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      I hid in the bushes, spying on my next target. A large green plant with a drooling carnivorous mouth. Its hot breath undulated across the woodland, prickling against my skin. A nameplate hovered above its head.

      
        
        Vine Mother

        Level 10

      

      

      “This is the last one, okay?”

      Crouching nearby was a muscular warrior with long blonde hair and a massive sword sheathed against her back. It was my old college friend from back home, Serena. She kept one hand on the hilt of her sword and the other placed gently on the ground for balance.

      “Sure,” I replied, even though I had said the same thing before killing the last monster and the one before that.

      I called up my stats on my HUD.

      
        
        Clay Hopewell

        Level 11

        Race: Aeri (Eldra)

        Class: Apprentice Mage

      

        

      
        HP: 140

        MP: 67

      

        

      
        ATKP: 3

        MTKP: 61

        TGH: 5

        SPIRIT: 52

        LUCK: 3

      

      

      “The key here is to take it out before it has a chance to react and ensnare us with its vines,” I said. “Are you ready?”

      Serena nodded.

      A scream echoed across the woods.

      It pierced through the trees. Frantic footsteps followed. Twigs cracked. Bushes stirred. Running straight towards the vine mother was a young fifteen-year-old girl equipped with level 1 starter gear.

      This was not part of the plan.

      Serena leapt off the ground, sprinting towards the plant monster, unsheathing her blade and dragging it through the air behind her. She jumped and triggered her whirlwind blade ability, spinning in the air like a tornado. Bits of the plant’s fleshy gums flew in all directions. Her ability cooled off and Serena then shoved her blade into the vine mother’s mouth. She lodged the sword upright so biting down would only cause the creature even more pain. The monster writhed in agony, shaking its head in all directions.

      I came in next. I jumped in the air, creating an airy platform of energy allowing me to jump again. Now I was face to face with the vine mother’s gigantic mouth and razor sharp teeth. I flicked my fists open, fingers outstretched. Both my palms ignited like a Zippo lighter: balls of flame forming between my fingers. I brought my arms together to combine the individual fireballs into one mega sphere of molten lava. The sheer amount of fiery energy made my hands shake. I let the burning hot magic go, unleashing a massive blast of flames into the vine mother’s open esophagus. Fire ripped through the inside flesh of the monstrous plant, burning a hole right through its neck.

      The monster squirmed in pain. Its HP fell below 5%. The residual burn debuff my fire blast had dealt chipped away at its remaining health. With one last freakish wail, the vine mother screeched, shriveling into a dried husk.

      
        
        +175 EXP!

      

      

      The young girl fell to the ground and Serena and I took positions around her. She was running away. We had to prepare for whatever had been pursuing her.

      Nothing emerged from the trees around us.

      The girl screamed again. My shoulders jumped and I turned towards her. Her whole body shivered. Her skin was pale with fear.

      “Help me,” she panted.

      She ran her fingers through her hair, massaging the top of her head.

      “Argh…agh…”

      I crouched down to face the girl. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

      Tears welled up in her eyes and she shrieked in even more pain. Her mouth jerked and moved in odd contorted ways. She stopped stuttering and spat out the words: “What’s happening to me?”

      I materialized a health potion from my inventory. I pulled out the cork from the glass bottle and raised it to her lips.

      “Here take this,” I said. “It’s an HP potion. I don’t know what’s happening to you either. But this might help. It’s going to be okay.”

      The player’s lips had gone purple. I tipped the potion gently so the healing liquid poured slowly into her mouth. She swallowed the red syrup, depleting the glass bottle. I rubbed the sick player’s back.

      “Do you feel any better?”

      The player tilted her head up towards mine. Her brown eyes shivered, filled with desperation and panic. She shook her head.

      She leapt back to her feet, screaming.

      She swung her fists towards us. Her face darted in every direction.

      “Get away from me,” she yelled. “Leave me alone!”

      The level 1 player thrashed, throwing fists in the air, fighting an invisible foe.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I said again. “You don’t need to fight us. We want to help.”

      “Get away from me,” she screamed.

      She didn’t look at either Serena or me when she spoke.

      A pit of dread formed in my stomach.

      She wasn’t speaking to us.

      The girl went completely still. Her shoulders and neck jerked into a straight posture. Her eyes went blank. A black dot appeared in the center of her chest. It grew outward, the girl’s flesh disintegrating and disappearing as it did. I saw the shrubbery right through her stomach. No blood or organs fell from her massive wound. Instead her insides were filled with black shadow.

      “I haven’t died in here,” the girl cried. “Is this what it feels like?”

      She knew our answer from the horror written on our faces.

      Tears fell down her cheeks. Her upper and lower body dismembered. The encroaching disintegration continued upward until her neck was floating on its own.

      “I don’t want to go,” she screamed. “I don’t want to—”

      Her scream was cut off, her mouth and nose disappearing. Her pupils widened and strained. Her eyes bulged with terror until they vanished as well.

      The girl was gone. Nothing remained.

      We stood there in shock, staring at the empty patch of forest where the girl had been. It was nothing but a spot of dirt now. A forgotten grave.

      The flesh-eaters on Earth had found us.
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      “If I had to guess, the girl entered the game less than twenty-four hours ago and had yet to complete her cognitive upload,” said Serena. “The zombies outside found her unconscious body inside a TriCorp neuro-VR capsule, smashed open the glass roof and feasted on her flesh. The black dot of disintegration was how the game system chose to render her death from exterior forces.”

      “Fucking hell,” I said.

      “But maybe it has nothing to do with the cognitive upload process,” said Serena. “There’s a chance she’d been in here for days. Such a death might be awaiting us all. It’s just a matter of time before those flesh-eating creatures find our own capsules and tear our bodies apart.”

      My stomach lurched. A threat from outside the game. No way to protect ourselves from it either.

      “This is why we can’t hang out here, slaying monsters over and over,” Serena continued. “That won’t solve anything. It’s not going to answer whatever happened in front of us. We need to make a plan.”

      “You keep talking about making a plan. But what plan is there to make? The world. It’s—”

      I shook my head. I wouldn’t say it. Not out loud, at least. As far as we knew, the world we came from was gone. But our evidence was one shoddy video clip we had received two hours ago of a TriCorp employee being torn to bits by ravaging zombies. Did such a clip prove the rest of the world had fallen as well? Was my family—my mother, father, and brother—all gone too?

      I shook my head. Screw that.

      “Not only do we have the zombie nightmare to worry about, but there’s this virtual nightmare as well,” said Serena. “You’ve been branded Clay. The dark mark on your wrist—I’ve looked it up. Illyrian history books refer to it as the Prophetic Seal, worshipped by a cult called the Dark Protectorate. For better or worse, the mark has you—and me, by extension of one day being your girlfriend, if you play your cards right—embroiled in very dangerous affairs. Players, NPCs, hell even gods are going to be coming after us. We need to be ready. If only we knew more about what we were dealing with. I have so many questions and hardly any answers.”

      “Did you just say you were my girlfriend?”

      “Be serious.”

      I moved towards her and held my hands out. “As you said, we need to make a plan. So let’s make one. Let’s find out exactly what happened on Earth and what’s presently happening in the game. We know far too little to plan beyond that.”

      Serena’s shoulders tensed. She glanced over to the patch of ground where the new player had stood only moments ago.

      We needed to find out the truth.

      Our lives depended on it.

      A muffled voice shot through the forest. “Stay right where you are.”

      We turned around and emerging from behind the trees were two knights, clad in high-level armor, plated in gold and etched with shining blue runes and sigils. Both wore sleek helmets concealing their faces.

      “Clay Hopewell and Serena Wharton—you two are under arrest.”

      The knight who spoke had two golden battle axes, hanging from his waist. His partner carried a one-handed silver sword.

      Serena reached for the hilt of her blade and I put my hand on her wrist to stop her.

      “Um,” I said. “Who are you exactly?”

      The head knight straightened his shoulders. “I am Sir Archades, the captain of the Kingsblood. The elite military order that serves the Royal King of Laergard. This is—”

      The other knight raised his hands and pulled off his helmet. Beneath the metal armored face was a rugged older man with long black hair and the fading remnants of a scar across his left eye. I recognized him instantly.

      “—Edward Silver. Our newest recruit. Promoted to the highest order after valiantly saving Arondale from a world boss. He is—”

      “We know each other,” Serena interjected.

      Edward nodded.

      “Ah I see,” hissed Sir Archades. He gripped his gauntleted hand around the battle axe hanging at his waist. “Now you may come with us willingly or not. It’s your choice.”

      There was no way we would beat these guys in a fight. It only left us with one option.

      “Run!”

      We spun around, dashing away.

      Edward spoke in an arcane language and an intense sensory experience overwhelmed me. I felt the minutiae of my body at work. Blood flowing through my veins. Muscles stretching. Joints cracking. My heart beating. My foot was barely off the ground. I hadn’t moved an inch.

      A caption popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Slow (Debuff): Slow and steady wins the race. Except when you’re fighting to the death. Movement speed decreased by 50% (Duration: 1 minute).

      

      

      Sir Archades walked around our slow-moving bodies until he was facing us. He pulled out his two axes and approached Serena. The knight lifted one arm high in the air, the axe looming over all of us. He swung the axe down.

      A great metallic clamor echoed through the woods.

      Even with 50% less movement, Serena had managed to initiate sword shield, protecting herself from the axe attack with her sword. She gritted her teeth as she struggled in the face of the powerful knight.

      Sir Archades shook his head. He lifted his other axe and swung down at the undefended side of Serena’s ribcage. The metal sliced through her skin, blood spurting across the clearing and drenching a nearby bush in crimson. She screamed. Her HP plummeted. He dug the metal deeper into her flesh, as blood and guts leaked out the side of her. She collapsed to the ground. Her head lolled to the side as the red bar above her plummeted to 0%.

      
        
        A Party Member Has Fallen!

      

      

      “You bastard,” I screamed, the words coming out in a rushed torrent of air, the slow debuff finally releasing me of its hold.

      I infused my feet with raw innate mana, speeding up my movement. I pushed off the ground and flew at the Kingsblood knight, throwing out a mana-infused fist. It crashed into the powerful knight’s armor. Zero damage dealt.

      “Impossible,” I said. “What kind of freak are you?”

      “This is not bizarre or out of the ordinary young man,” said the knight. “We live in a world based around cold sterile stats. Numbers. Yours are merely much smaller than my own.”

      He loomed over me. His arms hung at his sides, each hand still gripping one of his axes. Crimson liquid dripped from the blade, Serena’s blood smeared across the metal.

      “You’ll pay for this,” I said.

      He peered down at me. His helmet was an apathetic and empty face.

      “Will I now?”

      He swiped his axe in the air, ripping it across my chest, cutting through my armor and flesh. My HP dropped by 100 points. Blood gurgled from my mouth. The other axe crashed into my neck, slicing my head right off.

      
        
        You are dead!

      

      

      I emerged from the swirling darkness of death with the taste of dirt in my mouth. I spat out the mud. I was on the forest floor where I’d been killed. A message appeared in front of me.

      
        
        Death’s Punishment (Debuff): You feel the horror and pain of death. You lose all EXP gained towards your next level (1,870 EXP). You gain 30% less EXP on kills (Duration: 6 hours). All ATKP and MTKP damage reduced by 10% (Duration: 6 hours). HP and MP regeneration 10% slower (Duration: 6 hours).

      

      

      A sharp metal pricked my wrists. I moved my arms to discover they were stuck. Another debuff popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Handcuffed (debuff): Cannot access inventory or engage in combat. Maybe next time, you’ll stay out of trouble.

      

      

      “You’re under arrest, remember?” said Edward.

      “You waited hours for me to respawn?”

      “Gods no. Archades raised you both. You’ve been dead no less than a minute.”

      Serena stood nearby, alive and well except for her wrists cuffed behind her back.

      “Get up,” said Edward.

      I lifted myself up and followed Sir Archades through the woods. We all walked in single file. Serena was behind me and Edward behind her. We trudged through the mud until we arrived at the beginner level field. A gust of wind greeted us upon exiting the woods. My hair blew back and my eyes teared up from the sheer force of the propelling wind. The strands of grass at our feet all bent to the wind’s will.

      Floating in the center of the beginner zone was a massive airship. It was a double-decker ship with two unique hulls separated by four tall wooden pillars and a spiralling staircase in the middle connecting them. Half of the upper platform was made of blue glass. Purple mana coursed from behind the back of this deck. The ship was mesmerizing: a 19th-century frigate crossed with a dragonfly. 

      Walking beneath the ship’s shadow towards the loading bay, I asked, “Where the hell are you taking us?”

      “To Land’s Shield,” said Sir Archades. “The king wants a word with you.”
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      They threw us in a prisoner’s cabin on the lower deck. They removed our handcuffs and sealed us behind steel bars flaked with rust. There were no other prisoners in our cell, only empty barrels and a porthole window. I shook the bars and kicked the door when it wouldn’t open. I pulled up my mini-map on my HUD and selected Arondale for fast travel.

      
        
        Fast-travel disabled while aboard airships.

      

      

      “Goddamn stupid—”

      I fell on my ass. The ship tremored. The trees outside disappeared from the window’s view. The vessel hovered in the air. Footsteps of sailors clattered on the decks above us; woodchips rained down from the ceiling. Shouts and yells rang out. Orders were barked. The ship’s engine thrummed and roared. My ears popped and my stomach lurched. We were seconds from flying off. Three. Two. One.

      We shot off towards the clouds in the sky.

      I slid down towards the back of the cabin. I grabbed hold of a railing. The whole ship shook. The room spun.

      “I'm going to throw up,” said Serena, clutching her stomach.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

      The turbulence eased off. The tremors vanished.

      I stood up, cautiously. No wobbles.

      I moved over to the glass porthole and peered outside. A beautiful blue sky stretched in every direction. Illyria’s two moons were visible, milky and translucent spheres hovering far in the distance. Below us was a valley with a mountain range lying ahead.

      I watched the stunning beauty of the skies until I got bored. I turned around and slumped on the cabin floor.

      Serena stood on the other side of our cell, swaying her arms in different directions and patterns.

      “I didn’t take you for a yuppie mummy doing tai-chi in the park,” I teased.

      Serena turned her head and made a cute but disapproving face at me. “First off, we’re not in a park, we’re in a prisoner’s cabin of a floating airship. Secondly, I’m not doing tai-chi, these are warrior stances. They help improve my stats amongst a whole host of other things; one of which is yes, being very calming and relaxing like tai-chi.” She stuck her tongue out at me. “Also, are you calling me old now?”

      I grinned, shaking my head. Better not dig myself deeper on that one. I let her continue with her stat building. It was easy to forget when you looked at Serena—a gorgeous warrior knight—that she was once quite bookish and awkward. Her face always used to be hidden behind a massive tome, a pencil always lost within her bushy brown hair. She had changed so much of herself upon entering A.K.O. What was less easy to forget was her type-A personality. Here she was imprisoned, our fates unknown and out of our hands, and still preoccupied with improving her stats and practicing her fighting stances. She always loved working and studying, and A.K.O. hadn’t changed that one bit. She had simply swapped 18th-century literature for deadly swordcraft.

      Watching her train, her stats appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Serena Wharton

        Level 16

        Race: Haeren (Laergardian)

        Class: Blade Soldier

      

        

      
        HP: 295

        MP: 20

      

        

      
        ATKP: 54

        MTKP: 3

        TGH: 32

        SPIRIT: 3

        LUCK: 3

      

      

      I closed my HUD and noticed a dark furry tail whoosh past the porthole. The tail wiggled and waved behind the glass.

      No way.

      A dagger smashed into the window. The glass cracked and shattered onto the floor. The figure slipped through the window and into our cabin cell.

      Shaking off the broken glass was a tall navy-furred man with cat ears, whiskers, and a tail. He offered a big mischievous grin. “Guys, we really need to stop meeting this way.”

      The furry thief, one who belonged to A.K.O.’s humanoid cat race known as the Lirana, went by the name of Shade. A thief, an NPC, and the first person I met in this blasted virtual world. He loved drinking, stealing, fighting, and gambling; and had a penchant for getting us all into trouble.

      “Are you insane?” I said, glancing over to the broken window.

      “Not the grateful reaction I was expecting, but you are a funny one Clay so I’ll forgive you.”

      Serena shook her head in disbelief. “How did you get on board?”

      The thief smiled. “Let me start from the beginning.” He cracked his fingers and twirled his hand. “I was having my third morning pint when those two knights came around the Crow’s Heart looking for you two. Figuring we were closest of pals—‘Homies’ I heard you say once—I followed them to make sure nothing bad happened to you two. Once you were captured, I stowed myself on board the ship and waited for my moment to climb the side and come rescue you.”

      The hubris of the thief had my jaw dropping, not to mention how unnerving it was to hear a renaissance rogue use the word, “homies.”

      “I mean, you could’ve come down through the cabin but sure—the more insane option is always best, I feel you.”

      Shade crossed his arms and sniffed. “You’re welcome.”

      “Thanks for coming to our aid Shade,” said Serena. “But do we even want to escape right now? The freaking king of Laergard wants to see us. Is this an opportunity in disguise?”

      Shade shook his head while his tail wagged behind him. “The current king is a bit of a shut-in from what I hear. I wouldn’t want to get on his bad side. But since you’re clearly already on it, I’d say we better steer clear of him.”

      I rubbed my hands together, considering our options.

      We didn’t have any.

      “What are we debating here? Shade, let’s say you got us out of this cabin, where do we go from there? We’re still stuck on this airship heading straight to Land’s Shield.”

      Shade grinned and raised a finger. “You’re wrong, my friend. On the deck above us are two smaller ships. Lifeboats. In case of an emergency.”

      He rubbed his chin and peered thoughtfully in the air. “I wonder if any will come up?”

      I turned to Serena. “How much stock can we put in a king who sends two knights to murder us, raise us from the dead, and then imprison us? I say we get out of here.”

      Serena shrugged. “I won’t fight you two on it. Let’s go.”

      Shade ran over to the porthole. “This is easy, watch how I do it!”

      I grabbed his tail and yanked him back.

      “Oi! What are you touching my tail for?”

      “Are you crazy?” I said. “I don’t want to jump out the porthole. You’re a bloody thief. Can’t you pick the cell lock?”

      Shade glanced over to the caged door and sighed. “I suppose so. But it’s certainly the less exciting way to get out of here.”

      He waddled over to the cell door and pulled a lockpick from his breeches. He squinted his eyes, held his tongue at the side of his mouth, and gently inserted the lockpick into the keyhole. He twisted and nudged the pick with subtlety and grace. A satisfying click whispered through the air.

      A massive tremor knocked us over. The wooden walls cracked. A powerful force bashed against the ship. A long serpentine tail with hardened purple scales slithered passed the window. A muffled yet horrifying shriek came from up above.

      The cell door creaked ajar, daring us to continue our escape.
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      The cabin shook like a jackhammer. Soldiers yelled. Gunshots echoed. The whiff of smoke and burning mana exhaust swirled from the cabin door towards our prison cell.

      “What the hell is happening outside,” said Serena.

      “I don’t know,” I said and turned to Shade, sending him a group invite. “It’s time to party up.”

      “Sure thing, homie.”

      A message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Shade has joined your party.

      

      

      Shade’s stats came into my vision and I quickly glanced at them before shooing them away.

      
        
        Shade

        Level 11

        Race: Lirana

        Class: Thief

      

        

      
        HP: 165

        MP: 18

      

        

      
        ATKP: 30

        MTKP: 3

        TGH: 14

        SPIRIT: 4

        LUCK: 48

      

      

      The wood cracked and splintered, pockets of air blasting through our cabin. I gripped the metal bars of the cell to keep balance. Serena led the charge and exited the cell as our cabin took another bashing.

      Rifle blasts fired all around us on the lower deck. The ship platform was a cacophony of chaos: gusting wind, roaring engine, yelling soldiers.

      “FIRE!”

      Bright laser beams flew past our heads.

      We ducked to the ground.

      “What’s happening?” I yelled. I held my arm up to shield my eyes from the fierce winds blowing across the platform.

      Serena pointed across the deck to a giant purple snake flying through the sky, three times the size of our ship. The creature had a winding tube-like body made of purple scales with jagged edges running along its spine. The back of its tail had a pointed spear-like end, perfect for impaling multiple foes. But the most fearsome thing about the sky serpent was its face. It may have had the body of a snake but its face was a dragon’s. Spiraling blue horns jutted from the upper side of its head while its lower jaw edged outwards to catch any falling victims with its deadly sharp teeth. It had angled slits for eyes, flashing red with anger and destruction.

      The creature’s level made me shudder.

      
        
        Sky Wyrm

        Level 65

      

      

      The crewmen were running up the spiraling staircase and climbing up ropes to get to the upper platform of the ship. One shouted to us, “Get off the deck!”

      The Sky Wyrm sucked in air and unleashed a horrible shrill shriek. The high pitch wail pierced my ears, bringing me to my knees. The ship wobbled, making a tight turn, dodging the creature’s pummeling attack. A pole snapped. The lower platform tilted. Loose barrels rolled across, falling to the cloudy depths.

      I got back to my feet and moved towards the stairs.

      The first step I took made me move backwards. I turned to the left and ended up looking to my right.

      What?

      Shade fell to the floor and Serena wobbled her hands in the air. A debuff prompt flickered in my HUD.

      
        
        Confused (Debuff): Left is right, up is down, what the hell? You’re confused! (Duration: 3 minutes).

      

      

      Shit the bed.

      Snap!

      Another pole cracked in half. Only three more structures still held our deck to the rest of the ship, the platform bouncing with turbulence. The Sky Wyrm twisted its tail, twirling it in the air and gathering up a swirl of deadly wind. Flicking its tail, a tidal wave of ferocious air rushed in our direction. The blast knocked me off balance, flinging me across the deck into a wooden platform.

      Fuck.

      Pain rippled through my entire body. The blast took me down to 6% HP. My HUD flickered with new notifications.

      
        
        Broken Leg (debuff): You’ve broken your leg! Your movement speed decreases by 90%.

      

        

      
        Bleeding (heavy) (debuff): You have an open wound. You will lose 3 HP every ten seconds. You cannot regenerate health until you stop bleeding.

      

        

      
        Shock (debuff): You’ve fallen into a state of shock. Symptoms include blurry vision, nausea, and panic.

      

      

      My whole body went numb. Time slowed to a crawl. Adrenaline pumped through me. I had a new spell to deal with confusion: status cure. I worked my hands on the floor and they ended up conjuring flames. I attempted fire blast next and—as I hoped—a ray of diamond-like sparkles appeared and shimmered around my body. The confusion debuff flickered away.

      Now I had to deal with the shock, heavy bleeding, and broken bone debuffs. I took a deep breath. Inhale, exhale. Relax. You have HP potions and healing magic. You can do this. The shock debuff disappeared as I gained more composure. Next I triggered healing mist: a curative cloud of healing vapor surrounded my person. My open wounds closed and my HP returned to 40%. I materialized an HP potion and chugged it down. As I hit 75% HP, the cracked bone in my leg mended.

      I stood up, my body shaking from the swirling gust of wind and the trembling surface of the airship. Serena and Shade were both on the floor, failing to do anything but writhe awkwardly. I ran over and shot my hand out towards them. Bright luminescent crystals cascaded across the deck and filled them with light.

      They rolled over and got back on their feet.

      I ran towards the staircase, the Sky Wyrm pummeling towards us. It headbutted our deck, smashing its horned face through the cabin walls, cracking and destroying the wooden bindings of the ship. Its massive teeth chomped towards us. I scrambled up the staircase, Shade and Serena behind me. Arms of the crewmen pulled me up and tossed me to the side.

      A rip came from below. The staircase broke in two. The lower deck, along with the two smaller escape ships attached to its side, tumbled and fell in the sky towards the distant ground.

      “Close call,” I said.

      “You talk like we’re in the clear,” gasped Serena, pointing across the deck towards the sky.

      Another two Sky Wyrms slithered through the clouds towards us.

      “HOLD YOUR FIRE,” yelled Sir Archades, standing at the front of the deck, clenching his gauntleted fist.

      The soldiers held their positions along the crenellated deck walls, mounting their mana rifles. They each closed one eye and aimed at their target.

      The new Sky Wyrms charged us from one side while the original one came from the opposite end.

      “KEEP HOLDING,” yelled the Kingsblood captain.

      The Sky Wyrms were going to smash into us at any moment.

      “THREE…TWO…”

      The sky snakes were meters away. The upper deck was about to smash into a million pieces.

      “FIRE!”

      A bright flash of light blocked my view. The mana rifles unleashed their laser blasts at the sky beasts. Beams rushed through the air, slicing through the Sky Wyrms’ scales. Pink blood rained across the clouds.

      The damage didn’t slow them down. They pummeled through the air towards us, milliseconds away from ramming the ship on either side.

      The ship made a sharp downward lunge. My body lurched forward, my face slamming into the wooden deck, sliding downward to the bowsprit and edge of the ship. Soldiers groaned. More bodies smacked against the wooden deck. I scrambled to my feet as the ship shot back up through the sky, sending me sliding down from where I came.

      The ship plateaued and took a steady course straight through the clouds with the three Sky Wyrms chasing behind us.

      The soldiers ran back to their positions and readied their rifles again.

      “FIRE!” bellowed Sir Archades.

      An onslaught of laser light shot through the sky at the Wyrms. The ship turned to the right while another barrage of bullets hit the side of the serpents’ tubular bodies. They each hovered around 70% HP.

      The three Wyrms abruptly stopped rushing towards us. The soldiers cocked and aimed their mana rifles. The Wyrms twirled the back of their tails, readying their powerful air attack. They created a cluster of swirling tornado-sized winds.

      The soldiers unleashed a wave of bullets. The Wyrms retaliated with three roving cyclones. The swirling gust nullified the beams of energy and headed straight for our deck.

      “COVER!” yelled Sir Archades.

      It was too late. The tornado blasts knocked our ship over. The wind hit me like a punch to the gut. My feet no longer touched the wooden surface of the deck. I twirled down the side. I tumbled and crashed into panels. I scrambled, searching for something to hold onto, falling through the sky. My hands grasped at nothing but air.
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      The air whistled sharply around me. This was it. I reached out. The wooden deck handle of the ship slammed into my hands, burning my fingers upon impact. I flapped and dangled in the wind like a kite. Don’t look down. I ignored my own advice. I lost strength, shivering in terror. We were so high up there was no ground to even see.

      I gripped harder on the wood and pulled. The airship zoomed through the air at an intense velocity. The wind smashed into my face, rippling through my mouth and jaw, doing everything in its power to make me release my grip. I shut my eyes and gripped the deck handle.

      “HELP!” I screamed.

      The warmth of a hand wrapped around my arm.

      “Hold on,” said Shade. Squirming and groaning, he yanked me back onto the deck.

      I held my stomach, hyperventilating.

      The Wyrms shrieked. I clamped my hands to my ears, muffling the shrill cry and avoiding the debuff.

      The whole front line of soldiers collapsed to the deck’s floor, dizzy with confusion. Trained mages hurried towards the fallen soldiers casting status cure but they weren’t acting fast enough. I ran across the deck towards a soldier squirming on the ground. His pale face was drenched in sweat. He was struggling to breathe. I put my hand out to his chest and conjured the glowing crystals. The luminescent spell seeped into his body. He coughed in relief.

      “Thanks,” he said, jumping back on his feet and running to his shooting station.

      A cry rang out.

      It was Serena. She was swaying back and forth, stumbling around on the other end of the deck. I ran towards her, arms outstretched, fingers twirling, triggering status cure. Bright healing crystals shot out from my hand and zoomed through the air towards Serena’s body. She glowed as the crystals reached her.

      I reached my arm out and offered her a hand to pull her away from the edge.

      She clasped it. “Thanks. Let’s—”

      One Sky Wyrm whipped its tail, unleashing a gust of wind directly at Serena. She flew across the ship, her body smashing into one of the broken pillars, her flesh ripping in half as her chest wedged into the wood and the wind dragged the rest of her back onto the deck. Her HP fell to 0%. Dead.

      
        
        A Party Member Has Fallen!

      

      

      I clenched my fists with rage.

      “Shade, get back,” I yelled.

      I let my hands heat up with all the anger boiling inside me, conjuring two massive fireballs.

      “Eat this you motherfucking pieces of—”

      The other Sky Wyrm flipped in the air and shot out its spear-pointed tail. It lunged through the air like a javelin, slicing right through my light apprentice mage cloak, my intestines, and out the other side. My organs spilled out onto the deck. My whole body froze over in shock and pain. My HP bar shot all the way down to 0%.

      
        
        Instant Kill!

        You are dead!

      

      

      My mind plunged into the swirling nightmare of death in A.K.O. The incomprehensible nothingness, the void, the purgatory. I screamed and reached out—and I awoke in a puddle of blood, on board the damn airship I’d just been killed on.

      A gold metal boot smacked down on the floor, splattering the blood—my own from a second ago—on to my nose and cheeks. Sir Archades loomed above me.

      “Get up prisoner,” he said.

      I stood up, the world swirling around me.

      Shade crouched against the crenellations, firing off revolver rounds at the creatures circling our ship. Serena was nearby waking up from the groggy daze of respawning.

      The ship was in disrepair. Black smoke spiraled around the deck. The propellers cracked and sputtered. Half the soldiers were gone, lost to the sky. The three Sky Wyrms were flying right for us. There was no way to fend off their next attack.

      A booming horn echoed through the air.

      A large airship came through the clouds and rammed into the charging Sky Wyrms. Five more ships swirled behind it.

      Our ship tumbled downward in the air, losing sight of the battle. A bellowing scream echoed from above. Fluid rained down on us, drenching the deck and our armor in sticky coral-colored blood. Scale and flesh flew through the air like shrapnel.

      “Sir! The engine is about to go,” yelled an engineer at the back of the deck.

      The ship tumbled and fell in a sharp descent. We flew through the clouds. The rickety shambling remains of our ship rumbled, falling further and further towards the ground.

      “Come to me,” yelled Edward, throwing up his sword in the air and creating a bright shielding bubble.

      Soldiers rushed across the deck, running towards the light. Shade jumped into the shield bubble and clutched onto Edward’s leg. Where was Serena?

      Land rushed towards us. The ship trembled. The wooden bracers of the ship tensed and cracked. I clutched onto the railing.

      “Prepare for impact!”
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      The ship crashed into the ground. The mana engine exploded in a bright purple blast of smoke.

      
        
        You are dead!

      

      

      I awoke from the darkness of death in a patch of cauliflower. My head stung. My throat burned. The silhouette of Sir Archades shadowed over me. I reached my hand out to get my bearings and found it drenched in a thick goo.

      “Ugh, what is this?”

      My stomach lurched at the sight. My hand was drenched in blood. I scrambled to my feet and saw I was in a field of blood and brains. There were no bodies of dead fallen soldiers, only body parts. Snapped bones, remnants of organs splayed out in a red carpet of ooze. The nearby crops were coated in crimson. Blood dripped from the leaves. The putrid smell made me gag.

      The shattered remains of the airship lay in the distance, leaking gray smoke.

      Where was my party? Serena stood meters from me, arms crossed and pale. Shade was further away, crouching on the ground, licking the top of his hand.

      “Get up,” said Archades. “Our ride is here.”

      A large wooden caravan rumbled across the field towards us. A crooked steel chimney poked out from the back, leaving a trail of smoke and pink mana exhaust. It trundled along, its thick tall wheels digging dirt trenches through the farmland. It stopped right in front of us.

      Sir Archades turned to Sir Edward. “Gather the remaining troops and march back to Land’s Shield. I’ll meet you there. I’ll take these three and escort them to the castle.”

      Sir Edward nodded while we stepped into the automobile. Archades didn’t even cuff us. He was giving us an opportunity to escape, yet I didn’t want to run. I didn’t want to let these people’s lives go in vain. They died bringing us to Land’s Shield.

      The king better have something good and important to say to us.

      A portly Haeren woman with bushy red hair and freckles sat at the front of the caravan, hands on the steering wheel.

      “The four of you, yeah?” she said. “Off to the keep are we?”

      “Correct,” said Archades.

      “Aye, aye,” she said, pulling levers and putting the automobile into ignition.

      We moved through the field and I leaned my head against the wooden walls of the vehicle. There were notifications in my HUD. My skills had leveled up.

      
        
        Fire Blast has leveled up (Level 2)

        Fire Blast: Shoot a molten orb of lava at your enemies

        MTKP: 30-55

        MP Cost: 8

        4% increased chance of inflicting burn (debuff) with every blast

      

        

      
        Status Cure has leveled up (Level 2)

        Status Cure: Remove debuffs ailing you and your party members. Removable debuffs include: poison, confusion, slow, and weakness (new!)

      

      

      I closed the prompts. So the Death’s Punishment debuff stripped me of all my EXP towards my next level but it didn’t strip individual skill’s EXP. Interesting. A small part of me was excited to see the improvements in my skills but another part felt sick. Ready to lie down and not wake up for days.

      Every rock, pebble, and stick on the ground pounded and knocked against my back on the caravan’s wooden seating. The ride was giving me a headache. Memories of the sky battle made me shiver with nausea. The whiplash from the wind. The pit in my stomach as the ground disappeared from my feet. The Sky Wyrm’s shrill shrieks. The screaming cries of soldiers falling to their deaths.

      After not having spoken for half an hour, Serena said, “How does anyone travel by airship with those things in the sky?”

      “This isn’t their local area,” sighed Sir Archades. “They usually live out in the cloud oceans. Something is pushing them out of their normal territory. The king will explain more when you have your meeting.”

      Serena nodded and didn’t push further. We were all exhausted. The caravan stunk of dried blood and cow shit.

      We drove up a steep grassy hill. When we reached the top, a smoggy industrialized metropolis came into view along with a large mountain looming over it. Beyond the mountain was—

      What the?

      A dark endless sky laid beyond. Ferocious thunder storms and crackles of lightning flickered along the coast. A cloud ocean. The first one I’d ever seen. This was where those Sky Wyrms were supposed to live. But now a new threat was there, pushing them inland. What monstrosity was capable of such a feat?

      We entered the city at dusk. We drove along a main boulevard. Rickety air trams flew above us, escorting citizens from the center to the outskirts. Through the smog were the twinkling purple glow of streetlamps powered by manatech and the warm orange shine of shops and homes. People hurried through the streets as the sky darkened. The faces of the citizens were full of fear and exhaustion. Many of them coughed into their sleeves from the thick smog.

      A message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        You have discovered Land’s Shield! +100 EXP!

      

      

      We passed a narrow alley crammed with makeshift tents and people sleeping. Smeared across the walls of the shanty town were the words: “DOES THE KING SEE HIS OWN PEOPLE?”

      Sir Archades shook his head at the graffiti and homeless denizens. He muttered to himself, “Scum of the streets.”

      A little Aeri boy with silver hair and big purple eyes ran out from the shanty town and down the road. It was getting late for a kid to be out on his own, wasn’t it?

      Passing tall buildings with spires and slated roofs we arrived at a shining white keep. The sprawling castle was formed of assorted towers and fortifying walls. The only thing overshadowing the grand palace was the gargantuan craterous mountain. The rock that gave this place its name. Land’s Shield.

      We drove under an archway with a raised portcullis, entering an open bailey. The automobile stopped soon after. Sir Archades nodded his thanks to the driver and said to us, “Follow me.”

      We headed up a set of stone steps and entered the keep. Through the doorway was a grandiose hallway. Portraits of old Haeren men—former kings of Laergard—lined the walls.

      The knight brought us to a smaller room with plush sofas and ornate statues.

      “I’ll speak to the king first and come for you when he is ready.”

      He left us, closing the doors behind him.

      Shade headed over to a cabinet, adding candelabras, small display statues, and other paraphernalia into his inventory.

      “We have no idea what the king wants and here you are stealing his stuff,” I said.

      “Relax! If he was going to hurt us, he would’ve done so already,” said Shade. He took a break from his thieving and collapsed onto one of the sofas. “See—do as I do and relax.”

      “I wonder why he’s keeping us waiting,” said Serena, crossing her arms.

      Negotiating tactics. The king wanted something from us. But what exactly?

      The doors of our waiting chamber eventually opened and Archades stepped through. “The king is ready to see you now. Follow me.”

      This was it.

      The whole day had been building up to this meeting. Everything we’d been through—arrests, fights with giant airborne sky serpents, multiple deaths—had been in service of this meeting with the king.

      We stepped into the throne room.
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      The throne room was massive. A foyer lined with marble pillars led to a small podium-like staircase where a large golden throne cast its shadow across the stone floor. A young seventeen-year-old boy slouched on the ornate chair, comfortably cavalier with his surroundings. He had dark slanted eyes, an aquiline nose, sunken cheeks, and a disconcerting smirk. His short black hair was shaved at the sides with a punk rock fringe falling towards his left eyebrow. His skin was pale and he had bandages wrapped around his right arm.

      King Jared.

      Two figures stood on either side of him. One was an older gentleman and the other was a young boy about fourteen with bright round cheeks and cute innocent eyes.

      The king clapped his hands and grinned.

      The knight kneeled.

      “Thank you Archades. You may leave us now.”

      The knight got off his knees, nodded, and turned away towards the door. His footsteps got fainter as he walked further away. The door to the throne room creaked closed and only as it shut did the king let out a sigh.

      “Thank you kind guests for accepting my invitation,” said Jared, looking down at us from his elevated throne.

      “Sending two knights to arrest us is a very deranged view of an invitation,” I said.

      The king tilted his head. His eyes narrowed.

      Shade leant over and whispered in my ear, “Let the charismatic rogues with almost 50 stat points in luck do the sweet talking, huh? I dislike the establishment too but c’mon, read the room.”

      The young man upon the throne grinned.

      “You’re bold, Clay Hopewell,” said Jared. “I like that. Let me introduce you to my court. At my side here is my younger brother, Prince Fergus.”

      The boy waved at us nervously and then his eyes quickly returned to his feet.

      “And here is my most loyal court advisor: Bertwald Graves.” The king gestured towards the older man next to him. The man had a big nose, bushy eyebrows, acne-scarred cheekbones, and the tired appearance of someone who’d been babysitting a young boy with way too much power. His hair was tied back tight, revealing a crinkled and veiny forehead. Hanging from his neck was a silver metal pendant. He clutched it with his right hand. He smiled, acknowledging us.

      “Now, tell me,” said the king, sliding into his throne. “Do you know why I invited you here today?”

      I shook my head.

      “You were at the battle of Arondale last night, were you not?”

      I nodded.

      “Care to share what happened?”

      The room felt very cold.

      “A monster attacked the town,” I said. “We did as much as possible to help.”

      “What kind of monster was it? Did it have a name?”

      It was a trick question. The monster had been a corrupted fragment, a viral monstrosity with the power to permakill players. It didn’t have a name but rather a bunch of jumbled up numbers and letters.

      “It was a Great Mother Raptor from the nearby woods,” I said.

      “Oh really?” said the king. “Funny because, as I heard it, the creature didn’t have a name. Reports said its designation was incomprehensible to both us natives of Illyria as well as for you,” he paused, spitting out the next word, “Chosen.”

      I gulped. “After it was defeated, its original name appeared, apparent to everyone at the battle.”

      The king grinned, sitting up straight, eager to continue the conversation. Judging from his reaction I had said the wrong thing. I had fallen into whatever trap he had set for me.

      “Oh—so you were there to see this beast get defeated?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “A pretty humble way of claiming your victory. You were the one to slay the thing, no?”

      A hot feeling of dread bubbled inside me.

      “It was more of a team effort,” I said. “Sir Edward really did the finishing job. You promoted him, right?”

      The king leaned back. “Of course, of course. Sir Edward proved himself yet again in the field of battle. But you and I both know such a creature is impossible to destroy by sheer force. No. To defeat such a creature you would’ve had to exploit a much greater advantage.”

      The whole room tensed at the king’s words.

      “There’s only one way to defeat a monster with forbidden magic: use forbidden magic yourself.”

      My stomach flipped. What was I supposed to say here? The social stigma around the dark mark—the Prophetic Seal—was so bad the king had the right to execute or imprison me on the basis of it.

      “Do not worry,” said Jared. “I don’t subscribe to the superstitions of the common folk.”

      He glanced over to Bertwald. The older man pulled back the sleeve of his jacket and revealed a bony pale arm upon which swirled a Prophetic Seal exactly like my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      No way.

      The same dark mark on my wrist swirled along Bertwald’s arm. His mark was bigger than mine, spiraling out across his wrist towards where his sleeve laid curled up. How far did his mark stretch?

      I blinked to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. The mark either meant Bertwald was a player like me who had been corrupted or—more likely given he was the king’s advisor—a TriCorp developer trapped inside an NPC’s body. He would know more about the mark; he would know how to get rid of it.

      “As you can see,” said Jared. “My advisor here also wields forbidden magic through the use of the Prophetic Seal. Perhaps you’d like to see a demonstration of what someone trained and skilled in such magic can do.”

      He turned to Bertwald. A thick vein of surprise bulged on the side of the advisor’s forehead.

      “A-Are you sure, my lord?” he asked. “Don’t you think using such a powerful tool right now is nothing but a frivolous display?”

      The king’s eyebrows furrowed in discontent. The young man snarled, “Do you question my authority, Bertwald?”

      The advisor gently closed his eyes and shook his head. “Of course not, my lord. What would you like me to use for the example?”

      The king scratched his chin and peered across the throne room. He lifted his arm and pointed across the hall. A pigeon—who must’ve flown in through the windows by accident—waddled along the floor. Its head bobbed about, its yellow eyes seeking bread crumbs, its little beak poking the floor for anything to nibble.

      Prince Fergus tugged at his older brother’s pant leg.

      The advisor stepped down the stairs and walked past us. He held up his arm, his palm outstretched in front of the oblivious pigeon, pecking away at the floor. He grimaced. His whole body tensed. A powerful force pulsed through the throne room. The mana bulbs flickered and shook. Bertwald screamed. His veins swirled inky black. A laser beam blast of dark shadowy energy shot out from his palm, enveloping the pigeon in its entirety.

      The blast disappeared leaving a small cloud of smoke. As the dust settled, the pigeon was gone. The blast left zero remains of the dead bird. It was like it had never been there.

      A tremor of horror went through my body. Was I capable of such power? Of such merciless destruction?

      Bertwald turned back around and took his place beside the king’s throne once more.

      The throne room was silent.

      The king said, “You now see the capabilities of the Prophetic Seal. I would rather harness that power than banish it.”

      He smiled.

      “Which brings me to why I’ve invited you here. Land’s Shield is in crisis. Spies on the Arethkarian continent inform us our rival nation continues to build their armada of warships at a faster rate than we can keep up with. Reports tell us they’re already moving ships towards us—hence your unfortunate meeting with the Sky Wyrms. Meanwhile, there have been a growing number of ominous reports from the city itself. Civilians, it seems, continue to disappear. We’re not sure what’s happening, if people are defecting, dying, kidnapped or what. But not a week goes by without a report of someone vanishing. I figured an accomplished adventurer such as yourself—someone who claims the honor of being one of The Chosen as well as bearing the Prophetic Seal on their wrist—would be the right outside party to look into this on our behalf.”

      A quest prompt appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        New Quest Alert: Disappearances in the Capital

      

        

      
        The royal king of Laergard, Jared Ravenmour, wants you to investigate the circumstances surrounding the multiple disappearances of Land Shield’s civilians. Are the incidents connected in anyway? Is there a secret Arethkarian plot to overthrow the city from the inside?

      

        

      
        Quest Type: Unique, Dynamic

        Quest Difficulty: Hard

        Time Limit: 1 Week

        Reward: 10,000 EXP + Improved Relationship with the Laergardian Royal Family

        Failure: If you leave the vicinity of Land’s Shield before the quest is completed, you will become an enemy of the state and hunted down

        Accept: Yes/No ?

        [Please note: refusal to accept this quest will significantly alter your status amongst the Royal Laergardian Family from “Respected Guest” to “Lifelong Prisoner”].

      

      

      Wow. This was the first quest to come with a failure detail and I wasn’t sure what a “dynamic” quest type entailed either. Maybe it was related to the week-long time limit. This was also the first quest with serious implications if I chose to refuse it. The game wasn’t giving me a lot of leeway here. I wanted to make sure I was reading this correctly.

      “What if I say no to your quest?”

      The king shrugged. “I’d have to escort you down to our dungeon. I can’t have someone with the power of forbidden magic running amok in my kingdom.”

      The young Prince Fergus gasped, peering up at his brother.

      I bristled at his words. Serena burned with quiet rage beside me. She wanted to reach for her sword but we were standing in a room with a man capable of deleting our code, our very existence from this world.

      A prompt appeared in my HUD. It was Serena talking in our party chat.

      
        
        Serena: What are you thinking Clay?

      

        

      
        Shade: This quest is a load of shite. Tell him off!

      

        

      
        Serena: I believe I said, Clay, not Shade.

      

        

      
        Clay: I mean, what can we do? He’s threatening to imprison us.

      

        

      
        Shade: He’s bluffing!

      

      

      Jared smiled and stroked his hand through the short spikes of his hair.

      “But why wallow in such an awful hypothetical? You will say yes, won’t you? Being an honored member of my court will bring you many benefits. Look.”

      A prompt appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        You have received 500 gold coins from The Royal House of Laergard!

      

      

      “There you go,” said the king. “One of many benefits.”

      I didn’t like this guy and I didn’t like how he was bullying us into doing this quest, yet what other choice did we have? I didn’t trust this Jared fellow but saying yes brought a whole bunch of perks with it. There was the 10,000 experience points which would gain me a level or two; and there were all the questions I had for someone like Bertwald: about the mysteries behind Arcane Kingdom Online’s development, the unknown status of the lead designer and creator Konrad Takeshimi, the digital ghosts haunting my dreams. This guy held the answers to so much of the truth we sought.

      I wasn’t sure if Serena or Shade would agree with me on what I was about to do. But to my mind, it was our best option. I focused on the prompt in my HUD and accepted the king’s quest.
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      I stood on the balcony of my assigned bedchamber, overlooking the city of Land’s Shield. The lights and buzz never dimmed even as the sky turned to night. Gears churned, chimneys whistled, and airship engines roared; beneath it all was laughter and crying, discussions and arguments. Life itself. It was nothing but a faint murmur from high up in the royal chambers. I let out a sigh and rubbed my forehead. I was still unsure of my decision to accept the king’s quest but the decision had been made. We either investigated the vanishing people or rotted to death in a dungeon. Or—the lack of death in this game becoming the ultimate punishment—simply rotted forever, no death, no end. Even outside the pressurized situation of the throne room, I failed to see a more viable option than the one I took.

      My self-doubt was interrupted by an incoming message alert in my HUD.

      
        
        Personal Message: WTF

      

        

      
        What’s this I hear you were arrested by two Kingsblood soldiers?

      

        

      
        Theobold

      

      

      I laughed. If only we’d just been arrested. So much had happened between this morning and now I had completely forgotten about those back in Arondale. Theobold was the main apprentice mage mentor in southeastern Laergard. A grumpy old Rorn, he was supposed to be an NPC but in fact was a developer trapped in an NPC’s body. It was Theobold who had told me all about the power behind the Prophetic Seal. I messaged him back, explaining what happened, and how I had met another NPC with the dark mark. A response came back within a minute.

      
        
        Personal Message: WTF (3)

      

        

      
        Bertwald Graves, huh? The King of Laergard’s advisor. Powerful NPC to meet. Makes sense a developer would end up stuck in him. He plays a crucial role in a lot of possible quest lines, at least in the prototype version of the game from what I remember. Find out what his real name is and what department he worked in. Pass it all onto me once you know. He might be able to help us sort out whatever’s gone wrong with the game. Otherwise, stay safe. Land’s Shield is a much more dangerous place than Arondale. Try to have eyes in the back of your head.

      

      

      Stay safe, huh? I had died three times on our way here. It was pathetic. I needed to get stronger. I called up my Apprentice Mage Class screen to review my abilities. I still had ten class skill points to spend.

      The list of abilities was breathtaking. I faced a large skill tree divided by the four elements (fire, water, air, earth). Each element split off into two separate branches, one of which was a damage-based skill tree and the other a support/utility skill tree. Abilities were locked behind tier groups that opened up every five levels. I currently had access to any of the level 10 abilities or lower. I stared at the table of abilities in my HUD, overwhelmed at all the possibilities:

      
        
        Fire (Damage Based): Fireblast (Level 5) >  Flame Breath (Level 10) > Volcanic Eruption (Level 15) > Supernova (Level 20)

      

        

      
        Fire (Support/Utility Based): Flame Dodge (Level 5) > Flame Wall (Level 10) > Ring of Fire (Level 15) > Summon Phoenix (Level 20)

      

        

      
        Water (Damage Based): Water Blast (Level 5) > Ice Wave (Level 10) > Frozen Ground (Level 15) > Conjure Ice Blade (Level 20)

      

        

      
        Water (Support/Utility Based): Healing Mist (Level 5) > Status Cure (Level 10) > Tidal Protect (Level 15) > Restorative Storm (Level 20)

      

        

      
        Air (Damage Based): Air Blast (Level 5) > Lightning Ball (Level 10) > Relentless Crackle (Level 15) > Plasma Beam (Level 20)

      

        

      
        Air (Support/Utility Based): Lightning Cage (Level 5) > Shocking Speed (Level 10) > Electric Blink (Level 15) > Skull Shock (Level 20)

      

        

      
        Earth (Damage Based): Earthquake (Level 5) > Sand Storm (Level 10) > Stone Shards (Level 15) > Gravity Tremor (Level 20)

      

        

      
        Earth (Support/Utility Based): Ruptured Ground (Level 5) > Stone Skin (Level 10) > Spike Field (Level 15) > Summon Rock Golem (Level 20)

      

      

      Damn. All these abilities were so cool. I wanted to pour class skill points into all of them. I didn’t even know where to begin. Also I didn’t understand why the abilities only went up to level 20. Level 99 was the max level in the game so there must be more abilities. I selected “More Info” on my HUD to find out more on the development of my class. More prompts appeared.

      
        
        Apprentice Mage is a starting tier 1 class that can evolve into stronger tier 2 classes. Please review the following chart to see the different development paths for the Apprentice Mage.

      

        

      
        Apprentice Mage (Tier 1)  > Mage (Tier 2) > Elementalist (Tier 3) >  ? (Tier 4)

      

        

      
        Apprentice Mage (Tier 1) > Illusionist (Tier 2) > Chronomancer (Tier 3) > ? (Tier 4)

      

        

      
        Apprentice Mage (Tier 1) > Summoner (Tier 2) > Necromancer (Tier 3) > ? (Tier 4)

      

        

      
        Apprentice Mage (Tier 1) > Medi-Mage (Tier 2) > Light Wizard (Tier 3) > ? (Tier 4)

      

      

      Holy crap. Again all these higher tier classes sounded wicked. How did I go about unlocking them? My HUD, linked to my brain, answered my question with more prompts.

      
        
        Mage: Complete one branch of two different elements to unlock Mage Trials quest chain.

      

        

      
        Medi-Mage: Complete the support/utility skill branch of the water element to unlock Medi-Mage Trials quest chain.

      

        

      
        Summoner: Must learn Summon Phoenix and Summon Rock Golem spells to unlock Summoner Trials quest chain.

      

        

      
        Illusionist: Must learn Flame Dodge, Shocking Speed, Electric Blink, and Gravity Tremor to unlock Illusionist Trials quest chain.

      

      

      I nodded my head at the new set of prompts. Interesting. This was helpful. It gave a rough guide of what abilities to choose depending on what tier 2 class you were hoping to unlock, but there were no specifics as to what each class did. They were easy to guess though. Medi-mage—the simplest and easiest tier 2 class to unlock as it only required one completed skill branch—was a dedicated healing class. Cool, but definitely not for me. I liked the idea of supporting my teammates but I also wanted to dish out badass magic as well. The next easiest was the Mage class. This was more my speed. I imagined it as a continuation of the apprentice mage abilities with newer and stronger elemental magic.

      The final two piqued my curiosity though. To unlock either one required dedicating skill points to the less overtly powerful spells in the Apprentice Mage arsenal. To get the two summon abilities you had to put your points into both the support/utility branches of fire and earth magic.  The summons must be way powerful, hidden at the back of the support skill branch, to reward investment over time. It also set one up well for the Summoner tier 2 class that—I only imagined—involved summoning loads of creatures and offering them support through buffs and utility skills. Meanwhile, the Illusionist class required you to spread yourself thin, learning abilities in three of the different elemental branches. It had been my experience in games though that the classes that started out the least powerful, usually became stronger and stronger, surpassing other classes as you got deeper into the game.

      There was also the mystery of the tier 4 classes. What did they entail? A prompt appeared in front of me:

      
        
        Dynamic Class System

      

        

      
        A.K.O. utilizes a dynamic class development system that evolves as the game progresses. Classes can be combined in hybrid classes unlocking new subsets. The game will have new classes years from now that no one will have thought possible.

      

      

      Oh wow, so tier 4 classes were hybrid classes then. I was just coming to grips with one class, the idea of adopting another one gave me a headache.

      I shook my head. Focus on what currently can be done. I had eleven class points to spend on my Apprentice Mage abilities. What did I want to add to my arsenal? I looked over the list and ended up spending four points, learning the spells: Flame Dodge, Shocking Speed, Ruptured Ground, and Stone Skin. Learning these four abilities kept me in the running for the majority of the tier 2 classes and offered very valuable in-game benefits. Flame Dodge allowed me to roll away from my enemies while leaving a blazing trail of fire behind me. Shocking Speed gave me a 25% speed boost for thirty seconds. I didn’t really care for Ruptured Ground—it was a less expensive earthquake that dealt less damage though had a higher likelihood of debuffing opponents with “cripple”—but I needed to spend a skill point there to unlock the next ability on the branch, Stone Skin. The latter ability hardened my skin with a plate of stone armor offering me +50 toughness for thirty seconds.

      I grinned at my new list of abilities when a knock came from my door, making me jump. I got off the balcony and returned to my bedchambers. It was a pretty snazzy get up: a chandelier hung from the ceiling, silk curtains billowed from the windowsill, and a brightly patterned carpet lay at my feet. This was the room given to visiting nobles not mercenaries hired by the king.

      I opened the side door of my bedroom and found Serena, poking her head in nosily. “Looks like our rooms are connected.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Good thing Shade’s across the hall though. We’d wake up with all our stuff stolen.”

      She smiled. “I wouldn’t count on a hallway to stop him.”

      Serena skirted past me into the room. She paced back and forth while she flicked her fingers awkwardly at her sides.

      “Clay,” she said. “Are you sure about this quest we’ve taken on.”

      “I wasn’t left with much of a choice though, was I?”

      Serena stood beside my open window and peered outward. “Escape is still a possibility, you know? I don’t trust this King Jared guy.”

      “Neither do I, but the consequences for leaving now are pretty steep. You saw the quest prompt. We’d become wanted fugitives if we left now.”

      Serena tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear, thinking.

      “Plus I want to chat with Bertwald more,” I said. “He can tell me more about this mark and the corrupted fragments.”

      Serena grinned and shook her head.

      “What?” I asked.

      She didn’t answer me. She kept grinning and shaking her head, laughing at her own inside joke. “Of course you want to chat with Bertwald more. You’ve always followed your curiosity over comfort and safety, haven’t you?”

      Her blue eyes locked onto mine as she said this.

      She was referencing the biggest life choice I had made before logging into Arcane Kingdom Online. She was talking about my decision to drop out of college and travel the world. Most people assumed I was unable to handle the pressure of academia or that I was a lazy idiot. But it wasn’t either of those things. Well, it may have been idiotic, I’m not sure. It was certainly idealistic. I loved learning and discovering new things and I had assumed I was going to love college but when I got there, I found it to be this toxic hive of ego and status-craving individuals. Knowledge, truth, and learning—those were secondary goals in what was supposed to be the highest institutions of education. So I thought: fuck this, I’ll find my own truth, my own knowledge. I travelled around the world working odd jobs in bars and hostels and never looked back on my decision. Until the French government forced all non-native born citizens to return to their home countries as a protective measure against the ZERO virus.

      “I assumed you thought I was a lazy bum like everybody else did.”

      “No way,” she said, “It’s what I admire most about you Clay. Your ideals. You stick to them even if it means not playing it safe.”

      “It’s merely stupid stubbornness,” I said back to her. “Your insane determination to stick within the rules always impresses me.”

      Serena blushed. “Alright, enough complimenting for one evening. Are we going to go to bed?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      Serena didn’t move.

      “Um, aren’t you going back to your room?”

      Serena shook her head and smiled. “I like this room better. Okay if we share?”

      She unclipped her armor until she was down to just her linen underwear and then she took off those as well.
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      ###PROGRAM: DREAM TRIGGER##

      

      RUNNING DIAGNOSTICS

      

      ……….

      

      31454390287987083142093187431

      

      Familiar streams of code rained down around me. Strings of algorithms descending like an endless waterfall. I didn’t know where I was, but I knew better than to ask. I’d been here before.

      Off in the distance, a door appeared through the blank space of code. The brass knob twisted and turned until it creaked open. Stepping from the door was a pale ghost girl with brown hair, glasses, and pigtails. She always came to speak to me in my dreams. I had no idea who she was or what she wanted with me.

      “The worlds won’t be healed until you free the others,” she said.

      “Who are you talking about?” I yelled. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Don’t give up on our world Clay,” she said. “I have to go. The bad one is watching.”

      “Wait. Tell me what—”

      “Goodbye for now.”

      The ghost girl slipped through the door and then it shut and disappeared.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morning light cast itself through the window, waking me up. I rolled over to escape the glare. I lifted my arm, ready to wrap my body around Serena’s, cuddling with her warmth. I rolled over and grabbed empty air. So I was waking up alone. An all-too-familiar feeling.

      “You better get dressed,” said Serena, standing in front of the bed, equipping the last pieces of her armor.

      “When did you get up?”

      “An hour ago,” she said, then smiled. “You snore.”

      “Do I? There must be a magical potion to cure me of such a terrible curse.”

      “I’m sure whichever Muumuu alchemist came up with that potion is living it large.”

      I laughed and laid on the bed, blissfully. This was nice.

      “Get dressed,” said Serena. “We have a lot to do today. The king said Bertwald would show us the information they’ve already gathered on the vanishings.”

      Minutes later, I was dressed and fully equipped. Both the mirror and my HUD showed me clad in my gear, though the HUD kept me informed on all the equipped items’ sweet stat bonuses.

      
        
        Basic Mage Cloak (DEF: 15. +10 MTKP. Durability 7/10)

        Green Apprentice Pants (DEF: 9. Durability 9/10)

        Leather Gloves of the Mind (DEF: 3. MP+5. Durability 8/10)

        Apprentice’s Staff (ATKP: 15-20. MTKP: 20-40. Durability: 9/10 REQ: 20 MTKP+)

        Leather Boots (DEF: 3 Durability 6/10).

      

      

      Most of it wasn’t anything special but it was decent enough gear for my level. I was grateful for having any gear at all. I had entered this game in rundown rags without a potion or even a weapon, but with the 500 gold coin bribe from the king I now had the means to buy an upgrade or two. I was looking forward to checking the market and shops of Land’s Shield.

      We met Shade on the perimeter wall outside our bed chambers’ tower. The ramparts led in two directions, one way led to stairs taking you to central Land’s Shield, the other led to a dark cavernous opening in the looming rock mountain.

      “The old guy, I mean, the king’s advisor went on ahead,” said Shade. “He said he’d be waiting for us beyond there.”

      He pointed to the ominous dark cavern.

      Serena placed a hand on my shoulder as well as Shade’s.

      “Well boys, I'm going to leave you to it. I need to do more research in the library and practice at the sword training grounds so I’ll see you guys later.” She planted a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll leave the crime stopping and interrogating miscreants to the muscle. Oh wait—that’s me. Good luck anyways!”

      She headed down towards the city center, Shade and I watching her walk away.

      Shade licked his hand. “You, my friend, are definitely under her spell.”

      I didn’t disagree with him.

      Walking away, a voice echoed behind us. “Halt.”

      I shuddered. I recognized the voice. Sir Archades.

      The knight sauntered over to us. “I’ve been informed the king has offered you a quest to look into the disappearances in the capital.”

      “Yep,” said Shade. “So how can we help you?”

      “I want you to bring anything you find to me before speaking to the king,” said the knight. “Not everyone can be trusted, you know.”

      “Sure,” I said. “We’ll keep you posted, but we gotta run.”

      Through the shadowy entrance of the dark cavern laid a row of caged elevators with brass and copper pipes, running up and down the excavated interior of the mountain. The moving cages transported a whole assortment of different workers: a few had pickaxes, others had clipboards, and one group even had archaeological equipment. The inner stone of the mountain was made mostly of black obsidian though there were glimmers of pink and purple crystallized mana as well. Leaning against the furthest elevator shaft was the man we were looking for: Bertwald Graves. He wore a long black robe similar to a priest with ribbed golden buttons.

      “Ready for your tour?” He opened the cage to the elevator and gestured for us to get in. He followed behind and pulled a lever and pressed a button. Soon the cage was riding high up into the dark corridors of the mountain. He smiled at us as we ascended.

      “I remember the first time I came here. It reminded me of when I was a kid and went on a field trip to the science center. They had those bat caves, artificial environments to explore. This mountain the Laergardians have excavated—it makes me think of that cave, of that trip.”

      His face had a wistful somberness to it.

      “So I’m guessing you aren’t a player but a developer trapped in an NPC?”

      The man nodded his head. “You’ve met others like me then?”

      “We have,” I said and looked to Shade. The NPC turned away from me and picked at his nails. This was an awkward gesture he did whenever the discussion of Earth or, from his perspective, the world from which we came from got mentioned.

      “How do you get by?” I asked. “How do you not freak out by being trapped in here, in a fictional character’s body?”

      The man’s eyes twitched and then he smiled. He lifted his arm and clutched onto the silver pendant hanging from his neck. “You learn to live your life here. I was lucky. I fell in love.”

      He lifted up his pendant towards us and clicked a button revealing inside a small painted portrait of a Haeren woman.

      “She knew instantly when I took over her husband’s body that I wasn’t him. When I became trapped here, I told her about our world and my life. We kept things quite formal at first but eventually we came together as husband and wife. It was beautiful.”

      A tear fell down his cheek.

      “She passed away a few years ago.”

      I wasn’t really sure how to reply to his bittersweet tale when Theobold’s grumpy voice cut through my thoughts: Find out what his real name is and what department he worked in.

      “Do you mind if I asked what your real name is? The one you had, you know, on the outside.”

      The man wiped his eye. “Of course. The other developer you’ve met may have been a close colleague of mine. My name was Gregory Samson. I worked in the architectural rendering division.”

      “Was?”

      Bertwald tilted his head and looked at me quizzically.

      “You said was. ‘My name was Gregory Samson.’ Are you not him anymore?”

      Bertwald lifted his hands meekly in the air, reminding himself of the body he occupied. “I guess part of him will always be with me. But I’m known throughout the city and Laergard as Bertwald. That’s what people say to me in the morning, afternoon, and night. You learn to embody your position, I guess. It’s too hard to fight and hold onto my old self. Plus—since I was a developer—I know how important my role is in Laergard. I’m the king’s most trusted advisor. Who knows what would happen if I left this post?”

      The elevator screeched to a halt. A harsh wind seeped through the chained cages, ruffling our hair.

      “Speaking of which, it’s my duty to show you the first details of your quest. I take this role seriously and before you ask how it’s possible to tolerate working for a teenage dictator like Jared, let me tell you: it’s much better under his rulership than the high council of Arethkar. Trust me. You’re happy you spawned on this continent, even if you don’t know it yet.”

      He opened the cage of the elevator and we stepped out onto the mountain’s edge. The sublime vista in front of us was completely overwhelming. Three meters from where I stood the ground disappeared: no fence or sign to warn you, only the jagged edge of a cliff and the open endless sky lying beyond. A swirl of clouds stretched on forever. Patches of purple lightning sparks dotted the horizon, appearing harmless from so far away. Airships patrolled the outer edges of the sky, hovering like buoys out in the ocean, a reassuring presence of preparations in place for danger.

      Above us still loomed the final third of the mountain. Land’s Shield. The slab of rock defending the city below from torrential winds, thunder storms and sky pirates. The cliff edge we stood on formed a perimeter around the mountain. An outpost for miners, scientists and military strategists.

      Two hulking Rorn in lab coats waddled towards us and stopped nearby to inspect a brass weather machine.

      “What are those two daredevils doing?” asked Shade.

      “Testing the harness claws to make sure they’re absorbing the lightning from the cloud ocean. All of this abundant energy,” said Bertwald, stretching his hand out against the vista, “is harnessed and used to power all the magitech running Land’s Shield.”

      “Isn’t that what crystal mana does?”

      “Partially true, but crystal mana is a finite resource. The depletion of it would plunge the continents into the ground like—”

      Shade coughed.

      Bertwald eyed the Lirana. “Excuse me. As I was saying, crystal mana powers most things, particularly airships, but if we can find alternative means to power other aspects of our society, it means we can use our crystal mana resources more effectively. Speaking of which, the first vanished person was one of our own. A scientist named Catheta. If you would follow me please.”

      The man led us down the stone passage, walking confidently along the edge as I tip-toed and made sure not to trip on any loose rocks. I kept my eyes focused on Bertwald’s back, struggling to not peer down the side of the cliff into the endless abyss of the cloud ocean.

      We came to a metal bunker, the roof of which barely skirted the surface of the rocky pathway. Bertwald went down the steps and pulled a special lever to open the door. Inside was a minimalist apartment. Lab equipment—beakers and other measuring devices—rested along the windowsill, a sliver of which caught the sky outside. There was a rumpled couch with a blanket and a stovetop with a kettle for coffee. It reminded me of my own lonely studio apartment attached to the hostel where I worked in Paris.

      “We have bunkers like this all along the perimeter,” said Bertwald. “Patrol troops use them as well as scientists measuring the energy levels throughout the night. The last time Catheta was seen she came in here for a nap in the middle of a research study. No one has seen her since.”

      Shade stared out the window at the endless cloud ocean. “Well, we know of at least one place where no one would find you.”

      A grim thought. It must be a hard life working along this cliff edge. The bleak environment, the loneliness. It reminded me of scientists who worked out in places like Antarctica. I wouldn’t be surprised to hear a lot of people who worked along here contemplated jumping. The abyss, the endless fall. The cliff edge was mesmerizing. It drew you in.

      “That’s what we thought,” said Bertwald. “And it’s possibly still the case too. But I took it upon myself to look into the city’s crime records and found out there were numerous unexplained disappearances throughout the capital. There were reports of missing employees at the Grand Casino Palace in the Night Court district and even lost children over at The Church of the Nine’s Orphanage. All disappearances without a single witness. No guards on duty at the walls saw anybody try to run away. None of the victims had enemies. They simply vanished with no rhyme or reason.”

      A message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Quest Update: Disappearances in the Capital

      

        

      
        You have received your first lead. The king’s advisor Bertwald Graves informs you that notable disappearances occurred at 1) The Grand Casino Palace and 2) The Church of the Nine’s Orphanage. Both locations have been marked on your mini-map. Investigate them to discover more about the mysterious plot plaguing the city.

      

      

      “That’s all I can help you with,” said Bertwald, rubbing his hands together and heading towards the bunker door. “I suggest you head into the city and see what you can find out.”

      “Alright. When we’re done, who should we—”

      A large ominous shadow appeared in the clouds. A silhouette of a massive warship, a dreadnought emerging from the misty sky.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      A loud bellow echoed and a cannonball came hurtling towards us.
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      “Incoming!”

      The cannonball hurtled across the sky, its shadow growing bigger and bigger overtop the cliff face, until BOOM! The cannonball pummeled into the ground in a shattering impact. Rock and soil burst forth, showering the nearby area in a tidal wave of dirt. I held up my arm to block out the sharp rocks from getting in my eyes.

      The torrent of raining dirt dwindled and I lifted my head to take stock of the situation. Shade hid behind a boulder unscathed while Bertwald cowered as far back as the cliff path would allow him. His face was scratched and his robe was ruffled and stained.

      Black shadowy tendrils swirled and blew out from the hole left by the blast. The cannonball itself had mostly disappeared, evaporating into the black mist blowing in the wind.

      The dreadnought was now even closer to the cliff face. The airship was monstrous. Made of steel, the gargantuan ship hosted multiple turret towers and rows of gun decks. Lining the hull were gunports with cannon barrels sticking their necks out. Smoke and mana exhaust leaked from its back engine and chimneys. While the Laergardian ships had a whimsical quality to their construction, the Arethkarian aircraft was built on function and efficiency for the sole purpose of war.

      Sparks flickered from the dreadnought’s gunports. Cannons blasted. Multiple shadow balls flew through the sky, smashing into the jagged edges of Land’s Shield. The footpath tremored. The mountain shook. Rocks tumbled down the mountain towards our platform.

      “The bunker,” I yelled, running towards the metal structure. We were all a meter away when a cannonball blasted straight through the roof of the bunker, laying a massive hole.

      My heart raced. I looked around, frantic.

      The patrolling Laergardian ships swirled through the air towards the dreadnought. A fleet of four came from the east, while another fleet of the same size came from the west. Beams of mana cut across the clouds, shattering into the hull of the metal ship. The dreadnought returned fire. The cluster of ships ducked down and flew under the dreadnought, unleashing fire at it from below.

      The domineering dreadnought was losing to the quick smaller ships, strafing and dodging all of its heavy attacks. But more than a ship full of heavy artillery, the dreadnought was an aircraft carrier too. The metal walls of the ship’s hull slid open and falling out of them were small aerial fighter ships that were sleek and silver, glowing with energy from the mana crystal at the core of each vehicle. They flew up the sides of the dreadnought and unleashed a flurry of blasts at the magical wooden Laergardian ships.

      “We have to get to the aerodrome and make sure all hands are on deck,” yelled Bertwald, running a shaky hand across his forehead. “Our trackers said the Arethkarian fleet was still a week away from Land’s Shield. We’re not prepared for this kind of assault.”

      “If you’re saying we should get out of here as soon as possible,” said Shade, yelling over the barrage of cannon blasts, laser turrets, and ripping wind. “Then I concur.”

      We ran up the pathway towards the elevator when flying through the sky towards us was a barrage of shadowy cannonballs. 

      “Clay! Jump out of the way,” screamed Shade.

      But it was too late. I closed my eyes and readied myself for the death’s punishment debuff prompt.

      Nothing happened. I opened my eyes.

      The charging shadow balls were, in fact, not cannon blasts but a squad of three shadow wraiths. They were ghostly swirls of black shadow with glowing red eyes. The creatures were ethereal nightmares, shifting in substance and form, except for a golden collar wrapped around their necks. A blue light glowed from the center. Their power source. The way in which the Arethkarian fleet controlled such nightmarish creatures to their own ends.

      Floating above their heads was the caption, [Shadow Wraith]. Below it was their stats.

      
        
        Shadow Wraith

        Level 10

        HP: 525

        MP: 12

      

      

      I wanted to think this would be a piece of cake because I was a level higher but this game never held back. Any creature fighting for its life would fucking fight for its life.

      One of the wraith’s arms manifested into a sharp pointed spear. It rapidly stretched and grew, shooting towards my chest. Both my fingers flicked and twirled in a pattern unbeknownst to me, yet felt incredibly familiar. My leather boots were covered in flames, thrusting me meters away from the incoming shadow spear, leaving a trail of ferocious flames behind me.

      I had dodged the attack. There was only one problem; I had blasted myself off the cliff edge and into the open sky. My legs scurried in the air. The clouds below swirled in an endless mist, a black hole to nowhere. My stomach lurched.

      Relax.

      My descent stopped as pools of mana formed beneath my feet. I hopped my way back up to the cliff platform like Super Mario. I jumped and dodged through a collage of shadow blasts and other attacks. Shade unleashed a barrage of revolver shots at the shadowy creatures, chipping off little bits of HP. Meanwhile Bertwald formed two enormous fireballs in his hands and flung them out at the creatures, the flames rippling through the creatures’ ghostly shadow skin.

      “Watch out,” yelled Shade, snapping me back into the action.

      Two shadow spears came flinging towards me. Shit. I didn’t want to flame dodge off the mountain again. There was barely any maneuverability on the mountain pass so I raised and crossed my arms, shielding myself from the incoming blast. Time for another new ability. As the sharp shadow tendrils lunged through the air towards my body, a shield of rocks floated to the air, encasing my entire self with stone skin.

      The shadow spear thumped against my stone skin, pushing me back a step. I took a few percentage points of damage but it was a pittance to what I would’ve felt had I not had stone skin protecting me. The rocks quickly crumbled to sandy dust, disintegrating to the ground.

      It was time to go back on the offensive. Taking a cue from Bertwald’s playbook, my hands heated up like a furnace as two blazing balls of flame emerged in my palms.  I whipped them, one after the other, at the swirling shadow wraiths. The fireballs flew through the air and smacked into the dark cloud of the monsters. Upon impact the blast dissipated like a blown-out candle.

      What the hell? I checked my status, the wraith’s shadow spear had left a nasty debuff on me.

      
        
        Weakness (Debuff): Your attacks do 25% less damage. (Duration: 1 minute.)

      

      

      “Oi Clay!” Shade yelled, running towards cover as he fired his revolver back at the swirling wraiths. “Can you make it so I’m shooting real bullets and not blanks?”

      “On it,” I said. My fingers spread out and crystal diamonds glided from my palm and slipped through Shade’s breeches and entered his body, his skin glowing with a bright luminescent sheen. Status cured motherfucker.

      A harsh grunt came from my right. The shadow wraiths had teamed up on Bertwald. They pecked at his shoulders like hawks circling their prey. Shadow claws thrashed his skin and chipped away at his HP bar. The stitching on his robe’s right shoulder ripped and tore as the inky black nails dragged themselves across his body. His entire sleeve fell off, revealing his arm. Holy shit. The swirling Prophetic Seal on his wrist took up most of his forearm and continued up his arm in smaller twisting inky black tear drops all the way to his shoulder. The marks continued deeper into his chest. How much further, I was unable to see.

      “Um, a little help gentlemen?”

      Oh yeah. I quickly cast status cure on myself, removing the weakness debuff. My hands flicked and twirled, my fingers bent and snapped, and a cold energizing thunder filled my legs from my knees to my feet. Blue lightning sparks of electricity flickered from my legs. I thrust myself forward with new shocking speed, striding full meters at a time. I positioned myself to the right of Bertwald as Shade stuck to the other flank, firing off revolver shots at the wraiths.

      The creatures attacking Bertwald lost their focus. One kept on the advisor while one went after Shade and another came towards me.

      I whipped my arm in the wraith’s direction, sparkling thunder coursing through my veins. A streak of jagged lightning burst from my hands towards the shadow wraith. The lightning was about to hit and coil itself around the nightmarish creature, but the monster disappeared in a puff of smoke. What the—

      A burst of black fog erupted inches away from me, the shadow wraith now intimately close to me. It stuck its head out toward my own. Did this thing want to kiss me? Its head stretched towards my own. Beneath the wispy black smoke of its exterior was a surprisingly more human shape than I had expected. A bald and naked body with shriveled gray skin. What the hell were these things?

      The bony lifeless face opened its mouth, its jaw contorted in weird formations, casting a spell. A horrible icy cold rushed through me, my body growing weaker. My HP fell. It was draining me of my health points to heal itself. I wriggled and pulled myself away, yet the shadow wraith’s spell was suctioned to me. A debuff flickered in my HUD.

      
        
        Life Sap (Debuff): Your health is slowly being drained to cure someone else’s. Think of it less as your death and more like a charitable donation.

      

      

      Shade dashed across the cliff passage and lunged through the air. He tackled me out of the shadow wraith’s spell. The creature screeched and retreated back further into the air.

      “Enough,” said Bertwald. Lifting his arm, clutching his wrist with his other hand like his arm were a cannon, a gun to be cocked and aimed. A massive blast of purple energy shot from his palm and obliterated the two shard wraiths.

      
        
        +116 EXP!

        +116 EXP!

      

      

      I turned to the final shadow wraith. My hands heated up with flame and I threw out a blast, aiming for the gold collar at the shadow wraith’s neck. Smashing into the collar, the shadow wraith twitched and writhed as an electric pulse shot through it. I fired another blast at it and then another. The wraith continued to shriek and wrangle in the air. Throwing out a fourth blast at the gold collar, the shadow wraith collapsed onto the cliff. The shadowy wisps dissipated leaving only the decrepit gray corpse and the collar around its neck.

      The fallen creature shivered on the ground, its HP hovering at 1%. I conjured another fireblast, preparing to put it out of its misery. The shadow wraith was now nothing but a naked man on the ground. He looked up at me with scared, terrified eyes.

      “Help me…” pleaded the man on the ground. “They’re enslaving us… The players…”

      “How is that possible?”

      The gold collar glowed with energy again, digging into the flesh of the wounded player’s neck. The player screamed and thrashed. The collar controlled him. The shadowy tendrils poured out of little holes in the collar, wrapping themselves around the player, masking him as a shadow wraith again. The wounded creature flew back into the clouds and retreated from us, swirling towards the ominous dreadnought from which it came.

      What the hell was that thing?

      Bertwald’s words echoed through my mind as I watched the wraith fly back to its master ship: You’re happy you spawned on this continent, even if you don’t know it yet.
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      The cliff face emptied of attacking monsters. The dreadnought retreated into the clouds, out of sight. This had been merely a warning strike.

      Two notifications came up in my HUD.

      
        
        Fire Blast has leveled up (Level 3)

        Fire Blast: Shoot a molten orb of lava at your enemies

        MTKP: 35-60

        MP Cost: 8

        5% increased chance of inflicting burn (debuff) with every blast

      

        

      
        Lightning Cage has leveled up (Level 2)

        Lightning Cage: Paralyze an opponent with a cage made of lightning. Opponent is paralyzed for 10-15 seconds.

        MP Cost: 9

      

      

      I closed the prompts and headed towards the king’s advisor, standing by the cliff. He seethed with rage, staring out at the sky where the Arethkarian ship had been.

      “Those wraiths—they were players,” I said.

      “I know,” he said, quietly with shame in his voice. “Do you ever wonder why A.K.O. never got released? We were unable to get the world we had created under control. It had a life and mind of its own. Each and every NPC. They acted with all the desires and cruel feelings of humans. They weren’t the docile, quest-giving NPCs from the golden age of RPGs.” He rubbed his eyes, barely believing his words and the sights in front of him. “Even now, they move forward making decisions that don’t serve the players. In fact, they act antithetical to how we’d want them to behave. They should be helping the players, encouraging them to play and go on adventures. Not this…”

      The image of the lifeless human player who had been transformed into the shadow wraith came back to me. Help me, he had said. Please.

      How was any of this possible? We had entered a video game made of code, logic, and rules—hadn’t we? I shook my head. Illyria didn’t govern itself that way. Even if it was made of code, it was made to be the most immersive realistic experience possible, including NPCs who actively despised The Chosen. But fuck—the implications of what Bertwald was saying were insane.

      Bertwald sighed and shrugged. “Arethkar is a powerful nation and will stop at nothing until it gets full control of Illyria. They fight dirty so,” he looked down at the black swirling mark of his Prophetic Seal. “We’ll eventually have to use this.”

      “Why is your mark covering so much of your body?”

      “Everything has a price. Including the ability you saw the other day. A hefty one too. The more you use it, the more the power overtakes you—covering your body with its mark.”

      “What happens when the mark spreads over your entire body?”

      Bertwald snapped his fingers. “You die and you don't respawn. Your soul is destroyed.”

      “But you guys put this in the game to edit the world, didn’t you? Why would you handicap yourselves?”

      “The game has a mind of its own. It’s inexplicable. Why do horrible people get praised as great leaders? Why do innocent people die? These are impossible questions to answer, yet they are facts of life. So we added this ability and in turn, a sickness and disease developed in the bodies of those who chose to wield it.”

      Well, I guess I would not be using my Prophetic Seal power ever then. Or at least, only when I really needed it. Better to die and respawn than use the power if the consequences for its use were so extreme. Still I was curious how Bertwald used his Prophetic Seal with such precision.

      “How do you use it though?”

      Bertwald shook his head. “Not now. I can show you what I know of the Seal’s power later. For now, I need to inform the king of this morning’s events. I really shouldn’t be standing here. Goodbye.”

      The man trudged up the cliff and towards the elevator shaft.

      A new quest notification appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Quest Update: Disappearances in the Capital

      

        

      
        Arethkar’s airship fleet is closer than initially expected. The quest time limit has changed from 1 week to 3 days.

      

      

      Damn. We better get going then. I turned around for Shade and saw him down by the ruined bunker, sitting on the cliff edge, letting his feet dangle over the abyss. The mad man.

      I hurried over to him. “Shade—is everything alright?”

      The Lirana stared out into the gray stormy sky, mesmerized by its sheer vastness, its endless quality.

      “Sorry Clay,” he said, scratching the back of his head. “I needed to take a walk and then got caught staring at this.” He pointed to the sky in front of us. “Of the cloud oceans, this one is the biggest in all of Illyria. The Haeren call it The Cloud Rift. But its original name, given to it by the Rorn cartographers who mapped the new world with the first airships, was something else. They referred to this nasty horrible ocean of stormy skies as Argon’s Rage. After their god of war.”

      “God of war, huh? Apt name for this place.”

      “You said it,” sighed Shade.

      “Not to be insensitive, but shall we head out then?”

      Shade nodded. “Give me a minute. Lirana have a special connection to the cloud oceans. In front of this vastness, all Lirana feel a wistful melancholy in their hearts. We yearn for our lost home.”

      “But aren’t Lirana nomadic?”

      Shade sighed. “We have been ever since the great rift separated and divided Illyria into what it is now. Before that, we had a city, a capital of our own. The name can only be spoken by the Lirana. It is impossible for your tongue to conjure the word. Other races of the past have referred to it as Ariellum.”

      “Ariellum?” I said, gulping the word as I said it.

      “Yes. Ariellum. The lost Lirana capital. An ancient grandiose city of ziggurats and floating gardens. It fell into the cloud ocean during the great rift and was never seen again. Our home fell to this wild stormy sky thousands of years ago and, even us young Lirana, feel it in our hearts. A yearning for Ariellum, a throb that won’t leave us alone. Won’t let us forget.”

      I put a comforting hand on my friend’s shoulder. I guess you didn’t have to be from Earth to know what it felt like to lose a home. So that was why Shade didn’t join in conversations like the one I had with Bertwald in the elevator. Not because he wasn’t curious about the world from which we came, but rather the discussion of our lost home reminded him, painfully, of his own. My own throb of guilt panged me for not doing more to help the world outside. I was barely dealing with the crises plaguing Illyria. How was I supposed to juggle two realities? I remembered the promise I made to Serena: We’ll find the answers, the truth of what happened on Earth and what’s presently happening in the game. Even if I had a game quest to complete, I wouldn’t let myself forget my own personal quests as well.

      I pulled the Lirana thief to his feet and rubbed his back. We climbed up the mountain pass to the elevator. We headed forward with our mission, still lacking the answers we sought but already more than we’d ever wish to know.
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      The streets of Land’s Shield thronged with activity. Air trams zoomed over the hustle and bustle of the city, casting shadows over market stalls, shops, and passersby. Jackhammers banged alongside other machinery as construction workers—a group of sweaty red-faced Rorn with black marks of soot all over their clothes—went about fixing and installing new lampposts. A group of Haeren nobles sat on the patio of a leafy café, drinking and laughing the day away. A set of young Muumuu magic students rushed by, clutching books to their chests as they ran off to school. Cloaked priests went through the streets, handing out bread to the many begging on the pavement. The whole city went about its day, giving zero thought of the siege at its doorstep. The shadows of the great mountain simply loomed behind them, its reach curving all around the city, nestling its arms around the metropolis like a mother protecting its young.

      Shade and I moved through the crowd, creating a distance between ourselves and the great mountain. Walking through the crowds I opened my HUD and sent a quick note to Serena.

      
        
        Clay: Hey! How’s your morning going so far? Ours has been pretty hectic already. But wanted you to know we’re safe now :)

      

        

      
        Serena: Safe? What happened!?

      

        

      
        Clay: Too much to go into now. Let’s just say politics is tough work.

      

        

      
        Serena: I bet :P

      

        

      
        Serena: I’m at the city’s head library now and all the mages and scholars are giving me such weird looks. They made me leave my sword at the door! I swear I’m the only person in the reading room who can wield heavy weapons. Scratch that. I’m the only one here who’s even a melee class!

      

        

      
        Clay: Alright, bookworm. Let us know if you get bored there and want to join us. You’re our tank, remember? Shade’s thief class is nearly as squishy as mine!

      

        

      
        Serena: I’m pretty sure Shade’s class functions as a decent evasion tank, no?

      

      

      Hmm. I hadn’t seen Shade’s move set and abilities, but I had been thinking as he leveled, his build would grow along those lines.

      
        
        Clay: True. But evasion tank is a hard position to play. One mistake and he’s dead. Forever. Our favorite furry fella!

      

        

      
        Serena: Fair enough. I guess all he can do then is hide in the shadows and guard your corpse :P

      

        

      
        Clay: […]

      

      

      A mana-powered carriage broke through the translucent sheen of my HUD display, barreling down the road in my direction. The vehicle screeched, swerving away from me, knocking over crates of fruit, sending oranges and apples rolling down the street. Beggars scrambled for the free food. The stall owner yelled and ran about collecting his fallen merchandise.

      “Did no one ever tell you to keep your eyes on the road?” said Shade.

      I shrugged. “Let’s get out of here before the stall owner makes us pay for the loss in his profits.”

      We hurried down the street, turned and stopped at a new corner, unsure where we were going.

      “I’m guessing you don’t know the city very well,” I said to Shade.

      The thief shrugged. “I’ll admit Land’s Shield isn’t my favorite city in Laergard. I prefer Arondale and Claren’s Crossing—the security there is more lax. I mean, you’ve seen how much more anal Archades is compared to Edward Silver. And Silver is as anal as it comes! The loot and thievery are sweeter in Land’s Shield without a doubt, but with it comes higher risks.”

      “I see,” I said. “Let me consult our mini-map then.”

      I clicked through prompts on my HUD until I had a map of Land’s Shield. It displayed an overarching view of the city while most of the individual streets were blurry, presumably waiting to become more detailed once I explored them myself. Consulting the map, I got a better understanding of how the city was structured. The mountain wall covered from the northwest corner to the southwest corner of the city. An aerodrome was situated at both of these northern and southern locations. The Royal Keep along with the Knights of Laergard guild hall and the Mage University hugged the northern section of the mountain wall. At the center of the city was a large marketplace called the Trader’s Forum. All roads from the different districts led to there. Land’s Shield was not only the political hub of the continent, but also the crafting, financial, and economic base as well. Trader’s Forum was the center of that base. I scanned over the different districts, taking note of the engineering sector and the sky pilot flight academy. Two quest notification markers hovered in the southwestern corner of the map. One was for the Grand Casino Palace which was situated in a district known as the Night Court, while the other was the Church of the Nine’s Orphanage in an area called the Southside Slums.

      I zoomed in on the map and plotted a route for us. We’d first go through the Trader’s Forum and see if there was any tasty gear or items to pick up and then beeline for the Night Court and then the orphanage.

      The crowds grew thicker and louder as we zigzagged through narrow alleys until the streets widened and the grand marketplace laid in front of us. I gaped at the sheer size of it; I had never seen a bazaar so big. Rays of sunlight shone through a blue glass canopy hanging over the market from high above. The glass roof undulated like a child’s blanket fort. Shoppers and adventurers walked up and down a set of stairs; above the canopy roof was an air tram station. Merchants and stall owners yelled out deals on potions, elixirs, and antidotes. Players and NPCs ran back and forth between crafting stations and market stalls, buying ingredients and selling goods. The place was a maze of stalls selling everything from exotic rugs to rare daggers and blades.

      I eyed all the incredible merchandise. A portly man with a moustache sold flowers that when you sniffed them granted you status buffs; another merchant specialized in alchemy ingredients; a husband and wife with their young daughter sold incredibly sharp hunting knives (peering at their stats, they gave special bonuses against particular types of enemies. Perfect for a fetch and kill “x-amount of one type of beast” type of quest). We passed by a man brewing a delicious smelling apple cider.

      “What does your cider do?”

      “It bloody tastes good! Is that not enough for you!?”

      I raised my hands in self-defense and continued walking through the stalls, contemplating what to spend the king’s bribe money on.

      At the center of the market was a thick green pole that, in addition to keeping the glass canopy raised and sturdy, also flickered with holographic screens displaying charts and numbers. The chart featured different loot items, from crafting components to raw materials, showcasing what were the most popular selling goods at the moment and at what price they were selling. At number one was the raw material: “Shard of Crystallized Mana.” It was the most heavily traded material. Underneath was the typical rare raw materials I’d seen from other games: orichalcum ore, diamond dust, ancient wood logs, spirit oil. Damn. Were people already so far ahead they were crafting top-tier weaponry? The rest of the list eased my anxiety, suggesting early to midgame mats were selling very well too: copper ore, copper ingot, basic wood log, iron ingot, and on it went. Aha. So the top-tier mats were sold and traded loads—most likely by powerful NPCs—fueling the overall Illyrian economy, but due to the influx of so many new players the early to mid-game crafting materials were having their own rise in the market. If I survived a full year in this game, the prices for a “wood log x 1” will surely have decreased.

      “See anything you like Shade?”

      The Lirana shrugged. “Nothing I’d actually pay for.”

      Despite the fact when I met Shade he was quite a low level, his gear never appeared so. He equipped himself with a set of twin silver daggers on one side of his waist and on the other, a pair of brass revolvers. I had a good feeling he had stolen the gear off someone much stronger and wealthier than himself.

      So good for him but I had 574 gold coins burning a hole in my pocket and I wanted to spend it. In the corner was a scraggly old man in a yellow robe sitting at a stall with staffs laid out across the table. My eyes glowed greedily, examining the cool weapons. The staffs came in all shapes and sizes, some straight and metal, others made of carved wood with runes and crystallized etchings. The coolest staffs had heads with balls of molten flame cores constantly ablaze or large sculpted jewels—ruby or emerald—harnessing loads of power. I was quickly disappointed though. I eyed their stats and saw most of the staffs had high level requirements. The lowest was for level 20.

      “What’s the best staff you have for someone at level 11?”

      The old man stroked his wispy gray beard, grinning with his three teeth. “I have the exact thing for you.”

      He got off his stool and bent over a chest full of staffs. He rummaged through his wares until eventually he pulled out a long wooden staff of gnarled wood. He held it in both of his hands and presented it to me.

      I frowned. It was a very boring staff. Twisted wood, not much different from my current Apprentice’s Staff. If anything, it looked worse. The staff curled into thin wispy twigs at the top. I was very disappointed but then its stats appeared.

      
        
        Wooden Staff (ATKP: 25-40, MTKP: 55-97. +1 Upgrade Slot. REQ: Apprentice Mage Class, Level 10)

      

      

      Alright, those were good stats. Definitely an improvement on my current weapon. It was a drag it was so boring, especially compared to the upper level wares. But sometimes you had to prioritize the stats over aesthetic coolness and, at the very least, this wasn’t going to be my end-game weapon so I wasn’t committing to it for life.

      “How much do you want for it?”

      The man stroked his beard and shrugged, “300 gold coins.”

      My jaw dropped. He was asking for more than half my gold and the staff had zero cool points.

      The merchant noticed my incredulity, selling it to me further. “This staff is the best thing you’ll find for your level. I’ve seen staffs require level 15 with worse stats than this.”

      “True,” I said. “But c’mon man. This looks like someone picked up a fallen branch in the forest.”

      The merchant smiled again. “Ah, you’re forgetting the upgrade slot. You can get a diamond or a ruby and attach it to this staff here, not only improving the stats but also making it look more stylish, if it is so important to you.”

      I had not thought about the upgrade slot. It was an added bonus, but how much were rare upgrade jewels going to cost? Also, the merchant was being very pushy. He wanted the sale. He needed it.

      “You know what,” I said. “I’m going to take a look around. I’ll come back.”

      “200!” yelped the man. His voice cracked.

      I smiled. I had him.

      “150,” I said.

      The man clenched his fists. “175.”

      “Deal,” I said.

      
        
        Barter (Level 2) Success!

        You increased your bartering skills by 0.3

      

      

      The staff appeared in my inventory slot and the 175 gold coins disappeared, leaving me with 399 gold coins to my name.

      I thanked the merchant and turned to Shade who was licking his furry hand and rolling his eyes, bored.

      “Can we get going to the casino place?” he said. “I want to go there.”

      “In a minute,” I said. “I want to see if I can upgrade this staff right now.”

      I strolled further through the market until I found a pretty Aeri woman selling jewels and artificing supplies. Overtop the red tablecloth she had different-colored crystals, special oils to imbue into carved woods, and insignias to brand staffs with as well. Holy crap. This was all really good stuff. I wanted to buy it all.

      “Hi, do you have staff heads for this?” I asked, showing the merchant my newly acquired purchase.

      She smiled. “Yeah we’ll have something for you. Give me a sec.” She crouched down and looked underneath her table. As the woman rummaged through her stock, two goblins approached the stall and eyed up the magic runes on display. One pulled from his pocket a cloth sac and hung it at the end of the table while the other grabbed the wares, tossing them in.

      “Hey!” I said, “What are you guys doing?”

      The lady jumped back up to her feet and the goblins hurried away through the crowds.

      “Hey! Stop!” screamed the Aeri merchant. “Someone help!”

      A quest prompt appeared:

      
        
        New Quest Alert: Stop The Bandit Thieves!

        Stop the thieves from stealing the jeweler’s goods!

        Quest type: Unique, dynamic

        Quest Difficulty: Medium

        Reward: 400 EXP + ?

        Accept: Yes/No ?

      

      

      I accepted the quest in a flash and raced after the thieves.

      My eyes locked onto the two bandits shoving their way through the crowd. They were far ahead of us. There was no way we’d catch them by merely running faster. I ran through the crowd all while letting my fingers dance, twirling as they summoned an icy thunder through my legs and feet. My increased speed, shot me through the crowd. But I only had thirty seconds to utilize the buff and all these people and stalls were going to get in my way. I jumped onto a wine merchant’s barrel and jumped again, soaring over the crowded market. Onlookers watched in awe as I stepped over the crowds with my mana platforms. I landed at the southern entrance to the Trader’s Forum, now only meters behind the bandits.

      I chased after them. They made a sharp left and I followed them right into a sucker punch to the face.

      I fell to the ground, losing 10 HP.

      Looming over me were the two goblins bandits, knives drawn and ready to gut me.

      
        
        Goblin Bandit

        Level 7

        HP: 200

        MP: 8

      

      

      I scrambled back to my feet as one lunged its knife towards my stomach. I whipped out my new staff, knocking them with a melee swipe. Gripping the staff with one hand, channeling all the mana around me, I summoned a fireball the size of a watermelon. I whipped it at the bandits. The flame shot knocked them back. Next, crackling lightning burst from the palm of my hand and captured the goblin with the sac of jewels. He hung upside down in the electric cage as his companion abandoned him and ran off down the alleyway.

      I yanked the sac of jewels from the goblin. I found Shade behind me at the front of the alley, shaking his head.

      “An enemy to thieves everywhere,” he said. “You’d make a great city guard.”

      The lightning cage dissipated and the goblin scurried away from us. I didn’t care about killing him and getting his experience points, I had a much better reward coming from completing this quest.

      A new prompt appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Quest Update: Stop The Bandit Thieves!

        Good work! You’ve retrieved the jewels from the bandits. But what’s to stop you from telling the jeweler you didn’t catch them?

      

        

      
        Choose:

      

        

      
        a) Return the jewels to the jeweler

        Reward: 400 EXP + ?

      

        

      
        b) Keep the jewels for yourself.

        Reward: Fire Ruby (1),  Shard of Crystallized Mana (4), Orichalcum Bracelet (1), Gold Insignia (4), Gold Ring (8), Emerald Ring (2)

      

      

      Whoah. I’d never received a quest prompt like this. This must be what the original prompt meant by “dynamic.” Shit. The second option was obviously the morally dubious one but damn it had a sweet reward for breaking the law. The “Shard of Crystallized Mana” alone would net me thousands. Not to mention all the incredible status buffs these rings offered.

      I turned to Shade. “Why are you looking at me? You know what I’d do.”

      The merchant woman came to my mind. Silver-haired. Purple-eyed. An Aeri like me. In terms of social hierarchies in Laergard we were definitely at the bottom, hated by the Rorn and viewed with suspicion by everyone else. We were one of the ancient races, though we were much more resented than revered. I shook my head. I wasn’t going to screw over the lady. I was going to do the right thing and get my experience points. I didn’t need any of this high-level crafting gear at the moment anyway. Sure, it would save me time later, but at the moment it was like being given a sweet ass Fender guitar when all I really needed was a used acoustic.

      I selected the first option on my HUD and headed back to the market, Shade following behind me. The ever-bustling city had forgotten about our escapade by the time we returned. The market heaved with excitement, the chatter of haggling and coins jostling from one hand to another echoed throughout the maze of stalls. The only person who recalled the goblin incident was the jeweler woman waiting at her stall, clutching her neck with nervousness.

      I smiled, handing her the sac.

      “Oh my goodness,” she said, blushing and smiling. “Thank you.”

      
        
        You have successfully completed Quest: Stop the Bandits!

        +400 EXP

      

      

      “Here,” said the Aeri woman, pulling from the sac a large ruby. “You can use this to upgrade your staff. It’s the least I can do for you. I’m sure most would’ve run off with this bag themselves.”

      
        
        New Item Alert!

        Fire Ruby (+30 MTKP, +30 Bonus Fire Damage, +15% Chance to inflict burn)

      

      

      I held the ruby in my hands with awe, dumbfounded.

      “I can upgrade your staff for you as well if you want,” said the jeweler.

      “Sure,” I said, handing her back the ruby and then handing her my new staff as well.

      “Give me one second,” she said. “Um, will you guard my stall as I do this?”

      I laughed. “Of course.”

      She sat down on the floor and focused on the staff and ruby, wedging the device into the staff head. She got up and handed me back my upgraded staff.

      
        
        New Item Alert!

        Fire Staff (ATKP: 25-40, MTKP: 55-97. +Fire Ruby Upgrade (+30 MTKP, +30 Bonus Fire Damage, +15% Chance to Inflict Burn) REQ: Apprentice Mage Class, Level 10)

      

      

      Fuck yes. The once boring and lame staff was now definitely rolling in a pool of cool points.

      “Thanks again,” I said.

      “No, the pleasure’s all mine,” said the woman. “By the way, we need a couple of keen adventurers such as yourselves over in the Aeri district. If you were looking for work, I’m sure there’s odd jobs over there for you to do.”

      Interesting. There were more quests to be found in the Aeri district then. Did we have time to do them though? It was midday and the clock was ticking on our quest for the king. But I was feeling less powerful than necessary for the mission. It was “hard difficulty” and so far the mobs we’d come across had been an absolute pain to fight. I was mostly thinking about the Sky Wyrms and the Arethkarian dreadnought. We’d been thrown into mid- to high-level content and we were still tier-1 class noobs. But then I realized something. This was normal for Arcane Kingdom games. I remembered the old single player version my brother and I used to play. If the main plot missions became too difficult, you had the option of temporarily ignoring them to go off and grind levels and side quests. Of course, those games were much more stilted and static open world experiences compared to Illyria. But an hour or two of sidequesting wasn’t going to hurt anyone.

      “Sorry love but we got plans at the Grand Casino Pa—”

      “We’d be happy to go help out the neighborhood,” I said.

      It was time for some good old-fashioned quest grinding.
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      The Aeri district was the most distinct area I’d so far encountered in Land’s Shield. The grease and grime of the advanced magitech metropolis still abounded but was now hybridized with thick sprawling trees. It was steampunk meets nature. Great oaks formed homes with pipes wrapping around trees like metallic vines. Branches acted as bridges while hooks and cranes hung between them. Mana powered lamps lined the boulevards as nature and technology mingled intimately together.

      Shopkeepers dusted the pavement outside their doors while craftsman worked behind the glass windows of their establishments. Little Aeri children kicked a ball in the streets, playing a game similar to soccer. One lonely kid kicked a ball by himself to the side. Many of the Aeri here were different from the silver-haired Eldra Aeri I had met back in the forests near Arondale. These were not your stereotypical elves: one passerby had sharp red hair while another had a bulkier stouter frame like the Rorn. Different Aeri sub-races. The red-haired Aeri were the Murgain, whose mana attunements revolved centrally around fire magic. The bulkier ones were the Chakren who specialized in earth magic. They were the only Aeri sub-race to not have a negative alignment with the Rorn. One Chakren sneered at me.

      “Have you come to judge us, Eldra?”

      Give me a break. Aeri on Aeri prejudice! I already had those short fucking Rorn giving me a hard time. Now I was getting shat on by my own people.

      “Well this has been a warm welcome,” said Shade.

      To emphasize Shade’s point further, a ball came flying out of the air and knocked me right in the face.

      “Ow! What the—”

      The little kid, who had been kicking the ball by himself, stared at me with wide-eyed terror at his accident.

      “Does this always happen to you? Or do you just like balls in the face,” commented Shade.

      “Very funny,” I said, picking up the ball and walking towards the little kid.

      The young boy had scruffy silver hair and big bright purple eyes. The first Eldra Aeri I’d seen in the district. In fact, it was the same kid I’d seen earlier when we had first entered Land’s Shield.

      “I’m so sorry, mister,” said the kid when I handed him back his ball.

      “It’s fine kid,” I said. “Why aren’t you playing with the others?

      The kid’s eyes fell to his feet despondently. “They said I’m not allowed to play until I learned how to kick a ball properly. I guess I still haven’t yet. Sorry.”

      I sighed. Kids were such pricks sometimes. “Screw those kids,” I said. “How does this sound? If you tell us anyone around here who needs help with—er, quests—we’ll come back later and play ball with you?”

      The kid’s eyes brightened up. “Really! You’ll come back and play with me?”

      “Of course kid,” I said. “But, like I said, we got serious errands to run, so it won’t be till later this evening or tomorrow.”

      The kid scratched his chin contemplatively. “Hmm. Let me think if my schedule is free then.” He then gave us an incredible bright smile. “It is! I’m completely free!”

      I laughed. “Good stuff. Now where are those quests?”

      “Try Old Noroo. She has a spider problem in her attic. She’ll never let me go up there. Oh, and Sabetha has been acting weird all day. Ask her what’s wrong. I’m sure if you speak to others in the district, they’ll have odd jobs or chores for you to do as well.”

      Two markers popped up in my mini-map, one for Old Noroo’s house and another for Sabetha’s location, little question mark symbols indicating a quest was available. “Thanks kid. Practice your moves because later we’ll take on those other kids and crush them!”

      The kid smiled excitedly. “I can’t wait. I’ll be right here.”

      I grinned and left the lonesome kid with his ball and headed deeper into the district.

      “I can’t believe you’re going to make us spend time with that kid later,” grumbled Shade. “Does that make him our ‘homie’?”

      I laughed and shrugged. I didn’t have time to get into the precise definitions of urban street slang with a talking anime cat man right now. I went down a winding street, making sure to turn and go in the direction of Sabetha’s icon on the mini-map. Old Noroo’s house was at the other end of the district so it made sense to start with Sabetha.

      Approaching the icon, a woman with light bluish hair—indicating she was of the Aeri sub-race affiliated with water and air, the Al-Hari—stood outside a restaurant, holding onto a broom and staring absentmindedly.

      “Hi,” I said, approaching the woman, snapping her out of her daze. “A little kid in the courtyard was concerned you weren’t feeling too great. Is everything okay?”

      The woman clutched her neck in surprise. “Little kid in the courtyard? You must be talking about Fen. Such a sweet child. He hasn’t been the same since his father passed.”

      “His father passed?” I said, sadly. My heart welled up for the sweet little Aeri kid. I’d have to go do more than play soccer with him.

      “Yes,” said the woman. “He used to be such a carefree child. Now he’s so quiet and sullen he goes unnoticed. But he notices you though. He must’ve seen me. A few people have asked me if I’m alright and to tell you the truth, I’m not.”

      “Oh really?”

      Here it comes. The set-up for the quest baby.

      “It’s Tien, my betrothed. I’ve barely seen him the last few days and whenever I’ve spoken to him, he ignores me and runs away. Does he no longer love me?”

      Shit. This was not your average fetch quest. I wanted to go find her fifteen slabs of bear meat to make a stew. Not this. The quest prompt appeared in my HUD:

      
        
        New Quest Alert: What’s Wrong With Tien?

        Sabetha’s fiancé is depressed and won’t speak to her. Find out why to put Sabetha’s heart at ease.

        Quest Type: Unique

        Quest Difficult: Medium

        Reward: 500 EXP + ?

        Accept: Yes/No ?

      

      

      “He definitely still loves you,” said Shade, eyes sparkling. “How could anyone not?”

      The woman blushed and I nudged Shade to knock off the charm. I accepted the quest and said to Sabetha, “We will look into this for you. No problem. Do you know where we can find Tien?”

      “He works at—”

      “Aieee! Do I pay you to loiter in the streets? No!”

      Sabetha’s shoulders jumped. “Uh-oh. My boss. I better get back to work. Tien works at the fishmonger down the road. Try there.”

      The woman returned to the restaurant to face her petulant manager while I led the way—with Shade slumping along begrudgingly—towards the fishmonger.

      The Aeri District’s fishmonger was on a side street that dead ended at a canal of murky green water. As we approached I asked Shade, “Where does water go if there are no oceans?” I asked.

      Shade shook his head and sighed. “They really don’t teach you Chosen anything in the world from which you come, do they? Water falls into the sky, returns as clouds which then rain and fill up our lakes, swamps and rivers.”

      I guess that made sense. “But wouldn’t that mean there’s water at the bottom of the cloud oceans?”

      “Let’s not talk about what’s at the bottom of that wretched sky.”

      Shade had gone sullen. Contemplating yet again the Lirana’s lost city and continent. It was one of the many mysteries lying beneath the endless depths of the cloud ocean.

      “Agreed,” I said and stopped in front of the fishmonger’s place.

      My nose scrunched at the intense stench of mackerel and cod and well—those were the only fish I recognized beneath the glass display case, resting over the piles of crushed ice. Odd translucent fish with clear skin full of pink gelatinous insides laid neatly on the ice, their dead beady eyes staring up at me. Other odd fish lay lifelessly behind the display: heads of dead baby sky wyrms, furry tentacles, and scaly indigo crabs.

      “What kind of fish are these?”

      “The regular kind you find in the sky,” said a blue-haired Aeri man with a wrinkled face. “Nothing too interesting is in season at the moment, but Cloud carp is on special today!”

      Sky fish. Crazy. There was a whole other world existing in the clouds, one I had barely even discovered yet.

      “We were actually looking for Tien. We were told he works here.”

      The man crossed his arms. “Tien—that deadbeat?” He smiled. “The kid’s out back.”

      At the end of the smelly shop, we found a young Aeri man standing on a canal dock with his head hung low.

      “Are you Tien by any chance?”

      The man’s eyes widened with fear. “Who wants to know? Did Nolan send you?”

      The man scrambled and reached for a nearby cleaver.

      “Whoah, whoah,” I said. “I don’t know who Nolan is. Sabetha sent us. Your fiancé? She’s worried about you.”

      The man’s shoulders fell with relief. Next, he sunk his face into his hands and sobbed: “Oh sweet Sabetha. How I miss her! But I can’t go to her now. Not when I know Nolan wants to kill me.”

      “Mind telling us who Nolan is?” said Shade.

      “Nolan is one of the city’s most nefarious crime bosses. I borrowed money from him to buy the wedding ring for Sabetha. I thought paying him back was feasible, but I can’t. Now he’s going to come and take back what I owe him in flesh.”

      “Holy crap,” I said. “How much was the ring?”

      “Enough that I owe Nolan my life since I can’t pay it back.”

      “Can’t you return the ring?”

      “If you saw the look on Sabetha’s face when she saw the ring,” said Tien. “You’d know such a thing isn’t possible.”

      A prompt appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        You have successfully completed Quest: What’s Wrong With Tien?

        +500 EXP!

        +Optional New Quest. Speak to Tien.

      

      

      “The only thing Nolan respects more than money is loyalty,” said Tien. “If I proved to him I was loyal, he’d know I would eventually pay him back. He would let go of his late payment policy.”

      
        
        New Quest Alert: Nolan’s Loyalty

        Help Tien prove his loyalty to the crime lord Nolan.

        Quest Type: Unique

        Quest Difficult: Medium

        Reward: 500 EXP + ?

        Accept: Yes/No ?

      

      

      The plot thickened. I accepted the quest and asked Tien, “Alright, then. How do you prove your loyalty to this Nolan fellow?”

      “Everyone knows the crime bosses hate each other. They love to see misfortune strike their competitors. If I collected ten green badges of slain bandits of the crime lord Drakus I would prove my loyalty.”

      
        
        Quest Update: Nolan’s Loyalty

        Collect 0/10 badges of crime lord Drakus’ henchman for Tien.

      

      

      Finally.

      It had only taken over seventy-two hours of being in this world for it to happen. For something generic, mundane, and totally normal to happen in this game.

      It was beautiful and exactly what I wanted.

      A fetch quest.
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      The crime lord Drakus had a warehouse in the engineering district north of the Aeri neighborhood. My original plan hadn’t involved taking such a massive detour, but the experience points were good from both the quest and from the ten bandit mobs we’d have to kill. And let’s not forget the loot as well.

      The engineering district in Land’s Shield was an area full of winding pipes and chimneys, warehouses erupting with the noises of heavy machinery. Ash and sparks flew and flurried from the sky like falling snow. The streets were a cacophony of banging hammers, igniting flames, and sputtering engines. Hovering over the district was the end product of all of the workers’ labor: the North Land’s Shield aerodrome, an open glass structure with docked vessels and floating frigates flying off into the sky towards far-flung destinations.

      My awe disappeared as a large black structure came into view, Drakus’ warehouse. The front entrance was protected by two guards. The steel grating was opened and revealed a large building full of boxes and crates. What sort of criminal activity went on back there? Shadows of more goblin henchman stretched across the concrete floor but what they were doing remained mysterious. Screeches and cries of an unknown creature echoed from the doorway.

      Shade and I spied on the warehouse from the opposite corner.

      “What’s the plan Clay?”

      “Wait—you don’t have a plan? You're the sneaking expert here.”

      Shade raised his hands in defense. “I never wanted to enter this gang war with you. I wanted to do a little gambling and maybe—just maybe—get a little drunk. Is that so much to ask?”

      There was no time to bicker. We had to make a plan fast. The warehouse had one entrance, so we’d have to sneak by those guards. For this quest, we’d have to fully utilize Shade’s thief-class abilities.

      “Can you send me your class ability sheet?”

      Shade stared at me until a message popped up in my HUD:

      
        
        Thief Class

      

        

      
        As a lurker in the shadows, a denizen of the alleys, a criminal through and through, you achieve your goals through stealth, cunning, and intrigue.

      

        

      
        Effect 1: Stamina Bar unlocked

        Effect 2: +40 stamina points (SP)

        Effect 3: +10% faster movement

        Effect 4: +15 luck

        Effect 5: +15% resistance to all damage in the cover of shadows

        Effect 6: Cannot wear heavy armor

        Effect 7: Cannot wield heavy weapons

      

        

      
        Crafty Observance: You have keen sight and notice things others do not.

        (Passive)

      

        

      
        Stealth: If you move slowly and keep to the shadows, those who you wish to not see you, don’t.

        (Passive)

      

        

      
        Steal: Take the possessions of others and turn them into possessions of your own. Acquire opponent’s weapons, armors, items, and gold. Success rate depends on “luck multiplied by 0.8 - opponent’s awareness”

        SP: 4

      

        

      
        Slide: Slide around an opponent to the side or underneath to appear somewhere else entirely, distracting them and opening up devastating possibilities for you to enact. Grants +10% movement speed, +15% block

        SP: 3

      

        

      
        Quick Swipe: Slice your blade faster than your opponent can handle

        ATKP: 10-15

        MP: 2

      

        

      
        Backstab: Triggered when attacking from stealth, does five times the damage otherwise given.

        SP: 4

      

        

      
        Assassinate: Finishes off an enemy below 20% health.

        SP: 15

      

        

      
        Sniper’s Eye: Ranged attacks do 2.5 x damage

        SP: 4

      

        

      
        Poison Blades: Grants your next dagger attack a high chance of landing a poison debuff on opponent.

        SP: 5

      

        

      
        Shadow Retreat: If below 20% health, disappear in the shadows for thirty seconds.

        SP: 6

      

      

      Reading over Shade’s Thief Class character sheet, I was very pleased. This is exactly what I wanted right now. A semblance of a plan was coming to mind. It was still midday so we didn’t have the cover and extra shadows of night. But we still had a chance. I outlined the plan to Shade and got to work.

      On my own, I moseyed up to the two guards, both goblins. They had light green skin and pointy ears jutting out horizontally from their heads. Red squinty eyes, angled into angry slits, sat above their large crooked noses. They wore shabby armor made of leather hide. Each had a rusty iron sword sheathed at their side.

      Their stats appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Goblin Bandit

        Level 7

        HP: 200

        MP: 8

      

      

      Two meters from the guards, they both reached for their hilts. They were sending a message. Back off.

      I ignored them and continued my approach. I turned to the guard on the right hand side of the entryway.

      “Excuse me, I’m a bit lost—do you know how to get to Trader’s Forum from here?”

      The goblin’s face creased with annoyance. He unsheathed his sword, his attention fully on me now. His back was turned and so was his partner’s. He had no indication of the translucent figure sneaking its way towards him.

      “Back away,” said the goblin.

      I nodded my head. Over the guard’s shoulder, his partner’s eyes bulged out of his skull as Shade backstabbed his neck with two poisoned daggers. He quickly covered the goblin’s mouth with one arm as he dug holes into the guard’s stomach. Spools of blood shot everywhere.

      
        
        +122 EXP!

      

      

      The goblin snapped a finger in my face. “I’m not afraid to cut you up Aeri.”

      Shade gently placed the goblin corpse on the ground.

      “One more question,” I said.

      “No. I’ve had enough. You need to—agh—”

      Shocked saliva flung into my face as the goblin guard in front of me took his last breath. He collapsed onto the pavement as Shade pulled his blades out from his neck.

      
        
        +122 EXP!

      

      

      “Brutal,” I said, wiping the spit off my face.

      I bent over and looted the goblin. I actually only had four slots in my inventory at the moment. I was too busy shopping at the market I had forgotten to get rid of my excess gear and junk. I left the goblin’s weapons behind but made sure to pick up the quest item.

      
        
        New Item Alert! Drakus Gang Pin Badge (x1)

      

      

      I picked up the trophy item and dematerialized it into my inventory. I hurried over to the other dead goblin on the floor and picked up his pin badge as well. Two down, eight more to go.

      “Let’s hurry,” I said. “Before anyone leaves the warehouse or a new patrol comes in for their shift.”

      We headed into the warehouse. We clung to the shadows and hugged the concealment of large crates. What kind of stuff were they packaging and transporting in this place? If they were the mob, was this like a fantasy drug smuggling ring? The warehouse reeked of a tobacco-like smoke. Laughter and chit chatter abounded while underneath it were those screeching cries.

      Beyond the crate was a table of six goblin bandits sitting at a table playing cards. Three more guarded the table from different directions. Across from the table was a stack of bird cages. Each one housed a scraggly red-feathered bird with a large beak and slumping neck. Each one clucked and cawed, crying from its cage. They were malnourished phoenixes and these goblin bandits were using them as high-value gambling chips.

      It filled me with disgust. Let’s take these guys out.

      Shade gripped my arm, anticipating my anger and immediate plan to charge in there.

      “Rushing in won’t do us any good. We need to fight smarter. They may be lower level than us but it’s still nine on two.”

      I took a deep breath. He was right.

      “Okay,” I said. “Same plan as before. You head over there. I’ll go in and distract them. Backstab as many as you can until you can’t utilize stealth anymore. At which point we’ll start picking them off one by one. Sound good?”

      Shade nodded his head. “Perfect. Give me a minute to get into position.”

      The thief crouched down and snuck off into the shadows. I took a deep breath and then another. Shade only needed seconds to get into position.

      “Hey dickheads,” I said. “Time to die.”

      All nine goblin bandits turned around. They got off their seats and unsheathed their swords, running towards me.

      My fingers clutched at the air, harnessing it like a thick string of rope, and pulled upward as the surrounding ground cracked and rippled. Jagged stone shot from the floor, tripping and confusing the bandits. One bandit fell, injuring his leg.

      My arms whipped in a wide sweep, drawing more energy between the air and the earth. The floor cracked, ripped, and tore apart even more. The goblins yelled in frustration. They climbed over the wrecked ground, coming towards me.

      Most of them were down to 80% HP. I whipped out my new fire staff and ignited my palm with a fire ball. I stepped back and flung it at the incoming horde. I had to keep my distance as my class was squishy as fuck—a slash or two from their blades and I’d be dead.

      I unleashed lightning cage. A whip of bright blue electricity flowed out of my palm and wrapped itself around one of the enemy goblins. Perfect. Now it was only eight on one. I threw out another lightning cage to even the odds even more.

      I let thunder fill my legs, casting shocking speed, running from the gang of goblins. They chased me, swords raised. I kept turning around, throwing fireballs at them to keep their aggro on me. I moved through the warehouse, the onslaught following behind.

      I received confirmation our plan was working. Glorious notification prompts appearing in my HUD.

      
        
        +122 EXP!

        +122 EXP!

        +122 EXP!

        +122 EXP!

        +122 EXP!

        +122 EXP!

        +122 EXP!

      

      

      The mobs were so focused on chasing and killing me, they didn’t keep an eye on their rear and the thief taking them out one by one from behind them.

      There were only two left. Both of whom had been chasing me but were now running towards the warehouse exit.

      Hell no.

      I unleashed lightning cage, paralyzing one of the bandits. Unfortunately the other one jumped out of the way as he exited the building. Shit. I wanted to get all of them, but fortunately we only needed eight. Forget the last one. I didn’t care.

      Shade crept through the shadows of the warehouse and lunged towards the paralyzed goblin from an angle it didn’t see coming. The backstab took him down to less than 10% HP and a few quick swipes finished him off.

      
        
        +122 EXP!

      

      

      Shade stood over the dead goblin. A golden glow emanated from his body. He had leveled up. He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped down his bloodied blades. “That was a lot of destruction.”

      “You’re telling me,” I said. “At one point I thought I was going to take nine rusty swords to the chest.”

      I hurried around the fallen goblin corpses, looting their pin badge trophies. Once we gave these to Tien our quest would be complete.

      There was only one last thing to do before we left.

      I went over to the metal cages. The birds inside were still crying. I opened each one. I bent down and materialized three slabs of croc meat from my inventory. I unsheathed my crappy melee weapon, a rusty sword and cut the meat into tiny little pieces. The group of birds gathered around and picked at the raw meat. They gobbled it up in less than a minute. I petted one of them. They were so much happier now they had eaten and were free. I hoped the memories of those awful goblin bandits wouldn’t stick with them for long.

      One by one the phoenixes flew out of the warehouse through the exit and towards the roofs and church spires of Land’s Shield. One phoenix turned to face me. It shook its back side at me until three red feathers fell from it. The bird nodded at the feathers.

      
        
        New Item Alert! Phoenix Feather (x3)

      

      

      After adding the item to my inventory, I inspected it closer. The phoenix feather was a medical item like a potion, except this didn’t heal HP or MP, it revived fallen allies. Hell yeah. An amazing item to have.

      “Thank you,” I said to the bird. It nodded its head once more, then kicked off in the air and flew away.

      Shade leaned on the doorway. “What do you say we get out of here and get those two Aeri back in love again?”
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      We found Tien back at the fishmonger. He was still sulking in the back of the shop. Hopefully the ten badges we’d picked up would cheer him up.

      “Hey man,” I said. “We got those badges you wanted.”

      I materialized the ten Drakus gang pins and handed them over to him.

      “Oh my,” he said, staring at the pin badges. He blinked rapidly to see if he was dreaming. Realizing he wasn’t, he turned to us. “Thank you so much!

      
        
        You have successfully completed Quest: Nolan’s Loyalty

        +500 EXP!

      

      

      “I’ll go speak to Sabetha right away,” Tien said. The boy got up and ran out of the shop.

      “No bonus reward?” said Shade. “The phoenix hadn’t even given us a quest and had given us those rare phoenix feathers. What an ungrateful git!”

      I smiled. I was happy to do good for the Aeri community in Land’s Shield. I’m sure they didn’t have it easy here in this big city.

      We wished farewell to the fishmonger and headed towards Old Noroo’s place. As we went, I quickly glanced over our stats and loot. I was jealous Shade had leveled up before me. I had once been ahead of him. But I had lost thousands of experience points when Sir Archades had killed me. Shade had suffered no such loss. Lucky for him, I guess. Or not really. I would take the EXP loss any day over the permadeath NPCs experienced. Would the phoenix feather revive him if he got killed? I didn’t want to test it.

      I glanced quickly at Shade’s new stats:

      
        
        Shade

        Level 12

        Race: Lirana

        Class: Thief

      

        

      
        HP: 169

        MP: 19

      

        

      
        ATKP: 31

        MTKP: 3

        TGH: 14

        SPIRIT: 4

        LUCK: 50

      

      

      All those stats into luck only made his moves like steal and backstab even more powerful. Incredible.

      We eventually arrived in front of a massive oak tree. Old Noroo’s house according to my mini-map. Inside was a wooden lobby awash with a golden glow. Little luminescent flower bulbs spiraled up the interior trunk of the tree, going higher and higher. In the center floated an orange flower pedal: a magical Aeri elevator. This wasn’t just a house in a tree, this was an apartment building, the jutting branches leading to different homes.

      A man stood on guard at the flower elevator, spear in hand.

      “Who are you visiting today gentleman,” asked the guard.

      “Old Noroo,” I said.

      The guard blinked. Taken aback. The old woman must not receive many visitors.

      “The little boy—Fen—said she needed assistance.”

      The doorman’s shoulders relaxed. “Oh, of course. Fen is one of the only people in the district who visits Old Noroo. She bangs on about spiders but trust me they’re not there. I’ve checked.”

      “We’d like to pop in and say hello anyways,” I said. “Which floor does she live on?”

      “At the top,” said the guard. He gestured for us to stand upon the orange flower petal. The flower was made of such a tough material it didn’t budge when we put our weight on it.

      We rode the elevator to the highest level to an open doorway, revealing a dusty old home. Books were stacked in disorderly piles while scrolls adorned the floor. Along the windowsill sat luminescent flowers growing in clay pots. A short old woman smiled at us from across the room. Her skin was shriveled and her face was wrinkled, every line sagging downward. Her purple eyes, however, beamed with lucidity.

      “Come on in,” said the lady. “Unknown visitors! What a pleasant surprise!”

      We stepped into the apartment. “Sorry to disturb you. We, uh, we—”

      “Enough,” said the old woman, coming towards me and clamping her hands onto my cheeks. She pulled my head towards her and scrunched her lips, “Give Old Noroo a kiss.”

      I reluctantly kissed the lady on the cheek and yanked my face away.

      Shade glanced at me, disapprovingly. “Will I have to tell Serena or will you?”

      I blushed and shook my head.

      “Nice to meet you, Noroo,” I said. “Fen sent us here.”

      Her eyes widened and she smiled with joy. “Young Fen! Such a handsome lovely child. It’s too bad about his father. His mother’s coping worse than him.”

      Goddamnit. Every NPC made me feel worse for this Fen kid. Now I was going to have to play soccer with him, crush those stupid kids who were mean to him, AND get him a date with his Aeri crush. All I wanted was a few fetch quests, summaries to click through, something mindless and easy.

      “Sounds like he’s having a tough time,” I said. “But how about you tell me about this spider problem. The guard downstairs doesn’t think it exists.”

      “Bah!” spat the old Aeri lady. “The guard is too frightened to go in my attic is why. So he spins lies about Old Noroo being crazy. Old Noroo losing her mind. Well, I am losing it, as I rattle around in here, listening to those things crawl above my ceiling at night. Shh—” She stopped and pointed her finger upwards. “Listen—can you hear that?”

      I lifted my ear towards the ceiling. Rattling came from up above. Either junk rolling around or scurrying arachnoids. Hard to say.

      “So,” said Old Noroo staring right at me. “Will you help me with my problem?

      
        
        New Quest Alert: Slay The Spider Infestation in Old Noroo’s Attic

        A spider colony has formed in Old Noroo’s attic. Help her get rid of it.

        Quest Type: Unique

        Quest Difficulty: Medium

        Reward: 500 EXP + ?

        Accept: Yes/No ?

      

      

      I accepted the quest straightaway.

      “Come with me,” said the old woman, leading us through her apartment to what must’ve been an old child’s bedroom. A boy or girl who had grown up and moved away. Above the bed hung a piece of string. Old Noroo reached for the string and, grabbing hold of it, said, “Once I pull this door down, they will come. Are you ready?”

      Shade whipped out his two revolvers and I unhooked my staff on my back and gripped it tightly.

      “Bring it,” I said.

      The old lady nodded. “Three…two…one…ack!”

      She pulled down the attic staircase and a heavy ball of thick silver webbing collapsed through the floor to the room. Following swiftly behind it was a spider the size of a pumpkin with eight thick black hairy legs. It jumped at me, claws out. Its mouth was ready to bite. Its stats appeared in my HUD as it fell towards me.

      
        
        Spider

        Level 8

        HP: 270

        MP: 7

      

      

      A gunshot went off. A bullet from Shade’s revolver zoomed through the air, knocking the spider off course and towards the wall. I jumped out of the way and unleashed a whip of lightning, paralyzing the spider in a cage of thunder. The arachnid’s legs throbbed and tensed, squirming in the grips of the electric prison. Shade unleashed a barrage of bullets and I threw fireball after fireball at the thing. It spooked us so much we wanted to kill it as quickly as possible. Its whole carcass was aflame as its HP fell to 0%.

      
        
        +140 EXP!

      

      

      I panted, standing over the crinkled spider corpse.

      “Congratulations,” said Old Noroo, sarcastically. “You killed one.”

      Peering down from the darkness of the attic were a cluster of yellow eyes. They all blended together that it was hard to tell which eye paired with the other. They made a collective monstrosity far worse than a single spider. In the shadows were the contours of their furry crinkling legs.

      “So,” said Shade. “Why don’t you go up first and let me know what it’s like up there?”

      I shook my head. “Screw that. The spiders want us to do that. We’ll pick them off slowly from here. Once the attic is clear, we’ll go up.”

      I gripped my staff and put all my energy into a fireball and threw it up towards the spiders, shaving off HP from a whole bunch of them. The insects scurried away from the opening. I conjured another fireball and shot it up into the attic anyway, setting the excessive webs ablaze.

      “We’ll smoke em’ out,” I said, serving another fireball into the dark attic.

      The webbing crackled and burned. Spider legs scurried overtop the ceiling. Smoke poured out of the attic.

      “You’re going to destroy my home,” yelled Noroo.

      I ignored the woman and threw another fireball into the attic. Experience prompts stacked in my HUD. I was killing them. Judging from the smaller experience gains, I was getting their younger lower level spawn as well.

      
        
        +140 EXP!

        +90 EXP!

        +35 EXP!

        +35 EXP!

        +35 EXP!

        +122 EXP!

      

      

      “Get ready,” I said to Shade.

      Spiders ran for the exit, jumping from the attic opening or crawling down the steps.

      “Hold them back,” I said, shooting fire blasts at them.

      Dual-wielding his pistols, Shade fired one blast after another. The spiders knocked back against the attic walls.

      More experience prompts rolled through my vision.

      
        
        +90 EXP!

        +90 EXP!

        +70 EXP!

        +35 EXP!

        +90 EXP!

        +122 EXP!

        +122 EXP!

        +35 EXP

      

      

      The smoke was beginning to fill the room and suffocate us.

      “My wall is going to cave in!” cried Old Noroo.

      She had a point. I didn’t want to follow up this quest with another looking for a new home for Old Noroo.

      I toggled through my HUD and spent a class skill point on an ability I didn’t really care for but would help us right now. I closed the HUD prompts and turned to the old lady’s attic I had set on fire. I lifted my arm, palm open wide. A cool rush channeled from shoulder to my palm and bursting forth from my hands was a jet spray of water, like a super-powered hose. A blast of water hitting like a punch to the face. It knocked the spiders back, killing some in the process.

      After the water blast, the flames in the attic died down. We stood at the stairwell to the attic. There was no more movement up top. I sighed. It was time to finally go up there.

      I climbed the stairs and entered the darkness. I flinched, anticipating a spider attack but none came. I conjured a fireball in my hand to light the room, swerving my hand around the attic, taking note of cobwebbed chests and boxes of junk. So far the attic was clear. I turned, casting my flame hand around.

      A large red spider rested in the corner. Its abdomen throbbed as the spinnerets behind it created a fortified bed of webbing. The spider hissed as I held up the fireball in its direction.

      I didn’t like what I was seeing.

      The caption above the giant insect read: [Spider Queen]
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      I took in the creature’s stats.

      
        
        Spider Queen

        Level 12

        HP: 490

        MP: 14

      

      

      “Um Shade,” I said. “I’m going to need a little help.”

      “Doesn’t sound very good,” said Shade. “You’re making me not want to come up there.”

      “Please don’t make me fight this thing on my own!”

      “Okay, okay,” said Shade, climbing up the attic stairs and then screeching as he saw the giant spider. “Oh my.”

      The spider queen was the last spider up here. If we killed it, we completed the quest and got the experience points. I approached it slowly, gripping my staff tightly and holding onto my conjured fireball. I had an inkling of how the spider queen would fight: first it would shoot webbing to try and trap us, followed by poisoning, and then ripping our heads off.

      “Shade—shoot at the queen when you get a chance but focus on her webbing. Shoot it when it comes at us.”

      I threw out my fireball at the spider queen’s cushion of cobwebs, setting the wispy silk ablaze. The move shocked the spider awake and it scurried towards me, its giant pincers ready to crush my bones. It was taking a more direct strategy than I expected. Shit.

      I jumped back and unleashed ruptured ground. The wooden floorboards of the attic ripped open and jabbed at the spider queen, knocking her legs and screwing up her balance. A crippled debuff caption appeared below her nameplate. I cast ruptured ground again. The attic floorboard ripped through the spider’s legs, causing the insect to collapse over and over again. Her HP bar fell until it hit 0%. Shade’s final bullet blasted through the spider’s abdomen, tearing it open, unleashing a burst of green muck from the dead creature.

      
        
        +210 EXP!

      

      

      I went up to the dead spider corpse and scanned it for items. I inventoried “Spider Silk (x25)”, “Giant Spider Legs (x8)”, and 25 gold coins it must’ve accidentally gobbled up.

      I returned to Old Noroo’s apartment. “Your spider problem has been dealt with.”

      The old lady beamed with happiness. “Thank you!”

      
        
        You have successfully completed Quest: Slay The Spider Infestation in Old Noroo’s Attic

        +500 EXP!

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations you have leveled up! (Level 12)

        You gain +4 HP

        You gain +1 MP

        You have (3) unused attribute points that can be applied to any of your five base stats.

        You have (6) unused class skill points that can be applied to your class skill tree to unlock new moves or level up existing ones.

      

      

      Finally. There was nothing quite like the sweet sensation of leveling up.

      “As a special thank you, I’ll give you this,” said the old woman, handing me a piece of paper.

      
        
        New Item Alert! Old Noroo’s Spider Soup Recipe

      

      

      A recipe. Cool. I wonder what kind of stats the soup gave; I’d have to look into it later. Shade rolled his eyes, unimpressed by the bonus reward.

      We wished Old Noroo a good day and left her apartment.

      “Gambling time?” said Shade, stepping outside.

      “We shouldn’t really be gambling while on an investigative quest for the king,” I said. “But yeah: it’s gambling time.”

      We hurried through the Aeri district and back through the Trader’s Forum. I took a quick minute to offload junk in my inventory. I only had one more empty space in my bag and I didn’t like having to do item management while looting; I wanted to pick up my loot and move on. I ended up selling my old green apprentice coat and apprentice’s staff for 135 gold coins. I reluctantly also sold my bee needles and mosquito wings for a measly 8 gold coins altogether. I wasn’t selling them for monetary purposes but I wanted to free up space in my inventory. I was sad to get rid of them as you never knew what you might need in a crafting recipe but oh well. I now had five free slots. I really needed to invest in a bigger bag or find a special storage system to keep my non-essential items. I also bought a handful of HP and MP potions, which were always good to have well-stocked.

      Done with inventory maintenance, I quickly went through my stats. I had three attribute points to distribute and six class skill points as well. I’d ignore the class skill points for now. I wanted to save them until I got to level 15 and would be able to unlock a whole new set of abilities on the skill tree. As for my attribute points, there was only a real question of two of my base stats. Did I continue adding points to my magic attack power or did I put more points into spirit? With my new staff and new abilities, I wasn’t desperate for more sheer damage output; what I needed was a large mana pool to keep unleashing combos of attacks. So for this level I’d put my three attribute points into spirit. My stats glowed out to me in my HUD:

      
        
        Clay Hopewell

        Level 12

        Race: Aeri (Eldra)

        Class: Apprentice Mage

      

        

      
        HP: 144

        MP: 71

      

        

      
        ATKP: 3

        MTKP: 61

        TGH: 5

        SPIRIT: 55

        LUCK: 3

      

      

      I closed the prompt and caught up with Shade, eagerly walking towards the western district of Land’s Shield known as the Night Court.

      The streets got dirtier as we went along, the houses and buildings growing crooked and dilapidated. Graffiti lined the walls. Trash floated along the sidewalk. All the businesses were pubs, inns, and taverns. So this was another seedy part of the city.

      Eventually we turned a corner and found a massive multi-floored building in the shape of a Japanese pagoda with flashing lights outside. The Grand Casino Palace. We approached the glittering bulbs. The golden light sheened across Shade’s eyes. He grinned widely.

      “Finally, an establishment I can feel right at home in.”
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      A burly Rorn bouncer patted us down. When he was done, he threw a big thumbs up over his shoulder. “You’re free to go in.”

      “Don’t they care about our weapons?” I asked Shade, walking away from the bodyguard.

      Shade shook his head. “Nah. They have sigils and wards all over this place to stop any violent outbursts. The thing they’re on the lookout for is counter-magic for their wards and magical barriers. You see—”

      But Shade’s words disappeared as we stepped through the vestibule and into the casino hall. The room was crammed with action. A green genie spun a roulette table beneath glowing chandeliers. A croupier with multiple arms and hands dealt games of blackjack. An old Muumuu lady sat cross legged on a floating carpet, offering patrons their fortune. A group of goblins dressed in tuxedos sat around a poker table, smoking cigars. Along the side of the room was a bar full of shiny bottles of different-colored liquid.

      “Wanna get a drink?” I asked.

      “You go on ahead,” said Shade, rubbing his hands together. “I’m going to jump in on a game.”

      There was no stopping the gambling addict, so I let him run off. I didn’t know where to begin with the current aspect of our quest. The prompt hadn’t specified who at the Grand Casino Palace had disappeared or who had reported the missing case. I would have to ask around.

      A tall Lirana woman was serving at the bar. She poured and mixed cocktails while she polished glasses with a rag over top her tail. Behind the bar was a large fish tank. Crabs crawled along the bottom while rainbow carp and goldfish shimmered through the billowing seaweed. Most intriguing was the turquoise body of a mermaid. She had white silver hair and blue eyes without pupils. She swam back and forth along the rails of the bar. It was a very small prison for such a beautiful creature. It must be a boring and lonely life in there.

      “First time at the Grand Casino Palace?” asked the Lirana bartender.

      “How can you tell?”

      “No one who comes here regularly bats an eyelid at the Dolpheeni behind me,” she said. “She’s part of the furniture. Same as me.” She put a shot glass in front of my stool and filled it with a fizzy yellow liquid. “Have a lucky shot, first timer.”

      “Thanks, I guess.”

      I picked up the shot and slugged the drink back. I was expecting a kickback or bite like tequila or vodka but the drink was warm and smooth. It had a deliciously sour flavor. I wanted to ask for another; better not though. I didn’t want to turn into Shade, drinking on the job. A message appeared on my HUD.

      
        
        Lucky (Buff): Feeling lucky, punk? You must be. +5 luck (Duration: 5 minutes)

      

      

      “Oh wow, I'm sure you must sell loads of this.”

      The Lirana bartender grinned. “You bet. But here’s a secret these idiots in here drunkenly miss every single time. The lucky buff—it doesn’t stack.”

      I grinned. The house always wins.

      “So—” I didn’t know how to segue into asking her about the disappearances. How coy did I have to be here? I decided I would be up front. “Do you know anything about people disappearing here at the palace? There was a report filed days ago.”

      The bartender’s shoulders straightened. “I don't know what you’re talking about. Sorry.”

      “But—”

      “Honestly kid, even if I did know something, talking about business matters in here only ever gets people in trouble.”

      She turned to serve two drunk Muumuu men in suits who wanted more lucky shots. I better speak to someone else then. But who? Across the bar, the Dolpheeni waved at me and pointed towards my chest.

      Me? I gestured with my own hands.

      She shook her head and waved her hands to suggest behind me. I turned to the side and she pointed straight ahead again.

      Across the hall of roulette and card tables was a gold statue of an angel. Standing around the statue was a group of men and women—though mostly women. The men wore tailored tuxedoes and the women dressed in low-cut and revealing cocktail dresses. The Aeri and Lirana women waved at me. One of the Rorn dudes shot a wink my way. So this was more than a casino .

      I imagined virtual escorts would’ve been a major selling factor had A.K.O. been released simply as a game rather than as a place of refuge from a zombie invasion. It would’ve been the selling factor for a certain segment of non-gamer and businessperson. The ads appeared in my imagination: experience the immersive fantasy.

      I kept my eyes on the floor, not wanting to attract anymore unwanted attention as I approached the group of hostesses. By the time I glanced in front of me, I was heading straight into the bosom of a bulky Rorn woman.

      “Hello hon,” she said. “How can I help you?”

      “Um—”

      “There’s no reason to be shy. Shall we go up to one of the parlor rooms upstairs?”

      I shook my head. “No, um. I’m not interested in that. I actually came here to ask some questions. Do you know anything about someone disappearing here—”

      The woman took a step back. “Sorry, darling, I don’t know what you’re—”

      A Lirana woman with bright yellow eyes butted into our conversation, saying, “Have you heard from Layla?”

      “Hush child,” said the Rorn woman. “Don’t get involved with this man.”

      The Lirana woman ignored her and grabbed my wrist. She dragged me to the side. “Have you heard from Layla?”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I haven’t heard from her. But I’m looking into recent disappearances. What can you tell me about her?”

      “Layla—she was another one of the girls like me,” she said, wiping her eye. “Like them. She had it both good and bad here. Lots of attention from high-class clients. That’s always the way with the Aeri women who work the parlors. Days ago she disappeared. We sleep in the same room, you see? So when I went to bed she was sleeping nearby. When I woke up in the morning she was gone. I never heard her leave. No clothes were packed. Gone. I asked around. No one has seen her since.”

      
        
        Quest Update:

      

        

      
        You’ve discovered details behind the disappearance at the Grand Casino Palace. Good job. Check in with the Haeren Church of the Nine’s Orphanage to gather more evidence and figure out if there’s a pattern behind the disappearances.

      

      

      I grabbed the woman’s hand on my arm and gently removed it. “I’m looking into it. I’ll let you know if I find her.”

      I turned around and went to grab Shade to let him know it was time to go. He would be sad to cut his card playing short but I’m sure he’d understand. He had his moments of reasonable clarity.

      Or so I thought.

      “Clay!” yelled Shade from across the hall with both his daggers drawn. Two Rorn security guards came after him with large wooden clubs. “They want to kill me!”

      I drew my staff and conjured a fireball as quickly as possible and threw it towards the ensuing battle. My fireball made it halfway across the casino floor before it puttered out. Suffocated by magical air. It was those barrier wards.

      I ran towards Shade, passing players ducking underneath card tables and behind slot machines. “What the hell did you do man?”

      “I was playing a friendly game of cards!”

      “He’s a cheater,” yelled the two security guards, jumping through the air to tackle Shade.

      “I can’t help it I was cheating better than the dealer,” said Shade, sliding out of the way of the incoming brawlers.

      We needed to get out of here quick. I cast shocking speed on myself, letting the lightning propel my legs forward faster than ever. I then attempted something new. My fingers did an arcane dance, unleashing a bright sparkle of electricity. The lightning slammed into Shade’s boots and made his whole lower body glow.

      “Thanks for the buff Clay,” said Shade, “Time to bounce—”

      My whole body froze. Shade was frozen mid-step in front of me as well. My HUD notified me of my current condition.

      
        
        Paralyzed (debuff): You’re temporarily unable to move. I’d say run away, but well, you know (duration: 30 seconds).

      

      

      The guards walked over, patting the dirt off their trousers.

      “Damn, defensive wards took their time again,” said one of the guards. “I’m telling you this so-called magic security system wants to see us get hurt.”

      The other guard grabbed me and held my wrists behind my back. He whispered in my ear. “The wards going to free you from paralysis any second now but don’t try to run. I’ll break your arms and spine, you hear.”

      I nodded my head, relieved my body was functioning again.

      “Now step forward and do as I say.”

      The two body guards led Shade and me towards the back of the building.

      “Aren’t you going to throw us out?”

      The guard chuckled to himself as he stopped us in front of a garbage vent.

      “We abide by our own laws here,” said the guard. “And in here cheaters go straight to the pit.”

      The guard opened the vent and tossed me inside the chute. I tumbled down and fell through the dark sliding passageway until I thumped onto a patch of sand. My HP slid down by 10% from the fall. Ouch.

      Shade shot out the vent towards me. I rolled away.

      “That’s what I get for playing with amateurs,” groaned Shade.

      “They’re a goddamn casino! They’re the most professional you can get!”

      Shade got up and tossed my comment to the side. “Shows what you know about cards, my friend.”

      A thunderous roar echoed around us, obliterating any desire to keep bickering with Shade. Where the hell were we? We were surrounded by ascending stalls of seats. There were members of all the major starting races plus the lesser unplayable ones too: Skren, Goblins, Orcs, and Gnomes. They yelled and chanted tossing their hands in the air.

      Across the sandpit was a muscular Rorn warrior. He wore a bronze helmet and shoulder pads. His abs glistened above his billowy red breeches. He held a long trident in his hand. The three-pronged spear dripped with blood. He walked towards us.

      Now I understood why the crowd was cheering.

      They were cheering for our deaths.
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      As the gladiator came towards us, a message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        New Quest Alert: The Cheater’s Pit

        You have been branded a cheater at the Grand Casino Palace. You must fight three battles in the pit to be allowed to leave.

        Quest Type: Uncommon

        Quest Difficulty: Medium

        Reward: Freedom + Bonus 1000 EXP if you win your battles!

        Accept: N/A (this quest is mandatory)

      

      

      A mandatory quest!? So we were unable to leave until after we battled three times. In which case we’d have to win three battles as Shade didn't have the luxury of respawning his way through them.

      “Shade—what are we gonna do?”

      The thief pulled out his two daggers and went into a fighting stance. “We’ll give the spectators what they want. Blood.”

      The gladiator was in the center of the pit. He threw his arms into the air and worked the crowd. A thunderous roar filled the arena. The warrior pounded his chest. It wasn’t a mere scare tactic, it was an ability. Red flames silhouetted him.

      I locked onto his nameplate and took in his stats.

      
        
        Pit Gladiator

        Level 10

        HP: 360

        MP: 11

      

      

      I sighed in relief. At least we weren’t fighting a monster three times our level. I bet most players who ended up in here were very low level. Players who weren’t questing but rather living it up in Land’s Shield, enjoying the luxuries it offered. This arena would be their rude awakening to Illyria’s dark side. Too bad for this pit gladiator we were already well acquainted with it.

      Shade dashed ahead with his daggers drawn. I cast shocking speed—a ripple of thunder shooting out of my hands and jaggedly zooming across the arena towards Shade’s boots. The buff landed and Shade sprinted even faster.

      The gladiator readied his trident. The warrior had a slight advantage due to the range of his weapon; it would keep Shade at bay. But the thief didn’t slow down and charged the warrior straight on. The gladiator stretched his arms out, lunging the trident spear right at my furry friend’s heart. But the swiftness of the lunge was no match for Shade’s own speed: the thief quickly slid beneath the arc of the trident like he was playing a game of deadly limbo. Shade slithered between the gladiator’s bulky legs, taking swipes at his kneecaps. He bounced back to his feet with a twirling uppercut jab with both of his blades.

      The crowd had been cheering up until Shade had dodged the attack. Now the stalls were silent, enraptured in the fight.

      “Are you going to help?” yelled Shade, jumping back as the gladiator spun around and launched his spear at him again.

      Right.

      I pulled my staff from my back and let a ball of flame ignite in my hand. Time to debuff this creep. I ran towards the battle. Shade kept the gladiator preoccupied, sliding and dodging around him. The Lirana’s fighting style was all about quick feints, bluffs, double bluffs, and dodges. Shade fought in the same way he lived every other aspect of his existence: gambling on the knife-edge of life or death.

      I whipped my fireball across the arena. The ball of flame zoomed through the air and crashed into the gladiator’s back. I waited for the burn debuff to flash under his caption but it didn’t land. I shot my arm out again, lightning rippling out my hand, heading straight to the gladiator. The warrior slashed the lightning with his trident, nullifying the attack.

      Damn. This guy was only level 10 but he had clearly survived in this arena long enough to stop any serious bullshit coming his way.

      Shade’s daggers glowed green with the tips of poison. He threw a barrage of jabs into the gladiator’s ribcage, poisoning the sucker’s lungs.

      The gladiator’s HP was falling below 50% now. His whole body mass grew and his veins throbbed with a shining red aura. Oh man. The gladiator was entering an enraged mode. He lunged his spear with one hand. Shade dodged it, jumping to the side. The gladiator saw through this move. With his new extended reach, he yanked Shade by the shirt collar and threw him to the ground. Next the gladiator stabbed his trident downward. Shade rolled out of the way, barely missing a straight on collision between pointed steel and his face. The gladiator lifted his foot and flicked his boot, unsheathing a sharp steel blade at the edge of his toe. Shade crawled away. The gladiator grabbed hold of his trident’s staff, still wedged in the ground, and swung from it, hooking Shade’s shirt with his boot’s blade, swinging him round, and launching him towards a pillar of rocks at the side of the arena.

      A large oomph! echoed through the chamber. I turned to the rock pillar. A cloud of sand smoke swirled around the area. The swirling mist of dirt fell to the floor, revealing Shade on the ground injured, hovering at 30% HP. Blood fell from his nose and lips. He tasted it with his tongue.

      “C’mon Clay,” he said. “We got this.”

      I cast shocking speed, circling the gladiator. He may have been acting tough but he was at the disadvantage. Down to 38% HP, he was poisoned and losing health every second. I ran around the gladiator, keeping my distance, conjuring fireballs and volleying them in his direction. He chased after me, the spikes of his trident thirsty for my blood. He swiped through a fire blast, nullifying the attack. I conjured another and whipped it at him. The ball of flame rushed towards him. He swiped his trident. Too slow. The flames rippled across his hand, sizzling the hair on his arm. He was now losing health from both poison and burn debuffs.

      Shocking speed flickered from my status bar. The gladiator was catching up. He ran, leaping in the air. He pummeled downwards, trident pointed ready to strike. I dropped my staff, summoning all the heat and rage inside my body, igniting two massive fireballs in both my hands. I fired one, which the warrior nullified with a swipe of his trident. But I quickly came at him with the other, the blast knocking him in the chest, cancelling his leap attack and sending him to the floor. His red bar collapsed to nothing.

      
        
        +175 EXP!

      

      

      The packed arena screamed and cheered. Fists were raised in the air. They wanted the next fight. Would the underdogs defeat whoever they brought out next?

      A group of Rorn guards stepped into the arena. The pit’s referees. Two of them went and grabbed the dead gladiator’s body, dragging his bloody corpse across the arena floor. Another guard grabbed my arm and lifted it up, the crowd cheering yet again.

      The congratulatory tone quickly ended; the guard yanked my arm and pushed me towards a caged stand filled with other prisoners. Other cheaters.

      As the guard pushed me across the arena, an older Aeri man stuck out from the stands. He sat alone in a special VIP box. He had black hair slicked back, faint violet eyes, and a goatee surrounding his stoic mouth. He stared down at me. A familiar goblin soldier came up to him and whispered in his ear. Next the soldier pointed right at Shade and me.

      I had a very uneasy feeling.

      I asked the guard, “Who’s that up there?”

      The guard tensed his hands on my wrist and looked over his shoulder. “That’s Drakus.”

      Drakus. The very crime lord whose goblin gang we had slain.

      Give me a fucking break.

      The guard pushed me forward. “I’ll tell you one thing: you don’t want to get on his bad side.”

      Great advice.

      Too bad we already had.
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      The guard tossed me inside the caged cell. Shade was thrown in right after me. I pushed him off of me. “Dude—what the fuck?”

      Shade fluttered his eyes in offence. “Clay, lower your voice. This isn’t just our prison cell.”

      He gestured towards a group of Haeren warriors at the back and a Rorn brawler sitting calmly on a bench.

      I was so frustrated with Shade right now I wanted to punch him. Shade didn’t have the luxury of dying his way through this mandatory quest like I did. We were so screwed. Since Drakus knew who we were, he was definitely going to make us fight some deadly creature.

      “We had a simple mission,” I said. “Go into the casino, ask questions, and leave. Now we’re in a freaking gladiatorial pit because of your self-destructive nonsense.”

      Shade scratched the back of his head, awkwardly. “Relax Clay. We’ll get through it. I promise. We always—”

      The thief’s words were interrupted by a ferocious echoing roar. Beyond the bars of our caged area out in the arena came—not one, but two—bloodthirsty tigers. They looked the same as ordinary tigers but three times the size. They also had thick black horns jutting out along their spine. Across the arena was a group of five terrified level 1 noobs. Only two of them had weapons equipped. They must’ve entered the game and spent all their time at the casino and this was their first interaction with A.K.O.’s violent side. So this was their introduction to it then. This wasn’t a fair fight. This was slaughter for entertainment.

      I shook my head at Shade. I wanted to believe what he was saying, but the way he scratched his ears told me even he was nervous. Facing off against one creature, we had a slight advantage. But two angry tigers. Tough times ahead.

      “If you’re looking to get out of here quick,” said a voice. “Let yourself get killed. That’s how most cheaters escape this hell hole.”

      It was the Rorn brawler. The stout dwarf-like man had spiky gray hair flowing out from an orange headband and a long matching silver beard. He was broad shouldered and wore no upper chest armor; his bulky and muscular body covered in the dirt and grime of the arena floor. The only metal he wore was the bronze bracers on his wrist. He wore puffy green pants and black leather boots. His lack of heavy armor and weaponry suggested he played a brawler or monk class.

      Who was this guy?

      “How often do cheaters win by getting out of here?”

      Out in the arena, one of the tigers disemboweled one of the noobs, digging through the player’s flesh sending blood-soaked organs across the arena. The audience cheered with excitement.

      “Not often,” said the Rorn. “But only because they’re usually so low level. You guys look alright. You have a chance if you make it past the tigers and they don’t bring out Cuddles for your final fight.”

      I doubted Cuddles’ cuddliness.

      A spray of blood cascaded across the arena and splashed onto our cheeks. I wiped the crimson muck off my face.

      “How do you know so much?” asked Shade. “You look like a tough guy. You can handle dying three times and spawning back? Or you like me—not a Chosen?”

      The man shook his head. “I am a Chosen. I’m not here for simply cheating.” He lifted up his armored wrists. “These are slave’s bracers. They grant the wearer the ‘enslaved’ debuff.”

      “Oh man,” I said. “How did you get those?”

      “Long story. Let’s just say I’ve been in this game for a while. It all started when I got arrested by the city guards out in Solmini.”

      Whoah. Solmini was one of the other continents of Illyria. I’d mostly heard things spoken of Arethkar and Laergard. I wonder what Solmini was like.

      “As a prisoner—a Chosen, no less—I was highly valuable and sold into the underground slave market on the continent. I fought in the arena of an expensive air cruise ship for a while until somebody lost a bet and I ended up here. If I win enough battles, I can earn enough to free myself.”

      “You shouldn’t have to man,” I said. “This is bullshit.”

      “No,” said the Rorn, softly. “I deserve this.”

      I wasn’t so sure. Another limb went flying across the arena.

      “When I do finally get out of here I’m not even staying in this fighting class. I’m going to pursue a craft or one of those hybrid classes. Restart again. Roll an engineer. I used to pilot one of those airships, you know.”

      The arena cheered as the tigers devoured the last remaining player. One of the guards ran towards our cage.

      “Looks like you two are up again,” said the brawler. “Good luck and hey—see you when I get out of here.”

      The cage door swung open. It was time for us to introduce ourselves to the murderous tigers.
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      The arena roared as we stepped out from our cell and entered the pit. The audience quieted as the tigers growled at us. They took light gentle steps towards us: lifting their paws and placing them back down on the ground with an elegant pat. These felines were predatory hunters. They wanted us to think they were perfectly unthreatening. Cute little tigers. Their stats said otherwise.

      
        
        Pouncer

        Level 10

        HP: 420

        MP: 9

      

      

      “What’s the plan?” asked Shade, hands at his hilt, ready to draw daggers or pistols depending on the situation.

      “Oi!” someone yelled behind us. I turned back around and it was the Rorn brawler, clutching the metal poles of the prison cell. “Don’t look them in the eyes!”

      “What!?” I said.

      He pointed at me. “Behind you.”

      I turned back around and—like an idiot who after being told not to do something has the immediate reaction to do the very thing he was told not to do—locked eyes with one of the tigers. Its yellow eyes glinted, sparkling, a special ability initiating. My knees buckled. I staggered back. I blinked in confusion. What the--? I reached for my staff and only collapsed further onto the ground. A message appeared in my HUD:

      
        
        Stun (Debuff): Minor paralysis (Duration: 10 seconds)

      

      

      By the time I was done reading the debuff prompt, it flickered away, no longer applicable. But it was enough time for one of the tigers to spiral through the air with its claws like a cyclone. It landed from its twirl inches away from me, unleashing an uppercut slash. The sharp claws dragged themselves across my chest, leaving shallow but thick gashes of torn flesh. Blood seeped from my body and into my cloak. My HP dropped by 70%.

      I scrambled away from the tiger, casting healing mist. My body warmed and the gashes in my chest disappeared. My HP returned to over 70%. Enough to survive another hit. The tiger galloped towards me and I power jumped backwards, dodging its devastating claw swing.

      “A little help, Shade,” I yelled.

      “I got problems of my own, mate,” Shade hollered back, sliding across the pit floor as a pouncer galloped and chased after him, leaping through the dirt creating tufts of floating debris. The thief fired off revolver shots when he had the chance, but he was missing and didn’t have the opportunity to lay a proper dent into the creature due to focusing on dodging and kiting the hostile tiger.

      I dashed across the arena. The tiger’s breaths were full of hunger. Its footsteps were rapid. Its panting got louder and louder as it closed in on me. I cast shocking speed to keep ahead.

      I clenched my fists and ran harder. When I had created enough space between me and the ferocious carnivore, I power jumped into the air. Once off the ground, I twirled my body so I faced my incoming opponent. I fell back towards the ground, targeting the area in front of me. I pulled and twisted at the air, my fingers doing an arcane dance. The ground tore and cracked into a jagged wall of sand and stone.

      The pouncer leapt over my earth spell, spiraling into its claw cyclone move, bringing us face to face. I shut my eyes, avoiding direct eye contact with the beast. Crap decision. The creature slashed me, cutting my HP down to 25%. One more hit and I was dead.

      “Shade,” I said. “Come to me now!”

      The pouncer raised its claws and slashed them through the air at my chest. This was it. I clenched my fists and let stone skin shield me from the hit. I still took a whopping dose of damage, falling to 2%.

      Shade was a meter away from me. The next claw attack was seconds from landing and obliterating me.

      I materialized one of the phoenix feathers in my hand. “Kite these fuckers and then raise me dude.”

      Shade’s hand grazed mine, picking up the phoenix feather, right as the tiger’s claw dug through my chest, stabbing right through my beating heart and sending me into the icy black darkness of death.

      
        
        You are dead!

      

      

      When I coughed back to life, Shade was in front of me, shaking my shoulders. “We have five seconds to come up with a plan.”

      The death debuff prompt created a translucent window between Shade’s face and mine.

      
        
        Death’s Punishment (Debuff): You feel the horror and pain of death. You lose all EXP gained towards your next level (175 EXP). You gain 30% less EXP on kills (Duration: 6 hours). All ATKP and MTKP damage reduced by 10% (Duration: 6 hours). HP and MP regeneration 10% slower (Duration: 6 hours).

      

      

      I closed the prompt. Just what we needed, but I had a solution to our problem. It was a lesson I had learned as a kid when I had taken on my middle school tormentor three times my size. The best way to put an offensive-based opponent at a disadvantage was to not let them play offense. The tigers had overwhelmed us so much we were scrambling to defend ourselves. The key here was to be more offensive than them. Don’t give them the opportunity to get us locked into their chain of paralysis debuffs and cyclone attacks. This strategy would work better with a dedicated tank class but we’d have to make do with  apprentice mage and thief.

      “Okay, we’re going to play it like we did at the goblin warehouse, except this time I’m not going to kite. I’m going to take them head-on so you need to act quick.”

      “Gotcha,” Shade said, disappearing into the shadows of the arena’s periphery.

      Alright, here it goes.

      I cast stone skin, feeling the earth create a protective armor around me. I now had fifty plus toughness for thirty seconds. I charged the two pouncers galloping towards me and cast ruptured ground. One pouncer went to the left while the other took the right, running around my attack. I cast it twice more, dividing the two pouncers further apart. They clued into this and leapt over the next set of cracked earth I’d set for them.

      Exactly as planned.

      I charged the one to the right, conjuring two fireballs in my hand. I leapt in the air, the feline pouncing towards me. I slashed my fireball hand in front of him, igniting the ranged blast like it was a fiery boxing glove. My hit landed sending the tiger twirling in the air. I followed my attack with a second fireball punch.

      
        
        You have discovered a new Apprentice Mage ability!

        Fire Punch

        Engulf your hands in powerful flames and deal a knockout punch

        MTKP: 60-80

        MP: 8

      

      

      I ignored the window prompt and eyed the angry pouncer getting back up on its feet. It charged at me again. This time, however, Shade lunged at it from behind with his blades out. He landed on the spiky feline’s back and dragged his daggers through the beast. The creature wailed in pain as blood spurted out its back. Its HP fell towards 60%. Even better, the beast screamed and retreated right into my ruptured ground behind it. The creature tripped, fell, and triggered the cripple debuff.

      It crawled away with its back to us. Shade ran up and unleashed backstab a second time.

      
        
        Critical hit!

      

      

      I shot out lightning cage to its back.

      “You got ten seconds,” I said. “Finish him, Shade.”

      I turned to face the other pouncer flying through the air, claws out ready to massacre me. I clenched my fists and let stone skin protect me. I braced for the incoming attack. The clawed slash burned, taking out 20% of my HP. Fireballs formed in my hands again, preparing to wrestle with the bloodthirsty feline.

      I retaliated with fire punch. The tiger squinted and squealed with pain. It expected me to run again. It wasn’t used to receiving an attack right after its own.

      I jabbed another fire punch at the beast. “That’s right you tiger shit.”

      The monster shrieked and attempted to bite a piece of my flesh. I sent another fire wallop to its face, knocking its growling snout to the side.

      An experience prompt fluttered across my HUD. Shade had killed off the other pouncer. The frantic screams and cheers of the audience confirmed it. I needed to survive the next few slashes and then the living pouncer was done for.

      The feline leapt at me, opening its mouth wide enough to swallow half of my body in a single bite.

      “You hungry kitty-cat?” I said and jumped straight into the attack, unleashing fire punch again right into its salivating mouth. I knocked the creature back and it fell sideways through the air. Shade initiated backstab, slamming the airborne tiger to the arena pit floor. Landing overtop its body, Shade pummeled the creature with his blades. The pouncer’s HP crashed to zero.

      
        
        +175 EXP!

      

      

      The arena roared with excitement.

      Notifications stacked in my HUD.

      
        
        Fire Blast has leveled up (Level 4)

        Fire Blast: Shoot a molten orb of lava at your enemies

        MTKP: 40-65

        MP Cost: 8

        6% increased chance of inflicting burn (debuff) with every blast

      

        

      
        Ruptured Ground has leveled up (Level 2)

        Ruptured Ground: Cripple opponents with a devastating earthquake

        MTKP: 30-50

        MP Cost: 8

        5% increased chance of inflicting cripple (debuff) with every attack

      

        

      
        Shocking Speed has leveled up (Level 2)

        Shocking Speed: Gain a speed boost to fight or run away faster.

        MP Cost: 8

        25% increased speed for 33 seconds.

      

      

      I closed the notifications and took in the roaring arena. I didn’t want to be here but the chanting of our victory did feel awesome. I was also extra pumped I had discovered a new class ability. It was super powerful but it came with a high risk as it required me to fight up close and dirty. High risk for sure, but an amazing high reward as well.

      The crowd chanted a single word, over and over again. My excitement died away.

      “Cuddles!”

      “Cuddles!”

      “Cuddles!”
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      A portcullis was raised from the opposite end of the arena and a man with a black mask emerged from a shadowy tunnel, pulling a chain behind him. Large red eyes glowed from the dark tunnel. The chain rattled as the collared creature got closer and closer to the arena floor. Stepping out into the torchlight of the stadium was a scorpion the size of a monster truck. Composed of hard dark blue scales, the creature had eight legs, a gigantic spiked tail curled and hanging above its own head, and two pincer claws perfect for snapping necks in half. The most terrifying part of the creature was its face: beneath its angry red eyes was a mouth made up of countless sharpened teeth. Jutting out from its elongated jaw were two blade-like ivory tusks, stained crimson from whatever poor creature this beast had had for lunch.

      I guess we were dessert.

      The arena erupted in a frenzy at the sight of the oversized crawler. They had enjoyed seeing us defeat the pit gladiator and the pouncers but it was time for our run to come to an end. It was time for Cuddles—the least cuddly creature there ever was—to put us in our place; which, in this circumstance, was our graves.

      I took in the creature’s stats.

      
        
        Cuddles

        Level 12

        HP: 750

        MP: 16

      

      

      The guard let go of the chain and stepped near the tunnel entrance.

      The monster was our problem now.

      “You kite and aggro and I’ll go for the backstab?” said Shade.

      “Works for me,” I said.

      Cuddles clawed at the arena floor, kicking up dirt until its head was beneath the sand. Soon after its tail disappeared as well.

      Uh oh.

      A slithering mound of dirt formed beneath the ground as the scorpion dug its way towards us.

      “How the hell do we fight a monster below ground?” I yelled, backing away from the snaking dirt trail encroaching towards us.

      “I don’t know mate but let’s run,” said Shade, darting away from the underground opponent tunneling towards us like a torpedo.

      I spun around and was about to cast shocking speed when the scorpion’s tail shot out of the ground, slicing my leg. I tripped and fell to the ground as the tail attack dealt 30% damage to my health points.

      One of the pincers shot out of the ground, seeking my flesh. Shocking speed wasn’t enough to outmaneuver this bullshit, but I had a better spell. I slid four meters away from the creature with rapid speed, lining my escape with a trail of fire. Try catching my flame dodge motherfucker.

      There were two strategies to take out Cuddles. There were my Earth spells to rupture the ground he was hiding in and draw him out. Or—we smothered him with fire and smoke—like we had with the spiders. But how did we keep him underground long enough?

      The scorpion dove back into the dirt, rushing towards my feet from underground.

      “Shade,” I yelled. “Drop stealth and let’s switch positions. I need you to occupy him!”

      “On it,” yelled Shade, sheathing his daggers and whipping out a revolver. He fired blasts all along the arena floor, tracing a trail back towards himself.

      The scorpion’s path changed and it swerved beneath the pit floor towards Shade. Perfect. Shade led the Scorpion on a long crazy route. It needed to be as long as possible for what I wanted to do.

      I ran over to the original hole the creature had dug. Here goes nothing.

      I fell into the burrow. A shadowy tunnel formed the routes of the scorpion’s movement. I ran through the passage getting closer to the clickety-clack of the rushing scorpion’s legs. I turned a corner in the darkness and saw the silhouette of the creature’s tail. I ignited my hand with a fireball and unleashed it at the creature’s backside.

      It shrieked and scurried back around. Its pincers clacked together, eager to crush my head within its claws. Its mouth salivated as it scurried in my direction.

      I fired two more fireballs, then flame dodged away. The scorpion hurried through my trail of fire and smoke. During the spell’s cool down, I cast shocking speed and ran forward, until flame dodge was active again. I slid further down the tunnel, my boots breathing a fiery trail as I escaped the incoming claws of the scorpion. The tunnel was full of smoke and swirling fire.

      The monster’s bloodlust distracted it from its own perilous situation. Its HP drained as it charged through my hazardous flame dodge trails. The surrounding smoke caused my lungs to heave and for me to cough. My eyes winced. A prompt appeared on my HUD:

      
        
        Suffocating (Debuff): You can’t breathe properly! You lose 25 HP per second until you find a clean air supply.

      

      

      The same debuff icon flickered underneath the scorpion’s nameplate. Damn right. I coughed; I needed to get out of here. I flamed dodged, drifting across the dirt tunnel towards the hole where I had entered.

      I sprinted towards the light. I power jumped back onto the arena floor. I conjured another fireball and whipped it at the entrance of the tunnel to ensure our victory.

      The ground shook and vibrated as the scorpion lost consciousness and writhed to death beneath the arena floor.

      
        
        +210 EXP!

      

      

      The arena gasped in shock. It then erupted in a sea of cheers. Those who had bet money on us had made a ton of gold coins this afternoon. As the crowd whooped and cheered, a prompt appeared on my HUD, filling me with relief:

      
        
        You have successfully completed Quest: The Cheater’s Pit!

        +1000 EXP!

        +Freedom from the pit
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      After the arena battle, one of the guards escorted Shade and me through the casino, kicking us out at the back entrance. Carriages and air trams swooshed by while Laergardian soldiers patrolled the streets and citizens went about their everyday lives. Nothing had changed while we’d fallen into the nightmare vortex of the Grand Casino Palace. I winced at the glaring afternoon sky. I had a nauseous sense of vertigo, reminding me of whenever I went to the cinema in the middle of the day back IRL. A mental cocktail of guilt and lethargy.

      Shade stretched his arms and yawned. “See, we got out of there fine. I hate to say I told you so, but I told you so. We need to come back here sometime.”

      The gall of the thief astounded me.

      I reviewed the details of the king’s quest and there was  one last place for us to go check out. The Haeren Church of the Nine’s Orphanage.

      I consulted the mini-map. “Alright man, no more detours.”

      We set off across the southern quarter of Land’s Shield. After blocks of nightclubs and cafes, we entered a quieter residential district of crooked downtrodden homes. A homeless Haeren man slept on the ground beside a heap of garbage in a puddle of his own vomit. A group of mice scurried down the cobblestoned alley. An airship flew over, casting its long shadow over us and the sleeping drunk. So the southern aerodrome was nearby. Another addition to the neighborhood’s undesirability. According to my mini-map we had entered the Southside Slums.

      We walked along the outer edge of the neighborhood, hugging the walls of the city. Metal grates and fences blocked off the aerodrome entrance, forcing ticket holders and passengers to file through a narrow stairwell. A crowd of all the different races of Illyria crammed together in haggard robes, pushing and shoving each other to get closer in the line. Up above, smaller airships zoomed into a snazzier parking lot for nobles. I guess you can’t escape elitist bullshit even inside an online video game.

      A Lirana street performer juggled flaming torches with his hands and tail while other street miscreants ran up to those in the line, with pleading faces and hats, asking for money. Green-caped Laergardian soldiers kept an eye on the chaos of the bottom layer of the aerodrome, prepared to intervene if anything serious were to happen.

      As we left the aerodrome behind, the city walls dwindled and turned into nothing but rubble. What remained was a dirt cliff on the edge of the sky. Geez. This was dangerous to have here. A rickety wooden dock poked out from the cliff side. A shanty town had formed along this edge of the city, constructed of ladders, scrap metal, and the surviving remnants of half-made airships. Little kids climbed up the ladders and played in the impoverished slum. Huddles of hungry people rested in makeshift homes.

      I checked the mini-map to see if there was more info on my current location.

      
        
        The Broken Docks (Southwestern Land’s Shield, Laergard): A slum neighborhood built on the remains of a failed and unfinished expansion project for the southern aerodrome. While poverty can be witnessed throughout all of Land’s Shield, the Broken Docks is without a doubt the city’s poorest area.

      

      

      Grim. I turned away from the dilapidated neighborhood. The orphanage was supposed to be nearby. Down the road and on a corner facing the Broken Docks was a blue-domed building. Nuns and acolytes in bright white robes swept the doorway as little kids ran at their feet, playing tag and other games.

      It all looked peaceful until a scream cut through the pleasant scene, a horrified shriek from inside the orphanage. The kids stopped playing, looking up to their guardians with worry. The nuns themselves dropped their brooms and hurried through the door and into the building.

      I nodded to Shade and ran ahead. We barged past the little kids who were huddled together, frozen in shock.

      “Do you think Sister Evelyn found our candy stash?”

      “No way, we hid it so well.”

      “I think something bad has happened, you guys.”

      Children. They knew how to pick up on things. We stepped past them and entered the stone building. Behind the door was a hallway of open doors and stray toys on the ground. Cute little Muumuu and Lirana orphans poked their heads out from their rooms, looking onward down the hall with concern at the gathering of nuns.

      We strode towards them and one turned around. “I’m sorry—no visitors at the moment. We’re in the middle of an emergency.”

      “We’re here to help,” I said. “Do you mind telling us what’s happened?”

      “It’s not any of your—” Her jaw locked from behind her veil. Tears filled her eyes from behind the slit of her head mask.

      “Has someone gone missing?” Shade inquired.

      All the nuns turned to us with shock.

      “How did you know?”

      “The king has assigned us to look into the vanishings of different people in the city,” I said.

      “Bah!” said the nun. “What does the king know? He doesn’t care. If he did, he would’ve fixed the Broken Docks, the slums, the crime lords, all of it! All he cares about is his petty game of politics with Arethkar.”

      She was upset, her anger seeping through her words. She wasn’t being helpful or rational—understandable given the circumstances.

      “We don’t disagree with you, sister,” said Shade. “The king is young and his mind is preoccupied. He’s still learning how to rule. Frustrating as it may be for all of us citizens who bear the brunt of his novice leadership, now isn’t the time to lash out. We must keep a level head.”

      The nuns nodded their heads. You had to hand it to Shade: he was 90% drunken shit disturber, 10% suave-as-fuck conversationalist.

      “Who went missing?”

      “Little Mira,” said the nun. “She’s run off…”

      One of the older nuns, pushed the one we’d been speaking to aside. “I’m having none of this. We have children here to look after. There’s no time to be spared for troublesome kids who wish to run away. As hard as we’ve tried, they have made their beds.”

      The older woman—this must be the strict Sister Evelyn the kids outside had been talking about—grabbed us by the shoulder and pushed us down the hall.

      “But—” I said.

      “No ‘buts’. I wish you two gone from here.”

      The nun pushed us out the door and then slammed it in our face.

      Geez. We only wanted to help. I paced back and forth across the pavement, getting more and more pissed off.

      “Those nuns don’t even want to find the child,” I said. “What the hell?”

      “You need to calm down, Clay.”

      “Calm down! We want to rescue these lost people and those nuns—they don’t care.”

      Shade nodded and sighed. “Trust me. They care. But as the older nun said, it’s their job to look after those who are with them. Not those who are gone. Kids are always coming and going from a place like this and you can’t focus on the ones who leave because they were always going to.”

      I let out a heavy breath. “How do you know all this?”

      Shade frowned and shrugged. “Because I was an orphan once too.”

      He looked me in the eye and he didn’t have to say it. He was the exact orphan he was describing; one who would’ve run away no matter what any guardian had tried to do to make him stay.

      I stood there not knowing what to say. My anger and frustration was slowly dissipating. But still. Where did we go from here? A message appeared on my HUD.

      
        
        Quest Update: Disappearances in the Capital

        You have successfully followed through on your two leads.

      

      

      Was that it? No hint on where to go next? What kind of bullshit update was that!? Let me think. We were investigating the disappearances. So far they were all quite random. Plus they all fit a narrative, a disappearance easy to shrug off, explain away. The depressed and suicidal scientist on the edge of the world, an unlucky prostitute with very little power over her own destiny, and two orphans living in the poorest area of the city. What linked them altogether?

      The light bulb clicked in my brain. Holy crap.

      I ran over to the kids.

      I crouched down to speak to them at eye level. “My friend and I want to help Mira. Can you help me?”

      One of the Haeren boys grabbed the hand of a small but tough Rorn girl. They looked up at me with big innocent eyes. They didn’t move.

      “One small thing,” I said. “Mira. Was she by any chance Aeri?”

      They nodded their heads.

      “And the last orphan to vanish—was he or she an Aeri as well?”

      They nodded their heads again.

      So the disappearances weren’t random. Whoever or whatever was causing the vanishings, they were targeting Aeri citizens.

      A chime went off, alerting me of a new HUD message.

      
        
        Quest Update: Disappearances in the Capital!

        Good work! You’ve uncovered a pattern linking the disappearances. What do you do with this information? Who do you take it to first?

      

        

      
        1. King Jared Ravenmour

        2. Bertwald Graves

        3. Sir Archades

        4. The Aeri District

        5. None of the above. Someone else.

        6. Keep this to yourself.

      

      

      There was no question or hesitation here on my part. The king, Bertwald, and the

      knights—they’d been pretty much useless up to this point with regards to stopping the disappearances. I’d let them know what I’d discovered eventually. But right now, I had to let the people of the Aeri district know they were being targeted.

      I sprinted down the street, Shade right behind me.

      I had to warn the Aeri.

      I hoped it wasn’t too late.
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      Even casting shocking speed on both Shade and myself, it took us over half an hour to sprint to the Aeri district. This city was big and had no sympathy for pedestrians in a hurry. I was panting by the time we arrived in the Aeri district. We stood in the middle of the square we had been in earlier. Except what had once been filled with activity— kids playing soccer and neighborhood adults conversing together—was now empty. Where was everybody?

      The answer came in the form of an arrow landing right at our feet. Looking up, there were silhouettes of rangers on the surrounding rooftops. I was unable to make them out, but I guessed they all had arrows nocked, ready to blast through our necks. Not the warm welcome I was expecting, given I was the one rushing to help them.

      Unless.

      They were already on high alert. What happened?

      “We’re here to help,” I yelled up to the rooftops. “We believe someone in the city is causing people to disappear and is targeting Aeri citizens.”

      One of the shadows above the roof flipped off the railing, bouncing down to the ground, creating power jump mana puddles to soften his steps. It was Tien, the lovesick fiancé we’d helped earlier. As he strode towards us, he looked more determined than ever, even more determined than when we had freed him from his debt. Gone was the pathetic lovesick NPC with a lame fetch quest and in his place was a stalwart young community leader.

      “Tien?”

      The Aeri man came towards us and once recognizing us his shoulders fell in relief. He lifted his hand up to the others on the rooftop, signaling them to lower their bows.

      “Sorry,” he said. “The neighborhood watch was called into action. One of the district’s children has gone missing.”

      Shit. We got here too late.

      “Who?”

      Tien shook his head and wiped his eye. “Little Fen.”

      My heart sank. I shook my head. Not Fen. The kid who had helped us find all those quests. Who we had promised to play soccer with later.

      “When was he last seen?”

      “Over an hour ago,” said Tien. “No other suspicious things have—”

      A horn rang out. A voice hollered from the roofs. “Someone’s been spotted over by the south alley!”

      Tien looked to us, “Let’s go!”

      We dashed down a street and turned a corner and spotted a figure shrouded in a black cloak, clutching two young unconscious children in his arms. They weren’t screaming or scratching their way to escape. The captor must’ve drugged them. The bastard.

      “Stop!” we yelled, but the cloaked figure hurried down the street and turned a corner. By the time we made it there, he had vanished.

      “How is this possible?” said Tien, out of breath.

      Shade hurried to the middle of the laneway and pointed at a sewer grate. “I know which way he went.”

      The grate was askew and Shade dragged it open. The hole revealed an ominous dark pit, the vile stench of sewage wafting from below. Water rushed beneath the darkness.

      I turned to Tien. “You stay up here and get the others to guard the other sewage exits in case he tries to come back to street level. Shade and I will hunt him from down below.”

      Tien nodded and clutched his bow. “Good luck.”

      “You ready?” said Shade.

      I nodded and jumped down the crate, landing on a stone platform beside a flowing river of sewage. Shade came down after me. The faint light of the late afternoon sky cast itself across the entrance of the sewer but the path ahead was full of murky shadows. Footsteps echoed further down the underground pathway.

      On either side of the passing river of sewage were curling damp brick walls with torch attachments every few meters. I snapped my fingers and let my palms ignite with flame. I volleyed the ball of fire to the torch and the flame caught, lighting up the corridor.

      Perfect.

      We ran down the sewer. I lit up the passages ahead as we ran, conjuring fireballs. Rats scurried along the stone floor, rushing through algae and moss and through tiny carved holes in the wall. The assailant was nothing more than a rat as well, running through these murky underground corridors, hoping to escape us.

      The corridor cut off into two separate sections. We followed the echo of the running footsteps. We turned a corner and I threw a fireball across the hall, illuminating a nearby torch. The new light of the corridor caught sight of our kidnapper. I was filled with rage. I conjured a fireball and whipped it towards his back. The kidnapper spun around. With his bony pale hand he created a ghastly green energy ball, throwing it towards us. I grabbed my staff, swiping across the blow, nullifying it.

      The criminal’s stats appeared below his nameplate.

      
        
        Necrotician

        Level 10

        HP: 210

        MP: 15

      

      

      The cloaked figure raised his pale hands in the air and cast another spell. Two undead creatures emerged from the river of green sewage. They were monstrous and repulsive. They had red slimy flesh, skin turned inside out. Their faces were the skulls of rhino-like creatures with long crooked skeletal horns. Sharp bones jutted from their spines down to their toes. They had long arms and razor-edged bone axes for hands.

      The creatures’ stats appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Corpse Golem

        Level 8

        HP: 370

        MP: 7

      

      

      They each roared, charging towards us. The cloaked figure, with the two children clutched under his arm, hurried down the corridor, leaving us to fight his undead minions. There was no getting around them.

      Shit.

      “We have to kill these guys fast, Shade,” I said.

      The corpse golems ran straight for us, their bone axe hands swinging back and forth with every step. Time to slow them down. I stretched out my hand, casting ruptured ground. The floor at the undead’s feet, rippled and crumbled into jagged rock. The undead tripped and fell. Nice. But then they got up and continued their assault towards us. No HP damage at all.

      I clutched my staff, drawing all the excess mana in the area, summoning a large fireball in my hand. Time to toast these corpses. I threw the fireball at the incoming galloping beast. The creature lunged into the attack. The blast did zero damage again.

      Shade, dual-wielding his revolvers, unleashed a rapid fire of bullets. The attacks stunned the incoming enemy and knocked them back. But nothing more, no damage done.

      These guys were freaking invincible.

      “Uh Shade,” I said. “What do we do? Our attacks don’t affect them.”

      “Get back,” Shade yelled and ran down the corridor.

      One of the corpse golems leapt across the sewer’s passage and dug its bone cleavers into my chest. A hot pain seared through my entire body. The bone spikes sliced through my lungs and organs. My HP plummeted every second the bone cleaver stayed wedged into my body. It hissed at me with its tiny teeth and foul-smelling breath. It had me stuck in its grip.

      Did I hand off another phoenix feather to Shade? He wouldn’t get it in time. I had three seconds to live. I had to prolong my life.

      I searched inside myself and stretched my chest out, letting the cleaver hands stab deeper into me. A vaporous mist of healing rain surrounded me. It didn’t quite push my HP percentage up but it fought the rapid decline. The corpse golem shrieked in pain, ripping its bone cleaver hands from me and jumping backwards, knocking its partner over in the process.

      Blood leaked out of my body like crazy. I cast healing mist again. I materialized a health potion, chugging it down. The wounds on my chest closed, my HP bar returning to 85%.

      The corpse golems guarding the passageway didn’t come any closer to fight me.

      They didn’t like healing magic. Of course. How could I forget? It was the classic way to defeat undead monsters in the original Arcane Kingdom games. Alright, you undead bastards, it’s time you received a full dose of regenerative rain water. It was time for healing mist to shine as my most badass spell. Only problem was that healing mist created an aura of curative mist around me. The ability only let me heal those nearby; it didn’t have a team support function like shocking speed, so I’d have to get up close and personal with these corpse golems.

      I cast stone skin to give me extra protection from the monsters’ attacks. Then I lunged in. I dove between the two monsters and let myself summon the restorative mist. A cloud of curative rain water fell down on me. The corpse golems recoiled in pain, their HP taking a hit. I chased them down the hall as they shrieked in agony from the restorative vapor.

      The last thing the undead liked was being brought back to life.

      I cast healing mist again and again. I piggybacked myself onto the bony back of the golem. It wriggled and shrieked until the healing magic plummeted its HP to zero.

      
        
        +140 EXP!

      

      

      I piggybacked onto the other golem without any fear. The healing mist was so powerful against them, they didn’t even attack back. Healing magic was their kryptonite. I healed the final golem to death, its corpse slinking back into the green sewage water.

      
        
        +140 EXP!

      

      

      Shade poked his head out from the corner, his face pale with fear. “Did you kill them?”

      “Yeah—I healed them to death,” I said.

      “Nice,” he emerged from the wall and hurried towards me. “Good thing neither one of us panicked.”

      “Yeah, totally,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      We ran down the sewer hallway until we emerged at a wooden door. The necrotician must have gone through here. I pushed the door and it swung open into a room. We stepped inside and my whole body shuddered at the sight in front of us.
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      We stood at the entrance to a large circular room full of shelves with scrolls, skulls, and laboratory equipment. In the middle was an alchemy table with beakers, flasks, and a rack of test tubes full of different-colored liquids. A wooden operating table sat in the corner. It was stained in blood from previous surgeries. A scalpel lay on the floor.

      I gagged at the sight of all the equipment. The cell doors of cages along the perimeter of the room swung in and out. Papers were strewn on the floor. Our culprit must have run through here and took what he needed as fast as possible. There was a door on the other side leading to more sewer passages.

      “Stay here,” said Shade, darting ahead through the door and down the passage.

      I didn’t expect Shade to holler for me. The culprit was long gone after our fight with the corpse golems. We needed to investigate this room. Get an idea on what he was doing with his kidnapped victims.

      I picked up a piece of paper from the floor. It was a medical diagram, a sketch of an Aeri male, his body parts labeled and described. There was a close up of the Aeri’s face with labels drawn all over the Aeri’s left eyeball. I didn’t understand most of the text on the page; it was written in a coded language.

      What the hell was all this?

      Shade rushed back into the room, panting. He shook his head. “The passage separates into three corridors. No way to know which way he went. Have you figured out what this room is all about?”

      My stomach rumbled like I was going to throw up. I had no idea what was going on in here, but something told me it wasn’t good.

      “HELP!”

      My eyes darted to the corner of the room. Someone clutched at the bars of their cell, shaking them in the hopes to break free. I ran towards the cell and saw a Muumuu woman in ragged cloth garments similar to the ones I’d started the game in. She had a bob of orange hair with cute fox ears poking from the back, big hazel eyes, and a bushy tail as tall as her. Her face was dirty and pale. She was crying and shivering.

      “Help me, please.”

      I grabbed hold of the cage’s bars and pulled. They wouldn't budge. I turned to Shade. “This is your department. Got a lockpick?”

      “What kind of question is that,” said Shade, pushing me aside. “Of course, I got a lockpick.”

      He fiddled with the cell door until it creaked open. The fox woman ran out and squeezed Shade’s legs in a massive hug.

      “Um,” said Shade. “Hello?”

      I didn’t have time for awkward theatrics. I nudged Shade aside and crouched down so I was eye-level with the Muumuu girl.

      “What’s your name?”

      The girl sniffled. “Kari.”

      “Okay Kari—do you know what the hell is going on in here?”

      The fox girl wiped her eyes. “I don’t know. I’ve been here almost a day. All I wanted was to get away from those horrible things…” She sniffled. “This game was supposed to be the safest means of escape.”

      Game?

      This girl was a player. I was so caught up in this plot between NPCs, I forgot there were other players beyond my friends in this game.

      “I loaded the game yesterday and I’ve been stuck here the entire time,” sobbed the Muumuu.

      Only yesterday!

      I clutched her shoulders and shook her. “You were back in the real world yesterday?”

      She nodded. I was scaring her. I didn’t mean to. But I had to know the truth. I had to know what happened back on Earth.

      “What’s happening out there?”

      “The virus,” she said. “It’s spread all over the world. It was on the news. A breakout in Berlin. The plague has evolved. A mutation. Those plagued are now turning into—”

      She was unable to say the words. Zombies. Flesh-eaters. Monsters.

      “What did they say about United North America?” I asked, panic in my voice.

      This was it. Everything I wanted to know about what was happening outside this game. It all followed from this question.

      The fox girl stared up at me, her eyes shaking with fear. She was afraid. She didn’t want to upset me. She didn’t want to endanger her new found safety by pissing off those who had just released her.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, keeping my voice level. “I want to know the truth.”

      But an echo of a thought pierced through my mind: did I really?

      “United North America,” said the girl, “was the first to go.”

      I shook my head. No. Tears filled my eyes. Faces of my family—my brother, mother, father—all flashed through my mind. They were all gone. They had done so much to save me from a similar fate. What had I done to help them?

      “All the cities across the continent blacked out,” said the girl. “The rest of the world got shut off from them. I was witnessing it all from the UK, in London. No one knew what was happening in North America for at least twenty-four hours.”

      This was all gibberish to Shade but sensing how upset I was he put his hand on my back.

      “Fuck,” I yelled. “What about those of us in here then? Are we all sitting ducks, trapped in those pods, waiting for flesh-eaters to come and tear us apart?”

      The girl shook her head. “Before the continent-wide blackout TriCorp started transporting all of its United North American users in their gamepods to an underground bunker close to where their servers and back-up servers were held. It was the same in the U.K., Europe and Asia. The company was prepared for the worst-case scenario and was acting upon it.”

      I was reminded of the level 1 girl from yesterday. Torn apart from outside the game, obliterated from this new world altogether. She had had bad luck on two accounts: her cognitive upload was still incomplete when the zombies found her and she had entered a game pod in an insecure location. Still, what was to stop those flesheaters from finding these bunkers and destroying the servers? Not today or tomorrow but what about in weeks, months, or years?

      I stood up and shook my head. I walked away, pacing back and forth. I stopped in front of the operating table. It was official. The world outside was gone, with everybody in it. A sadness coursed through me, making my whole body weak. My shoulders shivered. My face crinkled and I let my head fall into my hands, concealing the tears running down my cheeks. My thoughts kept returning to my family. I was never going to see them again. Before now I was able to hold out the tiniest sliver of hope, but now there was none. They were gone forever.

      I sighed, wiping my eyes. This entire time I’d been searching for answers. It was what I had promised Serena. I had been lying to her and myself. I was only ever after the truth I wanted to hear. Never the actual answers such questions might bring.

      Where did we go from here? I’d have to tell Serena what the Muumuu girl had told me. I’d have to bring this laboratory to the attention of Bertwald and the king. I’d have to let the Aeri know I had failed at rescuing Fen.

      What kind of sick world had the developers of this game invented? Purple liquid dripped from the blood-stained operating table. I bent down towards the puddle of violet ooze. I scanned the item from my HUD and received a prompt:

      
        
        New Item Alert! Glob of Purified Mana (x1)

      

      

      A crafting material. It must’ve been uncommon or rare even. But why hadn’t I seen it on the material board in the Trader’s Forum? Anything mana related came with a high-cost value. Unless this was an illegal material. Whatever it was, I didn’t like the look of it.

      “They were extracting that from the people they brought here,” said Kari. “Those purple globs. They needed it for their experiments. ‘For the operation,’ I heard them say.”

      More questions swirled in my mind, but did I really want to know the answers behind them?
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      We hurried back through the sewers and climbed up to the city’s surface level. The afternoon light felt oppressive after our trip underground. I squinted at the surrounding empty streets of the Aeri district. Where was Tien? Had the security force found anything?

      We headed towards the district’s central square. Kari followed behind us. She kept her head low and glanced around furtively. She walked behind Shade, his legs her own personal protective shield.

      What were we going to do with her? She’d been through enough messed up stuff already, sticking with us meant encountering more weird shit. Trouble followed our party wherever we went. She needed to know what she was getting into by coming with us. She needed a chance to bow out.

      I stopped walking. “Kari. You’ve been through a lot down there. Things will only get worse for you if you stick with us. I’ll give you half of my gold now if you want. You can take it and find an inn, join a crafting or merchant guild, pursue a simpler life here in A.K.O.” I sighed. “What I’m saying is: you don’t have to come with us if you don’t want to. You didn’t get yourself involved in all of this mess. If you want—”

      The fox girl shook her head. “You guys helped me out back there. I want do the same for those two kids. How does the old saying go: ‘keep calm and carry on’? Let’s do that, yeah?”

      She was firm in her stance. I wasn’t going to fight her on it. I smiled and nodded. Good. I sent her a party invite and took in her stats.

      
        
        Kari Foster

        Level 1

        Race: Muumuu (Asahna)

      

        

      
        HP: 90

        MP: 23

      

        

      
        ATKP: 3

        MTKP: 8

        TGH: 3

        SPIRIT: 18

        LUCK: 8

      

      

      She was only level 1. Of course. We’d have to train her up quick.

      Kari’s eyes squinted as she read through our party information on her own head-up display. She glanced at Shade. “You’re a thief?”

      The Lirana shrugged, “What can I say—the profession called to me.”

      “But you’re so loud and goofy?”

      The thief made a face and scratched the back of his head. “I, uhh—” I’d never seen the Lirana so lost for words. “It’s all misdirection, okay? I’m loud and goofy to distract you from all the stuff I’ve pickpocketed off of you. That’s right! That’s why I’m loud. It’s all orchestrated by me. Shade. Master thief.” He shook his head, flustered.

      “Okay,” she giggled. “But you haven’t stolen anything from me though?”

      Shade grinned, his whiskers perking up. “Because you have nothing in your inventory.” He tapped a finger on his forehead. “I checked, you see?”

      Her face reddened. “You didn’t check, you knew already I didn’t have anything.”

      “A master magician doesn’t reveal his secrets,” explained Shade.

      Kari’s cheeks remained bright red with frustration.

      “If you’re wondering if you ever get used to his antics,” I said, “Let me warn you now: you don’t.”

      The square was filled with people when we got there. Tien and his local security force were comforting neighbors and children. Tien strode towards us when we arrived. His face was solemn and pale.

      “He got away from us Tien,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

      “The shadow man must still be down in those sewers,” said Tien, shaking his head. “We still have men on patrol at all the exits and no one has appeared.”

      “It’s a maze down there,” I said. “We’ll need an army to explore every nook and cranny. I’m going to go speak to the king right now.”

      “Thank you,” said Tien. “The district will be on high alert until both children are returned home.” He walked back towards the crowd of distressed Aeri citizens.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “We don’t have any time to waste.”

      Walking away, I noticed a rubber ball across the street sitting in a puddle.

      Fen’s voice cut through my thoughts: “Really! You’ll come back and play with me?”

      I went over to the puddle, crouched down and picked up the ball.

      
        
        New Item Alert! Kid’s Ball (x1)

      

      

      I added the ball to my inventory and let it dematerialize in my hands.

      We’re still going to play ball kid. I clenched my fists. I made a promise and I plan to keep it.

      A cry pierced through the crowd of Aeri citizens. Sabetha and Old Noroo held up a middle-aged woman who was shaking.

      Fen’s mother. She had the same eyes and hair color as the boy. Skinny too.

      The two ladies helped the grief-stricken mother towards a tarnished door beside a bakery. I approached them, hating what I was about to do. But it had to be done.

      “Sabetha,” I said. “Is this Fen’s mother? Is this their home?”

      The woman nodded.

      “May I please come in? We still don’t know everything there is to know about the kidnappings—”

      “What are you saying?” cried Fen’s mother. “This is somehow Fen’s fault?”

      I shook my head. “No. I doubt Fen is nothing more than collateral damage, a boy at the wrong place at the wrong time, but if he isn’t: I need to know.”

      “We were doing fine before people like you showed up,” she said. Her words were coated in venom. Another attack on the Eldra Aeri. She then scowled at Kari. Oh. I had misunderstood. The insult had a wider range. People like us. The Chosen.

      “I'm sorry,” I said. “The more I know, the more I can help us get Fen back. May I see his room?”

      The mother was about to yell more curses at us when Noroo gripped the woman’s shoulders and said. “Listen to him, Reshya. He wants to help.” Noroo helped the woman sit down at a bench. She gestured to Sabetha, “Let them in. We’ll wait out here.”

      Sabetha grabbed the keys from Reshya and opened the door to the apartment. We entered a foyer with a dusty wooden stairwell. We walked up the steps to the apartment overtop the bakery. The place was a mess: piles of unwashed dishes, clothes strewn everywhere, and empty wine bottles rolling all across the floor.

      My heart went out to Fen. Reshya as well. It wasn’t easy being a single parent.

      I told Shade and Kari to wait in the living room as I went across the hall to a room with a star painted on it. I opened it to find the tidiest kid’s room I’d ever seen. The bed was made and the small shelf of toys was organized neatly. This was Fen’s oasis from the troublesome life beyond the walls. He kept it orderly, a safeguard against the chaos in his life.

      The poor kid.

      I went over to the window and looked out to the square. The district’s security force was still attempting to calm down the community as calls for protest and riots abounded. The alley in which I found the ball was in sight from here.

      A thought came to me.

      Fen had known about all sorts of available quests when we first came to the district. He was observant. He noticed things others ignored. His kidnapping was the first one of all the recent vanishings to be spotted. Why? All the other victims existed on the outer fringes of society, their disappearances shrugged off and forgotten, but a neighborhood kid who everyone knew was harder to ignore.

      Unless Fen was never supposed to have been taken. It was an accident of fate. Fen must have seen the kidnapper, witnessed the crime and saw his face. The kidnapper couldn’t leave him behind so he made a quick decision and nabbed the boy as well.

      This agent of Arethkar’s was calculating, precise. The necrotician hadn’t made a single mistake up until now. Which was both good and bad for us.

      The good: we were closer to figuring out why Arethkar was orchestrating these kidnappings.

      The bad: if the necrotician had never planned on taking Fen, it meant one of the kidnapped children—in the eyes of this calculating agent—was disposable.

      There was no time to waste.
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      I stepped out onto the streets. “I have an idea.”

      I transferred 100 gold coins from my inventory to Shade’s. “I’m going to head back to the keep and inform the king about everything we’ve found out. I’m hoping we get the army and the Kingsblood searching through the sewers for the Arethkarian agent. In the meantime, Shade, why don’t you and Kari go to Trader’s Forum and pick up a decent set of starter gear for her? The cloth rags you begin with are useless. Then go out and train against whatever beginner monsters they have outside the city walls. If things continue to get worse, we’ll need every advantage we can get.”

      Shade and Kari nodded.

      “Keep an eye on your party chat in case I message you. Be prepared to meet up at a moment’s notice.”

      I left them and hurried back to the keep. Along the way, I messaged Serena in party chat.

      
        
        Clay: Where are you? My day has been mental. We need to catch up ASAP.

      

        

      
        Serena: Are you at the keep? Let me finish this last bit of reading and I’ll come to you. Is everything okay?

      

        

      
        Clay: I’m heading to the castle now. Message me when you’re here.

      

      

      I entered the bailey and found Edward Silver and Prince Fergus sparring with short swords. They were both red in the face and very focused on their bout. I ran past them towards the main hall.

      Another message came in. It was from Theobold.

      
        
        Personal Message: WTF (4)

      

        

      
        Do you not respond to your messages then?

      

        

      
        Theobold

      

      

      Crap. I had forgotten to write him. I wrote a quick message, summarizing what Bertwald had told me earlier about who he was and the department he had worked in. Also a few notes on Arethkar and its insane treatment of players. I sent the message off, closed my HUD, and entered the main hall, hurrying towards the throne room.

      The doors to the king’s main chamber were shut. Standing in front of them was Sir Archades, his arms crossed. Even indoors and out of danger, his golden helmet stayed on his head.

      “Archades,” I said, panting. “I need to speak to the king. It’s an emergency.”

      “The king doesn’t wish to see anyone right now.”

      “Okay, but there’s a crisis in the city.”

      “I haven’t heard anything,” said Archades. “Have you found anything more concerning the king’s quest?”

      I had found out more but I didn’t want to share it with Archades. Nowhere in the quest did it specify doing so was a requirement. I’d tell him as little as possible.

      “Two children have been kidnapped from the city. I believe it's the same person behind the vanishings. My party and I lost the culprit in the sewers. I want the king to call upon the army to do a manhunt through the city’s underground.”

      Sir Archades balked. “Are you a captain now, Clay Hopewell? I’ll pass your information on but what we do with it is the king’s decision.”

      The knight didn’t budge, made no movement towards opening the door and speaking to the king.

      I turned around and headed out the main hallway. I needed to find Bertwald. Someone who understood what was at stake, who would convince the king to act. I spoke to a guard outside the hall for directions to Bertwald’s chambers.

      At the top of a western tower, I found an open door to a large library. The king’s advisor stood by an open window, the huge bookshelves looming behind him.

      “Bertwald,” I said, out of breath. “You need to inform the king. The Arethkarian agent, he’s kidnapped two kids.”

      The advisor’s eyebrows jumped in surprise. He took a deep breath. “Are you serious?”

      “Shade and I chased him through the sewers. He got away. He’s targeting Aeri for globs of purified mana.”

      “Okay, slow down,” said Bertwald. “I’m messaging the king now. I’m going to tell him to send multiple teams of soldiers to explore the underground parts of the city.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Okay, it’s done,” said Bertwald, pulling a handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbing his forehead. He waddled over to a nearby sofa chair and sat down. “Please, Clay, take a seat.”

      My eyebrows furrowed. “Um, I’d rather go join the soldiers in the sewer?”

      Bertwald shook his head. “I’m sorry Clay. In getting the king to send soldiers out, he’s requested I speak to you about an important matter. The king and I have wanted to discuss this with you ever since you arrived in Land’s Shield. Time is running out.”

      “But we still have another two days for the quest,” I said.

      “It’s only partially related,” said Bertwald. “Please sit down.”

      I walked over to the sofa and sat down on a chair across from it, facing the advisor.

      Bertwald rolled up his sleeve, revealing the swirling Prophetic Seal spreading out from his wrist. “In the event of a full-scale attack on Land’s Shield, would you be willing to use your Prophetic Seal to aid us in battle?”

      Whoah. An intense question. I peered down at the gloves concealing the mark of forbidden magic on my wrist. Would I fight on behalf of Laergard? I guess in many ways I was already doing so. But would I use this—this destructive glitch-fueled power—to fight another nation of NPCs and players? How far would I be willing to go to break the game’s laws of reality? Would I let myself destroy my own soul and body forever? These were big questions. The kind you didn’t know the answer to until you were put right in the very situation.

      Arethkar, however, was behind the kidnapping of Fen and Mari and enslaving all those players. If I had the power to protect those who were unable to protect themselves, then I’d use it.

      There was one major problem.

      “It’s a tough question to answer,” I admitted to Bertwald. “Since I don’t know how to use this power.”

      The man grinned and clutched his right wrist with his left hand. “I said I’d walk you through it, didn’t I?”

      I nodded, gesturing for him to proceed with his lesson.

      “Can you tell me how you’ve used your power in the past?”

      “I can’t explain it. The only noticeable pattern is that the power unlocks when I’m endangered.”

      “Unsurprising. Everything in this game was modeled after reality back on earth. Have you ever heard stories of drowning victims pulling people twice their size into the ocean with them? The fight or flight instinct of humans exist in this game too. So when your subconscious recognizes you’re in danger, it taps into whatever available strength and power you have even if you aren’t fully aware how to use it.”

      He lifted his arms, still clutching his right wrist with his left hand. “Do you see what I’m doing right now?” With his left thumb, he pressed down on the center of the dark mark. “You do the same.”

      I lifted my right wrist and pressed on the Prophetic Seal through my gloves with my left hand. A click echoed through my ear. My HUD window changed and a translucent green screen covered most of my vision, showing prompts I’d never seen before.

      
        
        Command_Center_UI

        Please issue a command

        _

      

      

      What the?

      “You see the prompt then?” said Bertwald.

      “Yeah. It’s asking me for a command,” I said. “In the past it’s given me options…”

      “Your subconscious saving you again,” explained Bertwald. “To use it manually, you must know the exact command code you wish to use.”

      Those earlier battles came back to me. What were the command codes I’d seen then?

      “The one I used in the Battle of Arondale was ‘//run: restore_corrupted_file’.”

      Bertwald nodded along. “Yes, a favorite amongst the dev team. But against Arethkar two codes will save us.”

      “What two are they?”

      “The first is ‘//run: nullify_attack’,” said Bertwald, “And the second is the one you saw me use on the poor pigeon yesterday. It is the most dangerous and most destructive one to your own self. It is ‘run//: delete_file’.”

      “Those both sound very serious,” I said.

      “They are,” replied Bertwald. “The last one can only be used a total of five times before it corrupts your entire soul and you fall into permanent death.”

      “Five times isn’t much.”

      “Really?” said Bertwald, his eyebrows raised in surprise. “To me, the ability to play as the ruler of existence, limited as it may be, is a gun with five too many bullets.”

      “But aren’t you asking me to use those five bullets?”

      The man shook his head, lost in thought. “Of course, of course. It is a power we can’t afford not to use and the thing is we don’t even need five bullets. We need one shot or two to land on an Arethkarian dreadnought to disrupt their fleet and pave our way to victory.”

      “What if I miss?” I said. “Or you do?”

      “Then we have eight shots left.”

      “Have you not found any other devs with Prophetic Seals? Isn’t there a cult who worships them?”

      “Most of them are in hiding now. They aren’t easy to find,” said Bertwald. He raised his hand. “Let’s take a quick break and then I’ll show you more useful command codes.”

      The king’s advisor walked over to a tray where there was a carafe of water and glasses. He poured himself a glass and took a long sip.

      In the corner of my HUD flashed a bunch of message notifications. I opened up the first one and saw it was Serena in party chat.

      
        
        Serena: Clay! Please come to your bedchamber as soon as you get this. Serious emergency. We need to talk. I’ve messaged Shade already as well.

      

      

      Uh oh. What happened?

      I closed the party chat screen and saw I had another message from Theobold in my personal inbox.

      
        
        Personal Message: WTF (6)

      

        

      
        Clay—you’re in grave danger. Gregory Samson never worked in the architectural rendering division at TriCorp. Whoever is claiming to be him is lying to you. Get out of Land’s Shield at once.
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      Bertwald put down his empty glass on the tray. “Shall we keep going?”

      I was at a loss for words. If this man wasn’t who he said he was—who the hell was he? I wanted to confront him, tell him I had proof of his fraudulent identity. But Theobold said I was in grave danger. I needed to get out of here.

      “You know I feel sick,” I said. “I got a spider bite from earlier in the day and it may have been infected.”

      Spider bite? It was moments like these I needed Shade’s 50+ luck stat to come up with better lies.

      “Oh, let me see,” said Bertwald, concern in his voice. “I’m no medic-mage but I’ve studied the science.”

      I shook my head. “No. I need to lie down.”

      Bertwald frowned. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Yeah I’m going to need my rest if we’re going to take on Arethkar.”

      Bertwald paused. His eyebrows furrowed. “If you must go, you must go.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      I hurried from the room and when I was out of earshot sprinted down the stairs of the tower. My chest was heaving by the time I made it back to my bedchambers. Inside, I found Serena, Shade, and Kari all standing around, concern on their faces.

      “Where have you been Clay-clay?” said Shade. He turned to Serena, “Since our fearless leader is back—mind telling us what’s going on?”

      “Guys,” I said, panting. “I need to talk to you.”

      “No Clay,” said Serena. “I’ve found something big. We need to leave Land’s Shield tonight.”

      Did she find out about Bertwald as well?

      “You won’t believe what I’ve discovered in the library,” said Serena, pacing back and forth across the bedchamber. Shade sat on the windowsill while Kari stood in the corner. “Remember how I told you there was a cult of NPCs who worshipped those with the Prophetic Seal known as the Dark Protectorate? Well, what I didn’t know was there existed an opposing faction, those who were dedicated to hunting those with the seal down by any means necessary, even if it meant harnessing forbidden magic against others who wielded it.”

      “Okay,” I said. “And why does this matter to us?”

      “Has Theobold told you anymore about Bertwald?”

      My shoulders shot up. “He has,” I said. “How do you know?”

      “Well, take this in,” continued Serena. “Most of the group’s members and their whereabouts are shrouded in mystery but I was able to find a little about its founding members. One of the earliest members of this group—The Warriors of Light—was an NPC by the name of Bartholomew Graves.”

      Graves. Bertwald’s last name. What the fuck?

      There was a knock at the door. All of us jumped in shock.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      Nobody answered.

      Someone behind the door knocked again.

      I turned towards the window, the only way out of here. Shade and Kari were collapsed on the floor.

      “Guys—what are you doing right now?”

      A large thump shuddered on the ground. Serena had fallen. Her head lolled to the side. She gurgled, attempting to speak. Her mouth filled with foam.

      A cloud of smoke leaked through a small vent in the corner of the chamber. It was the last thing I saw before everything went black.
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      Ash crackled and burned. I awoke to shadowy flickers of torchlight. I turned my head left then right and found myself on a stone operating table. My entire party—Shade, Serena, and Kari—were all lying unconscious in a row of stone tables.

      Across the room in front of a table full of beakers and strange liquids, stood Bertwald. He held a large medieval syringe. “Good evening, Clay. I injected you with a special serum so you’d wake up. I wanted us to have a little chat. A proper conversation, you know, with everyone’s cards on the table.” He placed the needle down on the table.

      “Who the hell are you? I know now you’re not Gregory Samson.”

      He grinned. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      I stood up off the operating table. “There’s other developers trapped in NPCs, you’re not the only one. A friend of mine told me Gregory Samson never worked in the architectural rendering division of TriCorp.”

      Bertwald shook his head, muttering. He giggled to himself. “Gregory, Gregory, Gregory. I guess you did have the last laugh.” His attention turned back to me. “Let me fill you in. Gregory Samson is dead. I killed him years ago.”

      I glanced around for my staff, but he had taken all of our weapons.

      “You see Gregory—little game developer Gregory—saw this world as a game. He ran around killing innocent people, robbing them, raping them, whatever he pleased. He claimed to be testing the ‘game’s parameters.’ But really, he had no respect for this world. Someone needed to teach him a lesson. I should’ve taught it to him sooner.”

      Bertwald’s voice was shaking. He clutched the pendant hanging from his neck. “I should’ve stopped him before he killed my wife.”

      I stood there, stunned. His murdered wife. The seed of Bertwald’s anger. The reasoning behind all his actions.

      “But why would you claim to be him?”

      “Well, part of him lives on with me,” he said, lifting up his wrist showing the swirling dark mark of the Prophetic Seal. “I tortured him and learned everything about him. He told me about this precious Earth all you Chosen come from. He told me about your games, your portals to other worlds. Arcane Kingdom Online he said it was called. He told me everything.”

      Holy shit. Bertwald wasn’t even a player. He was an NPC.

      “Yet, amidst all the stuff he told me, he also made sure to mention he worked in the architectural rendering division of TriCorp. He snuck such a detail in so one day my true identity would be exposed. Clever bastard.”

      I moved closer towards him. “But how do you have his Prophetic Seal on your wrist?”

      “You saw me down in the sewer. You saw my class pop up in your user interface. Necrotician. It’s a special class. A hybrid between Engineer and Necromancer, specializing in genetic engineering. Welding one person’s body parts to another.” He raised his arm with the seal and turned his wrist. “Do you like my work?”

      “So you’re behind the kidnappings?”

      “Yes. You see, to bind one’s flesh to another’s not only requires my special skill but an immense amount of materials. The most difficult to obtain being globs of purified mana. Luckily for me, the Aeri host lots of such material in their veins.”

      A cold shiver went through my body.

      “Why are you telling me all this?”

      “It’s a test, Clay. To see how you would react. Both the king and I knew who was behind the disappearances. We wanted to see how you’d react to the truth.” He paused. “I can see it in you: a thirst for knowledge, for discovery. Endless curiosity. You remind me of myself. That’s why we haven’t killed you yet; we want you on our side. We believe you want to be on our side as well. Don’t you want to know the truth? I can show you, Clay. I can tell you all about Konrad Takeshimi, the Prophetic Seal, the ghosts who appear in your dreams. Don’t you want to know the answers to all your questions?”

      A quest prompt appeared.

      
        
        Quest Update: Disappearances in the Capital

        You have discovered the mystery behind the disappearances in Land’s Shield. King Jared Ravenmour and his advisor Bertwald Graves have been kidnapping Aeri citizens and salvaging their bodies for globs of purified mana. Do you join forces with the king in his pursuit of knowledge and power? Or do you reject his offer of an alliance at whatever the cost may be?

      

        

      
        Choose:

      

        

      
        a) Join forces with King Jared and his advisor Bertwald Graves

        Reward: 10,000 EXP + Respected Status Amongst the Laergardian Royal Family for you and your party + The safe return of the kidnapped children + Access to Bertwald’s Secret Library and the Answers to all the Great Mysteries of Illyria.

      

        

      
        b) Reject Bertwald’s Offer

        Reward: ?

      

      

      “What will it be Clay?”

      I stood there, not sure what to do. Would siding with them be any different to when I initially accepted this quest? I hated to admit it but there were very enticing reasons to go with the first option. They were offering me and my friends safety, something the second option didn’t guarantee. They were even offering the freedom of the kidnapped children. They were mere pawns in all of this. They were involved through no fault of their own, only sheer bad luck. I couldn’t gamble with their fates when it was so easy to guarantee their safety, could I?

      I almost spoke up, but then I hesitated. Something didn’t feel right.

      The safety of my friends and the kidnapped kids didn’t guarantee the well-being of everyone else in Laergard; and Bertwald and Jared’s regime would only continue to harm more people in their pursuit of knowledge and power. These guys were evil through and through. An alliance with them was not to be rationalized. It was a sign of approval for all the messed up shit they’d done. No way. I got angrier and angrier as I thought about everyone they had harmed. All the people they’d kidnapped and murdered.

      “Your answer?” asked Bertwald.

      I conjured two giant fireballs in my hands. “Fuck you, you psychotic murderous piece of shit!”

      I lifted my arms and unleashed the flames at the necrotician’s face.
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      The necrotician back flipped in the air and dodged the fire blast.

      “So you’ve made your choice then,” smiled Bertwald. He lifted his arms and a ghoulish crackle of green lightning shot through his bony pale hands and out towards a pile of femurs and skulls resting in the corner. The eldritch magic seeped through the bones, levitating them off the ground. The nightmarish lightning threaded itself across the different skeletal pieces, gluing the ossified remains and creating the necromantic cartilage needed to hold all the bones together. In seconds, the pile of loose skulls, mandibles, rib cages, spinal columns and other fossilized pieces had been brought to life in the form of three skeleton warriors, their eyes glowing a bright neon green. They picked up scimitars off the ground and charged towards me.

      
        
        Skeleton Warrior

        Level 9

        HP: 360

        MP: 9

      

      

      I hurried to the back of the laboratory, keeping an eye on Bertwald. The king’s advisor skulked around the operating tables, coming towards me with a dagger drawn.

      My fingers heated up as a swirl of orange flames emerged in the palm of my hands. I pulled my arm back and swung the fiery projectile at the incoming skeletons. The fireball swirled through the air, knocking straight into a skeleton warrior’s head, decapitating him. The skull of the warrior went flying across the room. The fossilized head crashed against the side of a wall, crackling to dust.

      Aha.

      I whipped the fireball in my other hand at the other skeleton warrior, knocking its head off like the first. I did the same with the third skeleton warrior as well.

      A glint of steel flashed in my vision. I maneuvered out of the way but it was too late. Bertwald’s dagger dug into my shoulder blade. At first it felt like he had only punched me with his fist, but then the steel slid out from my flesh. A cold shiver ran through my body. The attack had taken 15% of my HP off. He swung down again but I summoned another fireball, clenched my burning fingers into a fist and laid a fire punch to his gut. He reeled backwards from the blow.

      Bertwald’s eyes bulged and he wiped blood and drool from his face with his pale hand. He ran back at me, dagger in the air.

      What was I doing fighting in such close quarters? Hell to the no.

      I blasted off from my position in the corner, sliding across to the other side of the room, leaving a blazing trail of fire beneath my boots. I zoomed past the skeleton warriors onto the other side of the room.

      But wait. I’d finished them, hadn’t I?

      Not quite. The second and third blasts hadn’t been as effective as the first. I had knocked off the skeleton warriors’ heads but they didn’t travel as far as the others had. Instead the skeleton warriors bumped around, hoping to find their heads on the ground at their feet.

      I ran towards the three bumbling headless skeletons and summoned a restorative healing rain around us. I hugged the creatures making sure they received the healing dew. The curative power made their bones wither and crumble back to the ground.

      
        
        +315 EXP!

        +315 EXP!

        +315 EXP!

      

      

      I stood by the entrance to the laboratory. “I’m not letting you escape, Bertwald.”

      The necrotician grinned. “Your silly move works when I’m not around, but I’m here to undo your damage,” he said. He lifted his bony hand and let his fingers dance in the air, the ghoulish green energy flying out of his fingers and palms. The necromantic power slithered through the air, swirling amongst the rubble of bones I’d killed, picking up the pieces, gluing them back together until the skeleton warriors were back to full health. The necrotician even made sure to grab a new skull for the one missing a head. Worse, when he was finished reanimating the skeleton warriors at my feet, he shot a blast to the pile of bones in the far corner, creating even more skeleton fighters. Shit.

      “I have more mana than you boy,” he grinned, revealing in the side of his cloak at least seven MP potions. “Do the math, you can’t win this fight.”

      I backed into the corner as the two separate squads of skeleton warriors approached me. What was I going to do? Restorative mist would be able to take out this wave of warriors, but what then? Bertwald was right; he’d win a battle of attrition. If only I had more members of my party here. Of course, they were here. Shade, Kari, and Serena were all lying asleep on the operating tables. How did I wake them up?

      The syringe!

      My epiphany was cut short by a scimitar’s blade slicing across my back. An icy pain rushed through me. I fell to the ground. White noise—like a hospital heart monitor gone still—filled my ears. My head throbbed. I was at 40% HP. Two more hits and I was a goner. I rolled on the floor and slammed a fire punch into the skeletal groin of one of the surrounding warriors, sending its hip bone flying across the room. Time for healing mist to do its work: restoring my health and killing these fuckers.

      The restorative mist and clouds of the healing spell surrounded me, shooting my HP back up to 80%. The four skeleton warriors near me, shriveled and recoiled in pain. Two of them crumbled to the ground.

      
        
        +315 EXP!

        +315 EXP!

      

      

      I got up off the ground, ignoring the experience prompts and pushed the remaining warriors out of the way. I hurried to the desk and picked up the syringe. Bertwald cackled behind me, bringing back to life more skeleton warriors. I shook my head and ignored him. I gripped the thick needle. I hoped this worked. I hurried over to Serena. Please don’t be poison. Please don’t be poison. I stood over her unconscious body with the needle. The skeleton warriors were encroaching. Here goes nothing. I jammed the needle into Serena’s arm. Her whole upper body shot up. She gasped awake.

      “No time to explain,” I said. “But we’re fighting skeletons and Bertwald this very second.”

      Four different scimitars fell through the air towards us. I hugged Serena and clutched her close, casting healing mist at the same time. The skeletons recoiled and one of them fell to the ground in a pile of bones. I let go of Serena, bent down and picked up the fallen scimitar and handed it to her. “Until we get your sword back.”

      She nodded and jumped off the operating table.

      Three more skeletons came straight at us.

      “You distract Bertwald,” I said. “I’ll deal with the undead.”

      I ran towards the three oncoming warriors. “Great to see you guys again. How about a hug?”

      I scrunched my nose in disgust as I bear hugged the middle warrior. My arms clasped around the rotting decrepit bones. The warriors at the side jabbed me in the ribs, a burst of blood shooting out of either side of me. The pain hurt. But it wouldn’t last long. I cast yet again my MVP spell of this fight, healing mist. My HP rose, sealing the open wounds across my body, while wreaking destructive havoc on the undead soldiers. They recoiled and crumbled on the floor.

      
        
        +158 EXP!

        +158 EXP!

        +158 EXP!

      

      

      Behind me, Bertwald cried out as Serena slashed at the necrotician with all her fury. His cloak was ripped and his pale skin beneath was dripping with blood. She lunged forward, sending the blade right into the bastard’s chest. Crimson liquid shot out of the man, blanketing Serena’s face in blood. She spat the red fluid out in disgust and kept on slashing.

      Bertwald lifted his dagger in an effort to block the attacks, but it didn’t work. He was weak without his undead summons to protect him and he was too distracted to re-summon them. Now was our chance.

      I came at him from behind, conjuring another two fireballs and let them rip right into the necrotician’s back. His cloak erupted in flames. He screamed out in horror. He fell to the floor, attempting to subdue the fire.

      I let loose a blast of water from my palm, dousing the man covered in flames. As much as I wanted to, it was against my own interest to kill Bertwald right now. I bent down to face the suffering man. He cried, shaking from his open wounds, leaking blood from his burnt flesh. I’d let this piece of shit escape his misery after he told me where the children were. Only then. I shook his shoulders. “Where are you keeping the children?”

      The necrotician spat in my face. He shook his head and laughed manically. His eyes bulged out from his head, taking on a green neon hue like the undead warriors.

      “You won’t stop me and Jared from finishing our final operation. While you’ve been here incapacitated, we’ve been preparing our final ritual. One last necrosurgery to make us unbeatable.” He continued to laugh with unhinged abandon, his skin melting and corroding as if doused in acid. “Your time in our world is almost over, Chosen.”
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      The dead man’s skin melted off. Slimy fragments slipped through the holes in his skull. I grimaced at the sight of it. So we hadn’t been fighting Bertwald but rather an undead homunculus. A clone, another golem. That explained why he had been so low level despite being a hybrid class. I shook my head. These bastards. They’d been one step ahead of us the entire time. Now they were about to kill little Fen and little Mari. And for what? I still wasn’t sure but it didn’t bode well for the players and, if I had to guess, not well for anyone who wasn’t the king of Laergard or his psychopathic advisor. We had to stop them.

      A new prompt emerged in my HUD.

      
        
        Quest Failed:  Disappearances in the Capital

        By aligning yourself against Bertwald and the King of Laergard, you have failed their quest. But despair not, there are rewards for those who make tough choices. Unique and challenging rewards.

      

      

      
        
        You have lost status with the Royal Laergardian Family. You have fallen from “Respected Guest” to “Wanted Fugitive.”

      

      

      I closed the prompts and a new quest screen replaced it.

      
        
        New Quest Alert: Stop Bertwald’s Necromantic Operation

        Stop Bertwald from completing his operation and amassing more power. Ritual will be completed within 00:59:35 minute(s).

        Quest Type: Unique, Dynamic

        Quest Difficulty: Heroic

        Reward: The safety of Fen and Mari + ?

        Failure: Do not complete quest within 00:59:35 minute(s)

        Accept: Yes/No

      

      

      I accepted straight away, feeling the intense urgency of the situation. The time limit was tough and it was the first time I was seeing a “heroic” difficulty level attached to a quest. It was a higher difficulty than the quest with the gigantic glitch-fueled dinosaur we had fought in Arondale. Of course, in that fight we had a whole army of players and NPCs helping us whittle down the creature. Here we were taking on the king and no one else was on our side.

      Serena gaped, reading the quest prompt in her own HUD.

      “We don’t have any time to waste then,” said Serena. “I found our weapons by the way.” She pointed to an open cell where her blade, my staff, Shade’s pistols and daggers, and a small Muumuu-sized scepter laid in a pile.

      Great. I went over to the operating table where I had left the needle. There was still enough serum in there to return Shade and Kari back to consciousness. I did so one by one.

      Kari gasped awake and rubbed her eyes to see if she was dreaming.

      Shade blinked. “Did I drink too much again?” He looked around the laboratory with confusion.

      “Not quite,” I said. I explained to them what had happened. How Bertwald was an NPC, had a tier 4 dynamic class, and was behind the kidnappings with the king’s assistance. “Oh and if we want to stop them from killing Fen and Mari, we have under an hour to do so.”

      All three of my party members looked at me with trepidation. I took in all of our stats.

      
        
        Clay Hopewell

        Level 12

        Race: Aeri (Eldra)

        Class: Apprentice Mage

      

        

      
        HP: 144

        MP: 71

      

        

      
        ATKP: 3

        MTKP: 61

        TGH: 5

        SPIRIT: 55

        LUCK: 3

      

        

      
        Serena Wharton

        Level 16

        Race: Haeren (Laergardian)

        Class: Blade Soldier

      

        

      
        HP: 295

        MP: 20

      

        

      
        ATKP: 54

        MTKP: 3

        TGH: 32

        SPIRIT: 3

        LUCK: 3

      

        

      
        Shade

        Level 12

        Race: Lirana

        Class: Thief

      

        

      
        HP: 169

        MP: 19

      

        

      
        ATKP: 31

        MTKP: 3

        TGH: 14

        SPIRIT: 4

        LUCK: 50

      

        

      
        Kari Foster

        Level 5

        Race: Muumuu (Asahna)

      

        

      
        HP: 116

        MP: 33

      

        

      
        ATKP: 3

        MTKP: 8

        TGH: 6

        SPIRIT: 24

        LUCK: 11

      

      

      The odds were stacked against us.

      “One more thing, Clay,” said Kari. “I learned a whole bunch of innate Muumuu abilities when Shade and I were training. Check it out.”

      She sent over her new skills and I took them in.

      
        
        Innate Muumuu Abilities

      

        

      
        Cure: Heal Ally by 40 HP

        MP Cost: 5

      

        

      
        Cure Toxin: Remove poison from one ally

        MP Cost: 5

      

        

      
        Mend: Remove Paralyze, Stun, and Fear debuff from one ally

        MP Cost: 7

      

        

      
        Protection: Decrease physical damage intake

        MP Cost: 5

      

        

      
        Fox’s Fun: Randomly remove any buff from an opponent

        MP Cost: 9

      

      

      I nodded my head and closed the prompt. These would be very helpful.

      “Listen,” I said. “I have a plan.”

      I told them my strategy and they nodded their heads. They didn’t look convinced.

      “I know it doesn’t look good, but we can do this. Yeah they have the power of the Prophetic Seal, but that doesn’t make them invincible. When I was younger, I’d play competitive first person shooters and fighting games. Top-level players would find unintended ways to exploit the game; taking advantage of game animations to render themselves invincible for an extra second or reload half a millisecond faster. But knowing those glitches didn’t make you a better player. In fact, at first, it made you worse. It took insane amounts of practice to exploit those moves. I’m not saying we definitely can take these guys down. No fucking way am I saying that. But we have a small shot if we do everything right. Are you with me?”

      “I’m in!”

      The voice came from below. It was Kari. Her hazel eyes beamed as she looked up at me. Her bushy tail wagged. “You guys saved my life and I want to repay the favor. Plus those kids will need immediate medical attention if we get there in time. I can’t let you guys lose!”

      I smiled. “Thanks Kari.”

      I turned to Serena. She kept her arms crossed. She picked at her teeth with her tongue. She didn’t like this spur of the moment plan. She was thinking it through. Considering all the flaws, inconsistencies, and every little thing that needed to go right for us to even have a chance.

      “This plan is nuts, Clay. You really think we can take on the King of Laergard, his loyal knights, and his overpowered advisor? What level is he even—40?”

      It was more likely above 60 but I kept that to myself.

      She shook her head. I wasn’t sure what she was going to say next.

      She cracked a devious smile. “Fuck it. Sometimes you gotta let your blade do the talking.”

      I grinned. She would stick with me, even if at the back of her mind, she thought this plan was batshit crazy.

      Finally, I turned to Shade.

      “Shade—I want you to sit this one out. We have a tank, DPS, and—” I nodded to Kari. “A healer even. We don’t need you in the fray. If something were to go wrong, you wouldn’t come back. I can’t let that happen to you.”

      Shade went very quiet and looked down to his feet. He muttered to himself. He then walked up to me. “I’m sorry.”

      He smacked me across the face.

      “Ow, what the hell!”

      “Mate—if you think I’m letting you go up against those two royal psychos without me you’re out of your mind. I don’t give two shits if I’m not a Chosen like you three. You guys are the first people in a long time to feel like family to me. I’m not going to sit back and watch you three throw yourselves into danger. So let me come or fight me right here and now.”

      Shade stared me dead in the eye. His whiskers were completely still and so was his tail. He was not goofing around like his usual self. He was serious. The charismatic suave-as-fuck conversationalist had gotten me right down to my heart.

      “Well, after that speech, how could I say no?”

      “Exactly,” he said, walking towards the door of the laboratory. “Now let’s go save our homies.”
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      Shade turned the door handle. It didn’t budge. Torches in the laboratory turned from orange to bright blue. Shade twisted the door knob again. Nothing. It was locked.

      “Lockpick time?” I asked.

      Shade pulled out a pick and went to work. “Hmm,” he said, puzzled. “The lock won’t—”

      “Um, guys,” said Serena. “Take a look at this.”

      A dollop of green sludge dripped from the vents. It splashed onto the floor, creating a puddle of thick ooze. The slimy liquid spread into the cracks on the stone floor. It reeked of bile. Another ball of slime slipped through the metal grating in the vent, splashing into the puddle below. More and more slime dripped until instead of drops falling from the vent, the green muck poured and seeped through the grating. Seconds passed and the puddle on the floor had amassed so much slime it had grown to a large gelatinous mound.

      “What is this—”

      We all leapt away as the green slime boiled and burped. One shiny bubble formed at the top of the slime, followed by an eyeball popping neatly into the membranous outer layer. The glassy white cornea rolled around the bubble-like exterior. The eye had a purple iris and a thick black pupil. Red veins squiggled from the back of the monster’s ocular organ. It rolled around and slid back into the main green body of the slime, only for another bubble to form on its left and for the eye to boil up there.

      “What the heck is this thing?” said Serena, her face scrunched up in disgust. She held her sword in front of her, ready to take the slime monster out.

      The creature inched forward towards us. The unshapely mass formed a mouth out of its own ooze, creating little rivets of slime teeth. Its details flickered above its head.

      
        
        Experiment #13

        Level 13

        HP: 220

        MP: 16

      

      

      Experiment #13? Was it undead—time for healing mist?

      “We need to slay this thing to open the door,” I said.

      “Well, then let’s get to work,” said Serena. “The time is ticking.”

      She ran towards the slime, swinging her arms from back to front, unleashing blade whirlwind. Bits of slime splattered all over across the room: landing in beakers and knocking over bones. Huffing and puffing over the slime she had chopped to bits, the creature’s name plate still indicated it remained at full health. The little pieces of slime inched and hobbled their way back to the main mass. The lone purple eyeball rolled and peered longingly at Serena. Its mouth opened wide, chomping down on Serena’s arm.

      “Ack,” she said, jumping away.

      She shook her arm, letting the muck fall off of her. Her HP had fallen by 5% but she’d been debuffed by poison. Kari gripped her staff and threw out a flicker of golden light towards Serena.

      “Thanks Kari,” said Serena, the poison debuff disappearing from her status bar. She stepped backwards, the slime inching towards us. Its eye moved around, swimming through the ooze, popping up for air every now and again. “It’s immune to physical attacks.”

      Shade fired his revolvers, letting out a barrage of bullets. They poked holes through the slime creature, blasting into the wall behind it. The monster wailed but the attack did zero damage; the bullet wounds were simply covered and replaced with more slime.

      I pounded my staff to the floor, gripping it with all my might, seizing the excess mana floating through the air. A torrent of heat rushed through my arm until a swirling ball of molten flame sat in the palm of my hand. I cranked my arm back like a baseball pitcher and released the fiery sphere with all my strength.

      The blast shot across the room, zooming towards the monster. The slime opened its mouth and swallowed the flame whole. It gurgled, absorbing the flames.

      “Uh oh guys,” I said. “Everyone jump!”

      The slime monster burped and shot my fireball back at us. Shade and I dived onto one side of the room while Serena and Kari ducked to the other. The fireblast smashed into the trapped door. Unfortunately, it didn’t burn or bash it open.

      The slime swirled in place. It sucked in air until it was nothing but a ball of slime spikes. The pointed edges shot across the room.

      I lifted my arms to block the blast. Shade ducked into the shadows. Serena took a barrage of hits while using sword shield in front of Kari. A debuff flickered in my HUD.

      
        
        Poisoned (Debuff): You have been poisoned! You lose 2 HP per 3 seconds until poison wears off (Duration: 1 minute)

      

      

      The poison throbbed through my body. Kari cast her antidote ability on Serena and hurried over to Shade to heal him from the debuff as well. I lifted my hands, casting status cure: glowing diamonds floated around my body, removing the poison curse.

      It was time to try healing mist. Everything else so far hadn’t worked in killing this thing. It was time—gross as it was—to get messy.

      I ran towards the slime creature, jumped, cannonballing into it like I was dunking into a swimming pool. Landing in the muck, my clothes and skin dampened against the gooey substance. The poison debuff returned on my list of statuses too. I lifted my chest to the ceiling and summoned healing mist, letting a curative vapor surround me and the slime.

      I gave a few seconds to let the restorative mist unleash havoc upon the slime like it had done to the undead creatures but like everything else, the creature was immune.

      I wasted no time getting back on my feet and away from the monster. As I stepped away, its mouth suctioned itself around my arm. I pulled away but it wouldn’t let go of its grip. Its slime pincers dug into my skin but did very little damage.

      “Let go of me,” I groaned. I wrangled my hand but failed to lose the creature’s grip.

      Its big purple eye stared at me. It was weirdly forlorn. Less creepy and angry and more sad. And its purple eye—it reminded me of—

      Oh no.

      Experiment #13. This must’ve been one of the vanished Aeri who had disappeared earlier in the week. The scientist or the woman from the casino or one of the orphans. Is this what happened when Bertwald’s experiments went wrong? Or was this slime monster one of his success stories? The quest timer in my HUD continued its descent. Is this what was going to happen to little Fen and Mari? Have their whole souls and bodies ripped away and transformed into this miserable awfulness? We had to act quick. We had to put a stop to this.

      The slime continued to suck on my arm. Its eye stared at me, pleading. What did it want me to do? Wait. If this thing was once Aeri, it knew our innate racial abilities. Did it want me to use one of them? I didn’t see how power jump or energy ball would help here, but what about mana infusion? Would it be enough to destroy the individual particles of the slime? This thing didn’t want to eat or kill us. It wanted to die.

      I gripped my staff, channeling mana to my body. I let it flow out of my arm and into the slime. The creature glowed and wriggled in pain, my mana coursing through it, burning its particles from the inside out. The HP of the creature drained, shaking and vibrating. It didn't let go of my arm but its eye bulged, warning me. My mana flowed through it, draining it further. 20%, then 15%. At 5%, the creature’s mouth let go and it cast a hot breath spell, shooting me backwards.

      The residual mana burn from my infusion ate away at the creature’s remaining health points until at 1% the whole creature vibrated and exploded into a cloud of smoke.

      
        
        +114 EXP!

      

      

      The torches which had turned blue transformed back to normal orange flames. Moving gears and pulleys echoed throughout the room. Emerging from either wall were pointed spears with sharp metal spikes. The grind of gears and pulleys clanked away, pushing the spears ever closer to us. It was a trap within a trap.
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      Shade slammed a fist on the door. “It’s impossible to pick. It has magical runes written over it. It will only open with its actual key.”

      “There must be a key inside here then,” I said. I wasn’t entirely sure if it was true, Bertwald may have left us here with no means of escape. But then, he was also the ever-cautious calculating scientist. He would have left a fail-safe key for any emergencies he found himself in. So where would he put it?

      “Everyone look around,” I said. “Bertwald must’ve hidden the key somewhere!”

      Shade kicked through a pile of bones while Kari scanned the bookshelves. Serena looked under the operating tables to see if the key was hanging on a hook. I peered through the cells where he took his kidnapped victims. The waiting area for his experiments. The first cell contained a bloated corpse of a man. The body laid in the corner, head resting against the prison walls. Its faded eyes stared outward to me.

      He wouldn’t have.

      No, it’s exactly what he would’ve done.

      I opened the rusty creaking door and dragged the corpse into the hallway away from the encroaching spears. I scanned his body and saw he had the item “Laboratory Key (x1)” but as I dug through his pants and shirt it wasn’t there.

      I shouldn’t be surprised by the psychotic nature of this guy anymore, but I was. I pinched my nose and pulled open the corpse’s mouth. Inside, a dirty white string rested on the dead man’s tongue, a silver key glinting from below. I pulled the key out and yelled to everyone, “I got the key.”

      I rushed towards the door. We had twenty seconds before the spears ripped us to shreds.

      I put the key into the door handle, shivering.

      “C’mon, c’mon,” whispered Shade behind me, grabbing my shoulders.

      I twisted it. It caught and wouldn’t move. Old lock. Old key. I jiggled it and twisted it, hearing the sweet relieving click of the door unlocking. I pulled the handle and pushed the door forward.

      I face planted onto the floor outside, the rest of the party pushing and piling up on me to escape the incoming spears.

      The quest timer kept descending.

      We had forty-five minutes left.
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      The rest of the party rolled off of me until I was able to push myself up onto my feet. We were in a dark dingy hallway with moss growing on the stone walls. The sewers again. Water dripped through cracks in the ceiling and at the end of the hall was a stone stairwell, the faint shine of moonlight above. We hurried down the vestibule towards the starry luminescence. A metal roof canopy hung far above the staircase with a glass opening from which the night sky shone through. Metallic footsteps echoed from the top of the stairs.

      “Guards?” I said, looking to the group.

      Shade put a finger to his mouth and climbed the steps to observe. He came back and whispered, “You’re not going to like it.”

      “Guards?” said Kari, her face full of concern.

      “Worse,” said the Lirana thief, his whiskers twitching. “Guard dogs.”

      Our faces fell.

      “Actually, it’s worse than dogs, they’re more like wolves,” said Shade.

      I rubbed my forehead in frustration.

      “Actually, it’s worse than wolves, they’re Mecha-Wolvren,” said Shade. “Wolves with necromechanical enhancements. I’m sure they’re Bertwald’s pets.”

      “You’re actually pissing me off,” said Serena. “Why aren’t you taking this seriously?”

      Shade tilted his head. “But I am Ms. Serena. I’ve encountered them in the past. While Mecha-Wolvren are a pain to fight, I’m sure we can sneak past them. They don’t have very good night vision; in fact, they’re blind at night. They have special ocular implants called MDV: Movement Detective Vision. So long as we move when they aren’t looking directly at us we can avoid being noticed.”

      It would be tough, but we didn’t have any other options.

      “Lead the way,” I said.

      We crept up the stairs. Shade, then me, then Kari, then Serena at the back. We were in a sewage maintenance facility, a place for city workers to check water pressure levels and observe sewage flow throughout the city. It was a city building, meaning it was owned by the royal family. And who essentially owned the royal family? Bertwald. So there you had it. This whole city was suffering under the corrupted control of the king and his advisor. This was how they were able to kidnap and take lives without any witnesses, because they controlled the city’s underground.

      Shade stopped at the top of the stairs. The Mecha-Wolvren were so much louder up close. They panted, creeping along, sniffing and scratching at their metal plating. A light humming buzz whipped in and out of earshot, their pink laser tails wagging behind them.

      Shade sprinted across the stairs to the side wall. From the shadows, he motioned for us to follow suit. We slinked across and hid behind a metal vent. The Lirana pointed across the building to a door. While it was easy to look at and point, getting there was another story. Between our current position and the door were three Mecha-Wolvren. The metal plated wolves with their pink laser tails prowled the corridors. Fortunately, they followed a pattern. Each one paced a full row then turned around and walked back the way it came.

      “Stop moving when I stop,” whispered Shade. “And I mean, stop. Don’t even blink. Breathe only if you have to.”

      We hugged the shadows at the side of the building. We moved a few meters and arrived at the corner. Now it was a mere straight path to the exit. But only the path was simple. This was the most difficult part of our escape.

      Shade waited for the first Mecha-Wolvren to arrive in front of us, turn around, and pace towards the other end. Then he moved again. We scurried passed the back of the first Mecha-Wolvren and stopped once we were out of its corridor. The middle wolf prowled less than a meter from where we stood. The clink of the metal bone structure was sickening to listen to up close. The breaths of the real wolf underneath were distorted through the muffles of machinery and magitech enslaving it. Did it miss being a normal wolf? Were these Mecha-Wolvren like Experiment #13, craving for their mutated and bastardized existences to end?

      The wolf spun around, its laser tail whipping inches away from Shade’s face. My whole body tensed. The wolf didn’t notice and continued to sleek down its pre-ordained security path.

      I let out a quick sigh of relief and tip-toed behind Shade.

      A stone on the ground rattled.

      The Mecha-Wolvren noticed. Its eyes stared out towards our party. We froze. I held my breath. My lungs burned. I stared at the Mecha-Wolvren, right into its glowing red eyes. My eyes watered and strained. Don’t blink.

      The guard wolf decided it was a false alarm and turned its head. I shut my eyes, taking in the sweet relief.

      A ferocious growl echoed through the sewage facility.

      The wolf wasn’t looking at me anymore. But a fourth Mecha-Wolvren on an upper layer had been.

      Shit!

      The Mecha-Wolvren from the upper layer pounced from its platform to our floor and galloped towards us, as did the one we’d been hiding from. The two behind us snarled and came for us as well. We were surrounded.

      The ones from behind pounced towards Kari. Serena jumped between the healer and the attack. She held up her massive blade, shielding them from the incoming claws. The sharp nails screeched and clinked against her giant sword.

      “Clay, we need to get a better position,” yelled Serena, behind gritted teeth, holding her sword up against the attacks of the two wolves.

      “Working on it,” I said, casting ruptured ground, destroying the steel casing of the facility and crippling one of the beasts. The other was smart enough to jump over my attack and come straight at us. Shade fired off bullets from his revolvers, landing hits while others bounced off the metal plates.

      My chest rose and my arms strained, tensing at my sides. My hands grabbed the air, pulling at the invisible chains holding the ground together, twisting them apart. The metal flooring shattered and broke, rocks jutting out all around us. The wolves tripped and kicked up dirt.

      Serena ran past the coughing wolves towards where we had started. We backed ourselves to the beginning of the passageway. The wolves now had to face us head on.

      “Okay guys,” I said, “Time to fight. Serena, get in there and draw as much aggro as you can from those wolves. Kari, stay on top of healing her. Buff her as well if you can. Shade, poison the wolves with your special bullets and then get into our favorite battle position. I’ll DPS and support back here with Kari. Let’s go!”

      The four Mecha-Wolvren galloped towards us, their thick metal fangs barred and ready to tear our flesh apart.

      Serena ran to meet them, drawing aggro from all four with a whirlwind blade attack. The blade cut through the wolves, clanking between the beast’s flesh and metal plating. Following her attack, the wolves took a chance to chomp at her, taking out 25% of her health.

      Shade loaded his poison bullets into his revolvers, cocked them, and fired the glowing green bullets at each Mecha-Wolvren. The hits landed on three out of the four. Good enough. I cast ruptured ground, destroying the floor even more than I had moments ago. I landed cripple debuffs on two of them. Flying alongside our offensive projectiles, Kari shot off a golden light of energy surrounding Serena, giving her a bonus protection buff, then quickly switched back to her healing duties.

      Serena unleashed her basic strike attack, comboing and increasing her damage with each hit. She swung her blade across the four wolves. Next she lunged, stabbing the one right in front of her. The wolf whelped at the pain from her giant blade. She stabbed it again and then for the fourth and final blow of her basic Blade Soldier combo, she lifted the sword above her head and slammed down on the Mecha-Wolvren, taking it down to 21% health.

      Shade fell through the shadows with both of his daggers out, backstabbing the weakened wolf. It cried out in pain, its HP falling to 3%. It glowed with blue runes all across its body, entering a rage mode. Its claws ejected from its paw, shooting outward. One claw sliced across Shade’s ribs. Another hit Serena in the shoulder, blood spurting out from the attack. One flew right towards Kari.

      Oh no.

      She was too low level to handle the hit. I whipped out my staff hoping to knock it away. I barely grazed the flying claw. Its speed lessened but still hit Kari in the arm, knocking her back and taking 60% of her HP.

      I stood in front of her to block any more attacks. She healed herself behind me while the rest of us returned to the battle. The Mecha-Wolvren were all low HP now due to the poison, burning, and crippled debuffs. Serena unleashed another whirlwind blade, her sword slicing through the wolves as they attempted to bite her with their ferocious metal teeth. The wolves’ HP fell, one howling in death.

      
        
        +105 EXP!

      

      

      Shade and I focused our attacks on the same target. He swiped with his daggers, pummeling small attacks into the creature. While the individual attacks didn’t do much, combined together it was a ferocious amount of damage dealt. I threw in blasts of fireballs, sending the weakened wolf to a fiery death.

      Serena shoved her sword through one of the wolf’s mouths right down its throat. She ripped it back, dragging out a burst of blood and guts, flinging across the warehouse. She turned to the remaining wolf. It leapt to bite her and she kicked the animal in the face. Then she held her blade above her head and unleashed her crushing blow attack. Her blade sliced through the metal and flesh of the Mecha-Wolvren, slicing it in half. Blood and electrical wires oozed from its fallen divided corpse.

      
        
        +105 EXP!

        +105 EXP!

        +105 EXP!

      

      

      Kari glowed as she leveled up behind us.

      “Good work,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      We hurried towards the exit and outside we found our location, the outskirts of the city. The royal keep was nothing but a speck in the distance. Lightning and shining light swirled around the castle. Bertwald had begun his necromantic operation.

      The quest timer kept ticking.

      00:29:47 minute(s) remaining.
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      The streets were heaving with people. Angry mobs had formed throughout the city. Citizens carried torches. The throng of citizens yelled, “Time to lead or get off the throne! The king must face us or he has to go!”

      “What’s happening?” I asked, approaching a protestor.

      “The little wanker king needs to wake up to what’s happening around him,” said the man. His breath reeked of booze and alcohol. “Gangs fighting in the streets, children going missing and what does the king do? He hides in his keep. He needs to face his people. He needs to lead or get off the throne.”

      Gangs fighting in the streets. So it was all kicking off then, was it? Drakus and Nolan and who knew what other mobsters were getting involved in the fight. Add the angry protestors and the whole city was falling apart. Chaos. Anarchy. The last thing we needed in our rush to the keep were streets full of protestors and violent criminals. Broken glass littered the cobblestones and crackled beneath my boots. Smoke and ash swirled through the laneways.

      I scanned the scene. Looters and protestors marched forward towards the keep. If it were like this on the outskirts of the city, what the hell did it look like closer to the royal castle? Neither direction looked very fast. Even if I cast shocking speed on everyone, it would still take us forty minutes to push our way through the crowd.

      Not enough time.

      I frantically looked around for an alternative option. “What are we going to do?”

      Instead of a solution, we found another problem: a squad of four Laergardian soldiers rushed towards us, bayonets pointed and ready. They were armored in silver breast plates and shoulder pads, green capes billowing behind them. The captain of the squad yelled out to us: “Halt! You four are enemies of the state. We are under orders to arrest you for spreading lies and instigating this city-wide riot!”

      They formed a firing line and cocked their rifles.

      “Unequip your weapons and put them on the ground and we won’t shoot.”

      Serena and I glanced at each other. They weren’t leaving us with any other choice. Serena launched a charge attack: pummeling through the air towards the group of soldiers. Landing from the charge move, she unleashed it again, pivoting to the side, zigzagging through the street, confusing the squad of soldiers. I tracked her movement and shot out a burst of attribute-buffing lightning right as she landed out of charge. Her boots crackled with new found energy and electricity. She unleashed her final charge right into the center of the group.

      The soldiers scattered. The captain stayed to fight Serena head on. He lunged his bayonet towards her but Serena knocked it away with her elbow. All four soldiers came at her at once and she gripped the hilt of her blade and spun, dealing a tornado swirl of slashes at the incoming attackers.

      Shade slipped into the shadows while Kari threw out bright white beams of Muumuu healing and support magic.

      I conjured a fireball and threw it at the incoming soldiers attacking Serena. Next I ripped the street they stood on apart with ruptured ground. I waited for one soldier to lunge forward with his bayonet and hit him straight on with lightning cage, leaving him paralyzed and vulnerable to attack. Shade emerged from the shadows with his daggers drawn, backstabbing the soldier and finishing him off. The experience points ran through my HUD.

      After making quick work of the guards, another squad of soldiers came running through the streets towards us.

      “We’re never going to get there like this,” said Serena, holding her blade up, readying herself for another fight.

      Shade pointed to a nearby air tram station. “C’mon I have an idea!”

      We dashed behind the Lirana thief, the Laergardian soldiers yelling and running after us. The air tram station was even more crowded than when we’d seen it earlier. Rioters pushed and shoved to get up the crowded stairwell towards the air tram platform. Shade budged a Haeren man’s shoulder and got a violent elbow in the stomach. For a second try, Shade went with a more gentler approach, “Excuse me sir we’re in a bit of a hurry, do you—”

      “Fuck off,” spat the man.

      The Laergardian soldiers were catching up with us. They had less than a minute until they were in fighting range. We had to get up to the platform. Now.

      “Serena,” I said. “Let Shade get on your shoulders.”

      She gave an odd repulsed look. “What?”

      “I’d take him myself but you’re the stronger of the two of us,” I said. “I’ll take Kari.” I bent over and looked to the little fox healer. “Get on. It’s time we utilized our jumping abilities.”

      Serena winced at Shade, “This piggy-back ride—it stays between us.”

      “Whatever you say Ms. Serena,” said Shade, “I’m just along for the ride.”

      “Shut up and get on,” said Serena crouching for him to get on.

      Kari climbed onto my shoulders and dug her tiny claws into my skin. “We’re not about to accidentally kill ourselves are we?”

      “Maybe,” I shrugged. “Let’s go.”

      The soldiers were meters behind us now. “Stop!” they yelled.

      I ignored them and jumped in the air, creating a pool of mana at my feet, and jumped again. On the second leap I was above the heads of the crowd. It also meant there was no more collateral damage when it came to shooting at us. A barrage of laser bullets came from the soldiers below. I hopped and strafed through the air and landed on a pillar in the middle of the line.

      Commuters below heckled me. “Hey! No cutting the queue!”

      Serena leapt through the air, soaring over the crowd of commuters and landed on a pillar close to mine. There was no time to take a breath though as a flurry of bright mana bullets flew through the air towards us.

      I power jumped out of the way of the incoming blast. I made another pool of mana, jumped, and another until I was able to land at the top of the stairwell in front of the busy air tram platforms. Serena and Shade had made it halfway up the stairwell and were pushing and shoving their way to the top.

      I let Kari off my shoulders and yelled to the others, “C’mon, c’mon.”

      The platform terminal was a mix of workers coming home from a long day and angry rioters hoping to get back into the city center. There were equal amounts of dejected exhaustion and pent-up rage filling the station. We dashed through the crowds of workers and rioters to get the next train. We were about to hop in when the doors shut right in our faces.

      What?

      A muffled voice came on through the terminal’s speakers system. “I’m sorry to announce that due to the riots throughout the city all central-bound air trams have been hereby cancelled.”

      I pounded the glass window of the tram in front of us. “Fuck,” I yelled. The clock was ticking. Fen and Mari’s lives hung in the balance of every second. We weren’t even any closer to the castle than we had been five minutes ago.

      “Clay, relax,” said Shade. “The air tram wasn’t the idea I was thinking.” He pointed to the ceiling above the platform. “Remember the parking lot we saw?”

      The nobles area! There were loads of small airships up there!

      We pushed our way back through the platform towards a stairwell, cordoned off with a velvet rope fence. A guard stood by the entrance and I zapped him with lightning cage, rushing past him. We hurried up the stairs and found a large docking bay with a few ships. There was a small zeppelin-like ship and a hot-air balloon vehicle with a wicker basket. Catching my eye though was a slim wooden ship with multiple propellers and mana engines. The front of the ship was angled and pointed like a needle.

      I ran towards it and jumped onto the deck. “All aboard everyone.”

      Once onboard Kari asked, “So how do we work this thing?”

      I spun the steering wheel to see what happened. Green window prompts appeared in the air in front of the ship’s wheel. They had the same translucent computer game sheen of the prompts in my HUD.

      
        
        This airship does not belong to you. Please enter six digit passcode now to unlock airship’s user interface, advanced airship mechanics, and captain’s log. Without passcode, airship can only be operated manually.

      

      

      Okay. How did we manually get this ship going then? Behind the steering wheel at the back of the deck was a large engine full of brass pipes and tubing. Purple mana crystals glowed beneath the vines of wires and pipes. Along the side of the main pipe was a control panel with a set of buttons. One button was large and red. It was the kind of button you were either supposed to press all the time to get the engine running or it was the kind of button you were never supposed to touch as it would self-destruct the whole vehicle.

      So what kind was it?

      A squad of soldiers ran up the stairs. They crouched, firing bullets at us.

      No time to hesitate. I pressed the red button. I closed my eyes and braced myself to explode into a million pieces.

      The ship shuddered and vibrated. The pink mana crystals of the engine glowed brighter. The ship zoomed off into the air. We all collapsed to the floor of the deck as the airship flew through the night sky.

      The gusting wind blew my hair back and made my eyes wince. I got on my knees to stand up when a barrage of laser bullets shot past the deck of our ship and out towards the clouds. I fell down to dodge the incoming fire, only daring to stand back up when it was safe. I went over to the quarter deck. We were out of range of the soldiers on the station parking lot.

      “So, since we’re winging it as airship captains,” said Serena. “Does anyone know how to land this thing?”

      “I’m sure we’ll figure it out,” said Shade.

      “What about maneuvering?” asked Kari, pointing to a giant stone spire we were about to crash into.

      Shade swung the steering wheel and the ship did a sharp left turn dodging the roof. He pulled the spinning wheel back and held it, getting the ship on course towards the keep. Massive amounts of energy and light swirled around the castle. Powerful dark magic was at work there. We had to stop it.

      The ship shook violently and shot off course. Gunfire echoed while the wood on the side of the ship split and cracked.

      “Enemies behind us,” shouted Kari.

      Chasing at our tail were two Laergardian cruisers. Each ship had a total of three soldiers. One to pilot the vehicle and two to fire off laser rifle blasts.

      “Shade and Kari, come with me to the back,” I said. “We need to hit these guys with what we got.”

      “Who’s going to steer?” balked Serena.

      “You are.”

      The two ships were gaining on us. A barrage of bullets came our way and we ducked behind the back of the quarter deck, crouching alongside the rumbling engine of the ship.

      “They’re coordinating their blasts,” I said. “We need to do the same. Kari—I know you don’t have any offensive magic at the moment, just cast protect on all three of us and keep an eye on our HP if we take any nasty hits. Sound good?”

      She nodded her head determinedly.

      “Now Shade—let’s fire at the left ship’s navigator. If we—”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to shoot at the soldiers shooting us?”

      “Possibly. But my thinking is this: if we take out the navigator, it will cause more confusion on board their ship, leaving them vulnerable for longer.”

      “Crafty,” smiled Shade. “I like your style. Let’s do it.”

      The Lirana pulled out his two revolvers from his belt and stood up, stretching his arms out towards the enemy airship and aiming the barrel at the navigator. He cocked the hammer on both his revolvers with his thumbs, and pulled back the trigger. A loud bang went off as his bullets fired towards the Laergardian navigator. The shots knocked him back from the steering wheel, making his whole body shake. For a second, the airship lost its momentum. The soldier shook his head, regaining composure, and gripping the steering wheel.

      The bullets had dropped the soldier’s HP by 15%.

      I conjured a fireball in my right hand and threw it out, fastball style at the navigator. The molten sphere of flame flew across the night sky and erupted in a crackle, one of the soldiers shooting it down.

      “Serena,” I yelled across the riptide of wind and firing bullet shots.

      She held onto the steering wheel, maneuvering the ship around the tall sharp rooftops of Land’s Shield. “I’m a little busy.”

      “Be ready on the count of three,” I said.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      I slammed my palm on the red button of the engine and the ship jerked to a halt in the air. We fell down towards the streets of the city, the two enemy ships zooming past us, mana dust from their engines leaving pink trails in the night sky.

      “Alright go!” I slammed the engine back on, zooming towards the enemy airships.

      Shade and I ran across the deck, fighting against the torrent of wind pushing us back. Firmly placed at the front by the bowsprit, I lobbed more fireballs at the navigator. Shade fired off his revolvers, bullet by bullet, whittling away at the navigator’s HP. The red bar declined until it hit 0%. The remaining soldiers scrambled to take over. I launched a massive fireball at them when a loud crash knocked into the back of our ship. Wood cracked and the engine rumbled furiously. Clouds of black smoke swirled from the engines exhaust pipes at the back of the ship.

      While we’d been attacking the one airship, the other one had pulled a similar trick to our own. Shit. They rammed our ship again. More wood cracked and the engine groaned with defeat. They fired at the back of the engine with their rifles, dealing even more damage to our ship. Sparks flickered from the engine on the quarter deck until it erupted in bright pink flames.

      Shit shit shit.

      “Clay!”

      It was Serena. She was clutching onto the steering wheel with all her strength but our ship was descending towards the ground with an intense velocity.

      “I’ve lost control of the ship,” she screamed.

      The bowsprit pointed straight towards a tall crooked building’s window. Serena spun the steering wheel but the ship was no longer responding to it, regardless of which way she turned. Our ship was a paralyzed falling wreck. My stomach lurched. We fell faster and faster. I crouched down and raised my arms to cover my face, bracing myself for the impact.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            36

          

        

      

    

    
      The bowsprit blasted through the glass window. Smashed shards shot out in every direction. The ship’s deck cracked and broke apart, violently wedging itself into the building. My whole body lurched forward, slamming into the front deck. An aching pain coursed through my body. I fell even further, rolling off the front deck and onto the random living room floor full of sharp shards of glass. My HP took a 45% beating.

      I rubbed my eyes and coughed, breathing in all the smoke. Kari stood overtop me and with both her hands out, a glowing white light flowed from her palms and nourished my whole body, bringing my HP back to max.

      Next Serena held out her hand and lifted me to my feet. “C’mon,” she said. “We need to keep going.”

      Shade stood by the doorway to the apartment. Thankfully, no one was home.

      We hurried out the apartment and down the stairwell. I checked my HUD and saw we had around twenty-two minutes remaining. Also according to my mini-map we weren’t far from the keep. Ten minutes away at most.

      At the bottom of the stairwell, Shade and I crept to the front entrance and peered outside. Search lights suspiciously peered over every surface while Laergardian cruisers hovered over the crash scene.

      “This is our chance to throw them off our tail,” said Shade. “This way.”

      We headed out through the back entrance into a deserted alley. A mob of torch-wielding protestors hurried down the nearby street.

      “C’mon,” said Shade, wagging his tail. “Pretend like we belong.”

      Shade marched into the crowd, chanting along with them. “Time to lead or get off the throne! The king must face us or he has to go!”

      We locked in step with the crowd and shouted with them down the street. The keep was in sight, its tall stone walls looming high above us. Bright blasts of thunder and lightning swirled the upper walls of the castle. Hang in there Mari. Hang in there Fen. We’re coming for you.

      The crowd stopped marching. What was happening now?

      Beyond the shoulders of the protesters stood a wall of Laergardian soldiers. Fully armored and ready to keep back any riots. The march wasn’t going to go any further.

      I gestured to the nearby alley. “Time to try a new route.”

      We squeezed our way out of the crowd and dashed down the alley. We made a hard right and found ourselves in a narrow street, facing a group of goblin bandits. They had the badge of Drakus glinting on their chests. Their daggers were already drawn.

      There was about seven of them, all in a huddled mass. The lightning in the sky glinted off their short crooked blades. They took a step towards us. We took a step back.

      “We can’t go back the other way or we’ll have to face the guards,” Serena said. “We’ll have to fight our way through here.”

      I eyed the quest timer ticking away. Fuck. We didn’t have time for these goddamn goblins. A swirl of heat and rage poured through my fingertips and palms, flames erupting in my hands.

      I whipped the flame balls at the mass of goblins. “Let’s get this over with.”

      I ran towards the goblin gang. I’d take them on my own if I had to, I was so pissed.

      “Clay!” yelled Serena but I wasn’t listening.

      My skin developed a rocky stone outer layer. I had roughly thirty seconds of mediocre tanking in me now and I was going to savor every bit of it. I clenched the fingers of my right fist and squeezed them tightly with my thumb. I cocked back my arm and let the heat and flames travel with my fist, swinging it right into the goblin’s face. The green skin of his cheek turned to roasted ash. His jaw swung. His teeth cracked and one even went flying against the wall. His HP fell by 25%. I turned around and readied another punch at the three goblins coming at me.

      I met their dagger slashes with another fire punch. The blast knocked their arms down and I came swinging my other hand. My heart raced like a jackhammer. I didn’t have a stamina bar to measure how much of this type of fighting I was able to endure but my body was beginning to tell me: not much more.

      I turned around to catch the other goblin gang members but I was too slow and a dagger stabbed right into my shoulder. Agh! My stone skin ability had worn off and I was back to my normal squishy self. The cold steel burned through my flesh and I wiggled to get away. The goblin ripped his sword from my body, crimson blood splashing out alongside it. I stumbled backwards. Another blade swung into my ribs. The world around me spun. I was down to 30% HP already. What was I doing?

      The goblins continued to barrage me with their stabs and slashes but the pain disappeared. The cold steel digging in and out of my flesh felt less potent. A golden light surrounded my entire person. Kari. She’d cast protect on me. Thank the gods.

      I was lifted high in the air. Serena was holding me up by my shirt collar away from the barrage of goblin attacks. She tossed me to the side then lunged her sword at each of the goblins, drawing aggro onto her. Classic tank work.

      My health bar jumped up in 40 HP bursts as Kari threw out bright golden shards of cure spells at me. Back in the green, Serena threw me to the ground towards Kari.

      “Now stay back there you idiot,” yelled Serena. “Goddamn DPS pretending they’re a tank. What kind of noob shit is that?”

      I shook my head. My anger dissipated in the face of death. She was right. It was idiotic behavior, but I was frustrated and wanted to kill these goblin bandits and get on our way. We were running out of time.

      I got back on my feet, whipped out my staff, gripped it hard and drew in the mana from the surrounding area. My free hand’s fingers clawed through the air, dragging and manipulating the ground at our feet. I unleashed ruptured ground and let the street tear up in front of us. Jagged stone rocks erupted across the narrow road. Goblins tripped and fell over. Crippled status debuffs flickered underneath their HP and MP bars.

      Shade emerged from the shadows right as a goblin was picking himself up off the ground. The Lirana thief unleashed a double back stab with both of his daggers, slamming the green bandit’s body back to the ground, this time for good.

      
        
        +61 EXP!

      

      

      Attacking another group of fallen goblins, Serena lifted her blade high above her head and initiated crushing blow. Her sword slammed down in a long vertical arc, slicing two goblins right in half, blood and guts flopping out of their open corpses.

      
        
        +61 EXP!

        +61 EXP!

      

      

      Another wave of five more goblins rushed into assist the weakened and remaining four goblins we’d still had yet to defeat.

      “Push forward as we defeat them,” I yelled. Who knew if it would help, but it would at least gain us a few seconds.

      Serena twirled with her massive blade, clanging off daggers and slicing through necks and chests, dealing tons of damage. All the goblins attacked her and seven daggers at her ribcage—even with her toughness stats—still hurt. Serena’s HP bar jumped up and down as Kari threw cure spell after cure spell to fend off the increased goblin attack damage. Shade launched quick swipes on the enemies, sliding in out of the battle, kiting the goblin warriors to keep them distracted and minimize the intense aggro being pummeled onto Serena.

      The battle was tilting in our favor. Our attacks and team coordination meant the goblins were not only outmatched in strength, but wits as well. Any coordination or teamwork they had was destroyed by our superior tactics, keeping them on a second-by-second defensive strategy. They weren’t fighting to defeat us; they were fighting to survive.

      A bullet hit me in the upper chest and pushed me back a step. Ow! A hot pain rushed through my upper body.

      In the window along the street were snipers with barrels of rifles and revolvers pointing right at us.

      “Clay—this is all you,” shouted Serena. “Hit them with your ranged attacks!”

      I winced and focused in on the window closest to me. A green hand poked out from the window. My hand heated up, engulfing in flames. I put my whole body in the throw, lifting up my legs and pulling back my arm, launching the molten ball of flame at the exposed green hand. The blast hit the target, the pistol knocked out of the sniper’s hands and fell out the window. The goblin scrambled after his fallen weapon and in the moment of exposure I hit him with another fireball. He fell from the window and splattered head first into the floor. Bits of brain splattered everywhere.

      
        
        +61 EXP!

      

      

      Through the translucent prompt in my HUD came the real tangible tip of a pointed blade, heading straight for my eye. A bullet knocked the blade out of the attacker’s hand.

      “You’re welcome,” said Shade, smoke leaking from his revolver. He slid back into the fray, kiting more goblins from Serena.

      There were three more gunmen up above and still nine goblins on the ground.

      I had an idea for the gunmen. I clenched my fists and let the stone skin envelop my body.

      “Clay, what are you doing,” said Kari, in concern. “You shouldn’t be going directly into the fray.”

      “Don't worry,” I said. “Just watch.”

      I flicked my fingers towards my feet, electric lightning charging through my muscles and bone, giving me intense speed. I ran and dodged my way through the sword fight slashes of Serena and Shade and the goblin onslaught. Dagger swipes came my way but with stone skin buffing me the damage wasn’t severe. Once underneath the rooftops, I let my hands boil with heat, forming two massive fire balls in each. I jumped and created a mana pool and jumped again. One more jump and I faced the bastard. I leapt once more and facing the window and the shocked goblin gunman, I released my two giant fireballs into the gun pit.

      Falling in the air, I power jumped again right into the room with the gunman. I leapt on top of him and pummeled him with fire punch after fire punch. His fallen face was nothing but ash and charcoal.

      
        
        +61 EXP!

      

      

      Gun shots fired into the empty building I was in. I slid against the wall and materialized a mana potion. Comboing so many abilities together—stone skin, shocking speed, power jump, fire blast—all in quick concession was enough to deplete the majority of my MP. I took a big swig of the blue potion, letting the new mana course through my veins. My blue status bar shot back to full.

      Two more gunmen left. I engulfed my hands in more flame and readied a fireball. I peeked out from my window and lobbed a fireball at the gunmen across the lane. His clothes lit on fire and he ran around the apartment, flailing his arms like a chicken in a coop. A burning debuff flickered underneath his status bar. I shot another two fireballs at him and alongside the debuff he fell to the ground dead.

      
        
        +61 EXP!

      

      

      A whole bunch of experience points prompts also appeared in my HUD. Good. The rest of the party was handling things below me.

      I took a quick breath behind the wall and readied myself for another go with the last gunman. I jumped out from the window ready to strike when a bullet hit me in the chest. Ack! He hit me again. I was down to 45% HP. My stone skin had disappeared, my chest leaking out dark rivulets of blood.

      I ducked to the floor right as another barrage of shots came at me. Damn. A shot or two more and I would be dead. Catching my breath, I cast healing mist and let the restorative vapor surround my body. The bullet wounds closed up and my health shot back up over 70%.

      This last goblin gunman was clever. He’d seen my other tricks.

      I cast shocking speed and ran up against the wall. I ran to the other side of the building, dodging two more shots from the goblin. I fell to the ground and crawled back across the floorboards. I got up making as little noise as possible and power jumped out the window. Flying across the skirmish below, I conjured another fireball. Toppling into the new apartment hallway, I unleashed the blast.

      The goblin had his back turned, still aiming for where he thought I was in the other building. The flame blast shocked him so hard it knocked him off the window ledge to the ground.

      Splat.

      
        
        +61 EXP!

      

      

      I hurried over to the window, lobbing more fireballs towards the skirmish. There were only a few more goblins left. Serena chased them around the laneway, letting them have it with her crushing blow.

      I power jumped back to the laneway, now full of goblin corpses leaking puddles of blood down the street.

      I shook my head and hurried down the street. “Gotta keep going.”

      I eyed the quest timer, ticking away.

      00:17:31 minute(s) remained.

      C’mon, we’re almost there.

      At the corner we were at the walls of the keep. Soldiers were running across the battlements, preparing to take on an army of rioters. Standing in the center, ordering them all was the last person we needed to face right now.

      The ultra-powerful captain of the Kingsblood.

      Sir Archades.
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      I swung myself back around the corner and knocked my head against the wall.

      There was no way we were going to survive a fight against Sir Archades and then Bertwald as well. We had to figure out a way around him.

      “What’s wrong Clay?” asked Serena. “Shouldn’t we keep moving?”

      Sweat fell down my face. I shook my head. “Sir Archades is guarding the wall.”

      All of our faces fell, except for Kari, who asked, “Who’s Sir Archades?”

      “He’s like the worst school principal you’ve ever had,” said Serena. “Except he also has the power to literally kill you in seconds. He chopped Clay’s head off once.”

      I blinked at the memory, rubbing my neck.

      “Yeah, yeah, he’s a total prick but we can move around him,” said Shade. “We just need to be—wait for my favorite word—stealthy!”

      I crossed my arms and sighed. “Alright, let’s hear it. How do you think we can get past him?”

      Shade popped his head out from around the corner and scanned the wall. He returned and  scratched his chin and wagged his tail. He was thinking. “He’s dictating orders from the wall. So he’s not anywhere close to the actual keep entrance. All we have to do is climb over the wall far away from him and make a wide berth behind him until we reach the door. Voila!”

      “I thought you were a master thief,” said Kari, looking up at Shade with cute dopey-eyes.  “Your plan doesn’t include any recourse for a situation where he turns around and sees us clearly going for the keep entrance.”

      Shade lifted up a finger. “Ah, but I do have a plan. He won’t care if he sees us.”

      “And why not?” I said.

      “Because we’ll be in disguise.”

      “Oh brother,” groaned Serena. “Let’s get on with it then. Lead the way Shade.”

      “Thank you Ms. Serena,” grinned Shade. “I’m more skilled in improvisational work, but this is definitely one of my better plans. Now follow me.”

      The thief snuck across the street and hugged the stone wall of the castle, masking himself in the shadows. We followed behind. The street was empty compared to the rest of the city due to the guards cordoning off the streets and blocking the riots.

      “Light squad-b to the eastern wall!” bellowed Sir Archades.

      I shuddered, knowing he was so close to us.

      Shade bounced down the street away from the Kingsblood knight. We ran to a point along the wall where we no longer heard any murmurings or heavy footsteps above us.

      “Ms. Serena—if you’d oblige me a lift up this wall?” He bowed and presented his hand to Serena.

      “Buzz off,” said Serena, swatting his hand away. She turned to Kari and bent down, “Get on. Clay—you can carry the gentleman, can’t you?”

      I made a face at Shade and bent over to pick him up. He wasn’t as light as Kari but lighter than I expected.

      I power jumped up the wall with Shade on my back. Once over the battlements I collapsed with Shade over top of me. Serena, with Kari clutching onto her shoulders, landed on the wall with a lot more grace.

      “You mentioned disguises,” I muttered.

      Shade scurried towards the side of the wall where the mountain of Land’s Shield created a big shadow.

      “Yes,” said Shade. “We wait here for enough guards to come and we take their equipment.”

      “Fair enough,” said Serena. “Though we are on the clock. How long are we going to wait for?”

      “Not long,” grinned Shade, pointing to a set of three guards, trudging towards us.

      We hid in the shadows as the guards came close to us. I listened to them speak.

      “Bertwald told me we wouldn’t have to listen to Sir Archades after tonight. I can’t wait to be done taking orders from that bastard.”

      So these guys were on Bertwald’s side, then? How much of the royal court had he corrupted and convinced to join his schemes?

      They walked to the edge of the wall until their backs were turned to us. Shade walked ahead. With both daggers pulled out he initiated backstab on two of the three soldiers, plunging his daggers into each of their respective necks. He slid with lightning speed to behind the other soldier and slit his throat, a cascade of blood flowed out onto the side of the wall. Shade dragged out the most recent deceased soldier and brought him back into the cover of shadows.

      Serena grabbed the other two fallen soldiers.

      “But there’s only three soldiers,” said Kari. “Don’t we need four uniforms?”

      “We don’t have time,” I said. “We’ll have to make do.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” said Shade. “But Kari—you’re not going to like it.”

      We unequipped the fallen soldiers and put on their Laergardian soldier outfits. They didn’t have helmets but so long as Sir Archades didn’t look us directly in the eye I was sure we’d be fine.

      We marched down the wall. To any passersby we would have appeared like any other set of patrolmen. Rioters would’ve attacked us even. But clutched underneath Serena’s arms like a volleyball was a grumpy Muumuu healer.

      “Stop squirming,” muttered Serena as we marched down the battlements of the wall.

      “You’re clutching me too tight.”

      “Shh,” said Shade. “Your antics will get us caught.”

      “Our antics?” balked Serena.

      “He’s right,” I said. “All of us are talking way too much for serious Laergardian soldiers. So this goes for all of us—including me—zip it.”

      Sir Archades pointed and shouted at different squads to move into different positions. They’d done such a good job cordoning off the mob and rioters there wasn’t actually much for the soldiers to do on the walls. He was keeping them alert, ready in case of a change.

      With every step we got closer and closer to the knight. One observant glance and we were done for. If we passed him successfully without his notice, we were home free.

      We were a meter away from him now. His back turned to us. We sped up. He turned as we approached. We picked up our pace, passing him. He addressed us. “Soldiers.”

      We kept walking, murmuring in reply, “Captain.”

      I croaked as I spoke. The three of us kept marching forward towards the main doors of the keep. We were a minute away from the front door when Sir Archades’ voice echoed across the grounds.

      “Stop right there.”

      “Keep marching,” muttered Shade.

      “You three!” he said.

      We continued to ignore him. In seconds, he was standing in front of us.

      “I don’t know why the king ever let you go free after I brought you here. I would’ve sent you straight to the dungeons.”

      “Screw you man,” I said. “You don’t even know what’s going on right now, do you?”

      The knight unsheathed his two battle axes. The same ones he had lobbed my head off with only a day and a half ago. “It isn’t a Kingsblood’s duty to know the exact details of the king’s political machinations. It’s his duty to serve.” He adjusted his positioning, preparing himself for an attack. “And my current mission states to kill all enemies of the state.”

      I jumped back a step.

      “Kari! Debuff him as soon as possible. Everyone else dodge and stay as far away from him as you can.”

      I cast shocking speed on Serena and then myself. Kari threw out a sparkling gold attack, removing one buff from Archades. He came for us and we dodged his first attack. Kari must’ve removed an agility buff from the knight. She threw out another fox’s fun shard at him. She was taking out all his passive bonus buffs he had from his armor. Nice. Without it, he was still strong but he wasn’t one-hit K.O. strong.

      I clutched at the air and pulled, dragging the ground at Archades’ feet. He jumped out of the way.

      “This ends now,” he said. He sheathed one of his axes and with his gauntleted fingers, cast a spell, freezing me in place.

      Oh no.

      A debuff loaded in my HUD.

      
        
        Slow (Debuff): Slow and steady wins the race. Except when you’re fighting to the death. Movement speed decreased by 50% (Duration: 1 minute)

      

      

      Sir Archades cast the spell on Kari. Then Shade, then Serena.

      Crap.

      Two guards ran up behind me and clutched my arms.

      “The king said to arrest them on sight,” said Archades. “I’d love to kill you but then you Chosen would come back to haunt me. Better to throw you into a prison cell where you can rot away forever. Take them to the dungeon.”

      Was this really it? We’d made it so far.

      The soldier holding my arms turned me around, escorting me to the keep’s dungeon tower.

      We were so close and yet we failed.

      Fen.

      Mari.

      I’m sorry.

      A clamor of metal echoed behind me. The guards holding me released their grip, collapsing to the ground.

      I turned and clutching a syringe full of sleeping serum was none other than Sir Edward Silver. Sir Archades’ unconscious body laid fallen on the ground behind him.

      “I found all this forbidden magic and unthinkable material in Bertwald’s bedroom,” explained the knight. “Corruption rots within this castle. I hope you put an end to it or I just threw away the best promotion of my life.”

      A squad of Laergardian soldiers ran towards us.

      “Go ahead,” yelled Sir Edward. “I’ll handle these guards. The rest of the way is clear.”

      I nodded to Edward and dashed towards the keep’s large wooden doors. Shade, Serena, and Kari were all behind me.

      We were so close.

      Twelve minutes remained.
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      The inside of the keep was silent. Dim mana lamps glowed softly along the walls. The palace was empty. The servants had gone home or were asleep in their chambers. The guards were out defending along the wall. Stairwells and doors abounded in every direction. Shadowy passages to the unknown.

      Our footsteps echoed throughout the main chamber.

      Judging from the swirls of necromantic lightning outside, Bertwald was doing his operation along the eastern side of the keep on the royal airship landing bay. I led the group to the right, walking up a marble staircase and down a hall. We passed statues of lions and gargoyles. Flashes of green ghoulish thunder flickered through the mullioned windows of the vestibule.

      We were almost there. Hang on Mari. Hang on Fen. We still have a soccer match to play.

      Shuffling footsteps echoed behind me. I turned around. Beyond our group the hall was empty.

      Weird.

      We continued down the hall arriving at a spiraling stairwell leading up to the eastern airship runway.

      “Alright guys,” I said. “This is it. We’ve been over the plan. Everyone know what to do?”

      The group nodded. My eyes wandered over Shade’s shoulder and I swear there was movement in the shadows of the hall.

      “Clay—do you see something?” asked Serena.

      “I feel like the shadows are moving,” I said.

      “The—”

      The words were cut off by a ninja star flying through the hall. I fell to the floor. A swift swoosh of air passed an inch above my head. A silver throwing star wedged into the stone floor, cracking the surface.

      We formed defensive positions.

      The stairwell leading up the tower was right there, but I didn’t want to go into the fight with Bertwald dragging another enemy into the fray. The quest clock was ticking. There wasn’t any time to waste. A long drawn out battle with these attackers left open the possibility of ending the quest in a failure; leaving Fen and Mari dead, their bodies used in exchange for whatever horrible operation Bertwald had planned.

      Three more ninja stars flew out from the shadows. Everyone dived. I conjured a fireball in my hands, the flame and ash brightening the dark hallway. I threw it down the passage, catching a glimpse of our attacker as the flaming ball smashed into the opposite wall. It was one person, hooded in dark black robes. Male.

      “Who are you?” I yelled. “Show yourself.”

      The hooded figure replied with another throwing knife. It flew past me into the wall, way off the mark.

      “Ahh!”

      Another shuriken flew through the air and blasted right into Kari’s stomach. She fell backwards, slamming onto the floor. The bastard. He threw the first knife as a distraction. A psych-out. Misdirection before the deadly blow.

      “Serena cover me!” I said, diving across the floor to Kari. The blow had almost killed her. She shivered, her chest palpitating as she hovered at 4% HP. I hugged her diminutive fox body and cast healing mist, making sure she received as much of the healing vapor as I did.

      Shurikens clanged against Serena’s sword. She held it up in sword shield, keeping the incoming attacks from reaching us.

      “Kari, can you get up?” I asked.

      Her body laid frozen in my arms. She gulped and said. “The throwing knives, they’re coated with some kind of venom. I'm paralyzed.”

      Shit. The ninja stars were even deadlier than I realized.

      I stretched my fingers over Kari, casting status cure. Crystal shards emerged from my hands and glowed around Kari’s body. Life returned to her limbs and she was able to move again.

      “Okay everybody,” I said. “Kari and I are the only two available to cure paralysis debuffs. So we have to make sure neither one of us gets hit. If one of us does then top priority is making sure the other one doesn’t get hit until the other has been debuffed. Got it?”

      Everyone nodded.

      A shuriken smacked into the ceiling, ricocheting off the corner and flying right for us, bypassing Serena’s sword shield. Shade jumped in the air and twirled, knocking back the flying blade with his two daggers.

      “Serena, push ahead,” I said. “We’ll follow behind. Let’s close the gap between us and the attacker.”

      We headed back down the hall. We hugged the wall, using it as protection against one angle of attack. Serena protected our front while Shade protected our rear. More throwing knives came at us, clinking and clanging off our steel defenses.

      The attacks stopped by the time we reached the end of the hall.

      “Wait,” I said. “He’s luring us into the center room. He’ll have more open space to run, dodge, hide, and shoot from. We can’t go in there.”

      Glass from a window behind us, cracked and smashed to the floor, the hooded figure swinging through it. He wasted no time, unleashing three throwing stars. Serena spun and jumped to get in front of us, but got knocked back by the throwing star, falling to the floor paralyzed. Shade got hit in the shoulder as well.

      Kari and I both dived out of the way, but one knife grazed Kari’s leg, enough to unleash the paralyzing serum into her veins.

      I stretched out my arm to cast status cure. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon. My hands glowed with golden light. A ninja star flew right into my casting arm, disabling the attack. The blade sliced through my flesh, wedging itself into the bone beneath my skin. Blood shot out of my arm as the shocking pain rippled from my arm and into the rest of my body. The golden light of my spell faded from my fingers and I slid back a step until I too was frozen in paralysis.

      The message flickered in my HUD.

      
        
        Paralyzed (Debuff): You’re temporarily unable to move. I’d say run away, but well, you know (duration: 5 minutes).

      

      

      The gentle footsteps of the attacker whispered from down the hall. His steps were so quiet you didn’t even hear the crunch of the broken glass. What class and abilities were these? Emerging from the shadows was a hooded figure dressed in a light cloth black armor with a leather harness with multiple blades and throwing ninja stars sheathed along it for easy reach. In the figure’s right hand was a vial of pink serum. He held it and shook it gently.

      “Paralyzing serum,” said the hooded figure. I recognized the voice. “Bertwald showed me how to make it.”

      The figure removed his hood and standing in front of us was the king’s younger brother, Prince Fergus. His dopey-eyed innocence from before had all but disappeared as he stood in front of us in his full ninja-class gear.

      “Prince Fergus,” I gasped, surprised at my own ability to talk. “Wait, I thought I was—”

      “Paralyzed?” said the prince. “You are, but this serum lets the afflicted person talk. It’s used in all sorts of military scenarios. Battles. Interrogations. Torture.”

      I balked. Who was this kid?

      “You’re surprised? I guess nobody outside my immediate family knows of my training. It’s a tradition: non-heirs of the royal family train to be guardians for the king. Shy and quiet, the ninja class suited me.”

      “Fergus, I—

      “I’ll stick to the questions for now,” said the young man. His voice cracked, anger and anguish flooded from his cries: “Why have you given up on my brother’s quest for justice? Why have you become enemies of Laergard? Why have you betrayed us?”

      My stomach lurched. From his perspective we had wronged his family and given up on what was right. Oh man. Fergus didn’t know. He had no idea what his older brother and Bertwald were up to. He still idealistically looked up to his big brother. I remembered the first time I realized my brother wasn’t invincible, wasn’t infallible, just another human being with his own weaknesses and strengths, his own issues and problems. It was scary. I didn’t want it to be true. If my brother wasn’t the superhero I thought he was, well, what did that mean for a minuscule speck of a person like me?

      “Listen, Fergus,” I said. “I don’t believe you agree with everything your brother is doing and I don’t believe he does either. Bertwald is manipulating him and if we don’t stop them tonight, the brother you know is never coming back from this. Trust me. Let’s go together and if you agree with what you see in front of you, you can arrest us all straightaway.”

      Fergus stood, contemplating my offer. I was in no position to offer anything but Fergus struck me as someone who would listen to reason. I eyed the quest timer in my HUD, dropping second by second. We really were at crunch time now. No second to waste.

      Fergus nodded his head and pulled out a vial of liquid. “This is the antidote for the debuff.” He approached me and poured the vial into my mouth. The debuff disappeared and I cast status cure on Serena while Fergus fed the antidote to Kari and then Shade.

      I wanted to fill Fergus in on our plan of action but there was no time. We had six minutes to save the kids.

      We hurried up the stone steps of the tower and emerged onto the long runway, high above the city and walls of the castle. Right at the end of the dock on a large circular glass platform was King Jared. Green smoke swirled around his body, emanating from his entire person, an aura of dark energy surrounding him. His eyes were neon bright, oozing the same ghoulish vapor.

      The two children laid on the floor in a puddle of purple globs of mana. Their HP bars hovered at 7% and were draining every passing second. Across from them was Bertwald, dead on the floor.

      “What the—”

      His corpse was missing a limb. The wrist with the Prophetic Seal.

      King Jared laughed maniacally, holding up his two arms each with a Prophetic Seal burned onto the wrist.

      “That’s—” Prince Fergus gasped. He stumbled back a step. He lifted his finger, pointing at the man in front of us. His eyes widened with fear.

      “That’s not my brother.”
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      King Jared continued to laugh in our faces. The man’s face twisted and contorted. His glowing green eyes twitched and bulged. He gritted his teeth and shifted his lower jaw back and forth in a bizarre alien fashion. His cheeks bubbled and boiled, reminding me of Experiment #13. He twisted his neck, joints cracking violently.

      If this wasn’t Jared—who the hell was it?

      “Come to your brother, Fergus,” said the king. “Don’t you want to give your brother a hug?”

      The king reached out with both his arms, the etching of each Prophetic Seal a swirling and haunting dark black. A bright flaming green aura surrounded the king’s entire person.

      “Fergus?” asked the king.

      I knew then why the king’s voice sounded so strange. The voice was distorted. It had an echo. Two people were talking at once. The king’s face wrinkled and boiled. Two people were fighting to occupy this very body. Jared and Bertwald.

      Serena gripped her blade and shifted her feet, initiating warrior’s stance. Prince Fergus gripped his kunai and became battle ready. Shade and Kari did the same. I stretched my fingers in and out, ready to cast whatever was needed at a moment’s notice.

      “Bertwald,” yelled Prince Fergus. “What have you done to my brother? Release yourself from his body.”

      King Jared—or, I guess, Bertwald—grinned and shook his head. “You stupid naïve boy—why ever would I do that? Being advisor to the king provides only so much power. Being king, on the other hand, lets you have all the power.” His face contorted again, his jaw muscles stretched, not quite in full control of this new body. He continued speaking: “Jared questioned my more experimental ideas. He called them too harsh. Too cruel. This, coming from a teenage—argh, agh, gerogumada—” Foam issued from Jared’s mouth and another voice emerged, commanding us, “Stop him!”

      It was the real King Jared speaking.

      He was right. What were we doing standing around, listening to this bullshit? We only had four minutes left. The two kids laid on the ground, unconscious at 5% HP.

      “Alright guys,” I said. “We planned for this. Let’s go!”

      Serena sprinted towards Bertwald. She held her arms up, gripping her massive blade behind her. The pointed metal slid through the wind making her more aerodynamic. Bertwald arced his hand and threw out a blast of ghoulish green energy at his incoming attacker. Serena jumped high in the air and shot herself back down diagonally with her charge attack, side-stepping Bertwald’s blast. He threw out another shot and Serena zigzagged across with her charge move until she was right in front of him. She wasted no time, jumping into the air, swinging her blade, and unleashing sword wheel. Her body disappeared, her blade spinning so quickly you only saw a vibrating circle of silver metal. Bertwald held up his glowing green arm and absorbed every blow of the attack. His HP barely declined.

      “Give him all you got Serena,” yelled Kari, shooting out a beam of bright sparkly magic from her fox paws. The shard of light travelled across the battlefield and glowed over Serena as she swiped and slashed her sword repeatedly at the necrotician king. The Muumuu’s protection spell was enough to keep Serena alive for an extra hit or two. Next Kari crossed her arms, drawing more mana from within herself, and unleashed another blast of bright light. This time she wasn’t doing healing damage but throwing out her fox’s fun move. The light travelled across the black night sky of the battlefield and over the airship runway and smashed into Bertwald. One of the many buffs below his HP and MP bars flickered away.

      I gripped my staff and conjured the biggest baddest fireball I’d ever held in my hands. The flaming molten ball of lava was as big as a basketball. I cranked my arm back, holding the staff for balance, and whipped the massive flame ball at Bertwald. It zoomed across the battlefield, crashing into Bertwald’s shoulder. The blast puffed into smoke upon touching him. It barely left an impact on his HP. But luckily the burn debuff flickered underneath his status bars. Feel the burn you bastard.

      The green flames etching Bertwald’s body grew around his right hand. The ghoulish flames crystallized into a solid demonic hand with claws. He slashed his new crystal flame hand and the claws dug through Serena’s shoulder blade and chest. She fell to the ground, her HP dropping by 95%. Thick bloody gashes ran across her chest like trenches in mud, glinting with a horrific crimson sheen. She lifted herself up with her hands only to fall back down on the ground. Red liquid bled from her stomach.

      Oh shit.

      Bertwald swiped his demonic claws at Serena again. Moments away from ending her life, the attack stalled. Prince Fergus held the demonic claws in the air with his thick metal kunai.

      “Leave my brother’s body Bertwald,” growled Fergus through gritted teeth. “Get out of him!”

      “Your brother is dead,” said Bertwald, pulling his demonic claws back. “This body is mine now.”

      “I’ll make you leave,” yelled Fergus. He jumped in the air, spinning his blades in an uppercut slash across his possessed brother’s body. As he fell from the attack, a red energy coursed around his arms and he unleashed a barrage of quick swipes. This was the prince’s ninjutsu at work, taking out 5% of Bertwald’s HP.

      It was time to back our two melee fighters up. As Fergus drew Bertwald’s aggro Kari healed Serena back to full health. I focused on annoying Bertwald with more debuffs. First I cast ruptured ground, tearing up the floor at his feet. Rocks and metal jammed into his legs and he twisted a knee. The crippled debuff flickered beneath his status bars. Gotcha. Bertwald swiped his green flame claws but the attack was blocked by Serena’s sword shield. The debuff had affected his attack speed, reducing it and making it easier for Serena and Fergus to block the enemy’s blows.

      I had one more spell up my sleeve. One I’d been saving since we’d formulated this plan. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Let’s do this. I swung my hand out towards Bertwald. An icy cold chill swam through my arm into my hand. A bitter cool wind blasted out from my palm, gusting across the battlefield until inches from Bertwald, it solidified into a tidal wave of ice. Every rivulet of blue frozen crystal was a sharp spiraling dagger of destruction. The green aura around him protected him from most of the damage. But a snowflake icon flickered underneath his status bar. Deep freeze. His arms and legs crinkled with a stiff layer of frost, reducing his movement speed even more.

      Bertwald stepped back slowly, his ability to retreat severely hampered by his decreased agility. Serena lifted her blade above her head and slammed the blade into Bertwald with crushing blow. He blocked it with ease. But it left room for Fergus to attack him with his lightning coated kunai. Crackles of thunder and electricity swirled around the prince’s arm and weapon as he stabbed Bertwald in the ribs. The ninja attacks broke through the green flaming aura shield, whittling another 5% off of our foe.

      The debuffs timed out and Bertwald stepped away from the onslaught of attacks.

      “You fools,” he yelled. “Your attacks won’t kill me.”

      A giant shit-eating smirk formed on my face. The quest never specified killing or defeating Bertwald. All we had to do was stop him from completing his operation. And while we’d been sending a barrage of attacks and status debuffs his way—where was our trusty stealthy thief?

      Right under his nose, grabbing the kids.

      Shade emerged from the shadows at the other end of the airship runway. He crouched down and picked up the fallen children. He’d gotten there with seconds to spare. Both of the kids’ HP were down to 2%. Shade picked them up and moved away from the ricocheting magical attacks and chaos of the battle.

      I closed my eyes and let out a sigh of relief. We’d done it. We’d saved Fen and Mari.

      I waited for the quest to say completed. But nothing happened. The quest timer kept ticking away. What the hell?

      Why wasn’t the quest over? I scanned the battlefield and saw Shade and the kids were still beneath a glowing green circular field taking up most of the airship docking area.

      “Run Shade!” I yelled. “Get them out of the AoE circle!”

      Bertwald shot out a laser blast of green necromantic energy where Shade was heading. The green energy sizzled across the battlefield, blocking off Shade’s path. The thief jumped back, the children clutched in his arms. Oh man. One hit from this guy almost killed Serena. One hit was enough to kill Shade. Another blast of green energy came his way. Shade shadow stepped and dodged the attack. Only one problem though. The quest timer ticked its final seconds.

      
        
        00:00:10 second(s) remaining

        00:00:09 second(s) remaining

        00:00:08 second(s) remaining

      

      

      Eight bloody seconds!

      I launched my arm out and let lightning whip from my hand towards Shade’s feet. Shade sprinted across the landing pad towards us. There wasn’t enough time. He wasn’t going to make it.

      The melee fray had paused as the fate of Bertwald’s operation hung in the balance. Fergus stood frozen in front of his possessed brother. The former king’s face had gone pale and soft.

      “Kill me little brother,” said Jared, fighting through Bertwald’s possession of his body. “Do it now before—”

      Fergus gripped his kunai, hesitating. He squirmed and shivered with indecision. The last seconds of the quest rushed to their final destination.

      
        
        00:00:03 second(s) remaining

        00:00:02 second(s) remaining

        00:00:01 second(s) remaining
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      It all happened at once. The quest timer fell to zero alongside the children’s health points. Their status bars faded away as their small bodies lay cold and motionless on the ground. My shoulders fell. My heart sank. A message ran across my HUD.

      
        
        Quest Failed: Stop Bertwald’s Necromantic Operation

        Bertwald has succeeded at performing his operation and has taken over Jared Ravenmour’s body. Bertwald is now king of Laergard.

      

      

      Fully possessing the body of Jared Ravenmour, Bertwald stretched out the arms of his newer younger self. The black swirling lines of the Prophetic Seal on both of his wrists ran up his arms like veins of spilled ink. More green toxic smoke leaked out his eyes. His jaw stretched out and a pair of large pointed teeth shot out from either side of his bottom lips. He crouched down, flexing his muscles. His arms and legs bulged. His limbs grew so much his clothes ripped open. His enflamed muscles poked out from his torn tunic and pants. He screamed and grabbed his head in pain.

      Blood spurted out his back. Sharp pointed bones emerged along his spine. He clenched his fists while ossified remains slid between the cracks of his knuckles. Unclenching his fist, he admired his new clawed hands. Green flames coated his entire body, including his new necromantic fists.

      Sliding out of his lower back was a tail made of flesh and bone. It spiraled around his person, the tip sharp as a spear.

      I took a step back repulsed by this demonic creature. Was this really what Bertwald had aspired to become? Was this the rotten center of all his goals?

      “It is over now Chosen,” said Bertwald, his voice further distorted through his new demonic mouth. “I am undefeatable in this new form. Die or bow to Laergard’s new leader.”

      “Fuck that,” said Serena, putting all of her strength into a downward swing with her mighty sword. The blade was inches from cracking into Bertwald’s skull when he lifted up his flaming clawed hands and gripped Serena’s sword. He held her blade in the air.

      “Give up now,” said Bertwald.

      “How about, no,” said Serena, gripping the hilt of her blade tight. She pushed her sword downward with all of her strength but Bertwald continued to hold it up in the air. How was this possible? How was he so powerful?

      He lifted up his other hand and clenched his fist.

      “Serena—back away!” I yelled.

      Bertwald punched her in the gut with his clawed fist. Serena’s body surged across the airship runway, collapsing in front of Kari and me. Four holes leaked out rivers of blood like water pipes. She was down to 2% HP.

      Kari ran to Serena’s fallen body and put her hands above her stomach. The fox’s small paws glowed out over the bloody wounds, healing the damages. First the blood stopped flowing, then the wounds sealed and then Serena’s HP rose back to full.

      We were nothing but flies to Bertwald in this battle. He had the power to swat us away and kill us with ease.

      “Die you bastard!” yelled Fergus, tears flying out from his eyes. He swung his kunai and battled with the demon spawn. Bertwald blocked the incoming ninjutsu swipes. Fergus anticipated this, unsheathing a switchblade from his boot and sending an uppercut kick to demonic Bertwald’s face. The hit landed right in Bertwald’s chin, jerking his head upright and making him stumble backwards. Fergus didn’t waste a second, coming for him while he was stunned. Lightning crackled around his arms and kunai, stabbing his opponents in the ribs. Bertwald gained composure and swiped back. Fergus ducked the attack and slid underneath his arm, laying out another set of strikes.

      I cast ruptured ground, destroying the floor at their feet. I hoped to land a cripple debuff but Bertwald jumped in the air and shot his demonic bone tail down to the ground, lodging itself there. He balanced himself in the air above us. He threw out blasts of green energy at Fergus. The prince dodged the attacks. Next he threw out blasts at the rest of us. We all rushed out of the perimeter of the incoming blows.

      “We need to take out his height advantage,” I yelled so the whole party would hear. “Attack the tail. Dislodge it!”

      “Got it boss,” said Shade, sprinting towards the tail of flesh and bone lodged in the ground.

      All three of our melee DPS team dashed towards the tail. I cast shocking speed on all of them, their feet crackling with newfound electric energy. They danced and slid around Bertwald’s beams of necromantic magic. Serena cannonballed forward with her charge ability. Emerging from charge, she arced her arms and swung her sword, unleashing whirlwind blade. The metal tip of her great sword swirled in the air, clanking and knocking against the bones of Bertwald’s demonic tail.

      Shade added to the attacks stabbing his daggers back and forth. Fergus added his own lightning kunai attack into the mix. But none of it worked.

      “Don’t attack it,” I yelled. “Try and dislodge it. Destroy the ground around it.”

      I threw my arm forward, feeling the ice cold power shiver through my arms and out my fingers towards Bertwald. The man yelled and responded to my ice wave with a blast of green energy. The two magical forces collided in the air and exploded in a nullifying collision.

      Serena jabbed her sword into the ground where the bone was lodged, chipping away at the stone and concrete. The bone wobbled, losing its firm balance. Bertwald’s tail ejected itself from the ground while he flipped through the air and landed at his feet.

      “Fergus, go!” I said. “Serena, Shade! Support him on either side!”

      The melee trio ran towards demonic Bertwald.

      “Kari,” I said. “He must have loads of buffs on him. Don’t lose your eye on healing the melee fighters but throw as many fox’s fun out at him as well.”

      “Got it,” she said. She threw out a bright golden light across the battle field towards Bertwald. The debuff spell landed and Bertwald screamed with rage. What buff had we removed? Physical defense? Magic defense? Why was he so angry?

      Serena unleashed spinning wheel. Bertwald blocked it with his right arm, barely taking any damage from the attack. Fergus caused more destruction with a critical hit to Bertwald’s chest.

      Shade emerged behind the demon spawn, flinging himself in the air with both his daggers drawn. The daggers were about to land in Bertwald’s neck when his bone tail whipped itself through the air knocking right into Shade’s ribs. The thief flew across the battlefield. He crashed onto the runway, bones snapping upon impact. His HP fell below 10%.

      Kari’s eyes widened with fear, throwing out bursts of healing magic towards the heavily damaged rogue. Shade’s HP zoomed back to full.

      “Clay,” said Kari. “I’m running out of MP and it’s not regenerating fast enough to keep pace with this fight.”

      I materialized an MP potion as quickly as possible and handed it to her. “Guzzle it down. We need you. Let me know if you need another.”

      She held the glass potion up to her mouth and guzzled the blue liquid. Her MP bar returned to full.

      “Gah!” yelled Bertwald, unleashing a wave of energy, knocking Serena and Fergus to the ground. “Enough messing around.”

      His tail whipped through the air. The spear-like bone slithered through the sky until it punctured right through Kari’s tiny stomach and out the other side. Her eyes widened with shock. Her mouth gasped. A red crimson circle formed around the hole where the bone tail had entered.

      I materialized a health potion but it was too late.

      
        
        Instant kill!

        A Party Member Has Fallen!

      

      

      The tail slid out of from her stomach and returned towards Bertwald. Kari fell to the ground. Her avatar turning transparent and untouchable. She was gone from the fight.

      “It’s over for you now,” hissed Bertwald, licking blood from his chin where Fergus had wounded him with his kick.

      “Be careful everyone,” I said. “Fergus—can you kill him or do we need to retreat?”

      “We will kill him,” yelled the prince. “I will kill him!”

      He ran forward, slashing Bertwald with his lightning kunai. The two dueled each other once more, bone claw against ninja kunai. They clashed and slid, dodged and blocked.

      I wasn’t sure if I believed Fergus’ answer, but I wasn’t ready to leave him to die. Not yet anyway. We needed to support him for as long as we were able.

      Serena ran forward, jumping and charging into the air. Emerging from charge a few feet above Bertwald, she gripped her hilt and readied herself to unleash the most devastating crushing blow she had ever done. Bertwald yelled, “Enough!” and threw out a blast of green energy right at her stomach.

      
        
        Instant kill!

        A Party Member Has Fallen!

      

      

      “SERENA!”

      She collapsed to the ground of the airship landing bay. Her body fading away, disappearing into the horrible digital purgatory.

      “Fergus! Shade,” I yelled. “We need to regroup.”

      Fergus and Shade ran back towards me. Bertwald’s tail punctured the ground again and raised himself up. He would pick the rest of us off with his ghoulish blasts.

      I ran to the far end of the runway back to the tower entrance. Shade and Fergus were behind me, the silhouette of demonic Bertwald floated in the air. He wasn’t rushing after us. He wanted to kill us, sure, but he knew if we didn’t fight him today, it only gave him more time to solidify his power. He was mercifully granting us whatever time of death we so desired.

      “Clay—why do you force us to retreat from battle,” complained Prince Fergus. “As we gather back our energy so does he. We can’t let him have any advantage.”

      “I agree,” I said. “But I can’t lose both of you. Not today. If that happens there will be no one to stop Bertwald in the future. If I die tonight, I’ll come back. You two won’t.”

      “But Clay,” said Shade. “There’s no way you can take him on your own.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      Shade shook his head. “This is no time for games, Clay.”

      “Trust me,” I said. “You two retreat. I have a plan.”

      I just hoped it worked.
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      Fergus and Shade ran down the tower to safety. I turned back to face demonic Bertwald at the end of the airship runway. I ran across, stormy clouds hanging throughout the dark night sky. It was now or never.

      “So you choose to face me alone,” laughed Bertwald, perched in the air. “You barely laid a dent into me with five. What makes you so much more powerful fighting alone?”

      “I have a Prophetic Seal,” I yelled.

      Bertwald cackled even louder. “Mercy me! Don’t you see boy. I have two. You don’t go into a shootout with less bullets than your opponent unless you plan to lose.”

      I mustered a grin and said. “Ten kill blasts versus five. You need the handicap.”

      “You insolent little runt,” he screeched. “I’ll terminate your existence from this world altogether.”

      He threw out his arm from up above and a huge beam of shadow shot from his palm towards me. I jumped out of the way, barely dodging the attack. Smoke festered from where the attack had landed, burning a hole in the airship docking pad.

      “Bring it on,” I said, cracking my knuckles and casting shocking speed. “Nine more shots Bertie.”

      I ran across the perimeter of the circular dock pad. Bertwald threw out another blast with his other arm. The cold wind of the run//: delete_file attack grazed my back. The Prophetic Seal move burned another hole into the dock platform. Eight more attack blasts left.

      I ran along the circular perimeter.

      “I hate you Chosen,” sneered Bertwald from above in the sky. “You come into our world acting so superior. Believing we need to bow down to you, placate you, provide you with whatever you so desire. I’ll destroy you all.”

      He let out another blast of energy, burning another hole in the platform.

      Seven more attacks.

      I kept running. I jerked to a halt at the edge of an opening. My body lurched forward, sneaking a glance at the rooftops of the city below. I scrambled to regain my balance. Bertwald smirked. He sent out a blast right in front of me. I had to jump across two burnt out holes on the docking pad. Six more blasts.

      He was destroying the whole battlefield at this rate. I re-cast shocking speed and kept up the pace. My heart raced.

      Switching arms, Bertwald unleashed a beam of shadowy power. Instead of shooting where I had been running from, however, he shot where he thought I’d end up.

      I dug my heels in, braking my run. I spun around and ran back the other way. I kept my eyes on the holes. I had to make sure he didn’t box me in.

      Five more shots left.

      “Looks like we’ve evened things up,” I said.

      “There’s nothing equal about us, you weakling,” he yelled, throwing another blast towards me.

      Four.

      I skidded to a stop as I came close to another hole. The battlefield was too chaotic now to gain any momentum while running. It was a nightmare to kite.

      “This ends now,” yelled Bertwald, unleashing a shadowy blast right where I was headed.

      I turned around and slipped.

      Shit.

      I forgot about the hole behind me.

      I clutched onto the decrepit metal of the dock platform, my feet dangling towards the city below.

      “You survived eight of my blasts,” said Bertwald from up in the air. “Well done. But your time is up.”

      He charged up his hand. The shadowy energy throbbing through him. He unleashed his finishing move.
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      I did it all in a second. I pressed my wrist, opening up the command_UI, casting, “//run: nullify_attack.” A glassy shield surrounded me as the incoming shadow beam barreled towards me. I held onto the edge of the platform while the beam splashed into my shield and travelled no further.

      “Enough trickery,” yelled Bertwald, readying his hand for another attack. Yet no attack came. His hand had gone completely black, crumbling away in pixelated cubes.

      “What’s happening to me?” he yelled. The pixilation curse travelled up his arm and into his chest. His whole body was disintegrating into corrupted cubes of nothing.

      I smirked even though I was still hanging on for dear life. I pulled myself up onto the platform. “You told me a Prophetic Seal had a finite amount of killshots before it destroyed the user completely.”

      “But I had one shot left!”

      I shook my head. “I told you that you had ten, but you really only ever had nine. You forgot the dumb pigeon you killed the other day.”

      Bertwald screamed in anguish as his whole body disintegrated. His eyes bulged, the curse eating away at his neck. He laughed one last psychopathic cackle. “You Chosen won’t survive this world. Us NPCs or whatever you call us. We’ve been planning on your arrival since the earliest of you ever showed up here. Look at Arethkar. You may have defeated me, but even still your time remains short here in—”

      But he didn’t finish his sentence. The corruption got to his mouth first. Then his nose. Then his eyes. Then the top of his demonic head. He was nothing but black dust gusting away in the wind.

      The fate of those who overused the Prophetic Seal.

      Was this mark a power or a curse?

      I shook my head. No time for such questions. I took a quick breath and ran over to Mari and Fen, still lying on the floor on the very outer perimeter of the docking pad. Their cold and lifeless bodies lay in a pool of purple liquid mana.

      I picked Fen off the ground.

      “Fen!” I yelled. I shook his shoulders, hoping to wake him up. Hoping he was only unconscious, but shaking his cold corpse told me he wasn’t there.

      I pounded the floor, drenching my hand in the puddle of mana.

      “This isn’t fair!” I yelled, tears falling down my cheeks. “They didn’t do anything. Why the fuck are they dead?”

      Little Fen’s eyes were faded and stared out towards me. His voice pierced through my head. You’ll come back and play with me?

      My heart sank. Shit. We never came back. I’m sorry. I didn’t get here in time. I should’ve taken Bertwald’s deal. He would’ve spared you. The quest prompt had said so. Why didn’t I take the goddamn deal?

      But wait. There was still hope.

      The phoenix feathers!

      I materialized them in my hand and placed Fen back down on the ground. I placed a phoenix feather on each of their chests, an orange glow overtaking their bodies. Ashes of life floated upward from their small child frames. It was doing it. The feathers were bringing them back to life. Except the glowing ash disappeared and the orange warming light faded away. The two kids laid on the ground lifeless as ever.

      Two messages stacked in my HUD.

      
        
        Phoenix Feather failed. NPCs cannot be raised this way.

      

        

      
        Phoenix Feather failed. NPCs cannot be raised this way.
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      No. It can’t be.

      I fell to my knees. I had been so close to saving them.

      Bertwald was dead but I didn’t even care. I wanted to save Mari and Fen more than I had wanted to take the evil bastard out. Was this really it? Was this the end of the whole horrible quest line?

      The swirling dark mark of the Prophetic Seal burned on my arm. There was still one last thing I hadn’t tried.

      I pressed down on the Prophetic Seal at my wrist. The command center window opened in my HUD.

      
        
        Command_Center_UI

        Please issue a command

        _

      

      

      There must be an undo command but I didn’t know the phrasing. Most of the Prophetic Seal’s spells began with “//run:” so I got the first part down. What phrase would bring these two back?. I didn’t know anything about coding or programming. How was I supposed to guess? And what if I put in the wrong thing and accidentally deleted myself?

      A voice pierced my mind.

      I can tell you the spell you wish to use.

      It was the voice of the little girl. The one from my dreams.

      Tell me!

      Are you sure? The power needed to bring back a life costs as much as taking one. You would be three powerful spells away from destroying yourself.

      I don’t care.

      You want to use the spell on these two? They’re nothing but children. You’ll need this magic later on for more powerful and important foes. This is an unnecessary and dangerous use of your ability.

      I gritted my teeth and continued my telepathic conversation.

      What did I say? I. Don’t. Care.

      So be it. The spell you wish to use is: “//run: Undo_LastCommand.”

      I wasted no time and held up my wrist towards Fen and unleashed the spell. A shadowy beam blasted from my palm. The inky tendrils of the dark mark swirled from my wrist and up towards my shoulder. This was the price I was paying to save this child.

      When the spell concluded, I pointed my wrist to little Mari and did it again. The mark swirled further across my body, the spiraling darkness hovering over my chest.

      After the second spell, I fell face first in exhaustion. I scrambled to my knees.

      Did it work?

      The two kids on the floor coughed and squirmed on the ground. They rubbed their eyes like they’d woken up from a dream.

      I smiled down at them.

      Mari looked around, frightened. “Where are we?”

      I moved towards them and wrapped my arms around both of their little bodies. Their warm healthy bodies.

      “You’re safe now,” I said, tears in my eyes. “You’re safe.”
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      One Week Later

      

      Fen approached me, dribbling the ball with his feet. He feinted left then kicked right, maneuvering past me towards my makeshift goalpost. He threw back his right leg before slamming his foot into the ball, launching it through the air into Shade’s face. The Lirana’s head jerked backwards from the hit. His cheeks were red with pain and embarrassment.

      “Who likes balls in the face now,” I laughed.

      Shade picked up the ball and threw it at me.

      “Hey—that’s against the rules!”

      “Um, guys,” said Fen, cutting us off from our tomfoolery.

      We stopped and looked over. Behind Fen was a group of young Aeri. Boys and girls. They had a ball of their own. We had faced them a few days earlier and had totally crushed them. Not that I should feel proud beating a bunch of little kids at soccer, but it was satisfying for Fen’s sake. He had improved over the days of practice and I’d heard the other kids clamoring to have him on their team now.

      Had these kids returned for a rematch?

      They looked to Fen, then Fen looked awkwardly to us. “Clay, Shade—do you mind if I play with my friends this evening? I can ask if you two can play as well if you want?”

      The ungrateful bastard. He was bailing on our soccer plans!

      I smiled.

      “Go on,” I said. “Shade and I have stuff to catch up on anyways.”

      The kids ran off with both balls and Shade clapped me on the back. “We’ve done well by our homie.”

      We strolled along the streets of the Aeri District, catching each other up on our days.

      “Are you going to the king’s coronation tonight?” Shade asked.

      “Nah. It’s mostly going to be nobles and politicians. We’re not needed there. Edward said the king wants to have a meeting with us tomorrow, though. What about you?”

      Shade smirked. “The free wine and food is tempting but when Kari finishes at the magic university, me and her are going to read bedtime stories to the kids.”

      When he said kids, he meant the children at the Haeren Church of the Nine’s Orphanage. Shade had been spending a lot of time there after our battle with Bertwald. He was supposedly helping look after the kids but I suspected he may have been training an adorable gang of street thieves.

      “Speaking of which,” said Shade. “I’m going to head there now. See you tomorrow.”

      The Lirana hurried off down the street, leaving me alone on the street corner beneath the setting sun and the shadows of passing airships. I better get back too.

      I found Serena in our bedchambers, perched on the stone balcony reading a book. The sky was a dark nighttime blue. The stars twinkled while the two moons of Illyria shone down on the city like watchful caring eyes.

      Serena shut her book. “I still can’t believe it. We were this close to getting all the answers we wanted.”

      “Frustrating, isn’t it?”

      I shrugged.

      “You know, I used to be obsessed with knowing everything,” I said. “As if such a thing is even achievable, right? I remember sitting at the hostel’s lobby in Paris thinking I was out there on the frontier of life. Really, I was just sad and lonely. Knowledge—some ideal version of the ‘truth’—isn’t worth anything in and of itself. Really, it’s all about who you share knowledge with, who you discover the secrets of life with along the way.”

      Serena’s lips frowned. “It would still be nice to know what happened out there. On Earth, I mean. Others may have survived.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m sure we’ll meet someone or hear something. We’re in this world for a long time now. There’s a lot of work to be done here as well.”

      Serena wrapped her arms around my neck. “Okay but we’ve done enough for today, no?”

      A beautiful blast of fireworks exploded beyond my balcony window, a flicker of crimson light shining out. Splashes of colorful ash cascaded across the starry canvas.

      We kissed.

      Serena pulled her face away from mine and drew me towards the bedroom. “Shall we discover more secrets of life then?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At noon the next day we met King Fergus in his royal chamber.

      Our party of four stood before Fergus at the steps to his throne. He wore gold armor and kept his back straight. He had a regal air to him. Unlike his older brother, who slouched and smirked on the king’s throne, Fergus sat with a serious look full of attention.

      On either side of him stood his two new advisors. Sir Archades and Sir Edward Silver.

      “Thank you for coming to see me,” said the king. “I worried after your busy first days here, you would be eager to leave.”

      “Not to speak for us all,” I said. “But we’ve grown to like it here.”

      “I’m happy to hear,” said Fergus, his face lighting up with a smile. “It pleases me to know you’ve come to enjoy this city and that you’ve stuck around long enough for me to properly reward you for all your good deeds.”

      A message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        You have successfully completed a hidden quest: Rid Corruption from the Royal House of Ravenmour!

        +10,000 EXP!

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations you have leveled up! (Level 13)

        You gain +4 HP

        You gain +1 MP

        You have (3) unused attribute points that can be applied to any of your five base stats.

        You have (5) unused class skill points that can be applied to you class skill tree to unlock new moves or level up existing ones.

      

      

      Everyone around me smiled. Looks like everyone had hit their experience thresholds and was feeling the satisfying glow of leveling up.

      “Thank you,” I said. The others nodded and offered similar thanks.

      Fergus swatted his hand in the air. “It’s nothing. You deserve more. In fact, I have something to show you—”

      Edward Silver coughed. “I’d like to make it known I don’t agree with this plan of yours.”

      Archades jumped in as well. “I agree my lord. This is a bad idea.”

      Fergus smiled at his advisors. He then turned to Sir Archades.

      “Thank you for being candid with me. You’re stepping into your new role as advisor perfectly. But, forgive me, for I’m now going to ignore you.”

      Both advisors’ shoulders slumped at the cheerful defiance of the new king.

      “Follow me please,” said Fergus, walking across the hall.

      As we walked behind him, Fergus continued speaking to us.

      “My generals tell me the Arethkarian armada moves closer every day to launching a full scale attack on our city and country,” said Fergus. “Our reserves were able to take on the initial scouting fleet they sent but we’ll need more able-bodied fighters in the days and weeks to come.”

      I put my hand out and placed it on Fergus’ shoulder.

      To other Laergardian’s this may have appeared as an offensive gesture for a subject to make to his king. But we had fought alongside each other and I was beginning to understand such a thing brought people closer together.

      “If you’re asking us to fight for you,” I said. “There’s a few things we have to agree upon. Arethkar has been enslaving its Chosen. People who spawned on its continent out of fear, hoping to seek refuge. Arethkar turned on them. I need you to promise you will be a ruler who looks after all his subjects.”

      Fergus nodded seriously. “Of course. Having Chosen on our side is one of the greatest assets of our nation. Arethkar has squandered their own out of petty fear and resentment. I promise you Laergard will not behave in such a manner. You have my word, Clay Hopewell.”

      The king turned back around and continued walking through the keep. We accompanied him out the tower and onto the very airship landing pad where we had fought Bertwald. At the end of the runway on the docking pad was a large frigate made of beautiful carved wood, etched with shining runes of Aeri magic.

      Standing in front of the magnificent airship, Fergus turned around and smiled at us.

      “As I said before, the Arethkarian warships move across the rift and are getting closer and closer to Land’s Shield every day. I need my best fighters by my side in this moment of crisis. So, for all your hard work in Land’s Shield already, I gift you this.”

      A prompt appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        You are the now the proud owner of an airship!

        Expand window prompts to see a detailed analysis of mechanics and captain’s logs.

      

      

      I stood, flabbergasted in front of the ship. This magical aircraft was going to be mine?

      “Take it for a ride, learn the ropes of piloting it,” said Fergus. “Do so quickly. We need to be ready, for we have a war to fight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Be Continued in A.K.O. Book 3!

      

        

      
        Author’s Note

      

        

      
        Thank you for reading my book from start to finish! I hope you enjoyed Clay’s further adventures in book 2 of Arcane Kingdom Online. If you did, please consider leaving a review. As an indie author, reviews go a long way to achieving success, so please leave one if you can!

      

        

      
        If you’re craving some more A.K.O. goodness while you wait for book 3, get a FREE short story set in Illyria by signing up to my mailing list in the link below. It’s also a great way to hear about new releases and updates from me.

      

        

      
        Join Now!

      

        

      
        Thanks again for reading and see you soon!

        -Jakob Tanner

        www.jakobtanner.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Join The Chosen (Jakob Tanner’s Reading Group) on Facebook today!

      

      

      If you’re looking to connect with other fans of A.K.O. and want to stay up to date with all my book news, join the Arcane Kingdom Online facebook group here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Join the LitRPG Group on Facebook!

      

      

      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Join the GameLit Society for more GameLit and LitRPG!

      

      

      If you want to hang out with other GameLit fans and authors, consider joining the GameLit Society Facebook group here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        More LitRPG/GameLit Groups

      

      

      

      If you’re looking for more places to chat about LitRPG and GameLit, consider joining these facebook groups and forums as well.

      

      LitRPG Books (Facebook Group)

      

      LitRPG Forum (Facebook Group)

      

      r/LitRPG (LitRPG Subreddit)
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