that we were bandmates and co-dojo owners. 
 
    Lady C. and I were now at a restaurant near Grand Central Station, a place with floor-to-ceiling windows and stainless-steel tables, meant to look sort of like a cafeteria. I was just finishing up my wrap when a strange look came across her face as her eyes dilated.  
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    Lady C. nodded up at the ceiling. “There’s grass…” 
 
    I glanced upward and laughed. “I guess there is, isn’t there?” 
 
    “Interesting,” she said as she skimmed through information on iNet. “I did not know this was a thing.” 
 
    “I say that almost every day in New York,” I told her. “But anyway, let’s talk about what we’re going to do next.” 
 
    “You already said that we are logging in to meet Iris.” 
 
    “No, I mean what are we going to do with Aya and Iris.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell Lady Aya,” she admitted. “I just wanted to see if it was going to happen first. And now look at me,” she said as she raised her hand, showing me her palm. “Real, at least in your world.” 
 
    “And I am real, at least in your world,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Strange, right?” 
 
    “It is definitely unorthodox. How about this? What if we call Aya here now, and get that part out of the way?” 
 
    “Sure…” 
 
    “Hold up.” I scanned through some of the information that they had provided us at NPC and Me. Rather than look through all documents, I simply did a quick search on the humandroid being able to see digital avatars. “I figured as much, but yes, you will be able to see her if I’m the one that summons the NPC.” 
 
    “This could be kind of funny,” she said, her lips lifting into a devious smile. In that moment she was all Lady C., regardless of what body she was currently in.  
 
    We hadn’t been quite intimate yet, just holding hands, but in that moment I wanted to kiss her. Instead, I placed my arm on the table, turning my hand up. Lady C. responded by placing her hand in mine. 
 
    “Let’s do it; let’s call Aya.” 
 
    “Done,” I told her as I activated the Monster Hunt app. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Aya said as soon as her form took shape. She stood next to the table in full battle regalia, her legs spread wide as if she were just about to launch into an attack.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. 
 
    “Hey,” I told her quietly, trying to remind her that we were in a public place, that there were other people around. 
 
    “What has happened to Lady Cassandra?” she asked. “Why is she dressed like one of you?” 
 
    “Please, sit,” Lady C. told her. 
 
    “Is this some type of joke? Goblin trickery? Iris is waiting for you, you know,” she told me. “She logged in twenty minutes ago, maybe thirty.” 
 
    The way Aya said this made me chuckle. 
 
     It was meant to be somewhat condescending, but it came off as kind of cute. And I knew Iris had logged in. It had taken Lady C. and me over an hour and a half to walk from Union Square to our current location, and in that time, Iris had contacted me, letting me know she would be logging in to train. 
 
    “Aya, relax,” I told her as she placed her hand on the dragon-faced hilt of her sword. 
 
    Lady C. smiled at her. “I’m real, Lady Aya, that’s why I’m wearing this stuff.” 
 
    “Real? Pfft! Lady Cassandra, I challenge you to a duel, so you can account for the sin of lying to a dear friend!” 
 
    “I’m not lying to you,” she said, “and I’m flattered that you think I’m a dear friend. You never expressed anything like that before.” 
 
    “Damn Unigaeans…” Aya drew her buster sword and held it at the ready. “Enough trickery. I will not be deceived by the likes of you!” 
 
    “What kind of proof do you want?” I asked her. “She’s real.” 
 
    Aya smiled. “Hmmm… okay then, throw that water into Chase’s face.” 
 
    “This water?” Lady C. asked as she raised the glass. 
 
    “Wait a minute…” 
 
    The water hit my face and Lady C. started to laugh, Aya quickly sheathing her sword and laughing alongside the Metican. It wasn’t long before the Thulean was on the ground, on her knees, laughing so hard that she was finding it hard to breathe. 
 
    “It was worth it! It was worth it…” she said until she was hoarse. 
 
    “Wait… you two planned this?” I wiped my face with my arm. A pair of teenage girls sitting next to us looked over at me. One of them scoffed as she turned away, the other one gave Lady C. a thumbs up. 
 
    “I’m encouraging you too,” Lady C. told the girl, making the thumbs up gesture back to her. 
 
    “You guys are lucky a manager hasn’t come over,” I told them as I finished wiping my face with my napkin. 
 
    “It was too good,” Aya said. “And to answer your question, Lady C. didn’t tell me that you had actually given her a robot’s body, but we had talked about it before. So there.” 
 
    “And what do you think Iris will say?” I asked, my voice lowering. I didn’t know why I was suddenly feeling guilty, aside from the fact that I usually shared everything with Iris. 
 
    “I think Chase has some explaining to do,” Aya said with a casual shrug. “But before you go, are you really going to have her wear this dress around New York?” 
 
    “We have some new clothes now.” Lady C. nodded to the bags she had sitting next to her. “I just haven’t changed yet. I wish I could just wear my armor,” she said, dropping both hands to her breasts and squeezing them. “They just don’t feel right without armor.” 
 
    “I agree, Lady Cassandra needs armor to shield her oversized mammaries. And what if she has to protect you?” Aya was leaning on her sword now as if it were a cane, which was totally not the way a weapon of such power was supposed to be handled. 
 
    “She isn’t going to have to protect me. Let’s just…” I nodded, settling on my decision. “Let’s just go to Iris’ place and surprise her.” 
 
    “It is going to be quite the surprise,” Aya said. 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be cool with it.” 
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    Just to get revenge on Aya and Lady C., I took the UberLyft rideshare over to Iris’ flat. Lady C. sat up front and since this was a self-driven vehicle, I actually sat in the driver’s seat, a passenger in back next to Aya. 
 
    She didn’t like the guy either, calling him every Thulean curse word in the book. 
 
    The vehicle landed and we got out. I made my way up the stoop to Iris’ front door and let myself in, tiptoeing even though it didn’t matter if I was quiet or not.  
 
    Iris was clearly logged in, lying on her futon, so I decided against telling her about my latest purchase, not until after the tournament. 
 
    “She’s going to figure it out anyway,” said Lady C. “She’s probably wondering where I am, and why I’m not training with her.” 
 
    “Wrong,” said Aya. “She is training right now, or at least she was before I left, with Fujin and Sun Wukong. They are not going light on her either, which is good, the little guitar playing girl rocker needs to toughen up. Also, I’m not saying she is little, I’m saying the guitar she plays is little. But she is little too.” 
 
    “It is called a ukulele,” I told her. “But that is beside the point. We need to focus on the tournament, and we can go from there. I will tell her before we log out later.” 
 
    “It sounds to me like you really don’t want to tell her,” Aya said in a teasing voice. 
 
    “It’s not that big of a deal, well, I guess I do mean it like that. I just don’t want to bother her right now while she’s getting into the zone. If it comes up, I’ll tell her; if not, I’ll tell her before we log out.” I looked to Lady C. for some type of support, but all she offered me was a shrug. 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll be okay,” the Metican said as she sat in one of the dining room chairs. “I can send myself back, unless you want to.” 
 
    “Send yourself; it’s fine,” I said. “I have to get ready to log in anyway. Bye, Aya.” And before the Thulean could come back with something snappy, I sent her to the Proxima Galaxy.  
 
    Once Lady C. deactivated, I went to the restroom, took one look at myself in the mirror, and ran my hand through my dark hair. 
 
    After a deep breath in, I stepped back into the main room and went over to Iris’ futon, where there was a space set up for me, as well as an NV Visor. 
 
    I laid down next to her and brought the visor over my eyes, all geared up and ready to go. I knew things were about to get interesting once I heard the Brian Eno tone, and it wasn’t long before my avatar took its form in EverLife. 
 
    “It is about time you joined us,” Aya said, giving me a playful grin. She was leaning on her sword again as she had been back at the restaurant. Lady C. was next to her, both blades drawn, striking them against one another and creating sparks. 
 
    She flourished her blades and sheathed them, her arms coming over her chest. 
 
    “That was awesome,” I told her as I waved to Iris. 
 
    My counterpart fired her ukulele at a few dark clouds over our practice field. In the distance I could see the meadow, cast in purple light emanating from the top of the Steeple, and beyond that the body of the world serpent that wrapped around our dojo space. 
 
    “What did I miss?” 
 
    “Lots of training,” Iris said, sweat on her brow, “but it’s okay. I finally got the tournament details,” she said as her ukulele disappeared. “Ready to hear them?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    Spew Gorge approached in a heated argument with his uncle (or father). 
 
    “Fick you, Hiccup, I’m not fickin’ sticking anything up there, especially for your fickered addict ass, you fickered, ficked up, fick-faced ficktwat!” 
 
    “Fick-faced ficktwat? Fick, Spewy, fick!” The goblin with the mechanical arm and the pink topknot threw his arms up, letting out a squealer in the process. “Copyright fickin’ infringement over here, fickers. That’s my fickin’ phrase and you fickin’ know it! Fick. You know what? Fine. Fickin’ fine. If you don’t want to store a couple of dime bags of wizardous in your fickhole, fine, I get it. Fick! But when I get that shit smuggled here, and I fickin’ sell all of it out of the back of the dojo, all that shit is mine. Got that? All the money!” 
 
    “I don’t want your fickin’ money!” 
 
    “Like fick you don’t!” Hiccup spotted me and his eyes went wide. “Fick, the weird ficker with the emo haircut and the glasses is back. Not Marbles, that’s his name. Okay, play it cool, Spewy, there is nothing suspicious about our conversation. Totally legal, totally fickin’ cool.” 
 
    “Hi,” I started to say to the goblin. 
 
    “You come back from Tokyo and all you can tell me is ‘hi?’” 
 
    “Tokyo?” I exchanged glances with Iris. 
 
    “Fick yes, Not Marbles, fickin’ Tokyo. Remember? I’ve been there before.” 
 
    “Not Marbles?” I asked the cantankerous goblin, whose tunic was a size small, revealing a hairy green gut with a barbeque stain beneath his belly button. 
 
    Iris started to laugh. “Marbles… Marbles… Ryuk, right? You mean Ryuk, from the Mitherfickers? That’s who you used to call Marbles.” 
 
    “I fickin’ came up with that name, lady!” Hiccup’s eyes glazed over. “Shit, I mean, fick. Where the fick am I? Why are the stars all twinkly and purpley? Who the fick let Liz Squared join our guild?” he asked, nodding at Aya. “What would be a fickin’ good nickname for Glasses over here?” 
 
    “Good for nothing goblin,” Aya said, lifting her blade. “Riptak jatla blanktakh boomboom morrha!” 
 
    “Weapons up, Spewy, the lizard called my mom, your grannie, a fickin’ whore and them’s fighting words!”  
 
    A short battle ax appeared in the goblin’s mechanical hand, a shield on his other arm. He smacked the axe against the shield, growling, spitting and hissing in Aya’s direction. 
 
    “No fighting,” I said as I stepped between them. “Hiccup, we were about to go to a tournament, so if you have something useful to share with us, um, go ahead and do so. If not, we need to get back to training.” 
 
    Hiccup shot me an incredulous look. “I see what’s going on here. I see. Your little group here is plotting to overthrow the Kingdom Ignis government.” He offered us a satisfied grunt as his axe disappeared. “Then I am fickin’ in! Fick yeah!” 
 
    “What? We’re not planning anything like that.” 
 
    Fujin and Sun Wukong came forward, Sun twirling his staff once before it disappeared. 
 
    “What in the wuxia-fick are these two xianxia fickers doing here? Say, isn’t one of them the chef?” he asked Spew Gorge.  
 
    The younger goblin approached me, pulling me off to the side as Hiccup continued to ask crazy questions. 
 
    “Sorry, Alpha,” Spew Gorge grunted, “he has been suffering from fickin’ dementia my entire fickin’ life. It comes and it goes, but sometimes it is fickin’ annoying.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I told the smaller goblin. “But why did you two come over here in the first place? Just checking out the action?” 
 
    “Fick, no. He wanted to tell you about his idea.” 
 
    “What idea is that?” I asked loud enough so that Hiccup would hear me. I looked to Iris for an answer and she shook her head. 
 
    “Fickin’ right I have a good idea,” Hiccup said, a look of cognizance coming over his face. “Now what the fick was it… Ah, fick, that’s right! I see that you are creating a troll army. And let me guess, you have some fickered chicklefick you plan to sic your trolls on, right?” 
 
    “Actually, yes,” I told him. 
 
    “Good,” he grunted as he scratched his balls, “good. And that shed over there can fickin’ replicate shit, right?” He pointed his mechanical finger at the shed. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Hiccup started pacing, stroking a beard that he didn’t have. “Okay, let me handle this then. Wait, fick, before we make a deal, do you promise to make a deal?” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “If I fickin’ scratch your chalupa, you’ll fickin’ scratch mine, right?” 
 
    “Right, um, sure,” I said, ignoring the snarky grin Iris was giving me.  
 
    “Good, then fickin’ check this out.” A small bottle of hot sauce took shape in his grimy hand. He showed me the bottle, proud as ever. 
 
    “Goblins,” Aya told Lady C., “you really can’t trust them for anything.” 
 
    “I’m going to ignore the fickin’ racism while I show you what this shit does,” he said, uncapping the bottle. “Long story long, there was this fickin’ orclin chef named Og Lemon, and he invented this hot sauce, called HotAzz Ballz sauce. Also, fick that guy.” 
 
    “HotAzz Ballz sauce?” Iris asked. “You’re being serious?” 
 
    “Of course I’m serious!” Hiccup said through gritted teeth. “Just a quick fickin’ swig of this and…” He glanced around in a conspiratorial manner. “No one’s listening, are they?” 
 
    “We are listening,” I told the goblin. 
 
    “I am listening,” Aya said with a groan. 
 
    “I can hear you, Hiccup,” said Lady C. 
 
    Both Sun Wukong and Fujin nodded. 
 
    “Great, Warrior Barbie, Crouching Tiger and Hidden Dragon, and Liz Squared…” He snorted. “Good, good. Okay, that’s okay. Look, kid, one swig of this and shit gets real fickin’ ugly. Stand the fick back, Spewy.” 
 
    Hiccup took a quick swig from the bottle and paused a moment, his cheeks turning flush. He turned to his right and burped, a great ball of fire coming out of his mouth, nearly igniting Spew Gorge’s tunic. 
 
    “Fick, Hiccup!” 
 
    “Fick!” Hiccup burped, another ball of fire spraying from his lips and burning the grass. “Get me some... yoy! Yoy! Get me some fickin’ water, Liz Squared, use your fickin’ ghost limbs! Potion!” He coughed up another fireball. “Yoooouch!” 
 
    Eventually, he quit burping up flames, and once it was safe to approach us, he did so proudly, holding his bottle of HotAzz Ballz sauce in one hand, a healing potion in the other. 
 
    “So my plan is simple,” he said, his voice a bit scratchy now, “I mean our plan. We give each of the trolls a bottle of this, they go on the fickin’ attack, and boom! Now we have a hoard of fickin’ fire breathing fickboy trolls, if you get my fickin’ drift. It’ll be fickin’ great!” 
 
    I turned to Iris. “Actually, that is pretty funny. A little evil, but funny. Where is Altsoba?” I asked Aya. 
 
    Sun Wukong’s form melted away, revealing that he had been Altsoba all along.  
 
    Of course, this startled Hiccup, causing him to jump backward and let out one more burp, the flames scorching the ground in front of me. 
 
    “Fick! I fickin’ told you the wuxia guy was in the kitchen!” Hiccup told his counterpart. 
 
    “He has a fickin’ name, Hiccup!” 
 
    “Fick me,” Hiccup said, chugging his healing potion. “Fick me in the bloody fickhole.” 
 
    “Come with me,” Altsoba told the two goblins, “and we will start replicating this bottle of hot sauce. Then we will distribute them to the trolls. Fire-breathing trolls sounds like a brilliant idea.” 
 
    “Fick yeah!” Hiccup said as he walked away.  
 
    Aya sighed deeply once he was gone. “Why did we let him join the Guild?” 
 
    “Because we are all at a higher level now, and he has dementia, so be nice to him,” I told the Thulean. 
 
    Lady C. started to laugh. “I seriously thought he was going to set you on fire there for a moment, Chase. That would have been terrible. But I’m sure I could have put you out with my Bomb Cyclone spell.” 
 
    “Thanks for not casting a spell on me,” I said as I returned my attention to Iris. “Sorry for all that. You were saying that you now have the tournament set up, right?” 
 
    “Right. I’ll go over it briefly. It is a little confusing how they have it set up,” she explained, “but basically, they can’t use a classic bracket because of the fact there are twelve kingdoms, so what they have us doing first is a test match. This will pit us against one of the kingdoms, but whoever loses doesn’t actually lose. They just gain a disadvantage in the actual first round.” 
 
    “Okay. That sort of makes sense.” 
 
    “Basically, we want to win the test round because that will give us an advantage in the actual first round.” 
 
    “Okay test round, first round, second round and a third round. So four battles, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Iris said. “Now for the makeup of those battles. The test round is just Hunters and Mythcrea, no Alphas. Five on five, so our two Huntresses and whichever mythcrea we choose.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. 
 
    “That’s right, we will be very cool in this round,” Aya agreed. 
 
    “Okay, so after the test round is the first round, which will be four on four, both of us and the Huntresses versus another Kingdom’s Alphas and Hunters. So a close-knit team.” 
 
    “Got it,” I told her. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “And here’s where it gets tricky: the third round is out of our control. A mythcrea is randomly selected from our group and pitted against another random mythcrea from our opponent’s group. We have no control there.” 
 
    “Okay then, let’s just hope they randomly select someone useful…” 
 
    “Yes, hopefully. The final round will be you and me versus two other alphas. That’s it. So three rounds and a test round, four rounds in total.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I told her, coming forward and locking hands with her. “Should we go to the tournament now?” 
 
    “That’s another thing, they want us to get dressed up like before. I’m just going to wear a dress, but I figured you would want to wear the suit that you wore at that one tournament. But make it playful.” 
 
    “I’m sure something can be arranged,” I told her. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I ended up changing in Lady C.’s cabin, even though I could have just snapped my fingers and the clothing would have appeared on my body. 
 
    I was going to wear the same thing I’d worn the first time we had a tournament, but Lady C. made some last-minute adjustments. 
 
    “I don’t know…” I started to tell her. 
 
    “It’ll be cute, trust me.” 
 
    She had a look on her face that I interpreted as concern, so I went with it, asking what was wrong. 
 
    At first, she said it was nothing, but then, as she adjusted my tie, which she had actually tied around my neck, rather than hooked around my shirt, she finally told me. 
 
    “You still haven’t told Iris about us, about my body…” 
 
    “It really hasn’t come up,” I started to tell her. “But I do see what you’re saying. And you are right, I haven’t told her. I guess I just…” 
 
    “What? You don’t want her to judge us?” 
 
    “Iris and I have sort of had something in the past, but I don’t believe we will have anything else in the future. I don’t know.” 
 
    “You prefer a real woman over me?” she asked, her voice growing thin. 
 
    “No, that sort of thing doesn’t matter to me. I prefer you. Which was why I got you that body, so I can exist here in your world with you, and you can exist in my world with me.” 
 
    “But why do you like me? You’ve just met me…” 
 
    “I like you, because you are you,” I told her honestly. “You just make me smile when I see you, and I feel like I could hang out with you forever and never get bored. And even if we’ve just met, I spend all my time with you now. And it’s great. There’s nothing I would change about that.” 
 
    “Well, I just wish you had said something to her… That’s all.” 
 
    “You know, it wasn’t supposed to be a big thing, but I’m starting to realize that by not telling her, it has sort of become a thing. Dammit. This was definitely not what I intended. Let’s get through the tournament, see how we do, and take it from there. Since there are only four rounds, it shouldn’t take too long. There’s plenty of time to talk after that. And you and I, we can go somewhere romantic later tonight.” 
 
    “Back to your apartment?” 
 
    “I said somewhere romantic, not depressing.” 
 
    Lady C. came over to me and placed both arms on my shoulders, moving in to kiss me. “Let’s go win a tournament then,” she finally said. 
 
    We stepped out of her cabin to find Iris with her ukulele in her hands, running through a few scales, a warm-up she often played. She was in a dark green dress and her Converse, cute as always. Her instrument faded away as soon as she saw us. 
 
    “Whose idea was the tie?” she asked, smirking. 
 
    “Not mine,” I said, nodding toward the Metican Warrior. 
 
    “Is it okay?” asked Lady C. “I thought it would be interesting to tie his tie around his neck, rather than the collar of his shirt.” 
 
    “It is a bit unorthodox,” Aya said as she approached, in purple armor, hat on her head. “But it looks like something a musician would wear. So, I approve.” 
 
    “Are we riding there?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “No, they sent us this token.” 
 
    She flipped a platinum coin into the air. As soon as it landed a portal formed, Arabic-looking characters circling around it, energy fizzling along its perimeter.  
 
    “Shall we?” Iris asked. 
 
    Aya stepped into the portal, instantly disappearing. The rest of us did the same, our forms materializing inside a red room lined with plush red sofas. 
 
    “The others don’t get to come with us?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “Different tournaments, different rules,” she said. “I believe we will just select them, and go from there. Speaking of which, before they come to greet us, we will need to choose three mythcrea for this first match. If you don’t mind, I already have some suggestions.” 
 
    “By all means,” I told her as my bass appeared in my hands.  
 
    I began doing a little slapping, just loosening up my fingers before I hit a couple of power chords. All the musical information was on my pane of vision, allowing me to see everything from a bell curve that shaped the tone, to an equalizer. 
 
    “Fujin, Magnus and Brigantia,” she said. 
 
    “Have you tested the new mythcrea yet?” 
 
    “Actually, I have, when you were doing whatever it was you were doing in New York earlier…” 
 
    Aya snickered as Lady C.’s cheeks turned red. 
 
    “And she’s good?” I asked, plowing ahead. 
 
    “Definitely,” Iris said. 
 
    A frog wearing armor took shape in front of us. While he looked a little ridiculous, he also seemed somewhat distinguished, like he was no ordinary mythcrea. 
 
    “Ahem,” he said when he noticed I’d been staring at him for too long. “Eyes up here, my boy. I don’t take kindly to men who have frog fetishes,” he said in a funny British accent. 
 
    “Frog fetishes?” 
 
    Lady C. clapped me on the back. “I learn something new about you every day,” she said with a grin. 
 
    “Now, you are the Alphas and the Huntresses from Kingdom Lume, are you not?” 
 
    “That we are,” Iris said. 
 
    “Of course you are, you couldn’t have come here had you not been the chosen party. I am guessing that you’ve already been over the rules of the tournament.” 
 
    “We have,” she assured him. 
 
    “And your companion here too? You can’t trust a frog-loving twat.” 
 
    “Hey, man,” I started to say. “I wasn’t checking you out.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” he said with a long laugh that turned into a ribbit. “I just had to say something to keep it light.” He winked at Aya.  
 
    “Calling me a frog-loving twat is keeping it light?” 
 
    “Where I’m from, yes!” 
 
    “Enough banter, frog man, when does the tournament start? And why can’t we see any of the people on the actual tournament grounds?” Aya asked, an annoyed look on her face. 
 
    “Ah, yes, a Thulean, a beautiful one at that. Sometimes I wonder how Thuleans navigate real life situations without using brute force, or threats of violence. So scandalous! But I digress. The tournament should begin…” 
 
    He opened up the front of his jacket and pulled out an hourglass attached to a necklace. “I have to figure out which way it’s supposed to go,” he said as he winked his big eyeball at Iris. “Kidding, it can only go one way.” 
 
    “And we will be on the sidelines, right?” Iris asked. “I didn’t see that in the rules that were distributed.” 
 
    “Most assuredly, my darling. And to answer the gorgeous Thulean’s question, you will see the size of the grand crowd once you are out there. And my what a crowd! The stadium is not far from the Steeple, and even Ray Steampunk himself has decided to make an appearance. His airship floats over the northern quadrant of the stadium as we speak. If you win, you may even get to meet him.” He snapped his big lips shut, and bowed to us. “Good luck!” 
 
    A poof of light followed by a cloud of black smoke signaled that the frog man was gone. 
 
    “The next time he insults you, just give the word,” Aya told me. “Can we be disqualified for killing the tournament volunteers?” she asked Iris. 
 
    “Let’s try not to kill him and just focus on the task at hand,” I said. “Winning.” 
 
    Aya drew her sword. “Aye, aye, aye! Finally, some words I can get behind. Chase?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do not screw this up,” she said, offering me a cute snarl. 
 
    “He won’t screw it up,” Lady C. said. “We’re going to win this thing.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t ready for the size of the crowd.  
 
    I’d been in several of these tournaments now, but I’d never seen so many avatars packed into a place. Not only that, but the rafters attached to the tops of the stadium were also full, the top of the Steeple, the Steeple that I owned, cast a red light onto everything. 
 
    The stadium was divided into sections, and it was clear as day which section was ours once I saw the flags with the lightning bolts on them, as well as the random bolts appearing in the sky above the fans. Other kingdoms were equally distinguishable, such as the flames burning from lamps all around Ignis, and the pillars of water around Kingdom River. 
 
    Others were less distinguishable. After all, how did one go about representing healing, the Sana Kingdom? Or Psy, the power and kingdom dedicated to telepathic and psychological spells? 
 
    The next thing that caught my attention was Ray Steampunk’s airship, a glorious vessel covered in brass, pipes jutting off its bottom and a steamstack on top, a white cloud from all the steam it was releasing. I couldn’t tell if he was in the stadium or not, it was way too busy for that, and the lights had started to dim, but I did catch a skybox behind us that seemed like an optimal place to watch the battles. 
 
    Iris and I stood on the sidelines now, my counterpart’s glasses lighting up as she went through instructions provided by the tournament committee.  
 
    Aya and Lady C. materialized, the Lume crowd roaring in approval.  
 
    The Thulean ignored their cheers as she drew her blade, bringing it to the ready. Lady C., on the other hand, couldn’t help but wave at everyone, offering them a cute bow before drawing both her blades, twirling them, and crossing them in front of her body. 
 
    A fire ignited on the other side of the battlefield, letting us know that we would fight Kingdom Ignis in the test round. We had to win this one too; it would give us advantage going forward. 
 
    The first two forms to take shape were the Ignis Alphas, a pair of twin sisters (or at least, twin avatars), with flaming hair tied off in pigtails. One wore a suspender skirt and high-heeled Converse; the other was in a dress, the bottom of which was burning blue. Their Hunters took shape and Iris identified them before I could. 
 
    “Succubus, level eleven,” she said, nodding to a scantily clad dark-skinned woman with red eyes, midnight blue hair and little wings.  
 
    “Those wings seem useless.” 
 
    She snorted. “They probably aren’t. The next one is a Drachma Killer, level fourteen.” 
 
    “Drachma Killer?” I asked, staring at the man curiously. He wore a tunic, his long hair was braided with tiny skulls, and red tattoos ran down his cheekbones. The man already had his blade drawn, a jagged Persian sword with a red scarf tied to its hilt. 
 
    “A group of PKers from the 2060s,” she explained. “They did some pretty wicked stuff in Unigaea, Lady C.’s world. And some stuff in Tritania in the 2070s.” 
 
    “I know what world she’s from.” 
 
    Iris nodded. “Basically, the rules of Unigaea were if you died, you died. That was it. You had to start over again with a new avatar. The Drachma Killers made vast sums of wealth by raiding villages that other players made, killing everyone and taking all the riches.” 
 
    “So basically, assholes.” 
 
    “Heh, that’s one way to put it.” 
 
    Lady C. locked eyes with the Drachma Killer, spun her swords once and pointed both blades at him. I knew in that instant that we weren’t going to be able to stop her from going after the guy once this started.  
 
    “Looks like Lady C. has claimed her kill,” Iris said as our mythcrea appeared one after the other: Fujin, Magnus and Brigantia. 
 
    Our Ignis opponents’ mythcrea also took shape, the first to form being something between a bear and a wolf. Focusing on the snarling beast, which was easily the size of a pony, confirmed this: 
 
    [Wolfbear, level 7] 
 
    “Magnus, Succubus!” Iris commanded before the next mythcrea could take shape.  
 
    Our long-haired mythcrea nodded, and if I wasn’t mistaken, I sensed a bit of melancholy radiating from him. His dark eyes now on his opponent, Magnus lifted his blade, a snarl appearing on his face. 
 
    The next Ignis mythcrea to appear took me off guard. 
 
    “A teenage girl in a superhero outfit?” I asked as the girl’s form solidified. She had long, stringy brown hair, and her uniform was dark blue with pink highlights. 
 
    Iris’ nose twitched as she fired off GoogleFace searches. By the time she responded, the information had already flashed across my pane of vision. 
 
    [Tulip, Level 10] 
 
    “Tulip?” I asked Iris. “What kind of mythcrea is that?” 
 
    “It’s a character from a book called Mutants in the Making by Gideon Caldwell. Heard of it?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Published like sixty years ago. The writer claimed that the government was engineering super soldiers, and Tulip was one of them. He called them his Cherry Blossom Girls, stupid name, right?” 
 
    “Kind of.” 
 
    “No one knows if it is true or not, and people have debated that the videos of several of these superpowered events were doctored, that Gideon was a terrorist. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Sounds interesting. So she’s just a teenage girl then?” 
 
    “Something like that…” Iris said as the teen mythcrea showed us her palm.  
 
    She pinched the web of her hand and a transformation took place, her arms and legs bulging, muscles spasming, bone tearing out of her flesh as her jaw distended, teeth popping out of her gums. By the end of her transformation, she was an utterly terrible creature, twice the size of the teen it had spawned from, seething, snorting, ready to slaughter. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said under my breath. “Aya?” 
 
    Iris nodded. “Aya, take Tulip!” 
 
    “A monster girl?” Aya shrugged. “It will be my pleasure to run my blade through her!” 
 
    The last Ignis mythcrea materialized, this one a towering minotaur with sharp horns and a ring through its nostrils. It snorted, kicked one leg back, and got into position. 
 
    [Minotaur, Level 9] 
 
    “Brigantia, take the bearwolf; Fujin, the minotaur!” Iris called out.  
 
    A timepiece appeared in the sky above the battle, a gilded number with an elaborate design around the central clockface, which flashed a single number. 
 
    Three… 
 
    Two… 
 
    One… 
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    An air horn sounded, startling me. And even if our mythcrea were about to launch into battle, that didn’t stop Iris from giggling at the fact that I’d nearly jumped out of my suit and tie. 
 
    Lady C. moved faster than I’d ever seen her move before, her two swords spinning like the blades of a blender as she met the Drachma Killer. The man feinted his first strike, and Lady C. jumped back to avoid it, which he used as an advantage to spin forward, coming at her with a smaller blade that he’d concealed. 
 
    He jabbed the blade right into Lady C.’s shoulder, and even as she winced in pain, she managed to kick his feet out from beneath him, the Metican warrior stabbing at the ground as he rolled away. 
 
    Brigantia, our newest mythcrea, already had a full plate in dealing with the bearwolf, which had already charged and lunged at the Greek-statue-like woman several times. Still, at Iris’ command, she cast her hand in Lady C.’s direction, a healing mist falling onto the Metican warrior as she parried another swipe from the Drachma Killer. 
 
    The wound on her arm healed up instantly, just as Lady C. again met the Killer’s big blade with her two swords. She had her eyes on his concealed weapon now, and as he tried to come in for another sneak attack, she managed to knee him in the groin and slice his arm off.  
 
    “Fuck yeah!” I shouted. The crowd roared in approval, aside from Kingdom Ignis, who booed and stomped their feet, fireballs igniting from the stands but staying contained. 
 
    My attention fell to Aya, who was dodging swipes from the monster girl known as Tulip. I wasn’t too worried about this fight; it was clear Aya had the upper hand when it came to control, that she was merely toying with the beast. 
 
    “Finish it, Aya!” Iris shouted. 
 
    “Do it!” I added. There was no sense in toying with the enemies, especially with other, equally killer opponents duking it out. 
 
    Aya, cocky as ever, sidestepped another swipe and swung her blade wide. But Tulip’s tough hide protected the monster from Aya’s blade, her attack bouncing off Tulip’s shoulder and causing Aya to lose her balance.  
 
    She managed to catch herself just in time, fury spreading across her face as the Thulean grew angrier. Aya charged Tulip, her blade connecting with the monster’s sharp claws, none of her hits able to land.  
 
    “She will need help,” I told Iris.  
 
    “Yep,” Iris nodded. “Lady C. can help once she finishes the Drachma Killer.” 
 
    It was true; the PKer was on his last leg, or maybe last arm, as he tried to fend Lady C. off. 
 
    It was clear that she’d land a blow soon, so my focus jumped from my favorite Huntress, one whose real-world body was currently in the same room as me back in New York—something I’d have to deal with later—to Fujin taking on the minotaur. 
 
    The half-bull, half-man charged at Fujin, only to be brought down by an icy blast. A calm smile on his face, our mute mythcrea zipped around the creature riding a black cloud, appearing behind the minotaur and blasting him down with a bolt of lightning. 
 
    Fujin punched the minotaur in the throat, both of them rising off the ground before Fujin slammed him into the ground, killing the creature dead with his special move. 
 
    “Fujin, bearwolf!” I called out. 
 
    As soon as the minotaur was officially dead, a loud gong letting the crowd know that a death had occurred, Fujin made his way over to Brigantia, who continued to dodge the bearwolf’s attacks. 
 
    The succubus was losing against Magnus.  
 
    She kept trying to seduce him, and even if one of her spells had sort of taken shape, Magnus never wavered in his commitment to Ophelia. Iris watched, a softness behind her eyes as we both shared what she clearly thought about this interaction, that it was cute, that his devotion was sweet. 
 
    But then the succubus took hold. Magnus lowered his sword as she approached, her top starting to melt away, her breasts swaying.  
 
    She reached Magnus, and I started shouting for him to watch out as her tail lifted over her shoulder and eventually over his, growing in size, about to stab him in the back of the head. 
 
    And that’s when a blade bloomed from the small of her back. Magnus slowly drew his sword out, their faces inches away from each other, her forked tongue coming out of her mouth and lashing at him. 
 
    What a scene. 
 
    A gong sounded, letting everyone know that another mythcrea had died. 
 
    An even louder gong played right after that, and I looked left to see that Lady C. had used her blades to decapitate the Drachma Killer, and not true to her nature at all, she grabbed the guy’s head and lifted it to the crowd, eventually tossing it toward Ignis’ side of the arena. 
 
    Our Ignis Alphas were livid, the two twins jumping up and down, one trying to run at the field, prevented from reaching the Metican by an invisible barrier. 
 
    “Enough, Lady C.!” Iris shouted as Lady C. went to the head again, and stabbed her sword through it as if she were picking up an olive with a toothpick. A ferocity in her eyes I’d rarely seen, Lady C. brought her sword back and used it to fling the head at the invisible barrier separating the Ignis Alphas from the battlefield. 
 
    “Damn…” I said as more in the crowd started booing. 
 
    “Lady C., Tulip, now, that’s a goddamn order!” Iris cried, her eyes narrowed on the Metican warrior. 
 
    Lady C. nodded as she walked back over to the Drachma Killer’s body, which she used to clean her blade. From there, she brought both her weapons up, and started stalking Aya’s opponent. 
 
    A gong sounded and I looked right to see that our three mythcrea had taken out the bearwolf, the creature now on its side, offering its last breath. 
 
    “One left,” Iris said, “And we’ll talk to Lady C. about her actions afterward. The crowd has definitely turned on us.” 
 
    “Not quite,” I started to say, pointing to several of the kingdoms that were going buck wild in response to Lady C.’s actions, including our own. 
 
    “We need to be careful how we operate, though,” she said, as the three mythcrea and both Huntresses gathered around the increasingly overwhelmed monster girl known as Tulip. “We play gigs in some of these kingdoms. There can be repercussions.” 
 
    Aya tipped her hat at me, dodged a swipe from Tulip, and once she had room, the Thulean launched three blades into the beast’s chest. She used her ghost limbs to throw her up and over, landing behind Tulip and stabbing her buster sword through the monster’s body. 
 
    “Lonely Guy, huh?” I said, remembering the name Aya had come up with for that particular move. 
 
    The final gong sounded, letting the stadium know that Kingdom Lume had won the qualifying round. And before we could celebrate or even pump our fists in the air, we appeared back in our underground bunker of a locker room.  
 
    No mythcrea, just Iris, the Huntresses and me. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    Lady C. still held both blades at the ready. With a quick huff out, she tossed them up into the air, changed her grip so she could hold them upside down, and drove both of them into the floor. 
 
    “Ooo… I like this new side of you,” Aya said, already going for the red potion-punch in a crystal bowl at the front of the room. “If you behaved more like this in a fight, we would end our opponents’ lives much faster.” 
 
    “Quiet, Lady Aya,” she said, still seething. “I’m sorry,” she said, getting down on one knee and bowing in all of our directions. “I lost my temper back there; it was unbecoming of me.” 
 
    “It happens,” Iris said, going over to her and offering the Metican warrior a hand. “Why did you go so crazy, anyway?” 
 
    “I recognize that particular Drachma Killer, Lady Iris. He did things to the people, the women, of Metica that are unforgivable. My cousin included.” 
 
    “Well whatever he did, you got your revenge,” Aya said. “Who am I to judge someone for wanting revenge? I know, I know, I’ve lost my temper as well, so that’s why I am saying it like this: you got your revenge, now let’s move on.” 
 
    “The people were booing,” said Lady C., her head hung in shame. 
 
    Then let them boo,” I told her. “The only people I care about in this entire tournament are in this room. I don’t even care about Kingdom Lume. Just you three.” 
 
    “Ah, Chase is so sweet,” Aya said. “I can see why everyone likes him. But it isn’t sweet that wins battles. It is sour, nasty, and a little robust. All those ingredients are important in the next fight.” 
 
    “Impressive,” the fat frogman said as his form took shape. He now wore a black tuxedo with a rose pinned to his lapel. “I wasn’t expecting such a quick victory on your part. Especially against Kingdom Ignis. They generally make it to the last round, and now if they plan to do that, they will have to do so with a handicap. So congrats.” 
 
    “When does the next fight start?” I asked. 
 
    He pulled a watch from the pocket on the front of his tuxedo. “Not long from now. Get ready. Drink your potions, and prepare yourselves. Your next match will pit the four of you against Kingdom Sana’s best fighters. They are very good, I must tell you. They won the tournament last year.” 
 
    “And they will lose this year,” Aya said. “Pity. I am sure that they think that this will be an easy match, but alas, we will finish them off in under ten minutes.” 
 
    The frog chuckled. “I love a confident woman.” 
 
    “Unless you want to be a dead frog, your legs fried up and chewed on by an orclin, I suggest you stop winking at me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t winking,” the frog said with a stutter. “Look at the time! Good luck!” 
 
    And with that, he was gone. 
 
    “Drink some,” Aya told Lady C., offering her a glass of the red potion-punch. “It will calm your nerves.” 
 
    Lady C. took the goblet and threw it back, offering up a satisfied sigh once it was finished. It was at that point that our forms started to pixelate, Iris’ the first to go. 
 
    We appeared on the actual battlefield this time, parts of the crowd roaring in approval, other sections booing. I noticed the skybox to our left was still empty, meaning that Ray Steampunk still hadn’t taken his prime seating. 
 
    Cannons fired from what would be the end zones of the stadium, a splash of fired magic above us announcing that Kingdom Lume had arrived, the words cut in half by a giant bolt of lightning. 
 
    My bass guitar appeared in my hands, and I began slapping at the strings for a moment, just loosening up my fingers.  
 
    I played a few harmonics, musical information scaling across my HUD. I saw the tuner, the effects that I had already selected and the outline of a keyboard, which told me the note or chord I was playing. 
 
    The cannon sounded again, this time forming a white cloud opposite us, our opponents appearing. 
 
    The first thing to catch my attention was a troll, a big, green goliath with jagged teeth and an underbite, stringy hair and a big club in his hand. 
 
    [Rowland Troll, Level 13] 
 
    “Say no more,” Aya told us, spinning her big blade. “The troll is mine.” 
 
    Not far from the troll was a giant hairy beast that looked like a yeti, with huge muscles and sharp claws. 
 
    [Samsquanch, Level 15] 
 
    “What the hell is a Samsquanch?” I asked Iris, even though I could have looked it up as well. 
 
    She was always faster than me. 
 
    “A mythological Nova Scotian creature made popular eighty years ago through a TV show called Trailer Park Boys, if that means anything to you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t.” 
 
    Iris snorted. “Well, you asked!” 
 
    The two alphas were also there, both at level five. One was an Asian guy in a clear dress with neon panties and a bra beneath. He held a staff with a skull on its tip. The other wore a New England Patriots jersey, with a picture of a Mandalorian warrior on the front. This guy had a football, which he tossed from hand-to-hand, a green trail of energy radiating off its tip. 
 
    The countdown began as all of us got in position. 
 
    Iris repeated the orders again. “Aya, troll; Lady C., alpha with the staff; Chase, samsquanch; I’ve got the football guy!” 
 
    “You gave me the yeti?”  
 
    “You’ve got this!” 
 
    The battle began. The hairy beast roared in my direction, bringing his big fists up and slamming them against the ground, sending an arc of kinetic energy toward my feet. 
 
    Just winging it, I plucked the strings of my bass, which created a bubble of sorts for me to hop onto, allowing me to narrowly miss the gorge that the samsquanch had just created.  
 
    Lady C. hopped the gorge as she advanced on the alpha with the staff, the man conjuring up some type of dark spell. 
 
    She was fast, but not fast enough to miss whatever he blasted at her. The Metican warrior was tossed sideways but turned it into an aerial at the last minute and landed on her feet. Her blades crossing, she slammed her blades together, chain lightning striking her weapons and connecting to all of our opponents. 
 
    This gave me the time I needed to point the body of my bass at the samsquanch and hit an open chord, which sent a spiraling wave of musical power at the monster, blowing it backward. 
 
    “Aye!” Aya shouted, meeting the Rowland troll head-on, her blade connecting with his big club.  
 
    She spit in his eyes, the troll bellowing with anger as Aya used her ghost limbs to flip herself over his towering form, spinning once she got behind him and swiping her blade against his muscled back. 
 
    He swung his arms wide. Aya barely got out of the way in time, righting herself, and launching at him again. I could tell she was gearing up for her special move called Body Splitter, but a stray blast from the alpha with the staff sent her flying into the invisible barrier between us and the stands. 
 
    Aya hit the barrier, her hat flying off her head as she slid to the ground. 
 
    But the Thulean warrior wasn’t done yet. 
 
    Blood now in her teeth, she licked her lips and tossed a pair of throwing knives at the approaching Rowland troll, managing to land one of them directly in his right eye. 
 
    The other alpha, the man with the football, brought his arm back and launched it at Iris, who barely managed to protect herself from his attack by strumming up a beautiful chord on her ukulele. 
 
    Like a boomerang, the football went back to the man, appearing in his hand again as he brought his arm back and launched it again, Iris protecting herself in the same way. 
 
    Slapping my strings, I sent several staccato blades of energy at the grounded samsquanch, which shot him back up into the air, a feat that turned out to be a disadvantage to me. 
 
    Seething with fury, his eyes bloodshot, his mouth filled with saliva, he ran at me, and even though I had brought a shield up by that point, using a chorus effects to replicate the protection I had created around myself, he still managed to punch through. 
 
    The trailer park yeti landed a giant swipe across my face that cut deep, my life bar flashing at the top of my viewing pane. 
 
    I hadn’t really paid attention to this life bar before, but now that it was half full, I knew I needed to be more careful.  
 
    With a quick gesture, I detached the strap on my bass guitar, driving its body forward as if it were a lance. 
 
    My bass connected with the samsquanch’s stomach, which sent the creature flying backward, bloodied, and much to my excitement, defeated. 
 
    A gong sounded, and I looked to see a hole in the samsquanch’s chest, smoke billowing off of it. 
 
    Fuck yes! I wanted to celebrate. Who wouldn’t want to celebrate after slaying such a large creature? 
 
    But I knew that the others needed my help, so my attention returned to the battlefield, where I saw Lady C. still not able to get a hit in on the alpha; Iris and the football player trading blows, both of them erecting shields before their strikes could hit; Aya stalking the troll, looking for her opening. 
 
    So that’s who I helped first.  
 
    While I knew that the alphas were using magic, I also knew that they would be overwhelmed if both Aya and I were able to join in the attack. 
 
    No, we needed the Rowland Troll gone. 
 
    “I’ll distract him; you go after him,” I called to Aya. 
 
    And for a moment, I could tell by her body language that she was going to reply with something snarky, possibly go the sarcastic route she normally took. 
 
    But I also saw the seriousness in her orange eyes, the Thulean absolutely despising losing any type of fight. 
 
    So she nodded, and to get the troll’s attention, I cranked my delay knob all the way up, hitting a few high notes that smacked him in the back of the head.  
 
    He turned to me, slapping his big club into his free hand, snarling as I turned up the volume, playing the highest note I could muster on my bass by bending the top string, kicking up to sustain. 
 
    Practically snorting smoke at this point, the troll gnashed his teeth together. With utter hatred and animosity on his face, he took a lumbering step forward, ready to swing his big club. 
 
    Aya used her ghost limbs to launch herself into the air, land with her knees on his shoulders, and drive the sword down through the top of his head. The blade punched out of his neck, blood squirting everywhere as she rode the Rowland troll to the ground. 
 
    Aya stood, wiped her bloodied blade on the troll’s side, and took a few steps away, returning seconds later to bring her buster sword down into his back, twisting the hilt and making sure he was dead, even though the gong had long since sounded. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said to me, breathing heavily. “Let me get my hat. Then we will finish this.” 
 
    “I’ll be here,” I said, looking to Lady C. and Iris, who were still engaging the two Alphas. 
 
    They knew that they were outnumbered, and were pulling out all the stops to try and take one of our members down. The guy with the magical football now wore a shoulder launcher, which fired football after football at Iris. 
 
    It was the stupidest thing I had ever seen, yet it was effective, and it was clear that if he kept this up, Iris would eventually make a mistake and slip up. 
 
    The magic caster, the one with the staff, had lifted a pillar out of the ground and now stood at the top of it, Lady C. not able to get to him.  
 
    She tried to stab her swords into the pillar and climb up, but every time she did, he would send her flying back to the ground with an avalanche of energy. 
 
    She was pretty battered and bruised too; I could tell by the way she was hobbling, by the blood at the corner of her mouth and the bruises already forming on the exposed parts of her body that she was nearly done for. 
 
    So I tried something. It was definitely off the top of my head, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to give it a shot. 
 
     Going back to the peaceful harmonics I was playing earlier, I played a few in Lady C.’s direction. Green energy spiraled around Lady C. as she… 
 
    Healed up. 
 
    “It worked,” I whispered to myself as I switched gears, back to a slapping attack, playing a moving rift that tore the ground up. This brought the staff-wielding Alpha down, and added insult to injury by smacking him with a big hunk of rock. 
 
    His pillar collapsed; Lady C. advanced on him, spinning one of her blades as she jumped into the air and twisted, coming in for a scissor-like attack. 
 
    He responded with a high kick that took her off guard, the Metican warrior flipping sideways. 
 
    Realizing that going back and forth with her attacks was having little effect on the football guy, Iris changed her style up, this time going for a soft melody as Aya stepped before her, blocking the guy’s attacks with her blade. 
 
    Left swipe, right swipe, the Thulean warrior was able to stop all of his football attacks from hitting Iris. And she was sacrificing herself by doing so, each swipe causing blowback that was starting to matter. By the time Iris had conjured up what she was creating, Aya was barely standing, panting as she protected her Alpha. 
 
    And just as the final blast cut the Thulean warrior down, a gong letting us know that she was finished, Iris played one of the most beautiful sounds I had ever heard.  
 
    It was like a single note, with more notes building on top of it, an orchestra falling in line behind it, the note powerful enough that it brought the football Alpha down to his knees. 
 
    And even though I was going to Lady C.’s aid, I took the opening, cranking up the distortion on my bass and hitting a power chord that cut the guy in half. 
 
    The gong sounded. One left. 
 
    I tuned back into the crowd, the sound exactly like a stadium of a hundred thousand people was supposed to sound. Earth shattering, ground shaking, scary as hell, powerful beyond words. 
 
    But the match wasn’t over.  
 
    The staff Alpha had managed to kick one of Lady C.’s swords out of her hand, the Metican warrior now down to one sword. 
 
    I couldn’t recall if I had ever seen her fighting with one sword before, but seeing it now only gave me an even higher appreciation for just how skilled she was with a blade. 
 
    Everything about her movements was completely calculated, her eyes never leaving her opponent’s staff. Lady C. whirled, spinning at just the right moment, ducking, rolling, coming up again with her blade in the opposite hand, still stopping him from landing a hit. 
 
    And with a spark, her blade lit aflame, black smoke trailing after her movements as she continued to try and bring the man down. 
 
    “Do we intervene?” Iris asked me, her instrument aimed at the two. 
 
    “Maybe not,” I finally said. “If he actually wins, which I seriously doubt, we will just tag-team him and finish him off.” 
 
    “I’m down with that,” she said, Lady C.’s fiery blade reflecting off Iris’s glasses. 
 
    The man grunted as he thrust his staff forward, Lady C. pivoting just in time, bringing her hand back, and slicing his wrist off with her flaming instrument. 
 
    He cried out in in agony; Lady C. silenced the man by driving her blade into his stomach, her face inches away from his as she pulled her blade up, the man screaming as his flesh sizzled. 
 
    The gong sounded. 
 
    We had done it again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: Goblins and Sisters 
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    Two battles down and two to go.  
 
    “That was a tough one,” Iris said, her hand on her side as she took in deep breaths. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Little Iris?” Aya asked her. We were back in the locker room now, sofas pressed against the walls and the healing punch-potion sitting on a side table completely replenished. 
 
    Once again, we could not see anything outside, nor could we hear the cheers or jeers from the crowd. I had noticed that some of them had come around in the end, especially because the last fight was pretty dynamic. 
 
    It was good to know that I could use my bass playing to heal someone, which was funny in a way, but seemed appropriate considering the power of music. 
 
    “I guess it was really tough for you, wasn’t it? You were, after all, the first to die,” Iris told her, stepping up to the plate. 
 
    “Is that so?” Aya’s hand came to the hilt of her weapon. 
 
    “You two aren’t seriously considering fighting, are you?” Lady C. asked. “Because I don’t know who would win that fight. What do you think, Chase?” 
 
    “How about not putting me on the spot here?” I asked her with a grin. 
 
    “Yeah, Chase, who do you think would win between the musician, and a trained Thulean warrior who had her first kill at the age of eleven?” Aya turned to me, her orange eyes narrowing. “Well?” 
 
    I felt her ghost limb lightly tap me on the cheek. “I would prefer not to have this conversation,” I started to say. 
 
    “Who would win?” Iris asked. “Be fair…” 
 
    Iris smirked, clearly aware of what she was doing. 
 
    I never had to answer in the end.  
 
    Our frog attendant took shape, an impressed look on his face. He ran his hands along his Operation Iraqi Freedom Three desert camo. Apparently, changing after each fight was his thing. I didn’t know why he’d chosen this particular attire, but it didn’t fit him very well, especially with his oversized gut. 
 
    “What a performance!” he said with a ribbit.  “I have to be honest here: I figured Kingdom Lume would throw in the towel in the test round, and then lose to a stronger team in the first round, especially considering that Kingdom Sana was last year’s victors. But here I stand corrected, out a couple thousand Proxima Dollars too,” he said with a growl, “but corrected. And there is still time to bet on your group…” 
 
    “Bet the house, frog man,” Aya told him with a tip of her hat. She went over to the punchbowl and poured herself a cup of healing potion. The Thulean warrior threw it back, and turned to us, holding the goblet as if she was planning on underhand tossing it at the frog. “What? Why is everyone looking at me?” 
 
    “She is a feisty one, isn’t she?” the frog said, licking his lips.  
 
    I shrugged, hoping he’d move on from this line of questioning. Eventually, after no one would join him in discussing Aya’s demeanor, our frog attendant begrudgingly began to explain the rules of the next round. 
 
    “You will be going up against Kingdom Psy and Kingdom Ventus,” he said, a floating gold bar appearing before him. “A three-way match, with the winner moving their kingdom to the final round. Easy enough?” 
 
    “Sure,” Iris said, watching as the names of our list of mythcrea appeared along the golden bar. They started to spin until I couldn’t read the words anymore. 
 
    “Tell me when to stop,” the frog said on the tail end of a ribbit.  
 
    Iris looked to me. “Um, stop?” 
 
    The spinning names started to slow, and for a second, I thought our chosen mythcrea was going to be Sun Wukong.  
 
    In the end, the golden bar stopped on… 
 
    “Hiccup?” Lady C. asked, her brow furrowing. 
 
    “The goblin?” Aya shook her head with disdain. “Goblins are only good for target practice, and I’m not an archer.” 
 
    The frogman peeked around to see what word the golden bar had stopped on. “A goblin, huh? I hope this Hiccup fellow is a bloody good fighter!” He offered us a puckered, smarmy grin as our forms dematerialized. 
 
    We reappeared on the sidelines of the battlefield, the Kingdom Lume side erupting with thunder and lightning, the other kingdoms we had already beaten, Ignis and Sana booing, some trying to cast spells that were blocked by the invisible barrier. 
 
    I noticed for the first time that the skybox had activity around it, people scrambling to get a view of who I assumed was Ray Steampunk. The dark-haired man wore a shining suit of golden armor and a flowing red cape, but he was too far away for me to truly make out his features. 
 
    “So that’s Ray Steampunk, huh?” 
 
    “Great,” Iris said as she turned to look at the stands and then back to the battlefield. “Steampunk decides to come for this match, of all goddamn matches.” 
 
    Iris had a competitive streak that didn’t always show itself, but it was apparent now as she paced back and forth, waiting for Hiccup to appear on the battlefield. Aya and Lady C. were with us as well, Lady C. already commenting on how cool it was to see the fight from this perspective. 
 
    “He’s going to get murdered,” Iris whispered as our first opponent appeared. 
 
    Representing Kingdom Psy was a man with long white hair and dark armor, a sword on his back and another at his side. 
 
    [Witcher, Level 15] 
 
    “A witcher?” I asked. 
 
     Iris’ glasses flashed, telling me that she’d already started researching the mythcrea. “Yep, I was right. Murdered. This really isn’t good.” 
 
    “Nothing is good when we are being represented by a goblin,” Aya grumbled, feeding off Iris’ disappointment.  
 
    “The concept of a witcher was created by a Polish writer,” Iris explained. “It later became a video game series, a HuluFlix series, and had a successful anime show as well. A witcher is a monster hunter who uses runic magic. They are tough as nails, basically a spell sword.” 
 
    “I would bring my blade through his body before he could get off one of his fancy illusions,” Aya said as another warrior appeared, this one a man in bulky armor with a sword damn near as big as hers.  
 
    [King Arthur, Level 17] 
 
    “I know who that guy is,” I told Iris just in case she thought I wanted an explanation. 
 
    “Even I know who King Arthur is,” Aya said. 
 
    “Wow! That’s a really rare catch right there,” Lady C. said.   
 
    “Ventus,” I told the group, as if the kingdom mattered.  
 
    Actually, we couldn’t see the other Alphas and Hunters on the sidelines, which made me think that they were watching from a different plane of existence (or something).  
 
    Then again… how did the crowd see us earlier? 
 
    In the end, I didn’t have time to dig deeper into the physics of the Proxima Galaxy.  
 
    Hiccup’s form took shape, the portly goblin clad in a pair of boxers, his body smacking into the ground as if he’d been lounging. 
 
    “Fick! Fick! What in the fick?” He got to his feet and started looking around, his eyes going wide with terror. His boxers had clearly seen better days, but I could still make out the word plastered across both ass cheeks: FeeTwixRox.  
 
    Aya buried her head in her hand. “Here we go…” 
 
    “Fick!” Hiccup threw the magazine he’d been reading into the air.  
 
    “Over here!” Iris called to him. 
 
    “What in the fickered fick is this fickery about?” he asked, approaching the sideline. Half the crowd, including Kingdom Lume, was either laughing or booing him at this point, especially once Hiccup started picking at his ass crack, fixing his boxers. 
 
    “Yeah? Yeah!? Well fick everyone in this fickin’ stadium!” he announced, flashing two middle fingers at the crowd and doing a full spin so everyone could get a chance to see them as he approached us. “Fick you, fick you, fick you, and especially fick any fickin’ ink shadows and fickered Thuleans. Fick off, all of you! FICK OFF!” 
 
    “Hiccup, equip armor and a weapon,” Iris shouted. “You’re supposed to be fighting for us!”  
 
    A number appeared over the battlefield. 
 
    Three… 
 
    “Fighting for you? What the fick do I look like? Is this fickin’ the 1850s or some fickin’ shit, and you’re a wealthy landowner named Chick Palahfick who holds Fick Clubs in his BDSM basement, and I’m this ficked in the head potion salesman who actually is hallucinating this other fickered ficker named Tyler the Creator who encourages me to fight? And all of this fickery is supposed to mean something? Because if that is the fickin’ case, I’m nobody’s goddamn fickboy!” The goblin showed the crowd two middle fingers again. “Fick off!” 
 
    Two... 
 
    “We’re going to lose this one, aren’t we?” Aya groaned. “Filthy goblin…” 
 
    One…. 
 
    The fight began, King Arthur and the witcher charging at each other with their swords drawn. 
 
    “Fick!” Hiccup shouted like a sissy as soon as their weapons connected. “Not Marbles, what in the fick!?” The pink-haired goblin with the brass arm threw his hands wide, an axe appearing in one and a shield about the size of a trash can lid taking shape in the other.  
 
    He glanced down at his boxers and grunted as a tunic formed on his body followed by pair of boots and a shiny chainmail. A small trash can, followed by a silver helmet appeared on his head, as Hiccup braced himself, watching the two warriors fight. 
 
    “Fick you!” he cried as he ran forward with his axe overhead, immediately tossed backward by the witcher, who had traced some sign in the air. 
 
    “Let them fight!” Iris shouted to him. 
 
    “You don’t know fick all about fighting!” Hiccup roared as he again approached the witcher and King Arthur, the overweight goblin already out of breath by the time he reached them. “Maybe I need my fickin’ toe knife. No. Not yet, Hiccup. Fick, just let me… fick. That’s it. Fick yeah!” 
 
    He threw his armored ass between the two, taking swipes from both the witcher and King Arthur, the witcher eventually kicking Hiccup out of the way.  
 
    “Yooooooooy!” 
 
    The goblin stumbled to the left, going for a healing potion and guzzling it, half of the potion spilling onto his chainmail.  
 
    I caught sight of Aya out of the corner of my eye. The Thulean had her hands over her mouth as she watched the battle. Lady C. wasn’t as worried. She watched with a determined look on her face, and if I wasn’t mistaken, she actually believed that Hiccup would be able to do it.  
 
    “Just let them fight it out,” Iris cried, not taking her eyes off the battle. “Then finish whoever is the last one standing!” 
 
    But it appeared that the goblin had other plans, and a few tricks up his sleeve as well. Once he was back to his feet, Hiccup threw his axe over his shoulder, yet another red potion appearing in his hand. He guzzled it down, wiped his lips, and grunted as a different axe took shape in his hands, this one smaller and more manageable. 
 
    “Fick you and the fickered big chalupa donkey you fickin’ rode in on!” he announced as he lifted his axe over his head, a bolt of lightning striking it and cutting down both opponents.  
 
    “Yes!” I shouted, clapping my hands. 
 
    “Fickin’ right!” Hiccup snorted. He was pretty sure of himself in that moment, licking his lips and nodding as he approached his two foes. But before he could fire off another blast with his lightning axe, the witcher lifted a single hand and traced up another sigil, and Hiccup was suddenly blasted backward by an explosion. 
 
    “Yoy!” he shouted as he landed on our side of the battlefield, kicking up a cloud of dust. 
 
    “Get up, Hiccup!” Iris shouted. 
 
    “Why the fick did you chose me to fickin’ fight?” he growled. “I was fickin’ reading the latest copy of Goblin Holes: Dark Hairy Wet Holes edition. It only comes out once a fickin’ year! Shit is exclusive for subscribers, fick,” he mumbled as he got to his feet. “And then, whaddya fickin’ know? I’m fickin’ standing here in this this fickered stadium like some sort of gladiator glory hole or some shit. Fick!” 
 
    The Tritanian goblin cringed as he let out a squeaky fart, and threw his lightning axe over his shoulder, the axe slamming into the invisible barrier in front of an increasingly furious Aya. 
 
    “Riptak jatla blanktakh boomboom morrha!” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, fick you too!” A healing potion appeared in his hand and he chugged it, his tongue entering the bottle once he’d finished it up, trying to get just a drop more. 
 
    “Apollos Cherry. Shit is fickin’ good,” he said with a burp. Hiccup threw the bottle in Aya’s direction, the invisible barrier preventing it from reaching her. “Fick, okay, so I got two long-haired-short-dicked-fickity-ficks going at each other like a pair of inbred goblin brothers fighting over one of their fickin’ sisters who clearly hasn’t figured out how much she can stuff in her lady choop, and why all goblins were given three easily accessible fickholes. Okay, Hiccup, think, what would Twixy do?” 
 
    A laser gun appeared in his hand, the type of technology that could only exist in video games. It was bulky, covered in lights, with a square muzzle and alien writing on the side. 
 
    “This could work…” he said as he brought it up to his shoulder, licking his lips again as he took aim. “Fick, that’s right. This shit has a tracking-fick-circle as well.” 
 
    “Can he use that type of tech?” I asked Iris, who was clearly scanning through the rules.  
 
    “Yes,” she finally said. “It’s legal for the mythcrea match if it’s in their list, and it’s something they’d normally use. This was established after a tournament in the 2050s by a guy named Quantum Hughes, who won a giant tournament in Tritania by taking down a Thulean with advanced tech from another world.” 
 
    “Quantum Hughes?” Aya shook her head bitterly. “Actually, Thuleans used to hate him, but he’s not so bad, really. Not as bad as a goblin.” 
 
    “Okay, just hold your shriveled chalupa you stupid fickin’ Knight of Non Compos Mentis…” Hiccup grunted as he stared down the barrel of the weapon. He triggered the weapon and nothing happened.  
 
    “What in the fick?” Hiccup glanced at the weapon again, remembered something, and clicked a small button near the trigger.  “Fick yeah! Here we go. Got to turn the fickin’ safety off, kiddos.”  
 
    The goblin aimed the gun at the two fighting warriors. His tongue came out of his mouth again, and once the two had separated, Hiccup cut King Arthur down with an incredible green blast that sent the goblin flying backward into the invisible barrier. 
 
    “Yooooooooooy!” 
 
    A gong sounded, King Arthur now a sizzling puddle of flesh, the crowd booing in response.  
 
    One mythcrea down… 
 
    “Yes!” I said, clapping my hands. “Holy shit, that worked!” 
 
    “Hiccup, get up!” Iris shouted. 
 
    Aya kicked at her side of the invisible barrier. “Up, you filthy goblin. Up! Up! Up!” 
 
    “Fick!” Hiccup said, his eyes going wide. “Where the fick am I?” He glanced around, suddenly dazed and confused. “Spewy? Marbles? Twixy? Liz? Elfy? Conan? Wolfy? Snowballs? Fickin’ Tamana’s traitorous ass? Fick!” 
 
    Aya was down on her knees now, screaming at him in Thulean through the barrier.  She switched to English. “Up, you filthy goblin! Up, you idiot!” 
 
    “Fick, okay, fick, okay! Goddamn Liz’s meaner half-sister with half a brain and half a heart, fick you and your invisible fick limbs!” Hiccup got to his feet and tossed the concentrated energy weapon aside, which fired again, this blast cutting a huge black mark through the battlefield. 
 
    Before he could equip anything else, the witcher appeared in front of Hiccup, moving faster than I’d ever seen a mythcrea move.  
 
    His orange eyes shone as he tried to stab Hiccup with his silver blade, the goblin barely rolling out of the way in time. 
 
    The witcher flashed into existence again just as Hiccup wobbled up to his feet, bringing the hilt of his sword down onto the back of Hiccup’s head. 
 
    “Yoy!” 
 
    Stumbling forward, Hiccup equipped a small tomahawk and swung wide, trying to take the witcher down.  
 
    The monster hunter appeared in front of Hiccup, driving his blade into Hiccup’s belly, the goblin falling backward, his hands on his stomach now. 
 
    “No!” Iris shouted as the witcher turned away, lifting his sword, the crowd going wild.  
 
    But Hiccup wasn’t done yet.  
 
    The scrappy goblin went for another healing potion and kept it in his mouth as he swiveled to his side, using his neck to throw the potion back and finish it off.  
 
    Still celebrating, the witcher didn’t see Hiccup approach from behind and tackle him, the two rolling around on the ground, each trying to get the upper hand. 
 
    Hiccup’s shortness and girth gave him an advantage here, and eventually they settled, Hiccup on top while the witcher tried to slug him. Going for a short blade, the witcher stabbed Hiccup in the side, blood spritzing the air as the goblin screamed.  
 
    “Yoooooy!” 
 
    His hand now on his side, Hiccup was just about fall off the witcher when he did something else instead. 
 
    With a simple twisting gesture, he pulled his own brass arm off and began beating the witcher with it. He hit the witcher again, each swing harder than the last. 
 
    Whap! Whap! Whap! 
 
    “Fick… you!” 
 
    Whap! 
 
    “He’s beating him with his own arm?” Iris gasped. “He’s beating him with his own arm!” 
 
    Aya beat her fist in the air. “Kill him, goblin! Do not spare his life!” 
 
    “The name… (Whap!)... is fickin’... (Whap!)... Hiccup... you racist… (Whap!)... green… (Whap!)... hobgoblin’s wet dream. Fick!” 
 
    The gong sounded, the witcher dead, his face completely bludgeoned in.  
 
    Hiccup rolled to the side, a blue potion appearing in his hand. Rather than drink this one, he opened it over his head and doused himself in it, licking up as much as he could.  
 
    “That’s the good stuff,” he said as he faded away. “Willmarth Blue. Fick… fick, yeah.” 
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    “I can’t believe the filthy goblin actually did it!” Aya took a step forward, her sword still in her hand. She plopped down onto one of the sofas against the wall, her sword coming between her legs as she stabbed it into the ground. “Whew! What a fight!” 
 
    “That was really impressive,” Lady C. said as she sat next to her. “At first, I was a little apprehensive about having two goblins at our dojo, but now that I see what they are capable of, I can get behind it. Besides, Spew Gorge is generally pretty clean. I don’t think his uncle is, though.” 
 
    “Have you seen what he has already done to the mess hall?” Aya asked her as the Metican warrior took a seat next to the Thulean. “It is like a pigsty when he finishes eating. Sun Wukong was royally peeved the last time Hiccup ate, mostly because he left saucy hand and footprints all around his table, but also because he kept calling him Mr. Miyagi.” 
 
    “Saucy footprints?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded. “I don’t know how he did it. He’s a mess, but he has an interesting fighting style: play the dotard and hobble around like you’re trying to stop yourself from shitting yourself, and then launch an attack. And how clever to keep so many healing potions on hand. Maybe that is something I should do…” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Lady C. said. “Because of your fighting style, Lady Aya, having healing potions handy could allow you to be the tank that you have always wanted to be, while taking more damage.” 
 
    “Please, Lady Cassandra, do not call me a tank. I prefer…” Aya looked up at the brim of her hat for a moment. “I prefer lady tank, or tankette. That sounds better.” 
 
    The Metican warrior snickered. “Sure, whatever you want.” 
 
    The frog man appeared, his outfit this time made of gray leather, which looked uncomfortable. He didn’t seem to mind it though as he clapped his hands slowly, and then offered up an incredible pouty frown. 
 
    “You have lost me a lot of money today,” he growled, or possibly ribbited. 
 
    “You continue to bet against us?” 
 
    He scowled at the Thulean. “Who wouldn’t bet against a goblin in a three-way match between a witcher and King Arthur?” 
 
    “Fair point. Since you are standing and I am sitting, fetch me a goblet of the health potion,” she said, nodding her green chin over at the crystal bowl. 
 
    “I’m here simply as your attendant, not as your servant.” 
 
    “Same thing,” she told him. I could tell by the way he was being turned around that Aya was using her ghost limbs to move him. 
 
    “As you wish,” he croaked. “Besides, this is the last time we will meet.” 
 
    “Music to my ears,” Aya said. 
 
    “Lady Aya, be nice to him.” The Metican warrior gave her a playful elbow. 
 
    “You will keep your elbows to yourself, or you will be armless,” Aya said as the frog brought the health potion over. 
 
    “Now, before I’m interrupted again,” he said, his googly eyes locked on Aya as he licked his lips, “this final match, as you very well know, will pit two Alphas against two Alphas, and is going to be a glorious match indeed.” 
 
    I waited for him to release a villainous laugh, and once he didn’t, I took the bait. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “You won’t believe this, but even with their handicap due to losing the test match, Kingdom Ignis has made it to the final. You will be squaring off against them.” 
 
    “A rematch?” Aya wagged her head as she considered this. “Well, I suppose it is not a rematch, considering they didn’t fight last time. It was two girls, was it not? Flaming hair? Or was this the match where you didn’t see the alphas? I cannot keep track of these things.” 
 
    “You will just have to see,” the frog said, offering up a supervillain laugh. “Sorry, I’ve always wanted to do that. Now, if you will excuse me, and you, before I leave…” He returned his gaze to Aya. “Would you like to share contact information?” 
 
    “Beat it, frog man, and I do mean that. Tonight, beat it, and when you do, think of this.” The frog spun twice, Aya slapping him with her ghost limb. His face red with embarrassment, and what I detected was a hint of pleasure, he immediately faded away. 
 
    “You know…” 
 
    Nope, I didn’t have time to finish that statement. 
 
    Suddenly Iris and I were on the battlefield, the crowd roaring, a glitter of gold in Ray Steampunk’s skybox as he stood, his hands on the railing, looking down at us. 
 
    Magic was going off in the air, an electric feeling moving through the audience. Kingdom Lume was particularly loud, thunder and lightning peppering the air, the bolts striking the invisible barrier protecting us from them. 
 
    Or maybe it was the other way around. 
 
    Standing before us were the twin sisters we had seen in our first fight, their flaming red hair tied off into pigtails. The casual one was in a suspender skirt and Converse, two small blades made of fire now in her hands. The more professionally dressed one wore a dress similar to Iris’, although hers was burning blue, a trident made of blue fire gripped tightly in her hands. 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Iris said. “We will win this tournament.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I told her, my bass taking shape, my fingers on the strings, ready to go. 
 
    The countdown began, Iris and I both aiming our instruments at the twins. 
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    Damn, were they fast. 
 
    The Alpha in the suspenders skirt appeared in front of me, swiping her blade at my neck. I had been charging up a blast and managed to get it off in time, but she was already out of the way before it could hit her, my attack going wide and leaving a fiery trail in its wake. 
 
    “Chase, you idiot, guard, guard!” Aya cried from the sidelines. “Guard, damn you!” 
 
    The alpha with flame daggers leapt into the air, swinging her foot around, and connecting with my chin. I fell to the side as she also swiped her weapon, her flaming blade cutting through my sleeve and searing my flesh. 
 
    My vision flashed red as I plucked my strings, a bubble of bass launching me into the air, where I could get a better vantage point. 
 
    I played a few more plucked notes, jumping from bassy bubble to bassy bubble, the Alpha hot on my tail. Fire Pigtails was fast enough that she was able to actually use the energy creations I’d made to her advantage, jumping from bubble to bubble. 
 
    Focusing on my distortion, I cranked it all the way up as I neared the invisible wall separating me from Kingdom Terra. I strummed a power chord that shot forward, immediately blasting me backward once I hit the invisible barrier, where I collided with the female Alpha. 
 
    “You fucker!” she hissed into my ear, her fiery pigtails beating in the air as we sailed backward. 
 
    “I’m not done yet!” I told her just as she started to bring her dagger around. I arced my bass downward and hit another note, using our upward momentum to flip her off. 
 
    She landed on her feet, much to my dismay, and was immediately tossed to the side by a random note from Iris, who was doing a damn good job of fending off the woman with the staff made of blue fire. 
 
    It was weird to be flying, but I was so lost in the moment that I didn’t even second-guess what I was doing, now zipping toward the ground with the neck of my bass aimed as if it were a spear. I played a couple of notes to slow my fall, righting myself just in time for the female alpha to lunge for me again. 
 
    I caught her fiery dagger with the end of my bass, her blade actually scraping against the strings and creating a terrible noise that sent both of us to the ground, her hands over her ears. 
 
    Seeing her blades at her sides now and knowing that this might be the only opening I would get, I played a slapping rhythm that sent several staccato beams of energy spiraling in her direction. 
 
    “Damn!” I shouted as she grabbed her blades and rolled out of the way just in time. 
 
    “Destroy her!” Aya shouted from the sidelines. 
 
    Her voice caught my attention; I glanced left see Lady C. also cheering me on, her sword lifted in the air as she got all of Kingdom Lume behind her. 
 
    “Chase, Chase, Chase, Chase!” Lady C. and the crowd shouted in unison.  
 
    I couldn’t focus on their encouragement any longer, not with the female Alpha closing in, her blades upside down now as she threw her body to the side and spun, coming in with a whirlwind of attacks. 
 
    All of which connected. 
 
    She was so fast that I had been taken off guard. Even with the fact that my bass was protecting my body somewhat, she managed to get a few jabs in, one of which connected directly with my throat. 
 
    My pane of vision started to go red… 
 
    “Shit…” I whispered, feeling for my instrument, hoping that I would be able to play the same healing tune I had managed earlier.  
 
    I fell to my knees as she stood before me, a wicked grin on her face, her pigtails on fire, her flaming blades at her sides. 
 
    I blasted her away with a deep note that left a crater around us. 
 
    I was starting to lose consciousness… 
 
    Lying in the crater and no longer able to play with both hands, I simply played with my left hand, pressing against the neck board, trying for the same healing music I’d played earlier, putting all my force into the weight of my fingers and vibrating the strings with each note. 
 
    Her eyes went wide as a green energy swirled around me, and in that moment, my pane of vision went from red to normal again, my life bar flashing and replenishing.  
 
    I was eventually able to stand, now using my other hand to increase the strength of the song. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, staggering to her feet. Fire Pigtails spun, throwing both blades directly at me. 
 
    The gong sounded. 
 
    I respawned on the sideline next to Aya, who had drawn her buster sword and was hacking away at the invisible barrier stopping her from going onto the field. 
 
    “You should have blocked!” she roared at me as she continued to cut into the barrier, not able to break through. 
 
    “I… I…” 
 
    “Chase!” Lady C. came forward, her swords sheathed as she fell to my arms, hugging me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes… I…”  
 
    And I saw in her eyes in that moment that she didn’t care about the tournament, or the fact that I’d lost. She was genuinely worried for my safety. 
 
    In a digital world of all places. 
 
    “Oh, poor little Iris,” Aya said, pacing now, the brim of her hat shielding her eyes. “They are going to fillet her. Iris, do not lose, dammit. Kill them!” 
 
    I looked to the battle to see Iris doing her best to fend off two opponents.  She was strumming her instrument as fast as she could, simultaneously throwing shots at one Alpha while she twisted around to blast the other. 
 
    And then Iris broke a string... 
 
    And the act of breaking a string threw her off guard. She started running, her ukulele at her side while the Alpha with two flaming blades chased her. 
 
    Now playing three strings, Iris conjured up a wave of musical energy that swept over her head, knocking the female Alpha to the side. 
 
    Fwwwizzz! 
 
    A blue blast of fire clipped Iris in the shoulder, spinning her around and sending her to the ground. 
 
    “Play healing music!” I shouted to her. 
 
    “Heal, Iris, heal! Play it!” Aya said, cursing under her breath in Thulean. “Duthag dulakh ranakh! Duthag!” 
 
    And Iris tried. 
 
    My God did she try, backpedaling as she attempted to conjure up a soothing tune. But her shoulder was fried, and the female alpha with the two blades was quickly approaching on her right. 
 
    By this point I too was beating on the invisible barrier, telling Iris to watch out, Aya so angry that she was no longer screaming at the fight. The Thulean screamed at the crowd, daring them to do something about it.  
 
    “Please, Iris…” 
 
    A blue blast of fire cut her down, sending her instrument flying out of her hands.  
 
    Iris fell to her side, trying to catch her breath as the double-bladed alpha jumped onto her, stabbing Iris to death. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    Everything that happened after was a blur. 
 
    I felt incredibly guilty for going out first, wishing I had trained more with Iris, that I had prepared. 
 
    And I knew that Aya would be angry. But I cared less for her feelings than I did my bandmate, my dear friend, who could hardly make eye contact with me as we respawned back in our locker room, a crushed look on her face. 
 
    And you would think that the tournament organizers would give us a moment to lick our wounds, to go over what happened. 
 
    But no. 
 
    Our forms started to dematerialize within seconds, reappearing in the center of the battlefield, a stand already set up with three pillars on it. On the lowest pillar was Kingdom Mortem. Standing at the top, both their pigtails still fiery, were the two female Alphas who had bested us, huge grins on their faces as a stairwell made of brass took shape. 
 
    Gears and cranks appeared in the air, and as they did, the stairwell grew higher and higher, making its way up to the skybox, where Ray Steampunk sat. 
 
    “This is humiliating,” Iris said, still gritting her teeth. 
 
    “So sorry you lost,” one of the Ignis Alphas said. “But you know what they say, may the best team win. Right?” 
 
    Her counterpart laughed. “And the best team won.” 
 
    “We beat you in the test round,” I reminded them, pointing a finger at her. “And we would have…” 
 
    “If what? You could have beat us if you’d had your fierce Huntresses do all the fighting for you?” asked the female Alpha who had slain me. “There’s something you should know about the Monster Hunt app, and becoming an Alpha. You actually have to work for this. You can’t just all of a sudden get the app, and think that you’re something special. We know about you two. We know about all the Alphas in this tournament.” 
 
    “They didn’t release any of that information,” Iris said, still not looking over her shoulder at the women. 
 
    “So? Does your kingdom employ spies?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Iris admitted. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter now, because technically it’s not illegal to spy considering that it isn’t in the rules. All that the rule stated was that the identities of the Alphas will be kept from their opponents until the time of the tournament. It didn’t say anything about trying to uncover them. And how hard would it be to uncover them anyway? All we would have to do is go to each kingdom and visit the local government to find out.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I told her. 
 
    Her counterpart laughed again. “It’s fun to see him so angry, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You know, you two could just win without being little bitches about it,” Iris said, finally turning to them. “How about that? You won fair and square. What’s the point in taunting us?” 
 
    “And you use instruments as weapons?” the one with two blades cackled. “If only originality was part of your training regimen, at least you would have that!” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said again. “We have enough enemies in this stupid world,” I told Iris under my breath. 
 
    “It’s not stupid.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” I said, looking to her. “It’s not real. These two are probably some Gen Z Alpha retirees living in Wisconsin who spend all their time in the Proxima Galaxy. It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done.” 
 
    “We could have beat them,” Iris said under her breath. 
 
    “We tried. They were faster, they were stronger.” 
 
    “Such a sore loser,” Pigtails Alpha said. “We didn’t even pull out our best moves and you lost. Get used to it.” 
 
    “Ignore them,” I told Iris, who was now clenching her fists at her sides. 
 
    I turned my attention to Ray Steampunk, who was making his way down the brass stairs. 
 
    The famous Proxima developer was a handsome man with dark hair, a suit of golden armor and a red cape, and as he stepped onto the field, the ground turned to rust, each step bringing with it rust and beautiful brass flowers rising from the soil. 
 
    His voice appeared in my head. I looked to Iris for confirmation and she confirmed it with a nod. 
 
    Congratulations to all the kingdoms. 
 
    And by looking around I could see that everyone could hear him, even though his lips weren’t moving. 
 
    In first place is Kingdom Ignis. 
 
    Medals appeared around the duo’s necks. Their side of the stadium went crazy, and they screamed and shouted for a good three minutes before they died down. 
 
    In second place is Kingdom Lume... 
 
    I looked down to see a medal on my neck.  
 
    It was a large, thick, and heavy in a way that told me that it was very valuable. I caught Iris looking at hers as well, not quite satisfied, but at least less upset that she had been just moments ago. 
 
    In third place is Kingdom Mortem. 
 
    It wasn’t required that Alpha Duos participate; we just happened to go up against some in our rounds.  
 
    Iris had mentioned at some point that if one of these kingdoms made it to the final round and they were represented by a single Alpha, they were able to choose their best mythcrea or hunter to participate alongside them. 
 
    The representative from Kingdom Mortem fit this category. He was a single alpha, a dark-skinned man with muscles and tattoos on his bare chest. His medal appeared and he pumped his fist in the air, his kingdom going wild. 
 
    Thus concludes the EverLife Levels Four to Six Tournament. I thank you all for attending, and I hope you will attend the next tournament for levels seven to ten. 
 
    And with that, Ray Steampunk turned away, taking slow steps toward his brass stairwell as the crowd cheered him on. 
 
    He stopped at the first step and turned, looking over his shoulder directly at me. 
 
    Visit me soon. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: The Hotel After 
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    Iris wanted to hang out at the dojo alone. 
 
    I got that, I respected that, and I didn’t want to bother her.  
 
    I knew that she was bummed out about our loss, even if we had come in second place. And I had already tried the angle of, “We just started doing this, we can come in first place next year,” but Iris wasn’t having any of it. 
 
    Nor was Aya. 
 
    Even stranger, Iris hadn’t heard the direct message from Ray Steampunk. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked her for the second time before I logged out. “He looked right at us when he said it.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything,” she said, turning to the meadow.  
 
    Iris had her ukulele in one hand, strings in the other. She held it in a way that showed just how defeated she was, her head slightly bowed. Rose, the bearadillo, moseyed her way over to Iris, Gobi not far behind. 
 
    The gentle beast placed her head under Iris’ hand, lifting it, and saying something privately to her. Iris nodded and mounted the bearadillo, the creature turning away with its cub, aimed in the direction of meditating Yaksha, the golden Buddha still in his peaceful posture with his form lit by a red sun even though it was technically night. 
 
    “I will be better tomorrow,” Iris called over her shoulder to me. 
 
    Whap! 
 
    Aya slammed her cabin door shut; I heard the lock click, indicating she would not be coming out for the rest of the night. 
 
    “Looks like it’s just you and me,” said Lady C. She stood to my right, an uncertain smile on her face. “Didn’t you want to go to the Steeple?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “You mentioned something about it earlier.” 
 
    “That I did. You know what? Ray Steampunk can wait. I want to hang out with you, in New York, at a hotel.” 
 
    “Just us?” she whispered, even though Iris was far enough away that she wouldn’t have heard Lady C. anyway. 
 
    “That’s right. Just us.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go to my cabin and get into the dive vat.” 
 
     “See you soon,” I told her. 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    The Metican warrior kissed me on the cheek and turned to her cabin. Meanwhile, I lifted my hand, the logout button appearing. I hovered my finger in front of it for a moment, wondering how strange it would be if the button didn’t actually work, if I were stuck here.  
 
    Maybe I would care more about winning and losing if this was a real place. 
 
    Regardless, we had done our best.  
 
    And sure, I could have practiced more with Iris. But even if I had, there was no telling how much training the fiery twin sisters had undergone. 
 
    We’ll do better next year. 
 
    I pressed the logout button, and as soon as I did, a vortex swirled my mind back to my normal body, a voice reminding me to relax, to allow time for the Proxima system to power down. 
 
    And there was that Brian Eno tone. 
 
    I just lay there for a moment, the NV Visor over my face, sine waves moving back and forth. 
 
    Just existing. 
 
    Eventually, I pushed the visor up and sat, careful not to disturb Iris, who lay next to me. 
 
    I went for my glasses, and as soon as I did, I looked to the humandroid sitting in the room, who was still powered down. It was a bit startling, and I was glad Iris hadn’t logged out before me because that would have freaked her out. 
 
    A message on my iNet asked me for permission to allow Lady C.’s avatar to take the humandroid’s body. I accepted this request, and only a few moments later, the humandroid blinked her eyes open. “Chase?” she said, turning to me immediately. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I said with a whisper. 
 
    “We still haven’t told Iris…” 
 
    “I know, I know, but we can tell her another time. Is there really any point in waking her up just to tell her that you now have a humandroid body?” 
 
    “I guess you are right,” she said as we stepped outside. 
 
    I ordered an UberLyft, and while we waited for it to come, I sprung for a fancy hotel in Bushwick.  
 
    It wasn’t very far from here, and based on the reviews I had read online, it was a pretty swanky joint. It was only a few minutes later that a Tesla landed, the suicide doors opening. 
 
    I let Lady C. shuffle in first, and then I moved in next to her, her body immediately pressing into mine as she placed her legs over my lap. 
 
    “Please fasten your seatbelts. Please fasten your seatbelts.” 
 
    Ignoring the vehicle’s verbal warnings, Lady C. wrapped an arm around my neck and started kissing me. 
 
    There was no part about her that seemed unrealistic, or artificially produced.  
 
    The noises she made, the softness of her lips, the small amount of saliva as our tongues touched, even the way her body felt was spot on. 
 
    An orange warning sign started flashing on the inside of the windshield; eventually, I had to push her away and tell her to buckle up. “It won’t take us to the hotel if we’re not buckled,” I told her. 
 
    As soon as Lady C. was strapped in, the vehicle rose into the air, an advertisement for a sale at JC Target’s appearing on the inside of the front window. 
 
    “It’s fall, and you know what that means,” a kid’s voice said. 
 
    “That means it’s time for you to get ready for another mild winter,” said a motherly voice. 
 
    “It’s not gonna be too cold this year, is it, Ma?” 
 
    “No, not this year, son, and probably not next year either, but if it ever is cold, you can rely on JC Target’s Dura X Fashion Warm Reversible Pea Coat and matching Neo-Wool Nylon X7 gloves.” 
 
    “Advertisements, off,” I told the vehicle. 
 
    “You will incur an additional fee for turning advertisements off. Do you accept?” the vehicle asked, the voice emitting from a center console speaker. 
 
    “I accept.” 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do to make your trip more enjoyable? Would you like me to adjust the temperature of the vehicle? How about a stick of gum?” 
 
    “Actually, make that two sticks of gum. And the temperature is fine.” 
 
    “You will incur an additional fee for two sticks of chewing gum. Do you accept?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    A compartment opened in front of us, presenting two sticks of gum wrapped in silver foil. 
 
    “What’s this?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “Just chew it, and you’ll see,” I told her. “But don’t swallow it. It makes your breath fresher.” 
 
    “Is my breath not fresh?” 
 
    “Actually…” I kissed her again. “You don’t really taste like anything right now.” 
 
    “Okay well, if you say it will make it even fresher, then I’ll try it.” She popped the stick of gum in her mouth and chewed cautiously for a moment, a skeptical look on her face until she got the hang of it. “This is pretty fun. But my gosh, it’s so minty.” 
 
    “The mint flavor will fade away, and yes, it is pretty fun,” I said, blowing a bubble. 
 
    “That’s cute,” she said, trying to mimic me. 
 
    Her eyes flashed black, which was sort of freaky. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Trying to search for the best way to blow a bubble,” she said. “Why? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Your eyes flashed black. It’s fine,” I told her. “I’m sure you can find some videos on iNet about how to blow the best bubble.” 
 
    “Okay, I will do some searches later though. For now, I’ll just practice my chewing. It’s so minty!” 
 
    “It is indeed…” 
 
    Our vehicle started to drop into a lower airlane, a transport vehicle blazing past followed by an aeros motorcycle, the driver not wearing his helmet. Eventually, we landed on the rooftop of the hotel, where we were greeted by two humandroids in three-piece suits. 
 
    The vehicle rose silently, and once it was gone, the man on the left spoke to us. 
 
    “We’re glad you could join us, Mr. Knowles. Your suite is now available, and you will be provided additional food options once you are in your room. Check out time is at noon, and there will be a five hundred dollar hold on your payment account for incidentals. Is there anything else we can do to help make your stay more comfortable?” 
 
    “No,” I told the two humandroids as they led us to a rooftop door with a Zen garden off to the right. “I think we’re fine for now.” 
 
    “And you, ma’am?” 
 
    “Me?” Lady C. asked. “I’m okay. Thanks.” 
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    “Play something with a groove,” I told the room. 
 
    “What type of groove would you like to hear?” a speaker near the bedside asked. 
 
    “Any preferences?” I asked Lady C. 
 
    “No, you’re the expert in that realm. Anything’s fine by me.” 
 
    “Play something with a good beat, driving, but not too in-your-face,” I said. “And dim the lights. Turn on any exterior lighting.” 
 
    “That’s magical,” Lady C. said as a purple light moved along the frame of the bed. It dropped to the wooden floor, and as the lights dimmed it looked almost as if the bed was floating. 
 
    “I guess you could say that,” I told her. “It’s technology.” 
 
    “Have you ever thought that technology is for people that don’t know how to use magic?” she asked as she sat on the corner of the bed, crossing one leg over the other. 
 
    “No, but I can see why you would think that. It would be awesome if there were actual magic in this world. I guess that’s just the limitations we have to deal with, and we’ve created all these cool things to overcompensate for the fact that we can’t actually create magic.” 
 
    “Are you being sarcastic with me?” 
 
    “No, it really is strange, and I appreciate the way you put it. Technology is definitely our form of magic.” 
 
    “Get over here, you,” she said as I approached her. The tone of her voice wasn’t quite convincing, and once I paused, she looked up at me in an innocent way. 
 
    “I haven’t broken in this body yet,” she said, a little more convincingly this time. 
 
    “I know, I know,” I told her. “I suppose I should look online for how this works.” 
 
    “You already know how to have sex. You showed me in the Proxima Galaxy. Unless…” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Have you ever had sex in this world?” 
 
    “Of course I have.” 
 
    “No need to make it sound like that!” 
 
    “No, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that yes, I have done it before.” 
 
    “Sometimes, I think you’re this kind, eloquent man. Other times, you make statements like that.” 
 
    “What statement did I make?” I asked her, smiling, sensing that she was now teasing me. Lady C. began to take off her maroon dress. 
 
    “Are you going to sit there and watch?” 
 
    “I was sort of planning on it,” I told her. 
 
    “When did you become so creepy?” She tossed her dress to the floor, now in her bra and panties. 
 
    I felt a surge of energy in my lower half upon seeing her in the flesh.  
 
    “It looks like someone is happy,” she said. 
 
    “I am happy. I don’t know what to say other than that.” 
 
    “Maybe you should just come and kiss me then.” 
 
    Lady C. pulled me onto the bed and my hand eventually made it to the gap between her legs, where I noticed that she was actually wet. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said, pulling my hand away for a moment. 
 
    “You’re not the only one that’s turned on,” she whispered to me between kisses. 
 
    Lady C. flipped me over and hopped onto my waist, gyrating her hips as she looked down at me. I could feel the strength between her thighs, a sensation I quickly ignored as she pressed forward, her bra now off, dipping her nipples into my mouth. 
 
    It only escalated from there. 
 
    Eventually, we finished, both of us lying with our backs on the bed, looking up at the ceiling.  
 
    I couldn’t believe how real it felt.  
 
    No, there really was nothing to describe the feeling aside from it felt exactly like it was supposed to feel. The tightness, the movement, the momentary apprehension as our bodies figured out how to work together. 
 
    It felt exactly like it should have. 
 
    “Open up the galaxy,” I told the room, still catching my breath.  
 
    Lady C. went to the restroom to clean up, promising me she would return in a moment. I turned and watched her walk, my eyes tracing over her ass with each step that she took. 
 
    I tried to remember everything that had just happened, and as it replayed in my mind, an iNet feature asked me if I would like to watch an actual replay. This feature was troublesome; it had gotten a lot of people in trouble, and most people, at least decent people, didn’t mess with it. 
 
    I declined, my eyes tracing over to my inbox as the Milky Way appeared on the ceiling, twinkling stars, swirling galaxies, the galaxy spreading across the ceiling of the entire room, as if someone were using a magical paintbrush to spread the picture. 
 
    My eyes glazed over the last message I had received, which happened to be from Iris. 
 
    I knew that I was going about all this wrong; I would get it figured out at some point, not right now, but possibly tomorrow. I needed to come clean about all this, but because of the relationship that we’d had, I didn’t quite know how to do it. 
 
    And knowing Iris, she probably would be cool with everything.  
 
    I was the one that was making it worse by not saying anything there, and I felt that in that moment. 
 
    At least until Lady C. returned.  
 
    Then I didn’t feel anything, just the desire to be next to her. 
 
    Maybe I was falling hard for her. No, I was definitely falling hard for her. And being able to be with her in both worlds added dimension to our relationship that I had never experienced before. 
 
    Both of us were quiet for a moment as we stared up at the ceiling galaxy, and eventually, I looked to her to see that her eyes were black, that she was processing information. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked her. 
 
    “It is really easy to read books like this,” she said, turning to me with her black eyes. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Your eyes are just all black again. No biggie.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” she said as her eyes returned to normal. “Are you going to sleep now?” 
 
    “I was thinking about it.” 
 
    “And tomorrow’s plans? What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We have that rare monster meetup that Keegan invited us to. So I figured we would check that out.” 
 
    “Is Iris going to come?”  
 
    I shrugged off the question. “I think she’ll still be bummed about losing. But we’ll see. She may be a little down for the next couple of days.” 
 
    “Hopefully not. There are always other tournaments.” 
 
    “But I get it, that was kind of the big tournament. And I could have…” I swallowed hard. “I could have done better. I could have trained with her, instead of just doing all these things.” 
 
    “All these things? You mean like getting my body?” 
 
    “Yes, those types of things. Not that I regret any of that, I just should have thought about the timing of all this before, how much this tournament meant to Iris.” 
 
    “I get it. She’s disappointed, but so is Lady Aya. And that’s just how these tournaments go. You win some, you lose some. And we seem to have found a rivalry with Kingdom Ignis. Maybe an outside sponsor or something will put together a series of matches pitting them against us. Who knows?” 
 
    “You’re right. You’re right.” 
 
    “And you still need to meet with Ray Steampunk, so maybe he knows more about some exclusive tournaments that are happening, possibly even on a different world.” 
 
    “It’s strange, you know.” 
 
    “What is?” she asked, a strand of her hair falling in her face as she shifted her weight. 
 
    “I really don’t have anything I’m technically supposed do, yet sometimes I feel like my days are becoming more and more booked up.” 
 
    “What would you like to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe just relax for a little bit. But things come up, and I take care of them when they do. I would like to play my bass. I would like to play it as loudly as I could. Maybe I will do that soon. Rent out a practice room for the day, or hell, rent one for a month so Iris and I can start up again.” 
 
    “You still have to tell her about us,” Lady C. said, the tone of her voice changing. 
 
    “I know I do. And I know I’m making it worse by not just coming out with it. I probably should have said something at the beginning, and since I didn’t, I’ve now made things a bit more awkward. Or maybe I’m just making this a big deal in my head. Maybe there’s nothing to really worry about.” 
 
    “Why would there be anything to worry about, unless she was actually a love interest of yours?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” I told her as I turned away. “There’s nothing to worry about. Let’s get some rest, and see what tomorrow brings.” 
 
    “If we’re going around the city tomorrow, I want to go in my real form, not this body,” she said. “And I want Aya to come. It’s fun when she’s around. Sometimes she annoys me, but I also miss not having her around constantly commenting on things. Besides, when she’s around, she can talk to you, which gives me time to read.”  
 
    She yawned. Perhaps, it was a fake yawn. I really had no way of knowing. 
 
    “Good night, Lady C.” 
 
    “Good night, Chase.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: Rare Monster Club 
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    “Why didn’t you bring Lady Cassandra’s real body?” Aya asked in a mocking tone. 
 
    “No reason,” I told her as we stepped out of my bedroom.  
 
    Lady C. and I had returned to my home early in the morning to drop off her humandroid body. She now stood before me in her warrior form, her digital avatar playfully reaching her finger out and touching my sleeping roommate’s nose. 
 
    “He snores so loudly… Shouldn’t he be awake by now?” she asked. “It’s almost noon.” 
 
    “Just let Alex sleep,” I told her as I stepped to the front door, opening it so both Huntresses could walk out. Lady C. moved in front of me first, followed by Aya, who hiked her ass up as she passed me, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” I asked after we were outside, a light rain pattering the streets. 
 
    Everything was gray and shiny at the moment, the fallen leaves glistening, a few people walking past in raincoats, a man riding his bicycle and perfectly handling an umbrella. 
 
    “You don’t pay attention to me anymore,” she said, and I couldn’t tell by her tone if she was being playful or not. 
 
    “I always pay attention to you. Whenever you are around me, I spend all my time paying attention to you,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Oh, please,” she said as an Uberyota SUV began to lower. I opened the door for them, and they got in. “Thanks,” Lady C. said. “It’s raining cats and dogs out there.” 
 
    “We do not say this phrase in Tritania,” Aya told her as I got in the front. I confirmed the location with the vehicle as they continued to speak, the aeros rising into the air. “Our version translates to something like, ‘water dragons are weeping.’” 
 
    “Awww… that’s so cute,” Lady C. said. “I really like it how everything Thuleans say has something to do with either war or dragons or… war.” 
 
    “It is in our nature,” Aya told her. “There is a song about it as well. Maybe if you ever get your little musician group together, you can learn a version,” she said, looking in the rearview mirror at me. 
 
    “How does it go?” I asked her. 
 
    “You know I don’t like it when you put me on the spot and ask me to sing songs. And you haven’t sung a song for me in a while. What happened to Happy Birthday? You and Iris never play that one anymore.” 
 
    “We have been busy.” 
 
    “Busy losing tournaments. Do not think I forgot, Chase,” she said as the vehicle picked up speed.  
 
    We were heading toward Central Park, which made me think that Keegan lived somewhere around there considering that was where I always met her.  
 
    “We came in second place,” I reminded her. “You know, there are a lot of teams that did a lot worse than we did. Besides, we are new at this. We will win it next year.” 
 
    “Do you promise?” she asked. “By this time next year, we will be in a higher-level bracket. Unless we start getting rid of some of our mythcrea and only get ones that keep us in this bracket, to give us an advantage.” 
 
    “I never really thought of that as a strategy.” 
 
    “I’m sure you haven’t.” 
 
    “I bet Iris has,” Lady C. said, clearly just trying to be part of the conversation. She had a folded book in her hand, another romance, which she had been reading all morning since returning to her avatar form. 
 
    “I’ll discuss that with her later, and we’ll figure it out. Anyway, how does that song go?” 
 
    “Fine, fine, but this the only song I will sing for today.” Aya cleared her throat. “The war to come had twice begun; the dragon’s wing a delicate thing; the floating lands above the sea are true to their nature, and true to me. A sword once sharp, a blade is born. A blooming crimson, wound to wound. A winding sound, the joy of death, a death died well, no enemies left.” 
 
    “That was so good,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “Stop it, Lady Cassandra, you flatter me,” Aya said, her cheeks turning a bit red. “Besides, it isn’t the best translation. But I know that neither of you speak Thulean.” 
 
    “I’d love to hear it in Thulean,” said Lady C. 
 
    “Another time. I told you I would only sing once today. So, Chase, enough of my antics. We are meeting this Keegan girl, yes?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “And then we will fight her and her one-eyed bastard and fluttering faery again, correct?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I told her, watching our vehicle slow behind an aeros convertible. This vehicle was in the air solely for advertising purposes, the Wendy’s Hut logo clearly visible on its side. And as always, focusing on the convertible for too long created an advertisement on my iNet screen, telling me that I could get Dave’s single with cheese for free with any junior bacon cheese pizza purchase. 
 
    “Hello, Chase? Are you listening?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I told Aya. 
 
    “Are you trying to make yet another lady friend out of Keegan?” 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    “That’s a good choice; you really have too much to handle as it is. Between the three of us, you constantly seem to have your hands full.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree with you there,” I told her, grinning at her through the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Pfft. You sure like to tease us, don’t you? Did he tease you last night, Lady Cassandra?” 
 
    “He did much more than that,” the Metican warrior said, smiling as she looked back to her book. 
 
    Aya laughed until she was blue in the face. “I just can’t imagine… Lady Cassandra, you know he is a scoundrel! Am I the only one that recognizes this? Don’t you see? He’s not a good, committed man. Ha! He’s not even a warrior!” 
 
    “Meticans don’t always date warriors,” she told her, shutting her book. 
 
    “But do they date musicians?” 
 
    “Let me think…” Lady C. considered this for a moment as the vehicle began to land.  
 
    I was ready for this conversation to end, and I was glad that Lady C. wasn’t escalating it, that she was actually playing along with Aya.  
 
    Thank God.  
 
    The last thing I wanted was for them to get in an actual verbal argument in a flying taxi. 
 
    “I guess there is a first time for everything,” Lady C. said once the vehicle landed. 
 
    “I guess,” Aya replied, still chuckling some. “And now you have to take this mechanical body to be with him. It seems like I am making fun of you, but I’m not. I’m making fun of Chase. This is quite astounding. I don’t know if there has ever been a story like this in the Proxima Galaxy.” 
 
    “Please,” I told her as I got out of vehicle. “There are tons of people who have relationships with avatars, and who have relationships here as humandroids, and in the Proxima Galaxy. Just because you haven’t heard of it, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “I suppose you are right,” the Thulean said. “Just because I haven’t heard of it, doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist. But that also doesn’t make it a good thing. Unless you two are having fun.” 
 
    And for once, the expression on Aya’s face changed to one of curiosity, and a little apprehension. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked her as we waited for Keegan at the agreed-upon meeting place near Central Park near where they hold the annual Columbus Circle Holiday Market. 
 
    “You aren’t actually having fun, are you?” 
 
    “Of course we are, Lady Aya. Chase and I are having a lot of fun. It’s very interesting. We are learning about each other. Right, Chase?” 
 
    “Um, right.” 
 
    “Well, then I will say one more thing.” The Thulean took a step closer to me and placed her hand on the hilt of her sword. “You’d better treat her well.” 
 
    “Hey, there’s Keegan.”  
 
    The teenage girl approached with her Hunters behind her, the cyclops and her fairy mad-doggin’ the hell out of Aya and Lady C. 
 
    “I’m serious, Chase.” 
 
    “I would never treat her poorly,” I assured the Thulean. “You should know me well enough to know that by now.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, turning away from me. “But I have my eye on you.” 
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    “Hi, Keegan.” 
 
    The teen alpha’s big cyclops took a heavy step toward us, mumbling something under his breath to the small fairy with glittery gold tendrils falling off her form. 
 
    “I didn’t think you would show,” said Keegan, in a black dress and black combat boots, a backpack flung over her shoulder that had a Japanese mascot on the back pocket. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I show?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “Cool backpack,” I told her. 
 
    “It’s vintage; the mascot’s name is Chiitan, just in case you’re wondering.” 
 
    “Good to know. Well…” 
 
    “It would be smart for you to watch where you put your eye,” Aya told the cyclops. 
 
    “Hey,” I started to say. 
 
    “I don’t have many options of where I can look, mind you,” the cyclops said, his voice incredibly soft and polite, completely at odds with his form and intimidating gait. “I know that Thuleans can be a bit aggressive, and if you are trying to challenge me, know that I have already agreed to my Alpha’s request that there will be no fighting between us.” 
 
    “No need to be polite to her, Brutus,” the fairy said, her voice high-pitched and making me wince as soon as I heard it. “If she wants it with us, let’s give it to her! And this time, let’s not go as light as we did last time!” 
 
    “Killy,” Keegan started to say. “I told you, we are not fighting them.” 
 
    “What kind of fairy are you?” Lady C. asked, taking a step forward. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Killy the faery said with a powdery spin. “Just don’t call me a pixie! In fact, don’t talk to me at all. We don’t need to have a relationship. This is between our Alphas, not us.” 
 
    “She is sort of like a fairy version of a Thulean,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Chase, she may be rude, but she is not as rude as me,” Aya corrected me. “And unless  you want me to remove my bug swatter from my inventory list and smack you out of the air, fairy, you will recognize your size, and understand your role in this world!” 
 
    “Fuck you, you green armpit stain!” 
 
    Keegan cleared her throat. “Killy, Brutus, I’ll send you both back to the dojo if you keep it up.” 
 
    “I have not said a word, just as you ordered,” Brutus the cyclops said. 
 
    “Brutus, you know I have to punish both of you, not just one of you,” Keegan said under her breath. “That’s the rule. This is going to be excruciating, isn’t it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s really up to you. I guess we don’t need our hunters for this though, right?” 
 
    “Technically, no. I just like hanging out with mine,” she said, offering a short smile to the cyclops and her fairy. 
 
    “Enough chit-chat and sharing of warm feelings,” Aya growled. “Where are these rare monsters that we are supposed to hunt?” 
 
    “Is that what you told them?” Keegan asked me. 
 
    “Sure, was I supposed to tell them something else?” 
 
    “We’re going to meet a group that hunts rare monsters. Meet. What part of ‘meet’ don’t you understand? They are pretty secretive about who they are, a little paranoid, if you ask me. So they will be wearing masks. Just so you know.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s not strange at all…” 
 
    “Chase, what have you gotten us into?” Lady C. complained in a playful tone. “We could be out there doing something, or lounging around the hotel room, or going shopping in EverLife.” 
 
    “That’s right, your dojo is in EverLife,” Keegan said, jealousy in her eyes. 
 
    “How’d you know?” 
 
    “It’s the way your name appears on my pane of vision when I use the app. There’s a star next to it that means that you have a dojo in EverLife. I clearly don’t. Hopefully, I will get to connect my dojo up one day, but that day hasn’t come yet. There’s always a tournament though offering that as a prize. So soon.” 
 
    “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” I told her. “Actually, I kind of miss the times before we were connected to all the other kingdoms. There are more complications that come with being connected,” I said, thinking of some of the situations that had already gone down, from William to the big club fight in Kingdom Sana. 
 
    “I will get there one day. Probably pretty soon. But right now, I just want to collect the best mythcrea possible.” 
 
    “I feel you there,” I said. 
 
    “Do you? What’s the best, or the most powerful mythcrea you have caught?” 
 
    I looked to Iris and Lady C. “Ummm… a Thulean goblin?” 
 
    Killy the fairy started laughing so hard that she could no longer keep herself afloat. She fell to the ground, beating against the pavement, gold sparkles flying everywhere. 
 
    “That is not as impressive as I figured it would be,” said Keegan, a grin on her face. 
 
    “He’s pretty special, Level 69 last I checked, and he was once part of the Mitherfickers,” I told her.  
 
    “The Mitherfickers?” she snorted. “Yeah-the-fuck-right. Those guys are legends. You don’t have someone from the Mitherfickers in your guild.” 
 
    “We do, but fine, don’t believe me.” 
 
    “Any other rare ones?” she asked, growing impatient. 
 
    “We have a Golden Allocamelus.” 
 
    “Yeah, those don’t do anything.” 
 
    “But he looks good.” 
 
    “I really hope that you can impress the group that I’m taking you to,” Keegan said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I sort of went out on a limb recommending you. Now I’m regretting that. Funny, right?” 
 
    “I don’t find anything funny about your sassy little attitude,” Aya said, glaring at the girl. “If anybody in this group has something to say, they can come to EverLife and say it to my face. Right, Lady Cassandra?” 
 
    Lady C., who had re-equipped her romance novel, nodded as she continued skimming through the pages. 
 
    “May I ask what you are reading?” Brutus the cyclops asked her. 
 
    “Just a trashy reverse harem by an author who writes under the pen name Dustin Broner. Actually, I think the real Dustin Broner died years ago, but since he was a self-published author, someone he knew just kept writing genre fiction under his name. I don’t know. I just happened to pick it up because I was bored, and now I’m interested in the story, especially because it has Creative Non-Fiction Sci-Fi elements that I didn’t see coming.” 
 
    “Lady Cassandra, you are boring all of us,” Aya said. 
 
    “Maybe we should send our mythcrea away for now,” said Keegan. “It’ll be a little bit easier to concentrate.” 
 
    “Whatever works best for you,” I said, the two Huntresses fading away immediately.  
 
    Keegan’s Hunters did the same just a few seconds after. 
 
    “I have hung out with other Alphas before,” she said as she turned to the south. “It can be overwhelming when all the Hunters are out.” 
 
    “I can imagine. Hey, I saved our UberLyft,” I started to tell her, pointing at the vehicle which still hovered on the street, its lights flashing. 
 
    “We can just walk. It’s not very far from here. I will need you to put this on once we get there,” she said, reaching into her bag and pulling out a thick black beanie. 
 
    “Sure, I can wear that.” 
 
    “Over your eyes. You can’t see where they meet until they’ve officially let you into the group.” 
 
    “This is getting stranger by the moment, but I’m sort of looking forward to it now.” 
 
    “Good, hopefully they will feel the same way.” 
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    “Stop here,” I heard Keegan say.  
 
    The black beanie she’d forced me to wear over my eyes didn’t obscure everything. There was still a bit of light that came through, enough that I could sort of get the layout of what was before me, but definitely not enough for me to know where we were aside from the fact that it was within twenty minutes or so of Central Park. 
 
    Which literally could have been anywhere in New York. 
 
    “Who is it?” a muffled voice asked. 
 
    “You know who it is already,” said Keegan. “And I brought the Alpha I was telling you about.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” a man said as he opened the door. 
 
    “And this is him?” 
 
    “No, I just brought another guy who is wearing a beanie over his eyes.” 
 
    “No need to get snappy with me,” he told her as Keegan led me down the hallway. I could tell by the sound of my feet that I was walking on wood, and then we switched to marble, or possibly a tile of some sort. From there we were on the carpet, moving down a stairwell into a warm room. 
 
    My beanie was removed, and Keegan handed me my glasses back. 
 
    “This place is huge,” I said, nodding to a group of masked men and women who sat on old leather couches. I had a feeling the space used to be a gym of some sort, or possibly a basement basketball court for a wealthy New Yorker. 
 
    But we had come up some stairs, and then we had gone down more stairs, which made no sense now that I was trying to orient myself. There were no windows on the walls, no pictures either. Just a vanilla colored paint and the occasional light fixture which ran all the way to the end of the place and back. 
 
    A custom Monster Hunt room… I thought, as I looked at the six other hunters, all masked, all of whom were looking at me curiously now. 
 
    “Hey everyone,” I said, trying to be friendly. 
 
    “Flattery will get you nowhere,” the man who had greeted us at the door said. 
 
    He was a butler of sorts, evident in his suit, and the way he was already making his way back up the stairs, leaving us down here with the masked Alphas. 
 
    “So,” another man said, this guy with a bit of a paunch. “You are interested in hunting rare mythcrea, right?” 
 
    “Who isn’t?” a British man asked. 
 
    “Keegan here has indicated that you are interested in hunting rare monsters,” a woman said, her voice a bit deep. She was the only one that sat on the ground, with her legs crossed under her body. Next to her, with his hand on her shoulder, was a muscular black man, who wore a funny looking horse mask. 
 
    “Sure, I’m definitely interested.” 
 
    “And how long have you been using the app?” the British man asked. 
 
    “I mean, almost two weeks? Not very long.” 
 
    A few of them started to laugh, the others groaned. 
 
    “I thought you had been using it longer than that,” Keegan said under her breath. 
 
    “No. I just got it. What about you?” 
 
    “I’ve been using it forever. Well, a year, but that was only because I wasn’t able to get an access code. And my parents wouldn’t buy one for me off the black market.” 
 
    “You are the type of player, and I mean player, not Alpha, that causes trouble for the rest of us,” said the guy with a bit of a paunch. “You’re just a hobbyist, not someone to take seriously.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I think I take it pretty seriously.” 
 
    “Have you even competed in a tournament?” the seated woman asked. 
 
    “Yes, several. In fact…” 
 
    “Of course he has competed in a tournament. Most Alphas have competed in tournaments,” the British man said. “It’s not that bloody hard to join a tournament.” 
 
    “Sounds like an amateur,” the man in the horse mask said. 
 
    “Are there actually professionals?” I asked, just to be snide. 
 
    “Of course there are Monster Hunt professionals. There are people that dedicate their lives to building their dojo, cultivating a good team of mythcrea, and competing in and arranging tournaments that will be remembered for years to come. Keegan, you can see him out. He’s not ready to join us,” said the man with the paunch. He had a white, phantom of the opera mask on and a T-shirt that read Cyber Noir: 2085 Reboot.   
 
    “I’m not just an amateur,” I told them. “In fact, I won Kingdom Lume’s recent tournament for levels four through six, and last night, I placed second in the EverLife-wide tournament.” 
 
    “Did you now?” the woman asked, cocking her head at me. She had a kitsune mask on, glasses underneath. 
 
    “And one more thing. Just in case you are continuing to question my legitimacy. I’m assuming all of you have dojos in EverLife.” 
 
    They nodded, all aside from Keegan. 
 
    “Then you are also looking at the owner of the Steeple of Litur and Industria.” 
 
    The British man gasped. “So it is true? Someone actually solved the puzzle? There are rumors floating around that it happened. But… No. You must be lying. You must have confused yourself with someone else.” 
 
    “You can check with Ray Steampunk’s estate if you don’t believe me. And you can look up my dojo by my name, Chase Knowles, if you want proof of my status. Anyway, sure, let’s get out of here, Keegan. I don’t need this shit.” I turned away, placing the beanie over my head and pulling it back over my eyes. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    “Wait,” the woman called after me. “It’s… I think it’s true. There have been inquiries recently regarding the Steeple, and investors have already been contacting my organization about the owner.” 
 
    I paused. “Your organization?” 
 
    “I’m a member of a Proxima realty group, the largest one,” she explained. “But that’s all you need to know. Just being a winner and lucky doesn’t get you access to our club. You must also prove that you have what it takes to go toe-to-toe with one of our mythcrea. Who’s up?” 
 
    “I am,” said the British man, who wore an executioner’s hood. He cracked his knuckles as he stared me down. 
 
    “So it’s like a Brawl?” 
 
    “No, you need to select a mythcrea to fight whatever mythcrea he goes with,” Keegan said under her breath.  
 
    “But you clearly have rarer ones, and you are likely at a higher level than me,” I told the group. “What’s the point in this fight?” 
 
    “It is part of our ritual,” the woman explained. “The first part. The second part comes after you have successfully won, or successfully lost the first part.” 
 
    “So I can lose then, right?” 
 
    “You can, and you will,” said the British man as he walked towards the larger space, stopping at the very end and turning to me. “Well? What are you waiting for?  Let’s get on with it!” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    The British man smiled, or at least I thought he was smiling under his executioner’s mask. I could tell by his eyes that he was either smiling or glaring, which only made this more awkward. 
 
    I wished Iris were here.  
 
    I didn’t take Monster Hunt as seriously as she did, and had she been there, she would have been the perfect opponent for the British executioner guy.  
 
    I’d already scrolled through our list once, not quite sure of who I should select.  
 
    Some of our mythcrea were rare, but there was no telling what this guy would select, and I needed someone who could actually fight, not someone like Joe Camel or Yaksha. I thought for a moment about choosing Hiccup, but decided otherwise when I saw what the British man brought to the table. 
 
    “I’ll even give you a chance by revealing my mythcrea first,” he said as a terrible looking creature rose from a portal in the ground. She had a bird’s face, bulging eyes, the nose of a reptile and stringy black hair. 
 
    The mythcrea locked eyes with me, her arms swinging at her sides as her handle appeared. 
 
    [Momo, Level 15] 
 
    “I even chose a lower-level one, just to be fair,” said the man. 
 
    Momo? I thought, and just thinking the words triggered a GoogleFace explanation, telling me that the rare mythcrea stemmed from an Internet hoax, and was based on a sculpture of an ubume, which was basically a Japanese ghost. 
 
    And since I was going against a ghost, I went for my undead mythcrea, Magnus, who just so happened to be at Level Fifteen as well. 
 
    “I suppose I am to fight her,” he said, unsheathing his sword just as soon as his form took shape. Magnus wore leather this time, with buckles across his chest and arms, his face pale, his jet-black hair pulled into a ponytail. 
 
    “A fext?” the man in the horse mask asked. “You are supposed to bring a rare mythcrea!” 
 
    “You want to see me battle, right? Or better, you want to see if my mythcrea can fight, right?” I said over my shoulder. “Well, here’s your chance.” 
 
    “I don’t bloody care what he brings to the party,” said the British man. “He won’t last long against Momo. Isn’t that right, Momo?” 
 
    The terrifying woman turned to him, still not blinking her eyes. 
 
    “Aren’t you a cutie?” the Brit asked in a cooing voice. Once she didn’t respond, he continued. “Not very full of beans today, are you? It doesn’t matter, you know what to do, my dear,” he said, nodding to Magnus. 
 
    “She will be a formidable opponent,” Magnus said, flourishing his blade, green fire radiating off of it and settling. 
 
    “Try to end it quickly,” I told him, “I have this feeling that the longer she’s alive, the harder it’ll be to take her down.” 
 
    Magnus advanced toward the woman, bringing his blade back and thrusting it forward, Momo dodging by literally cracking her neck to the side, in one of the most uncomfortable postures I had seen. He swung at her again, and she simply moved her body the other way, her bones cracking in her body as she avoided his blade. 
 
    Magnus spun around to give himself momentum, his blade coming in for a swipe across her chest. 
 
    Suddenly, Momo slapped her hands together in front of her body, catching his blade between her palms, still with that dead look in her eyes, still not blinking. 
 
    She shifted her arms to the left, flipping Magnus onto his back. 
 
    Even as he tried to pull his blade free from her hands, and simultaneously scoot away from her, he was unable to, her grip incredibly strong.  
 
    When pulling his sword away wouldn’t work, Magnus tried to kick her feet out from beneath her. But as he connected with her, her ankles broke off to the left, and the woman fell to the ground, her eyes still open, her hands still in a prayer position, holding his blade. 
 
    She lay on the ground like that for a moment, licking her lips as she looked at Magnus. Realizing he wasn’t going to be able to pry his blade from her grip, Magnus kicked away, back to his feet, drawing two sharp daggers from sheaths on his belt. 
 
    Momo also righted herself in an awkward way, her bones cracking back together as she stood upright, still with his sword in her hands. Her mouth started to open, and as it did, she lifted the sword to her face, devouring it whole. 
 
    In that moment, I fired off a message to Iris, telling her that she needed to meet me ASAP, that something quite interesting had come up.  
 
    And that I had just seen a Japanese ghost eat Magnus’ sword. 
 
    Not sure of how he should address her, the fext stalked the woman for a moment, his shoulders low, daggers at the ready. 
 
    “She’s so creepy,” Keegan said, startling me. 
 
    I looked to my left to see the teenager watching Magnus take a few swipes at the Japanese ghost woman. Momo avoided each attack, moving her body in an unnatural way, Magnus never able to land an attack. 
 
    “Have you seen her before?” I asked Keegan. 
 
    “Only in a video; never in person.” 
 
    I felt the urge to coach Magnus, as if I were on the sidelines at a tournament. But the British man was completely silent, and I took this to mean that I should be completely silent as well, that I should let my mythcrea do the talking for me. 
 
    Momo finally swiped her claws at Magnus, the fext barely able to roll out of the way in time. As he jumped back to his feet, Magnus launched one of his blades, the dagger stabbing right into the center of her forehead, all the way up to the hilt. 
 
    The woman staggered forward, her eyes still locked on Magnus until they finally shifted, both bulging peepholes now looking up at the dagger jutting out of her forehead.  
 
    Even as Magnus came in for another swipe, trying to bring her down with his other knife, she parried his attack, cracking her body left, curving right, all while using her free hand to take the blade from her forehead, and devour it. 
 
    A message came in from Iris, telling me that first, she had no idea what I was talking about; and second, that she was definitely interested and was down to meet up.  
 
    She suggested an early dinner, at a Korean place in Midtown. 
 
    The address appeared on my pane of vision, as well as an RSVP button, which I mentally selected, returning my focus to the fight. 
 
    Magnus tried an HP draining skill, energy swirling around his hand as he launched his palm forward, sending the spiraling blast in Momo’s direction.  
 
    It hit the woman, who continued to stare at Magnus with that weird bird grin of hers, a trickle of blood trailing from her forehead to her chin.  
 
    Even as the blast hit her, she only twitched a bit, showing clearly that this type of attack wasn’t going to affect her. 
 
    As a last Hail Mary of sorts, Magnus charged her with his blade over his head, moving just in time to avoid her swipe, and bringing his knife into the side of her neck. 
 
    And that’s when she turned her head and used her beak to bite his arm off, Magnus pulling away immediately, blood squirting out of the bloodied stump of his arm. 
 
    Suddenly, Momo was standing in front of him, her hand around his neck, that same twisted look on her face as she licked the blood off her lips. 
 
    Magnus started punching her with his free fist, her body still shifting just in time to avoid each hit, no matter how close he got.  
 
    Even as he tried to punch her, she started bending forward toward him, opening her jaw wider and wider, eventually snapping her beak shut on his face, killing him instantly. 
 
    I shook my head, not knowing how to feel in that moment.  
 
    I knew that all this was fake, but seeing it play out like that, and knowing that Magnus was a good guy was causing a strange reaction in me. I wanted to run forward and tackle the woman, to do my best to fight back, but I knew that that wouldn’t do anything. 
 
    I knew that she was a digital hallucination, and that Magnus was okay, that he would just reappear at the dojo, where he’d be comforted by Ophelia. 
 
    Still, it was weird, and I was glad when both Magnus’ body and Momo disappeared. 
 
    “Are you happy now?” I asked the group of Alphas behind me. 
 
    “It wasn’t a bad fight,” said the man with the paunch. “Your fext was a hell of a lot better than I thought he would be.” 
 
    “But we still have things to discuss before we make our decision. And besides, you are still missing one important piece of membership in our group,” said the woman in the kitsune mask. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “A truly rare catch. Come back with something unbelievably rare, and we will go from there.” 
 
    I shrugged. “And what makes you think I want to be part of your group anyway?” 
 
    “You have another Alpha that works with you, correct?” she asked. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Well, see what she thinks about it. She may know more about our type of group than you do. But I can tell you this, by joining our club you will have access to information that a normal Alpha would never have, and you will also be invited to exclusive tournaments and other Brawls. It’s really up to you. But let’s not jump to conclusions. First, you need to return with a rare catch. Show us what you can do.” 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve: Lick Stickficker 
 
    [image: ]  
 
      
 
    “Don’t you just love this place?” Iris asked as the waitress brought us more Korean side dishes. 
 
    We were in Koreatown, at a place off Thirty-Second Street and Fifth Avenue. I still hadn’t called the Huntresses back to New York; I’d literally rushed over here after the rare monster club meetup, which I was stoked to tell Iris about, but hadn’t started yet, mostly because she was going over menu options. 
 
    “The food is definitely interesting.” I said as I used my chopsticks to pick at a dish that consisted of bean sprouts and a little red sauce. It was spicy, but not the same type of spice I was used to, the flavor robust in a way, fermented. 
 
    “Just wait till the main course comes,” she said. “All these Korean restaurants serve small plates before the meal, sort of like an appetizer. I guess it is kind of like chips and salsa at a Mexican food restaurant.” 
 
    “Nice,” I told her as I finished the small plate of bean sprouts. 
 
    The waitress saw that I was done and came over with another one, refilling our small ceramic glasses of green tea. 
 
    “Okay, so now it’s my turn to catch you up,” I told her. 
 
    “Okay, what’s up?” 
 
    Iris seemed more chipper than she had been last night, after we’d lost the tournament. I was glad, too. I knew that I could have done better, but then again, I also knew that we were both new to this, and that the two fiery sisters we had faced earlier seemed to have trained a lot longer than us. 
 
    Still, I wanted to walk carefully around the subject if possible. 
 
    And rather than tell her about the humandroid sitting in my bedroom back at my home, I decided to go over the rare monster club, their masks and general bullshit, and the requirements if we wanted to join. 
 
    “Actually, I don’t know if they will let us join, but I’m pretty sure I impressed them,” I said as more side dishes came.  
 
    “I wish I could have seen that fight between Magnus and Momo,” she said. “It’s always a pleasure watching him fight. He’s so intense, so focused.” 
 
    “And he probably would have won too had you been there.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” she started to say. 
 
    “I don’t know. It wasn’t the kind of environment that one could give out commands, I got that vibe, but maybe I just assumed that. Maybe I could have shouted something to Magnus. And if that was the case, you would have been great there.” 
 
    “Okay, so their next requirement is that we capture a truly rare mythcrea, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, and I sort of had an idea about that. Actually, I had this idea earlier, but it seems like it would be something we could rope in.” 
 
    “What idea?” she asked, smiling as the waitress brought a grilled fish over and set it between us. The Korean restaurant was bustling and steamy, filled with people from all walks of life, the waiters and waitresses squeezing in between crowded areas, holding trays over their heads. 
 
    “Newport, Rhode Island. Let’s go tomorrow.” 
 
    “You want to go to Rhode Island?” she asked. 
 
    “I was thinking of places that we could find rare monsters, and then I thought of those famous mansions in Newport, Rhode Island. It would be an adventure.” 
 
    “Yep. I’ve been before too, and it’s great. So a road trip?” 
 
    “Sure. Why not? And did you like the city?” 
 
    “I definitely liked it. Going there is like stepping back into colonial America or something. I mean, they have adjusted for modern-day life, but some of the homes, and the way the streets are set make it pretty unique.” 
 
    “And you have class tomorrow, right?” 
 
    “I do, but I could just make up for it through the digital version that will be posted to the Proxima Galaxy. So I’m not too worried about that. I could even do that while we are taking the train up.” 
 
    “Sweet,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “It will be cool to hunt in some abandoned mansions.” 
 
    “I think that’s going to be the tricky part,” I told her, focusing both on Iris and on the information on my iNet screen. “A historical society runs the tours now, and I think they own all the mansions. So we will have to be a little bit careful.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s easy enough. Just don’t let them see we’re hunting.” 
 
    “Like we did back at Mood Fabrics?” 
 
    She snorted. “Hopefully better than that. Have you forgotten that you can use some of your money to buy a rare mythcrea locator? You could just add that onto your app, and it would be much better than the one you already have.” 
 
    “I haven’t used that one for a few days now,” I told her, recalling my monster locator app and how it allowed me to more easily locate mythcrea in New York. “But yeah, of course I would buy that. And I would get us a cool hotel too. Something with an ocean view, or maybe in like a historical hotel.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” she said as she picked at the fish. “So we leave in the morning then. I can purchase some train tickets.” 
 
    “Let me book everything,” I told her. “And I know that we haven’t talked about it yet, but I still remain serious about transferring funds to you.” 
 
    “I told you, Chase, I don’t want your funds. Honestly, I don’t really need it, well, who doesn’t need money? But it’s not something that I really care about. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “I know that you said that, which is why I have made you co-owner of the Steeple, so you can’t stop me from transferring this money.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “You did what?” 
 
    “We’re going to sell it, and I sent in the paperwork to Ray Steampunk’s lawyer on the way over here that would allow me to make you a co-owner, so a fifty-percent stake.” 
 
    “You really didn’t have to do that…” 
 
    “I really did,” I told her, setting my chopsticks down. “I do not deserve this. This app has changed my life, and now… And now…” I looked around. “You know what I’m trying to say here. I owe it to you. If you won’t take a transfer, I figured this was another way to get around your chivalry. Is that chivalry?” 
 
    Iris laughed. “What if I fall in love with the Steeple and want to live in it?” 
 
    “Please, you’ve seen that place. It’s beautiful, but I wouldn’t consider it a place that someone could fall in love with.” 
 
    “True. Oh, and here it comes. The email from your lawyer, Mr. Thomas Baker, esquire. He is your lawyer now, right?” 
 
    “Unfortunately. I don’t really know another lawyer, and he already seems to know what’s going on. I can’t wait to get that first bill,” I told her with a tight smile. 
 
    “You may rethink bequeathing me half the Steeple after you get that bill,” she said as the waitress came by and filled her green tea. 
 
    “Maybe,” I told her with a grin. 
 
    “What about the rest of the day? What are your plans?” 
 
    “No plans. Do we have a gig tonight? I can’t remember.” 
 
    “How did you know? Dalton joined up with me last night and told me that he had arranged for us to play at the Midnight Library tonight. A celebration of our…” Iris’ smile faded. “Our performance at the tournament. People in Kingdom Lume are actually pretty proud of us. I wasn’t expecting that. I went downtown last night, just to have a drink at the Midnight Library, and that’s where I ran into Dalton. Spew Gorge too. People were cheering and buying me drinks all night.” 
 
    “Was it just Dalton and Spew?” 
 
    “Fujin was there too, drunk as hell. He didn’t talk or anything, but he sure was smiling. His cheeks were red too. Like two apples or something.” 
 
    “Okay, so we have a gig tonight. And maybe we should visit the Steeple as well.” 
 
    “Good call. Now that I am part owner, I might as well make plans for renovations,” she said with a snarky grin. “I’m kidding. We are definitely going to sell the place. But maybe it’s best if we hold on to it for a while until we find the right buyer.” 
 
    “That’s another thing I forgot to tell you,” I said, the thought coming to me that instant. “People don’t know that we’ve actually solved the mystery yet, but there is a rumor that someone has. And now, well, because of what I told the rare monster club, people are definitely going to know.” 
 
    “You told them?” 
 
    “I sort of had to prove my worth.” 
 
    Iris bit her lip. “I hadn’t considered that.” 
 
    “Yeah, so just be prepared for people to ask about it. Maybe this is another reason why it’s better that we both own it, so one of us can’t be tricked into doing something.” 
 
    “Definitely,” she said. “And what about going to a music store? Didn’t you say you wanted to do that?” 
 
    “Definitely. Let’s go after this. Music store, then we log in and go from there.” 
 
    The waitress brought a tray of sliced meat to the table, along with lettuce, and bowl of thick red sauce. She started a burner built into the table, and cooked the first piece of meat for us, showing us how it should look. Once she was done, she placed the cooked meat in the lettuce to show us how to eat it. 
 
    “Now this I can get behind,” I said as she handed me the meat wrapped in lettuce. 
 
    “I can’t wait to dig in,” Iris said once the waitress left. “I haven’t had Korean in forever…” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    The music shop was awesome, and there were a ton of instruments I wanted to buy. But I was trying to behave myself, so I simply tested them out, inquired about keyboard repairs, and at one point, played some electric drums while Iris messed with a Theremin. 
 
    Good times. 
 
    No Huntresses either. 
 
    “My place or yours?” Iris asked once we were finished window-shopping. 
 
    “Actually…” I watched as our UberLyft aeros lowered to the street. This was a red one, sleek, shaped in a way that reminded me of a motorcycle helmet. We were still in Midtown, and it wouldn’t be a very long trip over to Brooklyn, but I didn’t want Iris to just walk into my room and see Lady C.’s humandroid body lying lifelessly on my bed. 
 
    “Yours is more comfortable than mine,” I reminded her. “And you don’t have a pipe in the middle of your room.” 
 
    “Sweet, sounds like a plan to me.” 
 
    “Oh, and Iris…” I started to say to her as she got into the vehicle. 
 
    But she didn’t hear me, and once I was in the backseat next to her, she started talking about a vintage Moog keyboard she was checking out back at the music shop, and how easy it was to use iNet to go through its sound bank. 
 
    So as usual, our conversations shifted to music and a few things we could do at the concert later that night. 
 
    “I definitely want to do more keyboard stuff for this show,” said Iris. “It is nice to be behind the keyboard sometimes.” 
 
    “What about a keytar? Have you thought about getting one of those?” 
 
    “That could be pretty awesome…” 
 
    I imagined Iris swinging back and forth, keytar in her hands. It was a strange instrument, but it was definitely cool, and it would give us some sound options that we didn’t currently have. 
 
    Or maybe we already had them, but it was still cool. 
 
    “We may have to go instrument shopping again in EverLife,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, once we get the studio set up that’s the first thing we should do.” 
 
    “Have you thought more about the studio?” I asked her. 
 
    “I definitely have. I’m thinking we just add another room to the back of our practice space, take out a wall, put a glass partition there so the producer, or whoever, can see what’s going on on the other side. Something that feels, you know, more classic than current studios.” 
 
    “You mean apartment studios?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “It’s the easiest way to record…” she reminded me. 
 
    “That’s definitely true.” 
 
    Iris and I had never actually recorded in a real studio before. All of our demos and the singles we had put out were recorded in apartments. This was common. There were only a handful of actual studios left in all of New York state, and most were owned by celebrities. 
 
    “We’ll get started on it whenever you want,” I told her. “You are way better at architecture than I am. And once it’s finished, we will hit up the music shop, Dirty Dave’s, or whatever.” 
 
    “I hope Dalton is as chill in the studio as he is on stage,” she said as our vehicle switched to a higher airlane. 
 
    “We will see. But I have this feeling it’s going to be mostly a jam type record.” 
 
    “Probably, but there’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “Yep. Just let him do his thing and conduct us, as he normally does. We can just go with the flow. I am guessing that punching in is incredibly easy in the Proxima Galaxy too.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Iris said. “Already watched some vids of people doing it. It’s even easier there than it is out here.” 
 
    “Nice. So we’ll let him do his thing, and we’ll just come and improvise whatever he wants. Anything else can be fixed in post.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” she said as the vehicle lowered, coming to an abrupt halt behind a passing transport aeros. 
 
    “Those things drive like crazy sometimes,” I said as it zipped away. 
 
    “That’s because the ones in New York still have human drivers,” Iris reminded me. “There’s a union, and the people that were part of the union are still able to actually drive their vehicles.” 
 
    “Whereas all the other vehicles in the air are driven by AI…” 
 
    She nodded. “Uh-huh. What could possibly go wrong, right? And can you imagine actually driving?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. My grandpa talked about driving, but it never really interested me.” 
 
    “I just can’t imagine how primitive it was back then when you actually had to pay attention to the road.” 
 
    “Primitive?” 
 
    She smirked. “You know what I mean. Not primitive. Just, well, I get so much done when I’m in a vehicle by myself. Whether it’s catching up on something online, or doing my homework, or even some sleep if it’s a long trip.” 
 
    “It would be weird. It’s also weird watching movies from the turn-of-the-century, where driving is such a big deal.” 
 
    “It’s still a big deal in some states,” Iris said as the vehicle lowered to the street front of her flat. “Especially in the South.” 
 
    We got out, and I followed Iris up to her door. Once we were in, she kicked off her shoes, immediately going over to her futon and setting up her Proxima rig.  
 
    “Hey, Iris,” I started to say. “There was something I wanted to tell you…” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “I meant to tell you about something that happened last night at the dojo!” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You know that phantom kangaroo that you got, the one named Mirror.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, remembering the sort of sassy phantom kangaroo. I hadn’t seen her around lately, but I’d heard that was because she was just being translucent. 
 
    “Well, she knows Hiccup. And they got to talking, and I learned that she was actually a mirrored dragon before.” 
 
    “I think she mentioned something about that to me,” I said as I sat on the futon next Iris. 
 
    “She didn’t like the body that she’s in, and she originally wanted to be in a human body, but she recently decided to become a dragon again. Anyway, I was in a bit of a mood last night…” 
 
    “It happens,” I said, not wanting to spark off that conversation. 
 
    “So at first, I ignored her, but then I started thinking, if she wants to be a dragon, how awesome would it be to have a dragon? So I went down to the Fusion Center and I started playing around with it a bit. It turns out there are options to just simply pay for the creature you would like to create, so, no fusing. Well, it is still fusing, but you actually pay for mythcrea to be delivered to you then fuse it into whatever you want.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that we now have a dragon at our disposal?” 
 
    Iris grinned. “Not only that, a mirrored dragon who is fantastically bitchy. I think she already ate like a dozen of the Mitchell clones. In fact, we have to stop her from doing that. If you are ever going to take your revenge to William, you will need these trolls, right?” 
 
    “Don’t you worry; I’m planning to take my revenge soon,” I told Iris. “I’ve been a little distracted lately. How about we do it in Newport?” 
 
    “If you are suggesting that you and I ride in on a mirrored dragon leading a battalion of cloned trolls to another Alpha’s dojo, you bet your ass I am in!” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh my God. It really is going to be sweet revenge. Hopefully, he doesn’t show up tonight at the concert.” 
 
    “Hopefully he does. We can start the revenge tonight…” 
 
    “Since when were you in such a fighting mood?” I asked as I lay down next to her, putting on my NV Visor.  
 
    “Since yesterday. Also, aren’t you going to the restroom before you log in?” 
 
    “I should.” 
 
    “Sweet. I’ll go next. I have a feeling we’ll be logged in for a while.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    “Aye!” 
 
    The Thulean swung her buster sword at Lady C., the Metican pivoting just in time to miss her attack, but not in time to miss Aya’s heel, which she had brought around using her forward momentum from the weight of her sword. 
 
    The bottom of Aya’s heel connected with Lady C.’s chin, sending her twisting to the left. 
 
    And she would have hit the ground too if it hadn’t been for a burst of magic that propelled her backward and up into the air, Lady C. superhero landing, a wisp of her brown hair falling into her face. 
 
    “You guys are just sparring, right?” I asked the two of them. Iris was next to me, our forms having materialized just moments ago. 
 
    “Fick! What the fick does it look like?” Hiccup the goblin sat at a folding table with his nephew (or son?), a platter of what looked like chicken wings in front of him. “And keep the wings coming,” he shouted over to an elf wearing a chef’s hat, who stood before an outside grill with a frown on his face. Hiccup stuffed another wing in his mouth. “And your fickin’ lemon pepper is off. Get it right! Or we’ll fickin’ fry your ass up and feed you to the big chalupa that’s wrapped around our dojo.” 
 
    “That’s a world serpent, Hiccup,” Spew Gorge groaned. 
 
    “Spewy, eat your fickin’ wings and shut the fick up. Of course I know it is a fickin’ world serpent!” Hiccup cleared his throat. “I was trying to be funny.” 
 
    Spew Gorge rolled his eyes. “I never really understood why dick jokes were funny. I guess dicks kind of look funny.” 
 
    “First of all, we don’t say ‘dick,’ we say ‘chalupa.’ And Spewy, we both know you’re queerer than your fickered uncle, on your father’s side, wait, fick, that means he’s my brother. Fick this is confusing. I’m not trying to say I like chalupas here. But if an orc chippie is hiding something and I don’t see it, well, fick, a mouth is a mouth,” Hiccup said, licking his fingers. “Where the fick was I? Spewy, you know I’m your dad, right?” 
 
    “Fick you, Hiccup, that’s not true!” 
 
    “It isn’t fickin’ fake news, Spewy, it’s the god-fickin’ truth, and you fickin’ know it!” 
 
    “What have we stumbled upon?” I asked Iris, who was already giving me a funny look. 
 
    Spew Gorge beat his fist against the table. 
 
    “Fick, watch it! There are dragon wings here, son.” 
 
    “You’ve made this fickered confession to me like three hundred fickin’ times. I still don’t believe it! There is nothing similar between you and me. You are not my fickin’ dad!” 
 
    “Now hold the fick on…” Hiccup stuck another wing in his mouth, latched on and pulled it out, cleaning it of all its meat. “When you put it like that, it almost sounds like you’re being a liddle racist fickboy, a chicken-shit liddle chicklefick who’s keen to find out what it feels like to have hot oil poured on his taint before being beaten with a bag of angry bees. That kind of fick. Where the fick was I? Fick, these wings are good.” A healing potion appeared in his hand and he threw it back, tossing the empty bottle over his shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t litter in the dojo,” Iris told him as she picked up the bottle, dropping it back into Hiccup’s lap. 
 
    “Yoy!” he cried, squirming around in his chair. “Fick me, Glasses! You hit my chalupa square in the goblets… fick… fick… I’m seeing double. Fick! Spewy!”  Hiccup fell out of his chair, his legs crossed, definitely overselling it. 
 
    “Just don’t throw your empty healing potions wherever you want,” Iris said. “We have recycling.” 
 
    “What the fick kind of snowflake SJW fickery is recycling?” Hiccup groaned. “Yoooooy…” 
 
    “Sorry about him,” Spew Gorge told us. “They started fickin’ training, and this obnoxious ficker thought it would be nice to watch.” 
 
    “I can see that,” I told him, noticing that Hiccup was now on his knees, his hands in prayer position as he begged for Iris to let him litter. “And who ordered a chef?” 
 
    “I did,” Lady C. said as she swung both blades at Aya, her two swords sluicing through the air. Aya pivoted left and right, her hands at her sides as she playfully avoided her attacks. “We got bored waiting for you to call us to New York, so we decided to have us a little party. Everyone else already ate; they are either resting, or out in the meadow.” 
 
    “Stop talking, more fighting!” Aya cried as she swung her blade low, Lady C. jumping over it and flipping around her. She twisted in the air with both blades aimed at the Thulean, doing a move that I’d only seen in high concept martial arts movies. 
 
    “The fick you just say? How come you guys get to go to New York?” Hiccup asked the Huntresses, no longer faking his injury. He waddled back to his feet and took a seat, going for another dragon wing, which he gobbled down. “Fick, did you try these ones, Spewy? These fickers got a kick!” 
 
    “Fick yeah they do!” 
 
    “For fick’s sake,” Hiccup shouted over to the chef, “I’m not trying to light a fire out of my ass later. What the fick part of the word ‘mild’ do you fail to comprehend? This is what we get when we hire immiNPCs! I keep fickin’ telling everyone that there are not good people on both sides. Elves are bad, mmkay? They may seem clever, and I have been known to pay good rupees to spend some quality time with the drow, especially the ones with the face tattoos, but that’s just for pleasure. This is fickin’ business. Fick!” 
 
    He threw his hands up in the air, flinging barbecue sauce everywhere, a bit splashing against the front of my glasses. 
 
    “Okay, I think I’ve seen enough of this,” I told Iris as I removed my glasses and cleaned them. I didn’t need to wear them in the Proxima Galaxy, obviously, but I did so anyway. As did Iris. It had now become part of our style.  
 
    “Hold the fick up. I heard you guys were in a band,” Hiccup said, eating another dragon wing. “And that means you need a manager. I don’t come cheap, but I’m worth every fickin’ Proxima dollar.” 
 
    “Fick no,” Spew Gorge groaned, “you are not becoming their buttfickin’ manager. But maybe I’ll audition to be their drummer. So you definitely aren’t becoming the manager, especially if I become their drummer. No fickin’ way. That’ll break up the fickin’ band!” 
 
    “Hiccup,” the goblin with the pink topknot said to himself, “do not make a skin flute joke to your clearly homosexual nephew, and sometimes son. Do not do it. You are fickin’ better than that. There’s nothing wrong with craving an oozing chalupa. Okay, deep breaths, and here goes. Spewy, since when did you know how to play skin flute? Fick! I mean drums, since when did you know how to play drums?” 
 
    “Fick you, Hiccup! You know I can play drums. You came to my ensemble concert when I was in elementary school.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well that’s because all of your teachers had fickin’ crushes on me. I never told you about some of the weird sexual fickery elementary school teachers are into. How come so many end up fickin’ their students? Ever pondered that little Zen koan? It’s an untapped resource for a virtuous goblin like me.” 
 
    Aya rose into the air using her ghost limbs, spinning and coming down at Lady C., only to be struck by a powerful blast of lightning. 
 
    “Virtuous?” Spew Gorge laughed, now paying a little attention to the sword fight still playing out before him. “Who the fick told you that you were virtuous? More like vile, heinous, disgusting, villainous, stinky and ficked in the head!” 
 
    “Fick you, Spewy!” Hiccup said, drawing a blade. He pointed at the smaller goblin and I decided to step in. 
 
    “If you are going to fight him, you have to do so like they are doing, through training. Otherwise, we’re going to build you a small cabin at the very end of the meadow over there,” I told him, pointing in the distance. “As close to the outer edge of our properties as we can get. And you aren’t going to be allowed to come over here.” 
 
    Hiccup grunted. “What kind of fickered racism is this? Just send me off to a cabin in the fickin’ woods? Ageism! You are worse than Marbles! Fick!” 
 
    The elven chef walked over with more dragon wings, placing the platter on the table in front of the two goblins. 
 
    “Just eat your wings, and be a good goblin,” Iris told him. “Consider it a gift for how well you did at the tournament yesterday.” 
 
    Hiccup, who had been scowling at both of us now looked at us with confusion in his eyes. “Tournament? Spewy, you hear these two Alphas here talking their fickin’ nonsense? Yesterday, I climbed up into the tower over there with that other troll named, well, I don’t remember his name. And who gives a fick? Anyway, the troll and I looked at magazines all day, that ficker playing with his choad of a chalupa the entire time. Even though he was wearing pants. And then after that, I told him the story about a famous goblin drama called DisNike’s Star Wars.” 
 
    “No…” I whispered, turning away from the goblin with the mechanical brass arm that was covered in wing sauce up to his elbow. 
 
    Iris couldn’t resist. “Did you say DisNike’s Star Wars?” 
 
    Hiccup snorted as he ate another dragon wing, two, actually. “Of course Glasses and Not Marbles haven’t heard of DisNike’s Star Wars. Okay, I’ll make it quick.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” Iris said with a devious smile. 
 
    “A long time ago in a fickin’ galaxy way the fick away, there was this guy named Lick Stickficker who was a farmer. Or some shit. His daddy, Anafick Stickficker, was an evil fickboy who now went by the name Darth Ficker, and one day, his daddy sent some people to his shitty desert farm planet to do something. I don’t remember. And they found him. And then there was this princess or some shit, whom he totally ficked in all fickholes available as soon as they met, but who later turned out to be his sister. But that was okay, because sometimes it is best to keep things in the family, if you get my drift,” he said, winking at his counterpart. 
 
    “Fick you,” Spew Gorge growled.  
 
    “Please, Iris,” I said, my hand now on her elbow. 
 
    She shook her head, trying to contain her laughter while Lady C. and Aya continue to spar, their blades connecting, both blasting backward. “I have to hear where this goes, sorry.” 
 
    “Then there was this fickin’ troll smuggler named Fick Solo, and he had a hairy fickin’ cousin, can’t remember his name, Fickbakka or something, Chewficky, maybe. Sorry, I don’t remember why they mattered to the story anyway. Anyfickin’-hoo, the evil daddy cut off Lick Stickficker’s hand because he found out he was finger-fickerin’ his sister’s bunghole, and the dad also wanted to bang his sister because she wore white, and she had two hot ass buns. I’m serious about that. Big buns, Spewy, I know it’s not exactly your thing, but you would have liked her buns.” 
 
    “I know what the fick DisNike’s Star Wars is, Hiccup!” Spew growled. “I performed that drama in middle school. You came to that one too, you stupid ficker!” 
 
    “You did? Wait. I did?” Hiccup stuck another dragon wing in his mouth and cleaned it to the bone with one bite. “Fick, that’s right, they cast you as Jar Jar Ficks, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Hell no they fickin’ didn’t, Hiccup! And you fickin’ know better than to accuse me of that! I played fickin’ Boba Fick, the bounty hunter. It wasn’t a speaking part, but I got to wear a sweet helmet and hang out with a fat fick and his slave girls.” 
 
    “That’s right! Jatla the Fick, that was the fat ficker’s name. Anyway, fick, Spewy, learn to laugh a little. Be best. And fick yeah to slave girls. That part was fickin’ great. I’m glad they cast a couple of your teachers in that role. Fick, I can remember it now, lots of gold armor and fat bulges, all the right curves in all the right places, if you get my drift, Not Marbles. Glad my fickin’ memory machine still works,” he said, knocking on the side of his head with his gooey fist. “Where was I?” 
 
    “Heard enough yet?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “Almost,” she said, a devious smile on her face, turning back to Hiccup. “I think you’re at the part where an evil daddy cut off Lick Stickficker’s hand because he found out that he was fucking his sister. Something like that.” 
 
    “Damn, she’s smart! And yep, Lick Stickficker was fickin’ his sister, whose name I can’t remember.” 
 
    “Her name is Leia,” I said. 
 
    “The fick it is…” Hiccup rolled his eyes. “Anyway, after a bunch of bullshit, they all joined forces with Fick Solo and his hairy cousin, Fickchukka, or whatever, to take down this evil daddy, who worked for some ficked-in-the-head melty-skinned necromancer named Emperor Palahfick. Only to find out that the daddy was, well, all of their daddies. He never told him that. Did I say that part in the beginning? Fick, I hope I didn’t ruin the story. Yeah, Lick Stickficker and his sister didn’t know Darth Ficker was their daddy, that he was all of their daddies, Fick Solo’s dad too. That’s the part I was forgetting! So yeah, the moral of the DisNike’s Star Wars is easy as fick to remember: keep it in the family, unless you want a galactic war.” Hiccup burped, and stuffed another dragon wing into his mouth. “Fick, I love that message.”



 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen: Sweep It Back Out 
 
    [image: ]  
 
      
 
    The Midnight Library was packed to the brim. There was a line around the block to get inside, and standing room only for anyone who made it inside. 
 
    Government officials stood on the stage wearing electric attire, literally, the three men and three women in matching outfits that featured bolts of electricity moving under their surfaces. 
 
    “All this for second place?” I asked, looking out at the stage from the side. 
 
     Iris was next to me with her ukulele, and Dalton was in the back, smoking his hookah alongside a pair of busty drows with white face tattoos and elaborate piercings. 
 
    “I’m a little surprised too,” said Iris, who now wore a black tuxedo cut for a woman. I also wore a tux, her idea, and nothing fancy with the tie this time around. 
 
    “I don’t know how Aya and Lady C. found a place in the front,” I said. 
 
    I could see them from my current vantage point, but I wasn’t sure if they could see me or not. Our two Huntresses were in the very first row with Spew Gorge, Fujin and Sun Wukong. Hiccup had come over with us as well, but he had already lost himself in the crowd, mumbling something about finding some wizardous, which was apparently an illegal Tritanian drug. 
 
    “I have a feeling I had something to do with that,” Iris said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Simple. I made sure the owner saved them a spot up front.” 
 
    “Duh.” 
 
    “Duh, Chase.” 
 
    “And when did this happen?” 
 
    “When you were smoking the hookah with Dalton.” 
 
    I laughed. “I took one puff, just one. And I made sure it wasn’t anything weird this time. And it wasn’t. I feel cool, really chill, actually. I definitely won’t be seeing sounds…” 
 
    “So a CBD vibe?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I told her as one of the women on stage announced our names. 
 
    Iris and I walked out, the crowd whistling and shrieking with glee, thunder going off at the back of the Midnight Library. 
 
    “This is crazy,” I said under my breath to Iris. 
 
    “Isn’t it awesome?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I raised my fist into the air, the people cheering even louder. 
 
    The six government officials standing on stage bowed to us by dropping to their knees, scooping one arm in front of their body as they did so. 
 
    I gave them a thumbs up, not knowing how we were supposed to respond until I saw Iris, who had both hands behind her back, bowing her head in a peculiar way. I copied her gesture, my bass pendulating on its strap for a moment. 
 
    They stood, floated up into the air, and then started to back away, encouraging us to play. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded and both of us started on the same note, working into a groove from there. It was a strange one, but we kept at it, our parts building together, Iris taking a solo as I kept the lower line moving. 
 
    We swayed back and forth, dancing from one foot to the other, Iris turning her back to the audience and rocking her head left and right as she played. She moved to a keyboard on the side of the stage and hit a few notes, which she then looped, adding to the mix. 
 
    By the time she returned, Dalton had waltzed out onto the stage, wearing his king’s crown again and a tuxedo as well. It was weird seeing him in a tux, his inky form spilling out of the cuffs, over the collar of his shirt. 
 
    “Me, and you, and you, and me, and we, and us, and us, and… Me!” He threw his arms out and started tap dancing, tendrils of shadow flying off his body. 
 
    I caught sight of Lady C. in the front, her hands over her heart as she watched me play, nodding her head to the music. Even Aya was into what we were doing, the Thulean trying to rock out, but also trying to look cool in the process, which made her seem a bit stilted. 
 
    As Dalton continued to sing, I caught Spew Gorge pumping his fist into the air. Fujin and Sun Wukong were also dancing, both throwing up jazz hands and other strange gestures. 
 
    The concert continued and we shifted tempos, this time to something even more upbeat. 
 
    “All the people I see out there, every day lays and every day waves.” 
 
    The ink shadow instructed the crowd to do the wave, starting on one side and moving to the other as he scurried across the stage, conducting them. He had them all jump, and at one point he even had them all sit down, and it was then that I saw a man approaching Lady C. and Aya. 
 
    “William,” I said, nodding over to the blond-haired Alpha, who was alone aside from his giant sword. I couldn’t believe the guy who had torched our dojo had the audacity to show up at the party, or that the door people had let him in. 
 
    And he was fast too. But as he came forward to strike Aya in the back, Fujin jump-kicked William in the face, and the Alpha flew backward into a table. 
 
    Aya and Lady C. drew their blades, while Spew Gorge drew his dagger. Iris and I aimed our weapons at him, my counterpart still playing a single note on her ukulele, strumming it incredibly fast, creating a whirlwind of energy around her. 
 
    It was Dalton who spoke-sang next. “Everybody stay down,” he said in a smooth, jazzy way. “Sometimes the riffraff finds its way inside, and when it does, you got to sweep it back out. Sweep it back out. Sweep it back out. Come on, Chase. Sweep it back out.” 
 
    With the head of my instrument still aimed at William, I started playing a new groove, Dalton chanting the same words over my improvised jam. I adjusted the reverb and turned up some subsonic feels, finding all its nooks and crannies. 
 
    Just feeling the music for a moment. 
 
    “Sweep it back out. Sweep it back out. Come on, Chase. Sweep it back out,” the ink shadow continued to chant, dancing now as if he were auditioning for a vintage hip-hop video. I didn’t know what the dance was called, but it kind of looked like he was trying to start an aeros motorcycle midair. 
 
    Iris joined in with me just as William stood. He looked up at the stage, then to our Huntresses and the mythcrea surrounding them. 
 
    And that’s when William fell forward, a blade blooming from the front of his chest, blood dripping down his chin.  
 
    This was followed by a mace, which cracked him in the side of the head, the sound loud enough to make me cringe from the stage. 
 
    Hiccup the goblin stood behind him now, scratching his back with the mace, nodding his head to the music as he lifted his weapon into the air and spun it once as if to say, “Carry on.” 
 
    With that, a healing potion appeared his hand. He drank it and threw it over his shoulder, where it hit a high elf in the back of the head. 
 
    “And that’s what I call, sweep it back out!” Dalton said, spinning in the air and coming down. 
 
    Iris and I pumped up the volume, hitting the same note at the same time, the energy vibrating across the room as people started to get to their feet and jump around. 
 
    The concert went on for another forty minutes of improvisation, aside from a rendition of Happy Birthday for Aya, who took off her hat while we played it, holding it at her side as she swayed back and forth. 
 
    It was a damn good concert. 
 
    I loved being in the Proxima Galaxy. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I ended up sleeping in Lady C.’s cabin that night. Iris crashed somewhere as well, drunkenly saying something about how she was going to sleep under the stars and equipping a cot, Gobi and Garfield following along behind her. 
 
    It was a wonderful thing, and I even had a dream while sleeping in EverLife. Strange, but it was definitely a possibility, my dream about climbing to the top of the Steeple, meeting Ray Steampunk, the room changing color, everything around me spinning. 
 
    I woke up in a sweat, the early morning sun peeking through Lady C.’s blinds.  
 
    Iris and I had planned to go to the Steeple yesterday evening, but we got caught up at the concert and the inevitable after-party. 
 
    And boy was it an after-party.  
 
    I still didn’t quite understand the setup of the Kingdom Lume government, but there were definitely some dignitaries there, royalty too. There had also been an epic feast, table after table of stuffed animals, hearty dishes and sweet breads. 
 
    There was dancing, and an impromptu performance from Dalton in which Spew Gorge used butter knives to play on plates and glasses, crafting a makeshift drum kit. 
 
    He was good too. 
 
    The goblin could definitely join us at the next gig, Dalton’s words, not mine. 
 
    What a night. 
 
    I got out of bed quietly, letting Lady C. sleep. 
 
    I yawned, stretching my arms over my head before exiting the cabin, clothing appearing on my body almost instantly. I wore pretty much what I wore out in the real world, a band T-shirt, a loose military shirt on top, jeans and Vans. 
 
    The usual me. 
 
    I headed toward the meadow, noticing that the Steeple was now blue, a beautiful thing to see in the morning considering the dew on the ground, and the fact that the butterflies and hummingbirds were already active, the flowers opening up for the day, the dojo quiet. 
 
    I saw Yaksha in the distance and waved, knowing full well that he was in deep meditation and would not wave back. I passed Joe Camel, and also saw something large and mirrored circling in the distance, Mirror taking an early morning spin. 
 
    Eventually, I found Iris sleeping near a small gazebo she had set up by a glistening pond. 
 
    “Hey,” I told her, crouching down by her side. 
 
    “Chase?” she asked, putting her glasses on. Gobi, who slept next to her, fluttered his eyes open, sighed, and turned away, the cute baby bearadillo actually cuddling with Iris’ cat. 
 
    “Before we go to Newport, let’s go check out the Steeple. And I have… something to tell you as well.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said as she sat up. 
 
    It wasn’t long before we were hitting the skies on our lightning steeds, Iris riding ahead of me, making a beeline toward the blue Steeple. Oddly enough, we still saw people out front, but we also saw a blinking icon at the top of the Steeple that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    “Well, if they didn’t know, they know now,” I said as we neared the blinking icon, our horses landing on a balcony that hadn’t been there the last time we visited.  
 
    I could hear people calling to us below, but we are high up now, high enough that we couldn’t make out what they were saying. 
 
    Which was fine by me. 
 
    “Looks like we have our own private entrance,” Iris said as another lightning steed neared the balcony, this one ridden by a bearded man in a beret. He hit an invisible shield and bounced off, trying again and eventually flinging a lightning bolt at it. The Alpha gave up when he couldn’t break through the barrier. 
 
    “Always a plus,” I said as our horses settled on the new balcony. 
 
    Iris got off first, and I followed suit, bringing my hand to my horse’s neck, and patting him for a moment. He was a beautiful horse, electric blue sparks moving through his mane. He whinnied as Iris and I moved to the double doors and let ourselves into the top of the Steeple of Litur and Industria. 
 
    “So, what are we doing here exactly?” Iris asked as we stepped into the blinding white room. “Besides checking out our property…” 
 
    “I told you, or thought I told you, I need to meet with Ray Steampunk.” 
 
    “Any idea of how we call him?” She paused, her gaze settling on something in the corner. “What do you suppose that is? Was it here before?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you…” 
 
    We walked over to the wall to find a brass pipe sticking out of the floor, which opened into a bell, that sort of reminded me of a trumpet. 
 
    “I never could play brass instruments,” I told her, touching it and noticing that the brass pipe was quite cold. 
 
    “There are valves,” Iris pointed out. “A valve slide too.” 
 
    “Well, should we try something?” 
 
    “We might as well…” 
 
    I placed my hand on the first valve and spoke into the bell. Nothing happened. I then tried the same with the second, and the third, still no results. 
 
    “Try pressing all three of them,” Iris said, and as I did, both of us heard a clicking sound behind the wall. 
 
    Suddenly, a cranky voice emerged from the end of the bell. “And who, pray tell, would speak into my bell so early in the morn?” 
 
    “I think he’s talking to us,” Iris said when I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “How do you think I should reply?” I asked her. 
 
    “Ah, a novice of sorts, the type that forgets to press the mute button when he speaks. I can hear you, my boy, and my lady, so please, let’s get this over with. What would you like to know?” 
 
    “What would we like to know?” I asked. 
 
    “Answering questions with questions, my favorite thing to do in the morning,” the voice said, sarcasm evident. “You have called me, I have not called you, so what would you like to know?” 
 
    “We want to speak to Ray Steampunk,” I said. 
 
    “To confirm, you, a person of no standings aside from a petty badge from Kingdom Lume, would like to speak to the most esteemed avatar ever to exist in the Proxima Galaxy? Wait a minute, what’s that, Bobby? Are you serious? Did you ask Scott? Okay, ask James-Andrew. Really? What about Dave? What did he say? I see. I see. And Kay? Surely, she has something to say about this, if not her, then Holly. Or perhaps Blanche? I see. Okay, it appears that I did not recognize who I was speaking to. My apologies, Chase Knowles and Iris Snout! Ray Steampunk will be with you momentarily.” 
 
    We heard footsteps behind us. Iris and I turned to see the man himself in golden armor, a flowing red cape and his dark hair up in a man-bun. 
 
    “Ray Steampunk?” Iris asked, her eyes going all fangirl, which she quickly tried to cover by clearing her throat. 
 
    A pleasure to meet you, Iris Snout, the man said, or at least I heard his voice. His mouth didn’t move when he spoke. Chase Knowles, it is also a pleasure to meet you. And congratulations for solving the riddle of the Steeple. 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine,” I told him, not quite knowing what else to say. 
 
    When I first designed this place, I never imagined it would be so hard for someone to solve. I argued with a friend of mine about it for quite some time. Well I wouldn’t call him a friend, but a reluctant acquaintance. But anyways, I can tell you more about Mr. Quantum Hughes another day. The point is, he thought this would be too easy. And it turns out, it was not too easy. 
 
    “I can’t believe a bard or something didn’t try music on it,” Iris said. 
 
    Bards are usually too drunk or too busy trying to make ends meet to sit down and solve a riddle like this. Curiously, that was also Mr. Hughes’ concern, that a bard would figure it out. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now. You have solved the puzzle and the Steeple is now yours, both of yours, apparently. You may do with it what you want. 
 
    “So you won’t be mad if we sell it?” I asked. 
 
    “Chase…” Iris said under her breath. 
 
    Why would I be mad if you sold it? It is worth a considerable sum, and in the right hands, it could do some good for the kingdoms. In the wrong hands, it would send the kingdoms on a dark path where there would be rebellions and everything else that makes fantasy worlds great. Either way, the people are satisfied either in their oppression or complacency. 
 
    “Could you clarify more: if we sell it, how would it actually affect the kingdoms? I’m sorry if this is a dumb question,” I said. 
 
    The right buyer, a noble man or woman, one who cares about Proxima society as a whole, may live in it, or perhaps open portions of it as a museum. That could be one way it affects the kingdoms. An iniquitous man or woman could use it as a castle, putting walls around it, building up an army, and taking all the kingdoms for their own, boosted by the power of the Steeple. 
 
    “The owner gets a power boost?” Iris asked. 
 
    That’s right. 
 
    “If the owner of the Steeple is boosted by its power, then why haven’t we been boosted yet?” I asked. 
 
    Because of the way it changed hands. The first person, or persons, to get the steeple from me receives no power from it. This keeps it neutral. But once they bequeath it to someone else, that person’s natural alignment will be amplified by the Steeple to all twelve kingdoms. It would be quite an interesting situation, to be honest with you, regardless of the next person taking ownership.  
 
    “I don’t want to give it to the wrong person,” Iris said. 
 
    “No one does,” I told her, “I mean, I don’t. I like EverLife; I don’t want to ruin it for others.” 
 
    You have a good heart, both of you do, and I’m sure you’ll do the right thing in the end. Now that the information is out there, expect a lot of offers going forward. I don’t believe anyone will go to war with you over it, because it would not transfer ownership if they killed your avatar, or even erased your Digital Neuronal Autoconstruct System, or D-NAS. It would just be transferred back to me. And no one will be able to get it from me. 
 
    “But if we sell it, that’s not the case, right?” Iris asked. 
 
    Correct. I will not intervene from that point forward, unless someone is trying to completely destroy the world in an algorithmic way. But no one has done that for quite some time, not in over fifteen years. EverLife could, however, dip into a spell of darkness, which would fundamentally change the game, both in this world, and how it is played in your world. But like I said, I don’t see this as a problem. Eventually, the right hero would emerge and correct its course. Well, hopefully. Anyway, the decision is yours. You have my blessings, and if you ever want to speak with me again, you know how to reach me now.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen: All My Fault 
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    Iris and I had a very quick breakfast delivered to us by an EBAYmazon droid, both of us springing for non-GMO local artisan croissant breakfast sandwiches with almond milk lattes. 
 
    And it was when we were on our way over to my apartment to, “grab something,” that I finally told Iris what was going on. 
 
    “Say that again,” she said as our UberLyft zipped toward my apartment. From there, we would travel to Grand Central, where we would take the monorail to Providence, and get to Newport from there. 
 
    “I went ahead and got a humandroid body for Lady C.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought you said.” 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” I asked after a long pause. 
 
    “You really are wasting your money, aren’t you?” she asked, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “No, it’s something that… I just…” 
 
    “You’re having a relationship with her, then?” Iris asked, hesitating for a moment before looking out the window, looking back to me, and looking away again. 
 
    “Yes,” I confessed. “And trust me, I have been meaning to tell you about it. I just, well, we got caught up with the tournament, and then we got caught up with other things. It’s just, I wanted to see what it was like, and so did Lady C.” 
 
    “Are you sure she did?” Iris asked. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “Are you sure this wasn’t just completely your idea?” 
 
    “If I said it was, would you let it go?” 
 
    “You know…” Iris crossed her arms over her chest. “Never mind. But speaking of ideas, maybe going to Newport isn’t such a good idea.” 
 
    “Iris, I would have told you last night, or the day before, but other things have been happening,” I told her. “We just got caught up with things, and it’s just… Please…” 
 
    “I think this is the first time I’ve been a little annoyed with you, upset even,” she finally said. 
 
    “Then I must be doing something right, right?” 
 
    “Don’t push it, Chase.” 
 
    “It’s something different. And I don’t know if she wants to keep the humandroid body or not.” 
 
    “I hope this vehicle hasn’t been recording audio. Turn off all audio recording devices,” Iris told the aeros. 
 
    “Turning off all audio recording devices. Would you like me to delete what I have already recorded, Iris Snout?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Deleting. Deletion successful.” 
 
    “Why does she need to come?” Iris asked. “I mean, we are going there to hunt, right?” 
 
    “We are, but I thought she would want to experience it firsthand. You know, the ocean, all of it.” 
 
    Iris took a deep breath in. “I’m definitely not staying in a room with you two.” 
 
    “I hadn’t even thought about that, to be honest.” 
 
    “Of course you haven’t. Since you got this money, you really haven’t been thinking things through. But you know what? It’s fine. Let’s just see how this goes. It’s fine. I mean, it’s not fine, because we are friends and you should have told me something, but what can I do now? This is where we are,” she said as the vehicle lowered in front of my apartment. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I told her. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I ran to the door and opened it up to find Alex asleep on the couch.  
 
    As usual.  
 
    He had a manga opened on his chest, and he snored loudly, his tongue hanging out of his mouth. I entered my room, immediately going through the instructions to summon an NPC into their humandroid body. 
 
    Lady C. knew that this was the plan; it wasn’t long before the sleeping humandroid started to wake up. She sat and stretched her arms overhead, as if she were yawning. 
 
    “I feel like it’s been forever since I was in this body,” she said. 
 
    “Iris is waiting outside, and she knows about you, just FYI.” 
 
    “Really? Why are you saying it like that?” she asked. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like it’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “That’s not my intention. It just took her off guard a bit.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lady C. said, once she was on her feet.  
 
    I grabbed one of my backpacks and started shoving clothes inside. Lady C.’s clothing, the stuff she had bought the other day, was still in its bag, so we took some of that out as well, the Metican folding it before letting me put it in my backpack. 
 
    As she had done after first taking her body, Lady C. wore her maroon dress, a cardigan as well. I figured it may be colder on the coast, so it was best to bring something a little warm. 
 
    Once we were packed up, we stepped out of my bedroom, just as Alex was waking up. 
 
    “Chase?” he asked in his low voice. “I didn’t know you had company over.” 
 
    Lady C. started to snicker. “Hi, my name is Lady… I mean, Cassandra. My name is Cassandra.” 
 
    “Hey, Cassandra, Alex,” he said, removing the manga from his chest. “Sorry, I fell asleep out here. I do that sometimes.” 
 
    “It’s cool,” I told him, nodding to the door. “We were on our way out.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To Newport, Rhode Island,” I told the bearded man. “With Iris.” 
 
    “Damn, that sounds like a great trip. I haven’t had a good lobster roll in… Weeks? No, months. Yeah, months.” 
 
    “We will be sure to bring you a lobster roll then,” Lady C. said with a smile. 
 
    “All the way from Newport?” He gave her a funny look as he scratched his belly. 
 
    “She’s just joking with you,” I told him, taking her hand. “Come on, Cassandra, let’s go.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want a lobster roll? I wasn’t joking. We can bring one back, right?” 
 
    “Nah, it’s fine, I can get one here in the city.” Alex yawned. “Well, have fun in Newport. And send me some pictures if you take any. It’s been a while since I’ve been out to the beach. Maybe I could go to one of the beaches along Long Island. That would be nice. A beach trip. Yeah. With a six pack.” He nodded at his own idea. “Anyway, have fun.” 
 
    “He seems nice,” Lady C. said as soon as we stepped out of my apartment, my eyes immediately jumping to the waiting aeros, where I saw Iris now sitting in the front seat, not looking over in our direction. 
 
    “Yeah, definitely,” I said as I opened the door for Lady C. She got in, Iris finally turning around to look at her. 
 
    “Look at you,” Iris said with a cracked smile. “Don’t you just look… Beautiful. Lady C., you look great, but it’s kind of strange seeing you in normal clothing, ha! Well not normal, but you know what I mean,” she said with another awkward laugh. “Sorry, Chase is just now telling me that you two decided to do this.” 
 
    “Well, we did,” Lady C. said, instantly coming to my defense as our vehicle started to rise into the air. 
 
    “I can see that,” Iris said. 
 
    “It has been a little bit of an adjustment,” I said, just trying to speak over the awkwardness, feeling like an idiot for putting myself in this situation. But what was done was done, and now I needed to roll with it. To make things work. 
 
    Or at least try. 
 
    “I have to get used to food names here,” the Metican warrior said. “What’s a lobster roll, anyway?” 
 
    “It is like a lobster hoagie,” I told her. 
 
    “A hoagie?” 
 
    “A grinder,” said Iris. “A sandwich.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a sandwich. I see. That’s why Alex didn’t want me to bring him one from Newport, especially because it has seafood in it.” 
 
    Iris chuckled. “You offered to bring him one from Newport?” 
 
    “Of course I did,” she said. “It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is,” Iris said, looking in the rearview mirror directly at me. “I suppose it is.” 
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    I was glad as hell that we hadn’t brought Aya into the situation. At points, the tension between Iris and Lady C. felt palpable, at other points there was no tension, things were just as they normally were. Regardless, it was all my fault, I knew that, and it was up to me to try to do what I could to smooth the situation over. 
 
    And sitting on the monorail that connected Grand Central Station to New Haven, Connecticut, and from New Haven to Providence, Rhode Island, I figured now would be as good of a time as any to see if I couldn’t relax the situation some. 
 
    The three of us shared one of the booths at the end of the cabin, with the chairs facing each other, Lady C. and Iris next to each other and across from me. 
 
    Looking at both of them, I still couldn’t believe that I’d been stupid enough to think that this wouldn’t be a bit of an issue. But I had to salvage this in some way, so I tried to start up a conversation. 
 
    “Let’s talk about where we should go first,” I suggested. 
 
    “Wherever you want to go,” Iris said, looking out the window. 
 
    “Do you want to switch seats with me, Lady Iris?” 
 
    “In public, when you are in that form, call me Iris,” she said sternly to the Metican. 
 
    “Sorry, Iris. Do you want to switch seats so you can look out the window?” 
 
    “No, I figured you would like to look out the window.” 
 
    “That’s really sweet of you.” 
 
    And then silence.  
 
    “We will be there about noon,” I told Iris, just trying to move past the awkwardness, “so we should figure out where we need to go first. Doing some iNet research now…” The information appeared before me, telling me exactly where we needed to go and the cost. “Okay, so I thought that we could just go to any of the mansions, but apparently, we need to go to one called the Breakers first.” 
 
    This caught Iris’ attention. “The Breakers? I think that’s the one I went to. There are several, like seven or eight mansions, more than that now. They are all managed by a historical society, like you said. But the Breakers was where the Vanderbilts lived.” 
 
    “The Vanderbilts, the Vanderbilts,” Lady C. said, information appearing before her eyes, or at least that’s what I figured was happening as she shook her head, reading through the articles. 
 
    Iris smirked at her.  
 
    Neither of us had ever seen something like this before, at least not in real life.  
 
    Movies that came out around the time that iNet was invented usually had people checking things over the Internet, their heads wagging a bit as they read information, but I didn’t think it was something that actually happened. 
 
    Yet here Lady C. was, reading up on everything the Vanderbilts had to offer, moving her head left and right. And since she was basically a supercomputer, I knew that Lady C. wasn’t only reading up on it, but was researching every single bit, at a speed that Iris and I would never be able to replicate. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said after about ten seconds, maybe twenty. “I want to see what American royalty looks like. I can only imagine.” 
 
    “The Breakers is what you are after then,” Iris told her. “That and the Marble House, which is down the street.” 
 
    “I’m looking at pictures of the Marble House right now,” said Lady C. “Why would anyone want that much stone inside their home unless it is a castle? But you guys don’t have invaders here, so you don’t really need protection like someone who owns a castle.” 
 
    “It was a thing at the time,” I told her. “Remember, these homes were built like two hundred years ago. Things were different then. Americans viewed wealth differently.” 
 
    “Different than today?” Iris asked me. “Or was it all the same, just slightly different?” 
 
    “You would know better than I,” I told her, not at all trying to make a snide remark. But she took it that way, looking away from me for a moment. 
 
    “I don’t think he was trying to offend you,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “He knows what he’s trying to do,” said Iris. 
 
    I decided that rather than doing this verbally, I would do it over iNet. 
 
    Me: Seriously, I wasn’t trying to insinuate anything. 
 
    Iris: Okay, maybe not. I’m sorry, this has just thrown me off guard a bit. 
 
    Me: I get it. This is totally my fault, so let’s just unpack it later. I didn’t expect this to be such an issue. I should have known; I should have thought about these things. I’m sorry. I actually mean that. 
 
    Iris: I know you do. And you’re right, there’s no sense in bringing her into this. 
 
    Me: We are a team. 
 
    Iris: A team that doesn’t communicate with each other? 
 
    Me: I know, I set myself up for that one. 
 
    Iris: You really did. But that’s fine. All this is okay. 
 
    The rest of our trip was relatively pleasant. We transferred in New Haven and took a direct train to Providence, Lady C. just as fascinated by New Haven’s tiny station as she was Grand Central Station’s grandiosity. She loved the textures on the walls, the tiling, being part of the crowd, the narrow tunnels that connected the tracks. 
 
    It was cute, and I was starting to feel like the tension between Iris and her would subside. At least I hoped it would. 
 
    The train from New Haven to Providence seemed even faster, Iris and Lady C. downright chatty now, Iris opening up about her family, the Snouts, and one of the trips she had taken to Newport when she was a child.  
 
    It was good, and thankfully, things were starting to feel normal again. 
 
    From Providence, it was easiest to take an UberLyft to Newport. Even though we had requested a smaller vehicle, they actually ended up giving us an aerosSUV, which only made the ride that much more comfortable. 
 
    We headed toward the coast, moving over patches of wooded areas and large tributaries, a few big lakes. Eventually, we started to come across a bridge that separated the mainland from Jamestown, and from there, a huge suspension bridge that connected Jamestown to Newport. 
 
    “It’s so stunning,” Lady C. said, her face pressed against the window as she looked down. Iris was in the front seat again, and I was on the other side of Lady C., watching some of the sailboats in the glittering water below. There were gray clouds overhead, but there was still enough sunlight to make the water sparkle. 
 
    “It really is,” I said. 
 
    “This is where you should live, Chase. This is so much prettier than New York.” 
 
    “I know, I know, but the City has its charm.” 
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    “The Gilded Age, huh?” I said to Iris after we got our passes. They were pricey too, at least they would have been had I still been on UBI. 
 
    We hadn’t found a hotel yet, but that wouldn’t take us very long. Besides, everything was so quickly booked online that it would only take a single thought for us to have a room waiting for us, or better, as Iris had already suggested, two rooms. 
 
    “That’s what they called it,” Iris said as we came into a dramatic grand hall with clouds and angels painted on the ceiling. “The Gilded Age.” 
 
    As I looked up, I was told via a pop-up on my HUD that the art on the ceiling had been painted by an artist from Italy who one of the Vanderbilts had hired after seeing work he’d done for the Catholic Church.  
 
    Neat. 
 
    “I love the angels,” Lady C. said. “Especially the little fat ones.” 
 
    “Cherubs,” I told her. 
 
    “So cute…” 
 
    The sound of running water met my ears; I looked left to see that there was a fountain beneath a stairwell, which I naturally walked over to, Lady C. at my side. 
 
    “A grotto under the stairwell,” she said, “which I guess all rich men should have.” 
 
    “I suppose having one of these is no different than Ray Steampunk having an airship,” I told her. 
 
    She considered this for a second. “Perhaps.” 
 
    More self-guided tour info presented itself on my pane of vision, and as soon as I focused on it, it told me why the grotto was here, and why the Vanderbilts particularly liked the space as it reminded them of visiting Rome but without the long travel times. 
 
     I wanted to go upstairs, but before I did, I activated the rare monster locator that I had purchased on the train ride over. It had come with two codes, which meant Iris had one as well, and by the way she was looking around, I could tell she had already activated it. 
 
    “Finding anything?” I asked her, even though I could clearly see on the schematic that there was no activity. 
 
    “I’ve got nothing over here,” she said. 
 
    “It says the next place we are supposed to go is the game room.” Lady C. headed toward the western end of the home, gesturing for me to follow her. 
 
    We stepped into a medium-sized room with a pool table in its center and elaborate tiling on the floor. As I looked around the room, information presented itself to me, like how the marble had been imported from India to make the walls, that it had taken a team of artisans over a year to make the tile flooring and the tiled ceiling, which had various animals hidden in the designs, including a turtle and a mermaid. 
 
    “The entire place is themed after the sea,” Lady C. said as Iris entered. 
 
    “That’s sort of the point,” Iris told her she nodded to the window. “The ocean is literally right there.” 
 
    “I know that’s the point…” Lady C. smoothed her hands over her clothing. “Hey, it looks like a local school is on the tour as well.” 
 
    Sure enough, children in matching shirts were starting to pool up, some of them already exploring. A few pressed past us, one bumping into Lady C. 
 
    “Careful,” she called after him in a nice way. 
 
    “Careful yourself, droid!” he said, his friend snickering. 
 
    “Hey!” I called after him, but he had already moved to the next room by this point. 
 
    “Seriously?” Iris asked. “We should be past any humandroid racism by now.” 
 
    “Don’t mind them, they’re just kids,” I said hurriedly. 
 
    “How did they know about me?” Lady C. asked, touching her dress as if she’d be able to feel out the problem. 
 
    “Because of your eyes,” I told her. “You scan things sometimes; when you look at things, they dilate completely.” 
 
    “This used to have a purpose,” Iris explained. “Now humandroids just do this so they are distinguishable from real people.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said as more kids pushed past, laughing and giggling. “I won’t let it get to me.” 
 
    We continued into another room, this one as much a space for guests as it was a place to enjoy relaxing coastal views. 
 
    And what a view.  
 
    The sea outside the Breakers mansion was violent and tumultuous, the home sitting on a cliff, a perfectly manicured yard looking out onto the water below, the greenness of the grass at odds with the gray, overcast skies. 
 
    It had already started to mist out there, making me wish I had brought a rain jacket. 
 
    But no matter. We were planning to spend most of the day indoors anyway. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked Iris as she admired some of the china behind a glass display case. 
 
    “I’m not getting any signals yet.” 
 
    “Maybe we need to come back at night,” I suggested. 
 
    “Or check the servants’ quarters,” said Iris as more kids passed. 
 
    “Why there?” 
 
    “Chase, I want to go into the other room. There are supposed to be decorations on the wall completely made of platinum,” Lady C. told me excitedly. 
 
    “Sure, we’ll catch up with you,” I said, returning my attention to Iris. 
 
    “You didn’t listen to that part yet, did you?” Iris asked me. “About the servants’ quarters?” 
 
    “We just got here,” I reminded her. “I was more interested in the grotto…” 
 
    “There’s also a tour of the servants’ quarters, and the hidden hallways that connect them to the main part of the house for an extra hundred dollars.” 
 
    “Hidden hallways?” 
 
    Iris nodded. “The Vanderbilts didn’t want the servants to be seen. No, let me rephrase that. They wanted it to seem as if the servants just came out of nowhere with whatever the guests wanted, so they had secret passageways and elaborate call systems put into the walls that featured tubes that ran through the house, so they could speak into one of the tubes and the servants would hear below.” 
 
    “Sort of like what Ray Steampunk has?” 
 
    Iris snorted. “Touché. You know why Mark Twain called it the Gilded Age, right?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Twain called it that because to him, the period was shiny and perfect on the surface, but corrupt and ugly underneath. You know, it sort of feels like this applies to now in a way, to 2090. Especially his most famous quote referring to the age: ‘It is a time when one’s spirit is subdued and sad, one knows not why; when the past seems a storm-swept desolation, life a vanity and a burden, and the future but a death,’” Iris said as she turned back to the giant window. “Around two hundred servants worked in this home. A home for four people. Think about that.” 
 
    “But they had guests,” I said. 
 
    “True, but that’s why all these other mansions are now abandoned, and it’s also why the city of Newport has had to adjust to all the servants leaving.” 
 
    “Because once the rich people abandoned their mansions, the main industry left, right?” 
 
    “I think,” she said. “Oddly enough, what these people left behind, like this home, and Marble House, and the other ones we’ll see today, have created a tourism industry.” 
 
    “It’s kind of funny, in a way. Servants served the Vanderbilts here in the Breakers, and the mansion still employs people serving those wanting to come see how the wealthy people spent their fortunes.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much historical tourism for you, examining the stuff left behind by those rich enough to build it. It’s interesting, though, right? That’s why Jeff Bezos’ house in Washington, D.C., now has tours, and Bill Gates’ home, and Mark Zuckerberg’s mansion, Elon Musk, you know, all those guys from the beginning of the century that made so much money. Now their homes are tourist destinations.” 
 
    “And they aren’t even the modern-day Vanderbilts…” 
 
    “Nah. Those are the people that designed humandroids and aeros and iNet,” she said. “Well, not Dr. Hewman, the actual Humandroid designer, but the companies like MercSecure that have made a killing off employing and managing humandroids.” 
 
    “You know…” I told Iris a few moments later, after I had done my own research over iNet. “To be fair, Mark Twain’s home in Connecticut had twenty-five rooms, its own conservatory and library.” 
 
    She smirked at me. “Are you trying to make a point here?” 
 
    “It’s kind of funny, if you think about it. Someone who would speak so harshly about the rich people of his age, pretty much lived like them.” 
 
    “Isn’t it always that way?” she asked. 
 
    “We should check out his home though, see if there are any rare mythcrea there.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “It’s in Hartford, which is sort of on our way back to New York.” 
 
    Some of the kids from the other room came running back in, laughing, the boys nudging each other with their elbows. 
 
    “That was funny as hell,” one of the boys told the other. 
 
    “Yeah, did you see that stupid droid? She didn’t know what to think.” 
 
    Iris and I locked eyes. 
 
    “She ran right out the back,” the third boy said. 
 
    “No, she didn’t; she ran up the stairs,” said a fourth boy. 
 
    “Hey,” I called after them. “What are you guys talking about?” 
 
    “Like you need to know,” one of them said to me, stepping up. 
 
    I didn’t know what came over me, but I grabbed the kid by the shirt, pulling him in close. Iris immediately came to my side and placed her hand on my arm. 
 
    “Last chance to tell me,” I said, glaring him down. 
 
    “Let me go,” the kid said, his friends slowly backing away. 
 
    “What did you say to the humandroid?” 
 
    “Just, whatever, she’s gone!” 
 
    He twisted his shoulders, freeing himself from my grip as Iris slowly lowered my hands. With that, the kid and the other boys were gone, racing off to the other room, crashing through a crowd of young girls entering the dining area. 
 
    “Sorry,” I told Iris as I looked around frantically. “But I have to go find her. I have to make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    “Then find her,” Iris said. “I will keep poking around here. Maybe it’s best just to…” Iris bit her lip. “Maybe it’s just best to leave the humandroid behind for now, until she’s a little better adjusted. Find her, get a hotel, check in, leave the body there, and come back with Aya and Lady C. as Huntresses, the way they are supposed to be.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said under my breath, turning to the other room. “I’ll take care of this.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen: Chateau-sur-Mer   
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    Instinct sent me running out the back of the mansion rather than up the stairs, as one of the boys had hinted at. I could hear the water just as soon as I made it to the yard, and after looking around, I cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled her name. 
 
    “Cassandra!” 
 
    A few seagulls flew by, noticed my crazy ass yelling in the yard, and moved away.  
 
    I saw the gate at the end of the Breakers and ran toward it, wondering if she had exited through one of the side entrances. I made it there, just as a man and his daughter stepped through the gate, the young girl pointing up at the mansion. 
 
    “Did you see a woman come by?” I asked them hurriedly. “Dark brown hair?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Yeah, she went around that way, along the seawall.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told him as I took off to the left.  
 
    I followed the path down, and called her name again, hoping that she would respond.  
 
    “Cassandra!” 
 
    When she didn’t answer, I continued along the sea walk until I came to an area with marble benches and a fence separating the ocean from the jagged rocks below. 
 
    It was there that I saw Lady C., sitting just out of view, her hair beating in the wind as she looked out at the ocean, waves crashing beneath her, the frothy white ocean water soaking her clothing. 
 
    “Lady C.!” 
 
    She looked up at me and back to the water. After a quick glance around, I climbed over the fence, dropping down to the other side. I carefully made my way down the rocks until I was just a few feet away from her. 
 
    And just as I was reaching out to her, I slipped. 
 
    The wet rock gave way and I started to fall; Lady C. jumped to her feet and immediately caught my arm, helping me back up. 
 
    “Shit!” I said, breathing heavily. “That was close!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come down here,” she said, concern in her eyes, even though they were dilated as she scanned me for any injuries. 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have come down here. Don’t listen to those kids. They’re just… Look, there are issues in America right now between humandroids and humans. Pockets of android racism, I think that’s the best way to describe it, but it’s not in all places. I didn’t think it would be here in Newport, but you never know where it will be.” I placed both hands on her shoulders. “My point is: you can’t let what they say affect you.” 
 
    “I’m… I’m sorry, Chase. This is just all so new to me. And I’m still feeling awkward with Iris… And…” 
 
    “No, it’s my fault,” I told her, wiping some of the water out of my face. The rain had picked up now, both of us completely soaked. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Let’s just find a hotel, and then we can join Iris and hunt. Or stay in the hotel, if that’s what you want. What do you want? Not me, not Iris, what do you want?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said after a long pause. “I think it would be nice just to have things how they were before, for a little while at least. Lady Aya, me, you and Iris as our Alphas. Let’s just do that. Let’s hunt.” 
 
    “And I’m so sorry,” I told her, my hands on her shoulders. “I just wanted you to enjoy this, to be part of this world. I’m sorry if my words aren’t making any sense.” 
 
    Lady C. took a step closer to me, completely drenched, a smile taking shape on her face. “I know you’re sorry. Let’s try to salvage this.” 
 
    I looked up at the path that we had come down, only now realizing how steep it was. “Yes, but first we need to get back up the cliff.” 
 
    “Just stay close; I won’t let you fall,” she said, taking my hand.  
 
    We started to make our way back up the rocks, and rather than worry about the lashing waves below, I put my faith completely in Lady C., as she had done with me time and time again. 
 
    We made it to the top, and hopped over the fence just as a man exercising in a raincoat jacket jogged past. He grunted something about being cautious and went on his way. 
 
    “Let’s grab our bags from the coat check area, and then we’ll get a hotel. I’ll call an aeros,” I told her as we turned back to the Breakers mansion.  
 
    Now sopping wet, we made our way around to the front, where I got the bag I had packed, Iris’ too. As the UberLyft landed, I fired off a message to Iris letting her know I had her luggage, and that I was taking it to a hotel. 
 
    By the time our vehicle took off, Lady C. and I sitting in the back on heated seats, I had already booked a nice hotel that overlooked the sea. The hotel was closer to Middletown, which was a small city directly next to Newport. 
 
    It only took us a few minutes to travel there, Lady C. staring out her window, her hand wrapped around mine as we landed. 
 
    We checked in to our room, and I also got the key for Iris’ room, placing her bags inside. 
 
    I knew things were going to be awkward going forward, but we would cross each of those bridges when we got there. For now, this was just how things were, and all three of us would surely adjust. 
 
    And regarding the humandroid, that would be up to Lady C. If she wanted to keep it, fine, but we had a return policy, and I had no problem returning it. 
 
    “This room is nice,” she said, standing by the window now, looking out at the sea. 
 
    I started to change into some of the clothes I’d packed, draping my jeans and shirt over one of the chairs. 
 
    “I just want you to relax,” I told her. “Let’s make something out of this trip, let’s salvage it, like you said. And we can figure out everything else going forward. Including keeping the body.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, running her hands down her sides. “I’m still on the fence though, you know. It might seem like I don’t like it, but it’s interesting. I just don’t know…” 
 
    “We still have time to decide,” I reminded her as she came to me, allowing me to lead her to the bed. 
 
    Lady C. lay down after she took her shoes off, her hands clasped over her chest. 
 
    Life left her body, and I just sat there with her humandroid form for a few minutes, thinking about what had just happened. 
 
    I had seriously almost slipped, no, I had slipped, and there was a good chance I may have hurt myself had she not been there. 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    This was something I’d keep to myself for now; I didn’t want Iris or anyone else worrying about it.  
 
    After changing into a pair of dry socks, I put my Vans on the radiator and turned it on, warming them up. I thought about ordering a pair of new shoes, but that really wasn’t my style, and besides, the Vans were made of canvas and they quickly dried. I waited another twenty minutes or so before calling Aya and Lady C. to my world.  
 
    Their forms took shape, Aya playfully slapping my cheek with her ghost limb. 
 
    “You know, if you die falling off a cliff like an idiot, we can’t hunt for you anymore,” she said. 
 
    “You told her?” I asked Lady C. 
 
    “Of course I did. It’s a crazy story!” 
 
    “Let’s keep that part from Iris,” I said, smiling at the Metican warrior in her armor, her swords sheathed at her sides. 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me, Alpha. Now, did we come here to hunt, or did we come here to have a fuzzy warm moment?” Aya asked. 
 
    “We came here to hunt. I’ll see where Iris is; hopefully, a mythcrea will poke its head up.” 
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    “…And for forty years, this would remain the primary mansion on Bellevue until the completion of Marble House in 1892. Now eventually, this house got completely remodeled by William Shepard Wetmore’s son when he inherited the estate, turning it into a second empire-style French chateau.” 
 
    “I have to get in there,” I told the woman at the front.  
 
    The Huntresses and I were at a mansion not far from the Breakers called Chateau-sur-Mer, which apparently belonged to a china merchant and famous philanthropist from New England, whose son later became the governor and then State Senator from Rhode Island. 
 
    “But the tour has already started,” the woman said, her arms crossed over her chest. “This isn’t a self-guided tour; the next one starts in about thirty minutes. You can take a seat in the waiting area, if you’d like.” 
 
    “Look at her sitting there like a fat pig,” Aya said, walking around the woman, baring her teeth at her even though the woman couldn’t see the Thulean. 
 
    “Be nice, Lady Aya, maybe she’s overweight because she eats too much healthy food,” Lady C. said. “That’s a thing, right?” 
 
    I ignored her as I offered the woman my most sincere smile. “It would really mean a lot to me. My friend and I have been waiting to come here for weeks, and we just happened to get separated because I spent too much time at the Breakers. I will catch up quickly and quietly. I promise, and I can hear the tour guide now; they’re just in the other room.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, they don’t pay me enough to work security and check tickets at the door,” she said as she shuffled off her stool and let me into a living room area, where I caught up with Iris, who stood at the back of the crowd of tourists listening to a portly man speak. 
 
    “…This is getting into a period called the Ascetic Movement in Europe and America. The Wetmore’s home is a prime example of this, starting off as Victorian and then going through that Ascetic Period up until the beginning of the twentieth century. So there’s a little bit of a history lesson in the design as well. As you can see, this is white oak, quarter sawn, and the balusters you see up there are ash wood…” 
 
    “Hey,” Iris said, smiling over at me. 
 
    “Are you really listening to all this, Little Iris?” Aya asked with an exaggerated yawn. “Who cares what kind of wood the house is made out of, or the stupid amount of money that the fat rich man spent on it,” she said, nodding her chin at an oil painting on the wall, which I assumed was of William Shepard Wetmore. 
 
    “It’s actually pretty interesting,” Iris told her, Lady C. nodding in agreement. 
 
    “More importantly, who knew that the balusters were made of ash wood?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “Are we here to hunt, or are we here to get some remodeling ideas for the dojo?” 
 
    “You don’t like your cabin any longer?” Iris asked Lady C. 
 
    “Excuse me,” said the tour guide, clearing his throat. “If you are going to have an outside conversation, please do so, ahem, outside.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I started to tell him. 
 
    “I was doing you a favor by letting you in,” the woman from the front door said as she came over to me. “And here you are, causing a distraction.” 
 
    A few of the tourists turned and looked at us, others were too fascinated with a wooden carving of an angel to give two shits about the disruption we were causing. 
 
    “We will step out then,” Iris said, her eye twitching. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as we made our way to the entrance. 
 
    “Check your rare monster locator,” she said under her breath. 
 
    I activated it, and as soon as I did, I saw that there was activity in the vicinity, luckily on the grounds of the chateau, rather than inside the home. 
 
    We took a left around the home, crossing over the roots of a very strange tree, unlike any tree I’d ever seen before. I hadn’t noticed this when our aeros landed, and just looking at it spawned information on my HUD, telling me the reason the tree was shaped like that was because roots had a tendency to grow upward, which meant we had to go all the way around it to get to the backyard. 
 
    “What are you sensing?” Aya asked, her big sword already in hand.  
 
    Lady C. also had her two blades drawn. 
 
    “Something,” Iris told her. “But whatever it is, it’s a rare mythcrea.” 
 
    “That information does not help,” Aya whispered. “Tell us what to expect so we can slay it for you.” 
 
    “Where exactly is it?” Lady C. asked, now crouching low to the earth, Aya next to her, both Huntresses in front of us and raring to go. 
 
    “Just up there, to the right,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t see any…” Iris frowned. “I thought that was the dirt pile.” 
 
    There was some roped-off construction near the back of the estate, a city vehicle not far from the rare mythcrea’s location. 
 
    “I see it now,” I said as we got just a little bit closer, a breeze whipping past, scattering some of the leaves. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is a Golgothan?” I whispered to Iris, knowing that she liked looking these things up. 
 
    “This is so wicked strange,” she said with a cheesy grin on her face. “Long story short, seriously, Golgotha was the place where Jesus was crucified, and was also the place where the Romans crucified anyone else who they deemed criminal. Anyway, as people were crucified, their bowels gave out, and that thing over there is made of the excrement of their bowels.” 
 
    “So it’s a shit monster?” I asked, a frown forming on my face.  
 
    “It sounds like a shit monster fused with evil and desperate powers,” Lady C. added. 
 
    “We have these in Tritania,” Aya said as she took the lead. “In the giant city of Waringtla. They lurk in the sewers there, but they aren’t actually monsters, they’re just tiny fairies.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I whispered to her. 
 
    “The fairies like to hunt in the sewers for treasure, because giants apparently shit treasure. Anyway, sometimes they get too much, well, poop, on them and then the poop compounds. And it compounds and compounds until they become a terrible monster. So a shit monster. Anyway, let’s handle this, Lady Cassandra.” 
 
    “Don’t go alone,” Lady C. said as she caught up to Aya. 
 
    “Relax, a monster like this is hardly worthy of our blades.” 
 
    The Thulean stopped dead in her tracks as the Golgothan nearly ploughed her over.  
 
    Even though the creature had its back to her, it had noticed Aya’s presence, and as it turned, its body began to loosen up some. 
 
    Just as Iris’ origin story suggested, it was covered in crap, more than I’d ever seen in one place in my life. It had two horns on the top of its head, bulging yellow eyes, a fat nose, a terrible maw and sharp claws. 
 
    An uncomfortable look on her face, Aya advanced on the creature and sliced the thing in two, only to be taken off guard when two Golgothans formed. One of them swiped at her, sending her off balance. 
 
    “I’ve got this!” 
 
    Shwerrrp! 
 
     Lady C. hit the first Golgothan with a fireball, the shit monster going up in flames. 
 
    The other shit creature slipped toward Lady C., growing in size as she pelted it with a fireball, which only had the effect of making it, well, a flaming pile of shit. 
 
    Its counterpart continued fighting, regardless of the fact that flames were licking off its body. Aya tried to avoid its swipes, but was barely able to, the look on her face telling me she was having a hard time breathing. 
 
    “Aya!” Iris shouted as the Thulean’s opponent brought his arm back and flung a flaming ball of crap at her. It hit Aya in the chest and sent her flying backward, where she hit the wet grass and spun a few times, black smoke billowing off of her. 
 
    “I really wish we could do something!” I said as Lady C. engaged both shit creatures now, using her swords to slice through their flaming shit attacks. We were too busy watching our Huntresses fight the shit monsters, both our hands charged up and ready to capture when the time came, to notice that a police car had landed, its lights going but its sirens silent. 
 
    With a sickening slap, the two poop monsters merged back into one, the creature opening its mouth and projectile vomiting at Aya as she ran at it with her sword held over her shoulder. 
 
    “Argh!” she shouted, the attack blasting her backward, causing her to slip and faceplant. 
 
    “Bomb cyclone,” I told Iris. “Let’s freeze it!” 
 
    “Bomb cyclone, Lady C.!” Iris cried. 
 
    This spell usually took her a second or two to charge, and for it to work, Aya would have to distract the creature. Luckily, the Thulean had been fighting with Lady C. long enough to know this.  
 
    Disgruntled as ever, and pushing herself out of a puddle of filth, Aya stumbled toward the Golgothan, waving her swords and shouting at it. 
 
    The creature turned to her and was just about to projectile vomit again when Lady C. hit it in the side with her bomb cyclone. Its form started to freeze, a confusing cloud of snow spinning around the shit monster. 
 
    “Now!” I started to tell Iris, just as I saw two police officers approaching us. 
 
    “Excuse me,” one of the officers said, his hand on his taser. 
 
    “Do it, Iris, I’ll take care of them. Hey, guys,” I said, showing the officers my hands. Iris took off toward the Golgothan. I heard the sound associated with her web of light just as one of the police officers cried for her to stop. 
 
    “We’re just here hanging out!” I told him. 
 
    “Get down on the ground!” the first officer said to me, and I did as instructed. The other one took off toward Iris. 
 
    Whew.  
 
    A prompt appeared on my pane of vision, letting me know that Iris had captured the Golgothan. 
 
    And even though we had other concerns now, I had to laugh. 
 
    We had done it, and in the process, it looked like we were about to get arrested.  
 
    I immediately disconnected from the Monster Hunt app, still on my knees, my hands behind my back just as I had been instructed. 
 
    “What’s going on out here?” the first officer asked me. He didn’t look like the police officers back in New York in his brown Mountie outfit with a wide-brimmed hat. 
 
    “Are you going to cuff me?” 
 
    “Not if I can figure out what’s going on, and why your friend there took off.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I heard Iris say to the other officer. “We just came here to tour the mansions.” 
 
    “You guys passed through the public safety line,” the police officer said, pointing at a space about three yards away from us. I hadn’t noticed it; I’d been so focused on the battle between the Huntresses and Golgothan. 
 
    “This wasn’t part of the tour?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m going to have to write both of you a ticket, and if we suspect anything else, we may have to bring you in for questioning. I want to warn you of that now.” 
 
    “We weren’t doing anything else,” I told him. “We are just kind of explorers. We do that in New York too. We just, um, like to explore.” 
 
    “You wanted to explore a big hole in the ground at the Chateau-sur-Mer?” he asked skeptically. 
 
    “If I told you ‘yes,’ would you believe me?” 
 
    “Maybe. People do some pretty weird things out here. I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve caught people having sex in one of the mansions.” 
 
    “Hi,” Iris said as she was brought over to me. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to run away from police officers,” the second Mountie told Iris. 
 
    “My mistake, I just got scared when I heard you guys yelling for us. Sorry.” 
 
    “Well,” the first Mountie said, “as I was telling your friend here, you two are both going to have to pay a fine. It’s considered trespassing if you cross over the public safety line while this part of the property is under construction…” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Iris said, “we’ll pay it.” 
 
    “And you’re sure there isn’t anything else going on here, ma’am?” the second Mountie asked. 
 
    “No, we were just exploring. Sorry.” 
 
    “You weren’t doing anything illegal, were you?” 
 
    “Aside from exploring, no, we weren’t.” 
 
    “And nothing like using a Monster Hunt app?” 
 
    “No, sir,” we both said at the same time. 
 
    “Okay, wait right here,” the first Mountie said as he nodded his companion over. They stepped away from us and talked for a moment. Iris shook her head, her cheeks red. “I can’t believe I ran from the cops,” she said under her breath. 
 
    “But you caught the rare mythcrea, that has to count for something.” 
 
    “This is so stupid,” she whispered, concern tracing across her face. 
 
    “It really is, but what else would we be doing in Newport, Rhode Island?” 
 
    “Exactly,” she said as the first Mountie came back over to us. 
 
    “Both of you are free to go, and you should get notification of your fine within the next twenty-four hours. Look, we don’t need any weird stuff here in Newport, so if you’re going to go on the mansion tours, do it the right way. Either stay with the guide, or follow the directions on the self-guided tour. Got it?” 
 
    “We’re sorry,” Iris said with a big smile, “it won’t happen again.”


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue: Trollin’ in the Name Of 
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    Iris and I took in the views, both of us high above William’s dojo, fire blazing from all the buildings. 
 
    Mitchell trolls ran around, coughing and sometimes farting huge plumes of flames, Hiccup and Spew Gorge somewhere in the fight as well, but not visible from this high up. 
 
    “I’m ready whenever you tell me,” Mirror the former phantom kangaroo said, flapping her wings, keeping her form steady. “And by the way, I know I haven’t said this yet, but no cowboy shit.” 
 
    “We weren’t planning on any cowboy shit,” Iris said loudly enough for the dragon to hear.  
 
    “What’s that even mean?” asked Lady C. 
 
    “It means don’t be like a cowboy,” said Aya. “Which is the name for someone from Hyperborea who raises horses for food.” 
 
    The four of us were on Mirror’s scaly back, our ride a bit bumpy every time the dragon flapped her wings. 
 
    “Look at him trying to send his mythcrea to fight!” Aya pointed at William, or who we assumed was William. While there was a lot of fire, he had pretty shiny armor, so he wasn’t hard to pick out of the bunch. 
 
    And I had to give it to him for trying to fight back, even if it was useless. What he couldn’t see, and what we could see from our nosebleed height, was all the Mitchell trolls lined up and ready to run in and light more things on fire, Altsoba directing them. 
 
    “Why do I feel like we’re going to get in trouble for this?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Relax, Little Iris,” said Aya. “You are champions now, lightning disciples, or whatever honorary title they’ve given you. No one will say anything about this, trust me.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Lady C., “it might make some people angry.” 
 
    “People’s anger? We Thuleans consider that more fuel for the fire! Aye! Aye! Aye!” Aya shouted, pumping her sword in the air. 
 
    I grinned over at Lady C. 
 
    Her humandroid body was lying next to mine back in Newport, Rhode Island, in a hotel room overlooking the sea. We had already agreed to spend some time on the balcony later, both of us just relaxing and listening to the waves, but for now we had a little revenge to see to. 
 
    Glorious revenge. 
 
    Even though we were high up, I could feel the heat of the fire below, the dancing flames hypnotizing me for a moment. 
 
    What a last couple of days it had been. 
 
    And almost in a poetic way, it had ended with fighting a flaming pile of shit before being caught by the cops, a reminder that the real world still existed. Then revenge on a rival Alpha’s dojo, a reminder that there were alternative realities.  
 
    “My turn!” Mirror said, sweeping up into the air and divebombing toward William’s dojo. Silver fire sprayed out of her mouth, instantly taking down several of the buildings that were set off from the main quarters. 
 
    As we jetted back into the air, I looked down to see William trying to fight off our Golgothan, the shit monster we’d just caught, who we had yet to name.  
 
    Explosions all around the creature signaled that it was releasing some of its, um, explosive fumes, that these gases were mixing with some of the flames, causing mini-mushroom clouds all around him. 
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Stinky ones, too, which caused a few of the Mitchell trolls to run back the other way, getting the hell out of the stank zone. 
 
     One glance at Iris and we both knew what to do. 
 
    Our instruments appeared in our hands, and both of us fired off distorted shots at William’s dojo. It was definitely insult to injury, and we kept it up, Lady C. and Aya egging us on. 
 
    “He will never be the same after this!” the Thulean cried. “Let me down there! I want to fight!” 
 
    I could see the Steeple in the distance, currently red, and I had the sudden feeling that Ray Steampunk was watching us, judging us for our actions. 
 
    But if he was, that was fine. Sometimes revenge was a dish best served with HotAzz Balls sauce, trolls, and explosive shit monsters. And maybe this was a sentiment that Mr. Steampunk would appreciate. 
 
    “I’m not letting you two have all the fun!” Mirror said, beating her wings back to give her a better look of the fight below before diving. The four of us held onto our asses as she came in close to William’s training field, spitting a line of silver fire that stretched all the way into the outer perimeter of his property. 
 
    An explosion at the front of his dojo caught my attention, and I looked back to see Hiccup and Spew Gorge running out of the fire, bags of loot thrown over their shoulders, which were now also set aflame. 
 
    “Fick! Fick!” Hiccup cried as he dropped his bag and began kicking at it, attempting to put out the flames. Spew Gorge did the same, and once the flames were gone, they checked to make sure the bags would still hold up.  
 
    In the clear, the two goblins took off toward, well, I didn’t really know where they were going, but they were going fast, Hiccup surprisingly athletic when it came to stealing. 
 
    Iris laughed, and in that moment, I saw my own reflection in her glasses, the Steeple behind me, my bass in my hands, everything where it should be.  
 
    I felt a hand on my arm and I turned to see Lady C., also smiling, pointing her finger forward as Mirror divebombed toward the fight. 
 
    More silver flames, this time taking down a wall that was already on its last leg. Even though the flaming Mitchells were waiting to come in from the front, some of them saw this as an opportunity, circling around, burping fireballs, the whole place a burning mass. Iris strummed up another blast, this one taking down the top of the guard tower. 
 
    What a game, what a world, what a goddamn interesting life I had stumbled upon. 
 
    “We’re still going to watch the ocean later tonight, right?” Lady C. asked so only I could hear. 
 
    “Definitely, whatever you want. We can sleep on the balcony too, if you’d like.” 
 
    “That would be romantic,” she said, “or it could be cold.” 
 
    “Best of both worlds?” I asked as Mirror circled around William’s dojo, looking for her next target. 
 
    “Just like you and me,” Lady C. said, resting her head on my shoulder.  
 
    The terrible inferno blazed below, the steeple radiating red light everywhere, EverLife just as real as anything I’d ever seen before.  
 
    In that moment I was committed to making this work, to hammering out the issues between Iris and me, and to making sure that the Steeple never fell into the wrong hands. 
 
    This world was worth it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The end. 
 
      
 
    (Please review this book, fick!) 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Back of the Book Content – Proxima Timeline 
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    Reader, 
 
    This series thrives on your reviews. 
 
     I haven’t decided if I’ll be continuing the Monster Hunt NYC books, so I’m sort of leaving it up to you. If you enjoy where this is going and want to see me expand it into a few more books (I have plenty of ideas both in EverLife and the real world, especially with the rare mythcrea club), please drop a quick review. 
 
    If you haven’t reviewed the first Monster Hunt NYC book, please do so, as that helps spread the series.  
 
      
 
    Timeline of Proxima books 
 
    Year 2058 – The Feedback Loop 
 
    Year 2069 – The Last Warrior of Unigaea 
 
    Year 2075 – Fantasy Online 
 
    Year 2090 – Monster Hunt NYC 
 
      
 
    Background of this book 
 
    I was a musician for some time, and believe it or not, I recorded over 200 songs during this period! If you are reading this, then you haven’t experienced this series in one of the ways that makes it great, through audio. All of the songs are actual songs, and the audiobook version has themes for various characters and battle music.  
 
    Jeff Hays and Annie Ellicott at Soundbooth Theater have been hard at work on the first installment of Monster Hunt NYC in audio, and the first audiobook will be out on July 6th! It will be a bit of a wait until they catch up to book three, but they should start moving pretty quickly now that they have sound design down. 
 
      
 
    Related series 
 
    Want more of Hiccup? Of course you don’t. But if you do, he’s one of the main characters in Fantasy Online. You’ll also read about FeeTwix, Liz, Marbles, hell, everyone in the Mitherfickers in this series. It’s a wild LitRPG series set in Tokyo and the Proxima Galaxy. All the references in Monster Hunt will suddenly make sense. 
 
    Here’s the link. 
 
    Here’s a copy/paste version: https://geni.us/FICK  
 
      
 
    There’s also The Feedback Loop series, which is a precursor to all of this and features characters like Mirror and Ray Steampunk. This one is a noir/GameLit series that spans several fantasy worlds and features a snarky MC, inspired by Ready Player One, Sin City and Sword Art Online. 
 
    Here’s the link 
 
    https://geni.us/TheLoop 
 
      
 
    If you’re digging into the lore, don’t miss the Last Warrior of Unigaea box set, which introduces the Proxima world of Unigaea (which is where Lady C. is from). You’ll meet the author she keeps referring to, Lothar, in this series. The story is about a Player Killer and his wolf, and it sort of has a Mad Max meets Witcher vibe to it. Dark, fun, total LitRPG. 
 
    Here’s the link 
 
    https://geni.us/LastWarrior 
 
      
 
    Other ways to support Harmon Cooper books: 
 
      
 
    1)  Join the Proxima Galaxy on Facebook where I look for ARC (advanced Review Copy) readers and give away audiobooks  
 
    2)  Review the books, which generates more interest from other readers, which makes me write faster because (carrot dangling from the stick) – I want to please you all! 
 
    3)  Join the Harmon Cooper mailing list. 
 
    4)  Join my Patreon where you can read exclusive content (from cover design to future release ideas) AND all chapters before they are published. I also have exclusive schwag for those who join. This is where you’ll get the infamous FICK button. 
 
      
 
    Finally, check out the Harem Lit page for more adult-themed novels! And the LitRPG Books page for, well, LitRPG books. 
 
    Yours in sanity, 
 
    Harmon Cooper -- writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Other Books by Harmon Cooper 
 
    I have written over thirty books. Here are some of the highlights! 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    My best-selling Superhero Harem Adventure about a sci-fi writer and the superpowered women who are trying to kill him. Fun content, adult read! 
 
    https://geni.us/CherryBlossomGirls1 
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    Don’t miss this series about a guy with an incredible sense of smell and the strange superpowered women that join him! 
 
      
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/WeCouldBeHeroes   
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    What if Ready Player One was a multi-part epic? Gritty LitRPG action, gamer humor, fantastic fantasy worlds, and a killer MC. 
 
    (This one is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    https://geni.us/TheLoop 
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    If you love dark fantasy, RPGs, Witcher, Punisher, or Mad Max, you'll love this powerful gamer trilogy about a man and his wolf companion. 
 
    https://geni.us/LastWarrior 
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    Tokyo, Japan meets online fantasy gaming and South Park-styled humor. Yakuza, goblins, action, intrigue - add this book to your inventory list!  
 
    (This one is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    https://geni.us/FICK 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Get connected with other LitRPG/GameLit readers 
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    Yes, reader, there is a place to catch up on Harmon Cooper books, meet other readers and see exclusive previews (as well as being the FIRST to know about a new release). Join the Proxima Galaxy today! 
 
    Chat with other GameLit fans here: 
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