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 Chapter One: Mythcrea Mariachi  
 
    [image: ]  
 
    I took a deep breath as I watched Iris take the lead. We were at Fort Greene Park in Brooklyn, near the Prison Ship Martyrs’ Monument. I had her acoustic guitar in my hand, ready to go. 
 
    I knew a few things about the monument, mostly because of a band I was in years ago that went around Brooklyn writing songs dedicated to the monuments. The name was Brooklyn Monumental, and we were terrible. 
 
    But the idea was cool, and because of our band, I knew that this monument had been erected to remember the nearly twelve thousand Americans who were taken captive by the British during the American Revolution and who died on ships heading over to England. 
 
    We even had a song about that, it went: The Brits they came, the men were fodder, the stolid rain, betrayed the slaughter. At Fort Greene Park, a statue was cast, to honor the men, of fortune’s wrath. 
 
    So maybe not a great song, but still a cool idea. 
 
    And as I watched Aya, Iris, and Lady C. approach the statue, I started hearing that old song in my head, the chorus on a loop. 
 
    Our plan, conceived by Iris, was to be like a mythcrea mariachi band. 
 
    And rather than go to EverLife, we decided to do the one thing no one would have done after winning Sagelock’s Tournament. We logged out, grabbed our instruments, and decided to go hunting. 
 
    Even now, I could see Iris' Casio keyboard sticking out of her backpack as her hand charged. We were supposed to be playing music to distract the mythcrea, which was what I was trying to do, but the problem was that this particular creature ran as soon as he saw us. 
 
    And I would have let him run too, because no one wants a goblin. However, he was worth five tokens, and Iris felt like we might as well go after him. 
 
    Thinking of our stats caused them to flash on my pane of vision: 
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    Alpha Duo. 
 
    It was a cool phrase, cool enough in fact that I had the notion that it could be a band name. I stopped playing the acoustic guitar for a moment and quickly tuned up the high E, the chromatic scale appearing on my iNet screen. 
 
    Soon I’d have an actual bass, but for now, I was stuck with Iris’ acoustic.  
 
    A breeze blew in from the Atlantic. Brooklyn was dense, so dense that you sometimes forgot how close you were to the sea. But breezes like this always reminded me that we were on an island. 
 
    “Riptak jatla blanktakh boomboom morrha,” Aya growled as I approached. Whatever the Thulean warrior had said, she sounded angry. 
 
    “Hi, Chase,” Lady C. said, when she saw me out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    A mist was spreading around the monument in question, which I quickly attributed to trickery by the goblin.  
 
    “Fick you! You’ll never fickin’ catch me!” a voice cried from the darkness. 
 
    “I was going to let you handle the catch, but this goblin...” I smiled at Iris. “Kidding, I promise not to get in the way, this is all you – I want you to know how to catch them.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Iris said, focused on the statue. I saw something gleam across her glasses, the wind from earlier ruffling her blonde hair. “This is going to be worth the tokens, I can feel it. Besides, it might be helpful to have a rogue if we decide to keep him.” 
 
     “Well, he's not doing a great job of convincing me that we should keep him around.” The male goblin lobbed another smoke bomb in our direction, causing Aya to curse again. “I’m surprised he hasn’t run off into the woods. It’s dark; he could lose us there.” 
 
    “Because goblins are scared of the dark, and they are especially scared of ghosts,” Aya informed me, her grip tight on the dragon-tipped hilt of her buster sword.  
 
    “Fick all of you!” 
 
    I lowered the guitar, and let it swing to my side, held up by its strap. “What does he keep saying?”  
 
    “Tritanian Goblins cannot say the word fuck,” Lady C. informed me. “So they say the word fick instead. I read about it in one of Lothar Shane's books on Tritanian oddities. A mind mage named Sophia cast a spell on the entire goblin race, preventing them from cursing.” 
 
    “Fick Sophia!” a high-pitched voice cried from the mist.  
 
    I glanced at the goblin’s stats again. 
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    “What do you think Turn Cloud does?” I asked Iris as the goblin continued to scream obscenities at us. 
 
    “Not a clue, but I think we’d better make our move, because there are other things to catch, and besides, I thought we were doing that mythcrea mariachi thing tonight. I was looking forward to that.” 
 
    “Let's just get the goblin.” 
 
    “I was waiting for someone to say that,” Lady C. said as she nodded to Aya.  
 
    Like predators, they both crouched a little as they split up, the Thulean warrior and her humongous sword going to the right, the Metican warrior and her two razor-sharp blades to the left. 
 
    “It's all you,” I whispered to Iris. 
 
    “This net is strange,” she said as she stretched her fingers wide and retracted them, the net of light growing and shrinking. 
 
    “You'll definitely get used to it,” I said as I followed her lead. 
 
    Iris moved toward the right, a good thirty feet behind Aya. Just as we came around the monument, we saw a yellow mist spray at Lady C. 
 
    The goblin chortled, and ran directly at us, a small blade in his grimy paw.  
 
    He was a thin goblin, and covering his body was a dark gray tunic. His gray hair had been shaved on one side and was long on the other, and while he was goblin-ugly, it was clear he had put some consideration into his appearance. 
 
    Aya sprang into action, taking the goblin down with a throwing knife that cut deep into his shoulder. 
 
    “Fick! Fick!” the goblin screeched. 
 
    “Now!” I told Iris, and just as her hand started to charge, Lady C. screamed out, scissoring toward Aya with both blades drawn. 
 
    “What the hell is happening?” I asked as Lady C. and Aya went at it.  
 
    The Metican swung her swords wide; Aya met her, barely blocking the two blades with her buster sword. 
 
    Clearly possessed, evident in the way her eyes had turned yellow, Lady C. grunted and tried again to cut Aya down, but quickly had her legs pulled out from under her by the Thulean’s ghost limbs. 
 
    “He's getting away!” Iris shouted as the goblin scurried off to the side. 
 
    While still handling Lady C., Aya flung another throwing knife at the goblin, this time clipping him in the ankle.  
 
    He went down, screaming and cursing, and Iris took this chance to approach him, ready to send the goblin straight to our Dojo.  
 
    To our surprise, the goblin started crying. 
 
    “Please, please don't kill me! I'm sick of dying! I'm an NPC, damn it, I know what I am, fick, but please don't kill me. It's fickin’ painful to respawn.” 
 
    “Aww, we’re not going to kill you,” Iris said, soothing the goblin. “We’re here take you to EverLife.” 
 
    “EverLife?” he asked, his eyebrows lowering. 
 
    “Stay down!” Aya said as she pinned Lady C. to the ground with her ghost limbs. Lady C. was still trying to put up a fight, but without the use of her hands, she was mostly just flopping against the ground, her armor clinking and clanking with each attempt to free herself from Aya’s grasp. 
 
    “The fick she just say?” the goblin asked, looking at me. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “We’d like you to join us. Actually, you don't really have a choice.” 
 
    He started to laugh again. “Now there's a goblin bargain if I've ever heard one. Of course if I don't have a choice, I'll join you. What kind of question is that? And did she say EverLife? ‘Cause fick yeah, if that’s the case. I've been trying to get back there ever since I was banned.” 
 
     “You were banned from EverLife?”  
 
    “Just from Kingdom Ignis. Mostly because of my father. He got us banned. I think he’s in a different realm now, though, the fickin’ ficktard.” 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Iris asked, nodding toward Lady C., who continued to try to fight Aya even though she was pinned down. 
 
    “It'll wear off, or just give her a whiff of this.” The goblin reached into his fanny pack, and returned with a small vial of mustard-colored liquid.  
 
    I took the vial from him, and walked over to Lady C. 
 
    She glared at me as I approached, baring her teeth as I uncapped the vial. I couldn’t smell it, the Monster Hunt app wasn’t that good, but Aya could, and she immediately started to dry heave.  
 
    Luckily, the toxic scent worked, and Lady C. was soon herself again, asking why she was on the ground and what had happened to the goblin. 
 
    “The goblin has a name!” the goblin shouted as I helped Lady C. to her feet. “And that name is Spew Gorge, call me Spew Gorge.” 
 
    Aya and Spew Gorge quickly exchanged words in their native tongue, at least that’s what it sounded like they were doing, and he bowed to her ever so slightly. 
 
    “I wish I knew that language,” Lady C. said, still standing next to me. She had her hand on the small of my back, but as soon as I noticed it was there, she pulled it away. “Cabins, remember, we want cabins.” 
 
     “I remember,” I told her. “After we do some more catching, I promise we will spend some time at the Dojo.” 
 
    “The goblin will do for now,” Aya finally told Iris as she turned away.  
 
    Iris thrust her hand forward, sending a spiraling net toward the goblin. 
 
    Spew Gorge was gone, we were up five tokens, and it still wasn't even 8 o’clock yet. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I activated the Monster Locator add-on and started looking around for our next catch. The add-on was interesting, as it turned the world before me into a grid with mythcrea locations highlighted by a light blue aura. 
 
    I intended to get one of the upgraded versions in the future, because knowing what I was going after would definitely be helpful, and there were a ton of other stats that it would be useful to be able to see and utilize. 
 
    But for now, there was the basic locator. 
 
    I didn't quite like this constant need to upgrade, but that was what capitalism had become for many.  
 
    Everything you bought in 2090 you bought so you could later upgrade it, be it iNet software, Proxima diving tech, vehicles or home purchases – hell, you could even buy tiered upgrade statuses at businesses like Krunkin’ Kronuts and McStarbucks.  
 
    Purchases were made based on the fact that at some point you could turn it up a notch or tweak it. 
 
    “Aren't you cold in your little jacket?” Aya asked me. 
 
    I was in my military jacket and a beanie, which I usually kept in the front pocket just in case I needed it. She was right, it was cold out, but this was just the start of the winter season. “What makes you think I'm cold?” 
 
     “I just don't think you eat enough meat, and meat keeps a man warm.” 
 
     “Is that what Thuleans believe?” 
 
    She shrugged, and took a few steps to get ahead of me, her long gait reminding me of the way a model walks. 
 
    Half-dragon, half-woman, Thuleans were in a class of their own. They were aggressive, fit, and incredible warriors, but lacking when it came to emotional understanding.  
 
    “Thuleans have many superstitions and folktales,” Lady C. said matter-of-factly. “I guess that doesn't make them very different from the locals in my home world of Unigaea, but since Thuleans have their own race, it only makes their beliefs and traditions more substantial. Right? Does what I just said make sense?” 
 
     Iris laughed. “It’s nice to be able to hear your banter. To think, these were the types of things that you three were talking about back when I couldn't see you.” 
 
     “That's not the only stuff we were talking about,” Lady C. told her. “And there are plenty of things that you didn't see, like the time in the bed when...” 
 
     “Activity! I see some activity not too far from here,” I cut in. 
 
    I don't know if Lady C. was trying to bust my balls or not, or if she was just naive, but for some reason it felt like the former. 
 
    I pointed toward a group of trees not far from the entrance to the park. I could see very clearly, both from the sign and from the holographic image displayed on my iNet above the sign. 
 
    The park would be closing soon. 
 
    We came around the bend and I saw two trolls gathered around a crackling fire. Of course, a couple walking near us couldn't see these trolls or the fire, nor could their child, who was behind them on a tricycle. 
 
    But Iris and I could see it, and as soon as we did, we got low alongside Lady C. and Aya. 
 
    We were in the open, but keeping low would hopefully give us the cover we needed to avoid being spotted by the trolls.  
 
    I was still able to see their base stats from my current location, and they were equally leveled, both at Level Four, and both worth selling. 
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    Iris and the Huntresses began moving toward the trolls, their weapons and Iris’ charging hand at the ready. Like Iris had done before, I took the role of researcher. 
 
    Henkies were Scottish trolls of Gaelic lore, super aggressive and... They like music relating to their own names?  
 
    “Weird,” I whispered as the thought occurred to me. Would it be the name of the species, or their individual names? 
 
    “Iris,” I hissed, “hold off a sec.” 
 
    Lady C. and Aya stopped, their hands on the hilts of their swords.  
 
    We had a little cover from one of the trees nearby, but not a lot.  
 
    If the trolls looked in our direction, they would definitely see us. But they seemed to be pretty occupied with digging in their noses and flicking boogers at the fire. One was humming while doing this, the other simply bobbing his head to the tune. 
 
    The flickering fire accented their ugly faces. The fact that they each had a smorgasbord of scars, pockmarks, and long ridges cutting vertically and horizontally across their leathery faces only added to their grotesqueness.  
 
    “So, they like music that features their name or their names?” Iris asked after I messaged her what I’d discovered. 
 
     “That's what I can't figure out, you have anything?” 
 
     Her eyes darted left and right as she began searching on GoogleFace. “Nope, nothing about the song itself. Which means...” 
 
     “Play it by ear? Mythcrea mariachi?”  
 
    Iris considered this for a moment. “What if we did a Row Your Boat type song with the word Henkie and at the same time we try to get their names?”  
 
    “How about something repetitive, something like: Henkie Henkie Henkie hen keeeey, Henkie Henkie hen keee …”  
 
    “And the second part could be: What’s your name, please call it out, Henkie say your name!” I suggested. 
 
    Iris shot me a crooked grin. “Yeah, let's try something like that, and you two can flank them,” she said to Aya and Lady C.  
 
    “Ooo, that song is cute! It will be hard to stalk them if I want to dance along,” said Lady C. 
 
    “Just, um, do your best!” I told her. 
 
    “We should say the same to you,” Aya said as they began to fan out. 
 
    Iris went for her Casio keyboard and decided against it.  
 
    She returned it to her backpack and brought out her ukulele case. Bringing the instrument up to her ear, she very quietly checked its tuning. We messaged back and forth about the key we should play the song in, and after a muted practice run, we both stood. 
 
    I started strumming a little intro, nothing too hard, and something easy to play as I was walking toward the two trolls.  
 
    Naturally, they looked over at us, and as soon as they did, Iris started singing. 
 
    “Henkie Henkie Henkie hen keeeey, Henkie Henkie hen keee. What’s your name, please call it out, Henkie say your name!”  
 
    I sang it with her the second time around, just as she started playing a ukulele part. 
 
    “Henkie Henkie Henkie hen keeeey, Henkie Henkie hen keee. What’s your name, please call it out, Henkie say your name!”  
 
    The two trolls grunted, looked at each other, and stood. Both of them held clubs, and the one on the left also had a jagged little sword. 
 
    Like a pair of idiot bards, Iris and I kept singing, upping our performance as we grew familiar with the repetitive song. 
 
    The first troll stepped forward, growled, and dropped to one knee. We stopped playing immediately. 
 
    “My name is Schnoogles,” he said, and as he did so, I saw Iris lower her instrument and return with a charged hand. “And thanks for asking.” 
 
    The net of light wrapped around Schnoogles the troll, and he was gone. 
 
    The second troll, the one with the two weapons, wasn't so easily convinced.  
 
    “What did you do to Schnoogles?” he shouted as he stomped his feet. 
 
    Iris and I started up the song again. This time I took the first line, and Iris the second line. 
 
    “Henkie Henkie Henkie hen keeeey, Henkie Henkie hen keee. What’s your name, please call it out, Henkie say your name!”  
 
    But troll number two wasn’t buying it.  
 
    And around this time, I saw the glint of Aya's buster sword directly behind the troll. From there my eyes jumped to Lady C.’s weapons, also slightly reflective in the moonlight. 
 
    I exchanged glances with Iris, and she shouted, “Now!” 
 
    The troll responded by flinging his club at Aya, who met it with her big blade. Lady C. sheathed one of her swords, a flame spreading up the other. 
 
    The troll bellowed as he tried to pivot to his other foot and strike Lady C. down, but the Metican warrior was fast. She dove forward, rolled, and came back up with the flaming sword. 
 
    “Damn!” I said as she stabbed the flaming sword into the troll’s thigh. 
 
    Lady C. stepped out and Aya stepped in, moving past the Metican warrior with her giant sword. 
 
    I loved seeing them work together.  
 
    It was fierce, badass, and always entertaining. Sometimes they didn’t cooperate, but at the moment, they were tag-teaming the Henkie troll by alternating strikes, which only seemed to make it angrier as it swung its club and its jagged blade at the two Huntresses. 
 
    “Fireball!” Iris called to Lady C., who stepped back like a baseball player about to hit a homerun and swung her sword, causing a horizontal mushroom cloud that quickly burst into flames as it hit the troll’s body. 
 
    He cried out and sailed to the ground, where he rolled around trying to put the flames out. By the time he got to his feet, Aya held her sword at his back and Lady C. had her two blades, one still on fire, at the front. 
 
    With a terrible growl, the dirty troll took a knee. “Fine,” he said in a surprisingly high voice, “I give up. The name is Mitchell, by the way.” 
 
    Iris spun around and tossed the net of light at the troll.  
 
    He was gone in a flash. 
 
    “What’s with the cool spin?” I asked Iris, a grin creeping across my face. 
 
    “Just…” She cleared her throat. “Sorry, I was just getting into it.” 
 
    “Do not mind Chase,” Aya said as she sheathed her mighty blade. “He doesn’t have as much flare as you do and is jealous.” 
 
    “I believe Chase and Lady Iris have equal flare,” Lady C. said, offering me a soft smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: A Rare Sun 
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    Clinton Hills was closer than Bushwick, so we went to Iris’ place. It had been a long day, a day in which we’d won an incredible tournament, the day in which Iris had fully joined our group as an Alpha at the conclusion of Sagelock’s Tournament.  
 
    An incredible day. 
 
    The UberLyft had dropped us off at the bodega so Iris could get something to cook. There was always something there, and after a little perusing, she ended up getting a halal rice mix and some fresh, lab-grown beef.  
 
    “Promise we'll stay in the Dojo tonight,” Lady C. said under her breath as we left the bodega. 
 
    “We won those gift certificates to the architectural firm, and we’ll call them as soon as we log in. I think cabins are a go,” I said as I let Iris and Aya take the lead. “But don’t be disappointed if things aren’t ready yet. I don’t know if construction is instant or not. It could take some time.” 
 
    I was so engaged with talking to Lady C. that I was nearly clipped by a cyclist who whisked past me, ringing his bell a little too late. 
 
    With no cars on the street, and everything above us, cyclists pretty much had free rein in Brooklyn. They made their presence known, and it was actually considered a courtesy for the guy to ring the bell at me. Most would have simply blown past or collided with me. 
 
    Lady C. noticed how quickly he passed and placed both hands on the hilts of her swords. “I would have blown him off his bike with a burst of lightning if he’d hit you, Chase,” she said in all seriousness. 
 
    “Relax, everything’s cool.” 
 
    Aya plopped down onto Iris' couch as soon as we entered her efficiency apartment. The Thulean crossed one leg over the other, leaned her head back, and yawned.  
 
    She was still in her tournament clothing, a sleek black armored bodysuit with webbed epaulets capped in a conductor hat, which was tilted slightly to the left. Lady C. was also in her tournament clothing, which made for about the most ridiculous armor I'd ever seen with its short pink skirt and elaborately decorated corset. 
 
    They caught me looking at them, and Aya was the first to speak. “Like what you see, Chase?”  
 
    “Your tournament outfits are great, but I think you could wear your normal gear now.” 
 
     “Oh, so now you are deciding what we wear. That's very Alpha of you.”  
 
    “What would you like me to wear?” Lady C. swept her hand through her hair.  
 
    Iris, who stood in the kitchen, cleared her throat.  
 
    I took this as a sign to get out of this conversation, and quickly joined her, helping her cut the rest of the meat. 
 
    Naturally, Lady C. came over to the counter and leaned against it, watching me slice and dice. 
 
    “Who would have known he was so good with a knife?”  
 
    Of course, this statement piqued Aya's interest, and she too joined Lady C. at the counter.  
 
    She began fixing her hair with her ghost limbs, and as she did so, she started braiding Lady C.’s long brown hair with her hands. 
 
    Yep, I lived a very strange life.  
 
    Iris and I ate, discussed the music store we would go to the next day, and got ready to dive.  
 
    I was still using Thad's NV visor, as it was sleek and he didn't seem to care about it. Over my head it went, and as I settled onto the futon, Iris next to me, that famous Brian Eno tone sounded off. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    “This is all wrong,” the architect named Miles Kilometer said a mere second after his avatar took shape. He wore a pair of pressed slacks that matched his tight black vest. Underneath his vest was a blue collared shirt and a black foulard necktie that was the same fabric design as his pocket square. The man was thin, his white hair parted to the left, and his face freshly shaven.  
 
    He also wore a hardhat. 
 
    “Are you the Miles?” Lady C. asked, her eyes wide with delight. 
 
    “Yes,” he said in a British accent, “Miles of Miles, Yards and Peter Meter Architectural Firm with office locations in Kingdom Glacio, Kingdom Chrono, and Kingdom Ventus. At your service!” 
 
    “And which kingdom are we in again?” I asked. 
 
    Iris elbowed me. “Kingdom Lume. It says on your dashboard. Also, the lightning in the sky.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, noticing the lightning icon. 
 
    The lightning didn’t crackle like its counterpart in the real world, nor was there any thunder. And the sparks in the sky weren’t the first thing I’d noticed when we’d been granted access to EverLife anyway. 
 
    The first thing I’d noticed was the sun. 
 
    The bizarre beacon was at its apex and currently violet, its color matching the top of an enormous steeple visible in the distance.  
 
    I didn’t know how far away the steeple was, but it must have been twenty or thirty miles. Maybe more. Still, it was visible, and I stared at it a moment longer as Miles Kilometer continued his introduction.  
 
    “Ahem, it appears as if one of the Alphas has lost interest in my presentation, a presentation clearly designed to aid his Dojo.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said as I focused on him. “Continue?” 
 
    “Ah, you’ve given me permission to continue. Right, I will do just that then,” he said, his lips curling. “Now, as I was saying, your win at Sagelock’s Tournament entitles you to a fifty thousand Proxima dollar credit with our firm. Please press here to accept credit transfer.” 
 
    A glowing blue button appeared before me and I pressed it. 
 
    “Great, now you have forty thousand left.” 
 
    “Forty thousand left?” Iris asked. “You just said fifty.” 
 
    “The first ten thousand is a consultation fee, that comes straight off the top. Should we go over forty, our firm will bill you for the remaining amount. I encourage you not to let lack of money affect your courage for design grandiosity. There are always mortgages available if we do move past a budget you are comfortable with.” 
 
    Miles snapped his fingers and a green gridline layout of our guild appeared before him, from the mythcrea quarters to the meadow and the pond. 
 
    “One of the initial investments I encourage you to make is in wildlife. I see that you have a wildlife package, but with all the flowers you have here, it would be to your benefit to have the avian package, which we can get as a bundled discount.” 
 
     “Bundled discount?” I asked. 
 
    “Our esteemed firm has partnerships with the best manufacturers and Dojo accessories money can buy. Shall I continue? As I said previously, you will be billed for whatever remains.” 
 
    “We aren’t looking for something too fancy,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Aya said as she stepped in front of me. “All of us are.” 
 
    I turned to see all the mythcrea we’d captured.  
 
    Altsoba the Skin-Walker stood with her arms over her chest; Fujin was sitting cross-legged on a cloud, his eyes electric; Sun Wukong was eating a peach; Magnus and Ophelia stood to Iris’ left, watching me intently; Rose and Gobi were in the back near the two trolls we’d captured, Schnoogles and Mitchell; Spew Gorge, the goblin, was giving me a dirty look. 
 
    “Let’s get what they need,” I said as a tight smile formed on my face. I briefly checked how much I had in the digital bank, not including the gift card. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $46,250 
 
    Spent: $24,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    Still, I was hoping to use some of that cash for instruments. 
 
    “Cabins,” Lady C. said. “The two Huntresses – that’s us–” She pointed to Aya and back to herself. “–demand cabins.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Miles Kilometer said as he stroked his invisible beard. “Then cabins it is.” 
 
     The schematic before him began to change as demo cabins grew out of the ground. They were to the west of the mythcrea quarters, overlooking the field. 
 
    “And I want the study that’s in the main quarters in my cabin,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “Wonderful.” Miles touched the digital representation of the mythcrea quarters and it opened up into a 3D image, almost like a vintage pop-up book. He found the room she was talking about and transferred it over to the cabins. “Which cabin should it go in?”  
 
    Aya and Lady C. spoke for a moment and then Lady C. said, “I’ll take the cabin closest to the quarters.” 
 
    “It is done.” 
 
    A prompt appeared before me and I accepted the modification. 
 
    As they had done in his digital model, the cabins grew from the soil, quickly assembling themselves. Sturdy and made of wood, the cabins were like something one would find in Vermont: sturdy, rugged, with clean lines and red doors. 
 
    There was also some movement in the mythcrea quarters as the room was transferred out.  
 
    “As part of the package, you each are able to decorate your cabins the way you see fit. Please do that now while we work on the rest of the Dojo space,” Miles said with a thin smile. 
 
    Lady C. looked to Aya, barely able to contain her excitement as they moved over to their cabins. She started full-on running after she got a few feet away from the group. 
 
    “Come now.” Miles turned to the mythcrea quarters. I caught up to him as we neared the quarters. “Since it is the mythcrea who spend the majority of their time here, I believe they should have a say in how it looks.” 
 
    Once we circled around to the front, he waited for the mythcrea to catch up. “Now, your rooms are bleak,” he said as the building schematic took shape on the grass before him. “And each of you will be able to customize your space later. My priority is making this place look smashingly good. To start…” 
 
    He glanced up at the outer facade.  
 
    “This has to go,” said Miles with a disgusted look on his face. “Glass. You need all glass walls here, especially because the south side of the building faces the center of EverLife and the Steeple of Litur and Industria. In fact, you are bloody lucky to have such a nice view. Some of the other kingdoms don’t have the hills and cliffs of Lume, which is why this kingdom is so desirable. And what a rare sun it is indeed!” 
 
    “It’s always purple?” I asked. 
 
    “Hardly, but you can discover that on your own time. Let’s talk walls, let’s talk glass,” he told me. “Triple pane glass, to be precise, with a smoky outer tint that will allow for your mythcrea to see out, and enjoy the incredible color-changing sun, yet also provide the privacy they need to feel comfortable. And there,” he said, waving his hand at the top of the building. “Without affecting the main structure too much, I believe a terrace would give your mythcrea a place to relax and enjoy the mild weather along with the views.” 
 
    “Okay, glass walls and a terrace,” I said. “What else?” 
 
    “Food,” Sun Wukong suggested. 
 
    “A brilliant idea!” said Miles. “A cafeteria would be an ideal place for your mythcrea to have their food. Also, there could be a formal dining area on the terrace. And there appears to be ample room on the bottom floor for the cafeteria, as well as a couple of lounge areas. What else?” 
 
    The ground shook as Yaksha, the Thai Buddhist giant we’d captured in Central Park, slowly walked over to us.  
 
    He bowed as soon as everyone saw him. 
 
    Miles’ eyes grew wide as he sized the giant up. “My word! I was wondering what that towering man was doing on the horizon. We don’t discriminate against giants, but he’s too big for the mythcrea guild. I’ll tell you what we can do. You have a gazebo, right? Near the meadow?”  
 
    “Sure do.” 
 
    The architect unrolled a scroll and looked it over. “Ah yes, here it is. Okay, we will convert that into a space large enough for a giant, and include it in the mythcrea quarters cost. We’ll even add a few bubbling brooks, just to add to the ambience. A river? Sure, we can connect the streams to the Lume River. How’s that?” 
 
    Yaksha looked down at me and I gave the big man a thumbs up. “And make sure he has budget for bedding,” I said. “And whatever else he’d like to add to his gazebo abode.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    The golden giant bowed once again, and turned toward the meadow. 
 
    “Okay then, what else?” Miles asked.  
 
    “A place to fuse mythcrea,” Iris suggested. 
 
    “Yes! How could I forget? A Fusion Center is crucial for any modern Dojo and competitive Alpha. That will work best…” He flicked his hand across the design and rooms on the bottom floor began to move. “If we expand the easternmost wall, we should be able to fit it there. A fusion center will take two floors, hence the need to expand the wall out.” 
 
    He showed the design. The fusion center added a contoured wall to the right side of the guild quarters that made the building look much more modern.  
 
    “Do you agree?” I looked to Iris, and started to grin when Altsoba morphed into Iris’ bespectacled form. She placed a hand on Iris’ shoulder, Iris looked at the spitting image of herself, and together they both nodded at me. 
 
    A glowing, royal blue banner appeared, and I accepted the changes.  
 
    The northern-facing wall crumbled, replaced by an enormous pane of glass. The building expanded to the east, and a parapet formed on the rooftop, indicating the terrace was in place. 
 
    “The inside has been redone too,” Miles announced, “but I want the mythcrea to have a hand in its design, so you are all free to go and decide on the designs yourselves, all but the two trolls.” 
 
    “Why the hell does everyone always single out trolls?” Mitchell asked. 
 
    Schnoogles, the nicer of the two, turned to me. “Don’t we get a room?” he asked, removing a finger from his nose.  
 
    “You two will have a wonderful room,” Miles assured them. “One could even consider it an entire house. Come, there is more to be done!” 
 
    Mitchell and Schnoogles followed Miles to the wooden sign pointing to EverLife. Iris and I weren’t far behind, but I did hold back a moment just to take a look at the quarters.  
 
    It was a sight to behold. 
 
    “Come on,” Iris said, and she started to reach her hand out for me and then stopped. 
 
    In that moment, I heard our song “I Know You’re There” pass between us. It only lasted a moment, but there was definitely a spark. 
 
    “Come on,” I finally said, letting the music pass. 
 
    The sign that had appeared just as we respawned from the tournament came into view, and as we approached it, a light yellow line flashed on the ground. 
 
    “Your property line,” Miles explained, “at least the side facing EverLife. You will find, if you adequately explore the space given to you, that this yellow line is visible all around your property, but the most important line is the line along the road. Now, Kingdom Lume has a lower crime rate than the other kingdoms, but you should still have some protections against intruders. Later, if Dojo raiding becomes something you are interested in, you will need to increase these protections. But for now, two trolls will do.” 
 
    “Dojo raiding? Why would we become interested in that?” 
 
    Miles’ eyes darkened. “You never know how a player will turn once they make it to EverLife. Come now, let me show you your best option.” 
 
    The model appeared before me, our Dojo separated from the rest of EverLife by a thick wall of shrubbery. A small cottage pressed out of the ground, a well to its right and a simple stable to its left. 
 
    “No wall,” I said, looking to Iris for confirmation. 
 
    “No wall? Even a small wall will keep those who aren’t supposed to be here away.” 
 
    “How small?” I asked the architect. 
 
    “A yard, no higher. This acts as more of a barrier to small, invasive creatures. But those who approach it will think twice about crossing it. Your trolls will then guard this wall.” 
 
    So much for getting rid of them, I thought as I turned to the two trolls. “And you don’t mind watching the entrance?” 
 
    “Don’t mind?” Schnoogles asked, again removing his finger from his nostril. “We love freaking watching walls. The paint drying on a wall is particular favorite of mine.” 
 
    “The paint drying on the underside of bridges too,” added Mitchell, who was busy scratching his ass. “But walls are fine, painted or otherwise.” He burped. “Sorry. Anyway, as long as we have a comfortable place to stay…” 
 
    “It will be incredibly comfortable,” Miles assured them, not at all fazed by the trollish behavior. “And aside from the basic structure, which is for aesthetics, you will be able to design it in any way you’d like.”  
 
    The royal blue banner appeared before me and I accepted the changes. As had happened with the cabins, the small cottage sprouted from the ground and the wall formed. 
 
    “Now, there are still things to be done,” Miles said as the trolls ran over to their new cottage. “For one, you need a mining operation. And since you have a pond, I suggest adding a dock so that your mythcrea can fish if they so wish. And swim. A diving board would be fun. I used to love going to my family’s summer house on holiday where we had a diving board. What a time!” 
 
    “A dock will be fine. And tell me more about the mining operation,” I said as we stopped in front of one of Aya’s jungle gyms. 
 
    “I’d suggest you add a small mining operation past the meadow, as a way to constantly increase your funds. A basic mining set up isn’t cheap, but it does find gemstones to sell, sell them for you, and then add the profits to your bank account.” 
 
    “What’s our bill so far?” I asked, and as I did, the architect’s thin smile turned into a frown.  
 
    “As I said previously, we will bill you at the end.” 
 
    Iris placed her hands on her hips. “You will at least give us an estimate now, in writing. This ‘bill you at the end’ model may work on other Alphas…” 
 
    He chuckled. “You are right, it has worked in the past. Right, let’s see what you’ve spent so far.”  
 
    An itemized list formed in the air: 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “You are currently 46,000 Proxima dollars over the amount allotted to you by your gift card, an amount which, as you can see, includes the mining operation,” he said. “If you prefer being billed later, we will add a six percent tax on whatever the final balance is.” 
 
    “I need to discuss this with my counterpart.” 
 
    “By all means,” he said with a tight grin. 
 
     I stepped over to Iris and gave her a ‘should we do it?’ shrug. 
 
    “We’ll be able to recoup that money fairly easy,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I was hoping to exchange some PD for USD, so we could get more gear.” 
 
    “Again, we’ll be able to take care of it. Do some brawls tomorrow, do some hunting, some fusing, sell what we have. Okay, maybe just one brawl because we won’t make much money that way. Catch and sell though…” 
 
    “And tournaments.” 
 
    “We can look for a tournament too. And we can explore some of EverLife.” 
 
    “Let’s hold off on the mine, for now,” I told her after I crunched the numbers again. “That will give us something to work with.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my dashboard bank account. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $16,750 
 
    Spent: $54,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
      
 
    At least I didn't have to take a mortgage out, nor were we back down to pocket change. Going without the mine, for now, was the way forward, and it gave us some money to work with. Over sixteen thousand Proxima Dollars wasn't too bad at all, especially considering how broke I’d been just a week ago. 
 
    A little disgruntled that he wasn’t able to sell us more, Miles Kilometer bid us farewell, reminded us to give his firm a call next time we needed architectural innovation, and with that, he disappeared. 
 
    I took a look at our upgraded Dojo.  
 
    And hell, the wall running along the northern entrance wasn't too ostentatious. It was nice seeing the Huntresses’ cabins too, as they had been bugging me about them since we first met. 
 
    Damn, was I glad that Iris had given me the Monster Hunt code. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Life in general.”  
 
    “Ha, don’t get too contemplative,” she said with a yawn, a bolt of lightning reflecting off her glasses. “I think I'm going to head back and get to bed. Are you staying? You look like you want to stay and explore.” 
 
     “How can I look like I want to stay and explore?” 
 
     “Just a hunch.” 
 
     “Well, I was thinking about it…” 
 
     “Go ahead and stay. I mean, why not? This place is interesting, and I can't wait to explore it. But I have class...” 
 
     “We need to do some more hunting, and some fusing,” I reminded her. “But that's tomorrow, and the music store is tomorrow as well.” 
 
    “Okay, see you when I see you,” Iris said as her form pixelated out of existence.  
 
    Naturally, I turned to Lady C.’s cabin. 
 
    The Metican warrior opened the door before I could knock, already in her pajamas. Her hair was still braided at the side, and as she let me in, she started taking the braid out. 
 
    “I was hoping you would come,” she said as I took a look around the place. 
 
    Lady C.’s cabin already felt cozy, mainly because of the fact that she had a couple of candles going on the windowsill and she'd already furnished the place with a nice sofa that sat in front of a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf, which wrapped around the right-hand side of the room.  
 
    It was two rooms actually, but the living room was where she had all her books. 
 
    The bedroom was feminine, frilly, and her linens were lightly colored, matching perfectly with her pearl dresser and nightstand. She also had a white four-poster bed, and cream-colored drapes covering the window that looked out to the meadow. 
 
    “I like what you've done with the place,” I told her. 
 
    “I'm still working on it,” she said as she entered the bedroom. 
 
    Her pajamas faded away; she now wore a lacy purple chemise that barely stretched past her ass. Covering her lady parts, or better, barely covering her lady parts, was a black thong, which matched her knee-high socks.  
 
    “Wow…” I started to say something else but couldn’t find the words. 
 
    “What?” she asked me as she walked past, lightly flicking her fingers against my arm. “Get comfortable. Aren't we going to sleep?” 
 
     “Yeah, sure,” I said, as I took off my shirt. 
 
    The lighting in the room began to dim, the room and its lighting simply tied to Lady C.’s wishes.  
 
    As it dimmed, a new flame flickered into existence in the corner. 
 
    I hadn’t noticed the wood-burning stove in the corner, but as I crawled into bed, I appreciated the ambience of the fire.  
 
    “I’m so excited to have you all to myself,” Lady C. said as she moved closer to me. 
 
    “It’s definitely exciting.” I placed my hand around her waist.  
 
    She pressed her body into mine, and I was just about to kiss her when the room lit up with flashes of light. 
 
    Lady C. was out of bed in a matter of seconds, her sheathed swords appearing miraculously at her sides, even though she was still in her sleepwear. 
 
    She drew one of her blades, and it instantly sparked with fire. 
 
    I quickly slipped into my pants and put my shirt on.  
 
    By the time I reached her in the living room, the Metican warrior was decked out in her battle gear, crouched near the door, peeking out the windows. 
 
    “False alarm,” she said, the flame on her sword going out as she sheathed it. Lady C. stepped out of the cabin, nodding at me to follow her. 
 
    My eyes fell upon a procession of lightning horses in our Dojo’s field.  
 
    The men riding the horses wore elaborate white armor accented with yellow. Their heads were shaved, many of the riders had darker skin, and a few had white lightning tattoos that spread from the corners of their eyes to the skin over their ears. 
 
    “Good evening, Chase Knowles,” the man on the lead lightning horse began. “And welcome to Kingdom Lume. We have brought a procession of our strongest Lume warriors for you to admire so that you may feel welcome in this Kingdom.” 
 
     “You should have come in the morning,” Aya said, sheathing her buster sword on her back. 
 
    The man continued, “Taxes will now be levied, an upfront fee of 6,000 Proxima dollars for joining the kingdom. From that point going forward you will receive messages regarding when the next rounds of taxes are due. I am assuming you have not yet traveled to many of the other kingdoms, and when you do, you will see that these taxes help keep our kingdom safe, beautiful, and well-managed.” 
 
    “Got it,” I told him.  
 
    I never liked these types of introductions, and I would have rather read it than had to sit through it, especially when Lady C. and I were about to get down to business. 
 
    “There are other kingdoms, most notably the Kingdom Mortem, that do not collect taxes, and they do not have roads, nor do they have people guarding those roads, nor do they have public services, or a thriving Center Dojo. Each of the twelve kingdoms of EverLife has their own ideas of governance, that vary as much as their climates. Since we are in the southeast corner on raised hills and mountains overlooking the center of the great world, our lives here are very different from, say, someone who lives in Kingdom Ignis, or someone who lives in Kingdom Algo.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I told him, hoping he’d wrap it up soon. 
 
    “Yes, it is good to know! And it is also good to know that the taxes you pay also allow for you to have lightning fast travel around the twelve kingdoms. You see, Chase Knowles, as soon as we leave here, you will be granted seven lightning horses, the fastest way to get around Kingdom Lume and the rest of EverLife. To call your horses, simply whistle, and they will appear in the sky. Don't touch them too soon, or you risk being burned. Give them five seconds or so to cool off.” 
 
     Some of the Lume warriors behind him chuckled.  
 
    “Yes, they know all too well what it's like to get burnt by a lightning horse! Should you have any questions, or want to visit the great libraries of the Center Dojo or the armories, or the wineries, as Kingdom Lume is known for its great wine, simply call on one of your lightning steeds! Now, our greetings here are finished. Godspeed, and enjoy EverLife to its fullest extent.” 
 
    He gave the other warriors a signal and their horses leapt into the air, catapulted upwards by lightning. 
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” I said as I noticed that my bank account was now six thousand Proxima dollars lighter. 
 
    “Yes, it was,” said Lady C. as she looped her arm through mine. “Now let’s go back to bed.” 
 
    Aya started to laugh, but she didn't say anything as Lady C. dragged me toward her cabin.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: The Battle for Retail Supremacy 
 
     [image: ] 
 
    I awoke a couple of hours later, Lady C.’s warm body next to me. She was just in her panties now, and as I turned, she tucked her head under my chin. 
 
    My hands around her waist, I could hardly believe that this wasn't real. I'd never had sex in a Proxima world before, and there really was no way for me to tell the difference between sex here and sex in the real world, aside from the fact that my viewing pane was filled with a bunch of information. 
 
    But then again, my pane of vision in the real world was also filled with a bunch of information because of GoogleFace, from its alerts to messaging, to other social media apps that were constantly running. 
 
    So there were definitely similarities. 
 
    I could see now why someone would stay permalogged into the Proxima world, not just because of the sex part, but because as long as your real-world body was being taken care of, possibly in one of the many dive locations for long-term gamers, anything and everything was possible here. 
 
    Anything. 
 
    My bank account flashed, reminded me again that the fearless Lume tax warriors had taken their cut. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $10,750 
 
    Spent: $60,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    Fuckers.  
 
    I slowly pushed away from Lady C., and stepped out of the bed. Over to the window I went, where I peeked out between the drapes to see the meadow beyond.  
 
    It was early morning in EverLife, and the meadow blinked with fireflies. I had the urge to explore, so I slipped into my pants and quietly tiptoed out of the room. 
 
    Once I was outside her cabin, I turned to the meadow, and saw Joe Camel looking over at me. He had been absent earlier, when Miles was here, which meant he didn’t get hooked up with anything, aside from the chirping birds now fluttering in the breeze above the meadow, a few swooping down for insects. 
 
    I noticed their unique calls and squawks as I approached the allocamelus. As I moved closer to him, the funny song I’d written about him came to me, accompanied by a bass line. 
 
    Allocamelus, you have an ass for a face, an ass for a face, and a camel for an ass … 
 
    I stopped before him, humming the song, and as I did, he dropped his head down so I could climb on his back. 
 
    Joe never spoke to me, not like Rose could; he simply turned north, toward the meadow and the rocky terrain beyond. As we rode, I grew more used to the feeling of sitting atop a camel. I noticed a few bunnies hopping in the distance, their fur reflecting the streaks in the sky above. I heard the bubbling brook that Miles had mentioned, which connected to the Lume River. 
 
    There was no moon in EverLife, only sun, which was currently covered by a dark cloud, the rest of the sky accented by blips of lightning and the Proxima Galaxy’s colorful streaks, caused by electrical phenomenon. 
 
    It was gorgeous. 
 
    I imagined living somewhere with the Northern Lights would be like this, something otherworldly, something that felt like it should always remain a secret, an ethereal destination. 
 
    We continue through the meadow, and we came across a small cluster of trees.  
 
    I was startled when an owl swooped down from the tree closest to us, caught a rodent, and flapped its big wings as it returned to its perch. 
 
    We continued up the path, and from there, onto a narrow lane that circled around a rocky hill. Once we reach the top of the hill, I got off Joe Camel and sat on the hill, facing the Dojo. I could see the Steeple of Litur and Industria in the distance, its top changing from violet to red, which I noticed matched the color of the sun that had come out from behind a cloud.  
 
    I would log out soon, but for now, I just wanted to enjoy the view. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    It was just after six in the morning. 
 
    Iris was passed out next to me, and once I put my glasses on, I sat up and moved off her futon as quietly as I could, placing Thad’s NV Visor in my place. 
 
    Iris turned in my direction, her eyes blinked open once, and then she was back asleep instantly. 
 
    I had this weird sensation that New York City was the dream and that EverLife was reality. This thought lasted only for a few seconds, but it made me think deeply about what all this meant. 
 
    Some people spent their entire lives in the Proxima Galaxy, totally abandoning the real world. 
 
    I even had the thought that maybe I should try out an instrument there, and see if the instrument felt the same as it felt here. 
 
    I doubted it would, but everything else felt the same there, including sex, so who was to say that playing music wouldn't? 
 
    So I added ‘test out an instrument in EverLife’ to my to-do list. 
 
    The urge to surprise Iris came over me, so I quickly placed an order over EBAYmazon. Aside from a do-it-yourself breakfast, I also ordered two cappuccinos, but I had them scheduled to come twenty minutes later to give me time to cook.  
 
    I didn’t have to wait long to get the alert that the breakfast kit had arrived. As quietly as possible, I went outside to get it and returned, cracking my fingers in front of me as I began. 
 
    The directions were pretty much self-explanatory, and in the end, I ended up with vegan eggs, New Orleans hash browns, and sautéed green beans. 
 
    Of course, the smell had already woken Iris, who sat on the futon watching as I cooked. 
 
    “That's really cute, you know,” she finally told me as I placed her plate on the table. 
 
     Exactly as I had timed it, I got a notification that there was another EBAYmazon package outside, and I went to our stoop to find the two cappuccinos, delivered by drone. 
 
    I brought the cappuccinos in just as Iris was taking her seat. 
 
    “And a cappuccino?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Iris raised an eyebrow. “Why do I feel like you've done something bad?” 
 
     In actuality, that was the furthest thing from my mind, but now that she mentioned it, I realized that it did actually look like that, especially after what Lady C. and I had gotten into last night. And what we would probably get into tonight. Because why would I ever not be doing that with such a beautiful and amazing woman? 
 
    Instead of answering, I just took a sip from my cappuccino. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “I just wanted to do something nice.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, her cheeks reddening. “In that case, that’s very sweet of you.” 
 
    We ate for a moment, then to break the silence I brought up the music store that we’d be going to later. 
 
     “I love going to music stores,” Iris said. “Most things you can just order and have delivered to your door directly. I guess that's why they started charging to enter music stores, because a lot of people just go in to play the instruments, and then go home and order them.” 
 
     “Yep,” I said as I shoveled some eggs into my mouth. “But I'm planning to buy today, supporting local businesses.” I swallowed, and apologized for talking with my mouth full. 
 
    Iris laughed. “No need to apologize, you seem excited.” 
 
     “I am excited, and I'm ready to do some hunting and some brawling. And EverLife. I have to tell you what happened last night. I was just chilling with the Huntresses when freaking horses made of lightning came down from the sky and we were greeted by administrators of Kingdom Lume, who levied a tax on our Dojo, and told us we now have lightning horses that we can ride. So we should do that. We should really hit EverLife hard tonight, and see what's going on.” 
 
    Iris took a sip from her cappuccino. “Where do you think we should hunt first?”  
 
    “What's around Clinton Hills?”  
 
    As soon as I asked this question aloud, GoogleFace Maps took shape on my pane of vision, showing me Clinton Hills’ proximity to just about anything I could think of, from parks to coffee shops to restaurants. Focusing on any of those things created a shadow box of reviews that I could scroll through, and a list of peak times to visit. 
 
    “What about the Naval Cemetery Park?” I asked her.  
 
    The Brawl add-on activated with a thought, and I noticed that I had a few invitations. I ignored them to focus on the monster locator app. “There's some activity there,” I said as I saw a blue glow appear over the area, “and it would be a nice place to visit on a Sunday morning.” 
 
     “Yeah, near the Brooklyn Navy Yard,” she said as she scanned information on GoogleFace. 
 
    “Then it's settled, let's go there and see what we can round up.”  
 
    “And after that, the music store?” 
 
     “No, after that Central Park for a brawl, then the music store on our way back here. I don't want to be rushed at the music store, especially if we're paying the fee to go in.” 
 
     “Yeah, that's for sure.” Iris took a bite of her eggs, chewed them for a moment, and nodded. “I was afraid your cooking wouldn't be so great, but as it turns out, not bad.” 
 
     “Afraid it wouldn't be so great?”  
 
    “You don't really seem to be the type that cooks very often. At least, I don’t remember ever seeing you cook anything.” 
 
     “I can do wonderful things with the microwave,” I reminded her. “Anyway, are you ready? Should I invite the Huntresses?” 
 
     “I'm surprised you haven't already,” she said with just a hint of jealousy in her voice.  
 
    “Right, here goes.” 
 
    As usual, Aya took over the show, yawning and stretching and muttering about how some bastards on lightning horses interrupted her beauty rest. Lady C. had a book under her arm, and after winking at me, she sat on Iris' futon and started flipping through the pages. 
 
    “Glad to see you both,” I said, finishing my cappuccino. “We have a busy day ahead of us.” 
 
    Aya snorted. “I am sure we do, but if you really want us to work hard today, we want new everything.” 
 
     I raised an eyebrow at her. “New everything?” 
 
     “New armor, new weapons, and okay, I guess we did get new cabins, so we don't need new cabins yet. But in the future, bigger cabins.” 
 
    Iris, who was still working on her eggs, laughed at this suggestion. “Sounds like you two are ready to go shopping,” she said as she finished her cappuccino. 
 
    “Yes, Alpha Two, you are correct.” The Thulean squinted through one eye at her. “Why are you not dressed yet? Where is your frumpy sweater for today?” 
 
     Iris stood from the table. “My sweaters are frumpy?” She looked to me, and I quickly glanced away, not wanting to answer the question. “Well, Chase?”  
 
    “They're not frumpy, they are just a bit oversized, yeah, they're oversized.”  
 
    “That's because I get cold.” 
 
     “In Unigaea, if a person is cold, they wear tighter clothing and more fur,” Lady C. said matter-of-factly from her position on the couch. She was in her sexy, almost non-existent battle armor that she’d worn at Sagelock’s Tournament. A pink skirt, golden dragon scale-like armor, and Wonder Woman boots.  
 
    I’d never seen her wear her hair up before, and doing so elongated her neck, making her look almost like a different person. I realized that I was looking at her for too long when I felt something tap my shoulder. I looked over and saw that nothing was there. 
 
    Aya's ghost limb. 
 
    “That's right, Chase,” Aya said as she paced around Iris' apartment. “And Alpha Two, I'm not going to say that I like the place that you live in, as I do like the bar that's in the middle of Chase’s room, but your home is growing on me.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Iris said as she went through her closet for a new sweater. 
 
    “The bar is nice for exercise,” Aya said as she finally gave up looking around for places to work out. She plopped down next to Lady C. and began teasing her about her book. 
 
    As they bickered, and as Lady C.’s book lifted into the air, I turned my attention to Iris. 
 
    She pulled off the house sweater that she was wearing, revealing a tank top that gave me a glimpse of the side of her torso. It only took her a second to get dressed, and the way she looked at me when she finished made me feel stupid for watching her do so. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, looking back to the Huntresses. 
 
    Iris shrugged. “Who’s ready to go?” 
 
    Since it wasn't too far, we decided to walk to the park. Iris took her ukulele and keyboard. I was instrumentless, mostly because I’d be getting an instrument later that day. That, or the real-world money would burn a hole in my pocket, and I preferred the former. 
 
    It was a nice autumn day outside, and as we walked, the Huntresses chatted about the various things they saw, from a couple of homeless people to a woman in tight activewear jogging and how poorly she ran. 
 
    “She looks like a chicken with a big ass.” 
 
    “All chickens have big asses, Lady Aya.” 
 
    “If she were being chased by a land dragon, it would have eaten her twice by now,” Aya said. 
 
    Lady C. nodded in agreement. “The women of this world aren't very strong, and they don't seem very fast either. Maybe they have some athletes, but they would lose every time to a Metican.” 
 
     “Watch it, ladies,” Iris said over her shoulder with a chuckle. They let Iris walk ahead a few steps, but I could still hear them. 
 
    “And our new Alpha, she's so little and petite. A baby dragon could pick her up and fly off,” Aya stage-whispered. 
 
    “Are all your references dragon-based?” I asked her. 
 
    “No, I can reference other things as well.” 
 
     “I think Iris is cute, and I wish I were as short as her,” Lady C. said. “Who knows, maybe Chase likes short women.” 
 
     “All right, you two…” I called back to them as a bicyclist zipped past us. 
 
    “And all of these crazy people on bikes,” Aya said. “Are all cities in this American country filled with bicyclists who don't have manners?” 
 
     “I don't think all cities are,” Lady C. said. “Especially in the south. I read about this in books. Not a lot of people go outside. Everything is far away, so you have to drive a vehicle to get there.” 
 
     “And they wouldn't ride a horse?”  
 
    “I believe they do ride horses down there, but I don't know if they eat them or not.” 
 
     “This is why you were lucky earlier this week when you didn't have to hear them all the time,” I said, as I caught up to Iris. 
 
    “I don’t know, their banter is a little funny. Demented, yes, but definitely funny.” 
 
    We crossed the street and arrived at the Naval Cemetery Park. That’s one thing I liked about living in Brooklyn: you could always find an interesting historical landmark that you hadn’t heard of until you stumbled upon it.  
 
    But I could read up on the park later. At the moment, I was focused on my Monster Locator add-on, watching as a blue aura blinked on the screen. Whatever it was, it was fast, and as we moved deeper into the park, I caught a glimpse of an enormous beast and gasped. 
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    “A fucking chimera?” Iris ducked instinctively. It hadn’t spotted us yet, and as we took cover, Lady C. and Aya slowly drew their blades. 
 
    The Thulean warrior looked to me; she now held her buster sword at her side with the tip pointing behind her. 
 
    I didn’t know how she managed such a large sword, and would have watched her for longer if Iris hadn’t tugged at my sleeve. 
 
    “A chimera has the heads of a lion, a goat, and a snake, as well as the body of a goat and tail of a snake,” she explained hurriedly. “It’s a smorgasbord.”  
 
    I moved my head up just a little to see its terrible lion maw and its equally powerful goat head, which had two horns that were each at least three feet long. The chimera was focused on something in a tree, its snakehead-tipped tail bobbing left and right as it examined the foliage. 
 
    Aya gave Lady C. the signal, and in a matter of seconds, they were fanning out, Lady C.’s hand charging with icy blue magic. 
 
    “Bomb cyclone,” I whispered to Iris. 
 
    “Yep, good call.” 
 
    Aya looked to me and gestured with her chin toward the chimera.  
 
    “What kind of song?” I asked Iris as she quietly took her ukulele out of her backpack.  
 
    “Something pretty. Are you ready to dance?” 
 
    I gulped. “Sure.” 
 
    “And be careful. That thing can maul you to death.” 
 
    “Aware,” I said as I waited for her to play.  
 
    She tuned her instrument as quietly as she could, her ear pressed into the ukulele’s body. She gave me the thumbs up and started playing a beautiful tune, something serene and moody. The type of noodling only Iris could pull off. 
 
    I stood slowly, and began wagging my hips to the music.  
 
    Something about what she played reminded me of Hawaiian music, so I lifted my arms and waved my hands in the air like a hula dancer. 
 
    The chimera snorted and growled as all its heads turned to face me. 
 
    It dropped forward and began stalking me, oblivious to the fact that Aya and Lady C. were already in position. 
 
    “Keep playing,” I said out of the corner of my mouth to Iris. 
 
    She nodded and took this to mean that I wanted her to play with more force, which she did, her wrist moving up and down as she cranked up the volume. 
 
    I kept dancing like a hula girl, ignoring the fact that I could now see Aya staring at me, a comical grin on her face. I refused to acknowledge her – I didn’t want to give away her position, and besides, I was too busy trying to entertain a beast three times my size, a Greek monster that could shred me to pieces in a matter of moments. 
 
    Lady C. hit the chimera with her Bomb Cyclone spell. 
 
    I dove to the right to avoid the tumbling beast; Iris stumbled and fell, catching herself with one hand. 
 
    “Shit,” I whispered, looking to her. “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded and quickly placed her instrument back in its case as the monstrosity doubled back around. 
 
    “This is intense!” she said as she moved over to my side. 
 
    “It really is,” I said as I naturally moved into a position to protect her, not that it would have done any good.  
 
    Lady C. and Aya had fully engaged the chimera. Aya used her ghost limbs to flip around the creature, narrowly avoiding the snake-headed tail. For her part, Lady C. had cast fire on her right sword, waiting for the flame to spread up the blade. 
 
    Once it was ready, she pulled her arm back and cast a fireball at the terrible creature. The fireball ignited the chimera’s flesh, causing the creature to screech with pain, saliva spraying out of its mouth as it whipped left and right to avoid more damage. 
 
    Ready to move in for the kill, Lady C. performed an aerial to make room for Aya, who brought her sword through the shoulder of the mahoosive monster. 
 
    The chimera reared up onto its back legs, tossing Aya into the foliage of a tree, where she barely managed to use her ghost limbs to right herself on the way down. 
 
    Lady C. came in with both blades flaming. 
 
    “Yes!” I shouted, clapping my hands. 
 
    We were lucky that there was no one else in the park this morning, which allowed Iris and me to get into it a little more than normal, which we wanted to anyway – which anyone would have wanted to if they saw the battle that we were observing.  
 
    Epic was an understatement.  
 
    The dynamics of the fight were startling, and there was little that I could do to help the Huntresses overcome the Greek monster. 
 
    Not that I wasn't trying. 
 
    I was clapping my hands, jumping up and down, running in a circle with the hopes that I would get its attention long enough that it would attack me, and not them. 
 
    But it didn't work, and I was at a loss for what we should do. 
 
    “Maybe we should…” Iris shook her head. “I don't know, I wish we had a rope or something.” 
 
    I jumped for cover as the chimera kicked up dirt, sending rocks and roots flying in our direction. 
 
    All of it was fake, I knew it, but that didn’t stop me from reacting to the mayhem.  
 
    I had faith in Aya and Lady C., and as I watched the Thulean run forward, slide, and use her ghost limbs to propel herself over the creature, I knew we’d soon have a fresh catch. 
 
    A crackle of lightning cut the chimera off its feet, just as Aya landed on its back, the tip of her buster sword pointed at the back of its head. 
 
    She glanced up at me, and I went in for the catch.  
 
    Energy charged up my arm and back down again as the web formed between my fingers.  
 
    I brought my hand back, and zipped the net of light over to the mythcrea, Aya bailing just in time. 
 
    I thrust both arms forward, letting out a wild cry as the web of light encased the chimera. 
 
    The creature was ours, the first catch of the day had been made, and while Aya looked a little worse for wear, we were all in pretty good shape. 
 
    “Okay, let's see what else we can find in this area,” Iris said, breathing heavily as she looked at me excitedly. 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “What a filthy monster,” Aya said as she wiped her bloodied blade on the grass. “I hope you two sell that thing immediately.” 
 
    “We have other plans for it,” I told her with a grin. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I noticed there was some activity in the last place I’d have expected. 
 
    “Isn't that a shopping complex?” I asked Iris after I told her the location, which was not too far from her apartment. 
 
    “I would love to go shopping,” Lady C. said. “I bet shopping in New York is fun!” 
 
    “We need to do more killing, I mean capturing, so we can get some nice clothing in EverLife,” Aya said, and stopped me with her ghost limb. I turned to her, and with her eyes she reminded me that she was expecting new clothing. 
 
    “I’ve got it, I’ve got it. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, Alpha.” 
 
    “Damn,” I said under my breath to Iris, “I need to give these two some type of stipend.” 
 
    Iris laughed. “It’s like being a parent.” 
 
    “Do you want me to call you daddy?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    Aya scoffed at the Metican warrior’s question. “He would be a terrible father.” 
 
    “To answer your original question,” Iris said, clearing her throat. “Yes, that is a shopping area. I believe there’s a WalMacy's too.” 
 
    “Please tell me we aren’t hunting in a WalMacy's,” I said, just imagining how crazy that would be. 
 
    Iris nodded. “It's too early to say that, but that may be the case, so we’ll need to be extra careful not to draw attention to ourselves.” 
 
    Should be easy enough, I thought as we continued our walk.  
 
    It was going to be a beautiful day, and I liked the fact that we were outside enjoying it, rather than being stuck inside in a cramped apartment. That was one nice thing about the Monster Hunt app, it allowed for plenty of outside exploration. 
 
    Couldn't beat that. 
 
    The four of us walked until we saw the WalMacy's logo. I usually didn't shop at the place, it just had this weird vibe, but if it had a mythcrea inside, then I was down to go in. 
 
    “So this is how Americans shop,” Lady C. said as soon as we entered the building. “Everything is available here, so you don't have to go anywhere else. Clever.” 
 
    “I don't know,” Aya told her. “I personally like having to go to different places and visit various artisans to get the items I need.” 
 
    “Come on, this is convenient.” 
 
    “But at what cost?” 
 
    The Metican warrior stopped. “Lady Aya, I believe you may be a lost cause. I'm not one hundred percent convinced of this, but I'm getting closer by the day.” 
 
    I looked at Iris, and laughed as she slowly crossed her eyes and made a funny face at me. 
 
    We continued down a couple of the aisles and eventually reached the sporting goods section. This was where the activity was the hottest, but there was no one here aside from a few people shopping, which made me wonder for a moment if the monster locator app was somehow faulty.  
 
    But as I looked up the aisle, I started noticing that there was something different about the space, something glimmering around its edges. 
 
    I couldn't quite put my finger on it, but I had this weird sense that I wasn't looking at the actual sporting goods aisle – I was looking at an exact replica of it. 
 
    Some of the items were shaped differently, like the basketball that was shaped like a football, and the golf clubs at the end that had pink putters. 
 
    “Something is off,” I told Iris. Seeing me bristle, Aya and Lady C. drew their swords. 
 
    “Are you guys seeing what I'm seeing?” I asked them. 
 
    “I think?” Lady C. said. 
 
    “I guess that's a bad way to phrase it. I mean, does this aisle look off to you in any way. Let me ask you, Iris, you've seen this type of sporting goods section before. Is there something off here?” 
 
    “Yeah, I see what you mean.” 
 
    We walked down the aisle cautiously, and once we reached its end, we turned and went back the other way. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    So we walked down it again, and just as we were about to reach the end, Iris cried out and stumbled into a couple of parked bicycles. 
 
    Aya drew her blade, and cut into the air over Iris’ head. I heard the scream of a man, and my pane of vision flashed as the sporting goods aisle returned to its normal form. 
 
    “Is that a monkey?” I asked as I saw a small man jump from one side of the aisle to the other. 
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    “It’s a Satori,” I told Iris as I helped her to her feet. We glanced around; no one had seen her crash into the bicycles. “You okay?” 
 
    She had a scrape on her elbow, but it didn't look too bad. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Still, I was worried about her. “Are you all right?” I asked her as the two Huntresses took off after the monkey man. “Because this is definitely a place where we could get some antiseptic.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said as she examined her scraped elbow. “I’m tougher than I look.” 
 
    Iris and I locked eyes for a moment; I was the first to look away when my attention turned back to the battle happening between the Huntresses and the mythcrea. 
 
    Somewhere, at the back of my mind, I wondered how it was that we kept running into monkey men. 
 
    First Sun Wukong, and now this guy, who was much shorter than Sun, and wore light blue robes, or possibly a kimono.  
 
    The Huntresses had already engaged him, and were trying to bat him out of the air when Iris finally got her bearings. 
 
    Her eyes flashed as she researched the Satori on GoogleFace. “Damn, so that’s a Satori. It’s a kind of supernatural monster who can read people’s minds and affect their thoughts. Japanese. I think that's what it did back there. It affected all of our thoughts.” 
 
    “I see,” I told her as Aya turned toward us, the look on her face suddenly one of grief. 
 
    Not this again, I thought, remembering that something similar had happened to Lady C. yesterday evening. 
 
    Lady C., who had just taken a swing at the Satori, saw that her companion was down and steeled herself, focusing even harder on getting a hit in.  
 
    The Thulean warrior began speaking in her native tongue, sobbing uncontrollably as she crawled toward us. 
 
    “You handle Satori, I’ll deal with Aya!”  
 
    “Got it,” Iris said, her hand charging. 
 
    I dropped down to Aya and try to talk some sense into her. 
 
    “You are hallucinating, you are hallucinating,” I told her as I took off her hat, and started fanning her with it. 
 
    “Mintakh moorakhcha bluto! Bluto! Kunoh nakh nakh!” 
 
    “I don't know what you're saying, but it's okay, Aya, it's okay,” I told her as I scooped her into my arms.  
 
    I sat with my back against the shelves, Aya sobbing uncontrollably in my arms, her face wet, her greenish cheeks red, her body heaving up and down as she continued to speak in her native tongue. 
 
    I felt one of her ghost limbs land on my shoulder, and move toward my neck. 
 
    “Just relax,” I told her as her talons tightened around my throat. 
 
    But she wasn't trying to kill me, she was trying to hold on, trying to keep herself steady. 
 
    She looked up at me, still babbling in Thulean. 
 
    “Lavakh. Lavakh! Bluto harmakh chakh… harmakh chakh...” 
 
     Lady C. and Iris ran past us, still chasing the Satori. 
 
    I was surprised to see that it was Iris who was able to finally get the creature down, enabling Lady C. to keep it at bay with her shimmering swords. 
 
    It was incredible, really, as soon as the monkey man leapt from one of the shelves, Iris grabbed the nearest thing she could find, which happened to be a baseball bat, and swung it at the mythcrea. 
 
    It didn't connect, but it did force the creature off balance, right into Lady C.’s trap.  
 
    Her swords crossed like scissors, and now on either side of the monkey's head, Lady C. gave Iris the signal, and within seconds, Iris had captured the mythcrea, sending it straight to our Dojo. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I whispered, my breath returning to me. 
 
    “I don’t know what the hell you two are doing here, but you need to leave, now,” a store manager said. Apparently, he’d been standing there for the last minute or so, clearly seeing Iris use the bat.  
 
    “Sorry!” Iris hid the bat behind her back, thought otherwise, and returned it to its rightful place. 
 
    “Just filming a TwitchTubeRed video,” I told him as I pointed at my eyes. 
 
    “Sure, you are,” the store manager growled. “We got a cop at the front, and if you two ain’t outta here in the next thirty seconds, I’ll be calling him over.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
     It wasn’t easy, but I managed to stand with Aya in my arms, who by now had stopped sobbing. 
 
    “My hat, it’s my lucky hat,” she said, stifling a sniff. Without a word, Lady C. stooped over to retrieve it. 
 
    Even after we got outside, and I placed her on her feet, the Thulean refused to comment on what happened.  
 
    “Here’s your hat,” Lady C. told her, breaking the silence that had spread between all of us. 
 
    It lifted into the air and the Thulean quickly tightened it around her skull, the brim much lower this time to hide her puffy eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: Familiar Grounds 
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    “Anyone want to talk about what just happened?” I asked after we reached the subway. “By the way, we've got to ride the train to Central Park, so if you guys want me to send you back to the Dojo, I can, otherwise you'll need to behave on the train.” 
 
    “You act like we are little girls,” Aya said, the brim of her hat still low over her eyes. 
 
    “You know that's not true; I just want you guys to feel safe.” 
 
    “We can go back to the Dojo,” Lady C. said. “I will keep an eye on…” She nodded her head toward the Thulean. 
 
    “I don’t need anyone to keep an eye on me. I'm very capable of watching myself. Or... you know what I mean.” She stopped, and a man passed right through her. 
 
    “Bye,” I told them. “Relax, the scheduled Brawl is in one hour in Central Park. Plenty of time to relax in your cabins.” 
 
    “Byeeeeee,” Lady C. said, pouting as her form disappeared. 
 
    As Iris and I entered the station, we recapped what had happened at the park and at WalMacy’s, which transitioned into Iris’ preliminary research on fusing mythcrea. 
 
    “There’s actually subreddit dedicated to fusing,” Iris said as the C Train skidded to a halt. The C Train was in need of repair, hell, all the trains in New York were in need of repair, but there was some charm to it, and as we got on, shuffling past a couple with a baby stroller, I felt strangely at home. 
 
    The train was empty, but this was usual for a Sunday morning. There was even a busker on the train, a guy probably heading to a corner gig somewhere in the more touristy destinations of the city. 
 
    That’d be a hard life, I thought, being a busker. It was already hard enough just to be a musician, but to go around just playing for free with the hope that someone would toss you a buck…  
 
    Well, I supposed that wasn't very different than being a regular musician.  
 
    “The Reddit is helpful,” Iris was saying, “but it doesn't have a breakdown of what you'll get mythcrea to mythcrea. Just some suggestions that other people have based on some of the fusing that they've done.” 
 
    “Nice. It’s going to be a hard choice, to fuse or to stash so we can level up.” 
 
    “There are also some videos that people took. Apparently, you can get rare mythcrea only available by fusing, which has something to do with the monster’s stats and their class and subclass. As I said, there are a few preconceived configurations that Proxima developers put in, but it does have a lot to do with chance.” 
 
    “Anything about combining Terra with Psy?” I asked, recalling the two main classes of the creatures we had just captured. 
 
     The train slowed down and the door opened. People rushed inside almost immediately. 
 
    A woman in a trench coat who had stuck her Chihuahua into the front opening; a man with a hipster beard and a unicycle under his arm; a fat guy in a plaid tie and a kilt; a young yuppie couple in duck boots straight out of Connecticut; a Muslim woman in a cheetah-print hijab; an older black man in a red ball cap and sunglasses – the New York subway continued to be one of the most diverse places on earth. 
 
    Iris shook her head. “I mean, there are a few things about combining Terra and Psy, mostly that it can generate something of the Fumus class, but most of the combinations people have tried are more deliberate, like combining fire and wind – Ignis and Ventus – that sort of thing, or doubling up by combining Glacio and River.” 
 
    “So, ice and water?” 
 
    “Yep. Interesting stuff. We’ll really have to experiment with this.” 
 
    “And EverLife. I can’t believe we haven’t explored.” 
 
    She shrugged. “We’ve been a bit busy.” 
 
    “Definitely. There’s plenty of time.” 
 
     As the train ride continued, I started thinking about last night with Lady C. What an experience. Her body, the way she moved while she was on top of me, the innocence in it all, the way it quickly turned when she got the hang of it. 
 
    I think that was the most interesting part for me (aside from the fact that I was having sex with a digital entity, a smoking-hot digital entity that was beyond the girl of my dreams). There was a change during the middle of it where she went from nervous to confident, as if she had finally made her capture, and was feasting on the remains. 
 
    I smirked at this thought; it was a little stupid, but it was what I felt at the time. A great experience, really, and I didn't know where this would go in the future, or how others would react – others like Iris – but that remained to be seen. Aya clearly knew, and she didn't much care, but Iris? 
 
     I glanced at her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, just thinking.” 
 
    We arrived at the station and as soon as we were off, the Huntresses rejoined us.  
 
    Aya was her old self again, no sign of the trauma she had experienced back at the WalMacy’s. She was confident, poised, and her hat was back to its normal height, revealing her orange eyes.  
 
    “May I speak to you, Chase?” she said, letting Iris and Lady C. walk ahead. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    She glared at me for a moment, long enough for the other two to pass. “Do not think for a moment that I need to be pampered like a baby dragon.” 
 
    I started to laugh but thought otherwise when I noticed just how serious her expression was. “Again with the dragon reference.” 
 
    “I do not need you holding me in your arms because I do not find you particularly manly, especially with your glasses and messy hair. You are not strong,” she said, poking her finger into my chest. “Yet…” 
 
    What is going on here? I thought as her glare softened. 
 
    “Yet, I like you, and I appreciate you holding me and comforting me. It was nice.” Her hand flattened on my chest, directly over my heart. “I see that your heart rate increases when I touch you. Very interesting.” 
 
    “So, are you mad at me, happy I was there, or looking to become my primary care physician?” 
 
    She shrugged, but didn’t remove her hand from my chest. I felt her ghost limb brush against my cheek. “I am neutral about you, but I like that you comforted me. It was nice, but don’t think it will become commonplace, that you can just hold me in your arms whenever you’d like. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Sure, Aya, I understand, loud and clear.” 
 
    She let go of me and I caught up with the others, with no idea what to make of the Thulean’s threats and advances. 
 
    We neared the station’s exit and I saw the strange bookseller that we'd first met the last time we came to Central Park. At the time, I had been quite broke and wasn't able to buy Lady C. a book, but now…  
 
    “Can I shop for just a moment?” she asked. “Do we have time?” 
 
     “Definitely, take a look and see if there's anything that you think would benefit you,” I told her.  
 
    The seller, an older man with a long mustache and a secret library’s worth of mystery behind his eyes, actually had a book that cost over a hundred thousand. 
 
     But luckily for our back account, Lady C. found a book that cost a thousand Proxima dollars. 
 
    The History of Mortem and Chrono Magic was an older book with yellowed pages and a missing cover.  
 
    “It is a bargain,” the old bookseller assured her. “You’ve never read a book quite like this.” 
 
    “And it’s about necrotic and time-based magic?” Iris asked as Lady C. looked it over. 
 
    “It’s about much more than that,” the bookseller said. “I stand by the books I sell. If you aren’t enlightened after reading them …then you should read them again!” He laughed until his laugh turned into a throaty wheeze.  
 
    “Chase?” The Metican warrior asked. 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    My bank account flashed and faded away. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $9,750 
 
    Spent: $61,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    Lady C. read for the entirety of the walk over to the park, New Yorkers passing through her body as she studied the text.  
 
    My god, she was adorable.  
 
    With the book open, and her nose buried in it, she had no concern for the outside world, not that she really needed it considering she couldn’t exactly run into someone. 
 
    As we reached the entrance to the park, our walk now shaded by beautiful trees, I opened the Brawl app and saw that we were supposed to meet the other Alpha in the mall.  
 
    We had to be careful, because there would be a lot of people in the mall. But there was also a lot of open space, which would be perfect for a showdown. 
 
     We got there about fifteen minutes early, and while we waited, Aya and Lady C. walked around our area, checking for locations which they could use to hide, or utilize to their advantage.  
 
    It was a good idea, and it made me think that we should start coming a little bit earlier to these brawls, just to get a sense of our surroundings. 
 
    While Aya and Lady C. snooped around, Iris took center stage. I wanted her to lead the Brawl; I knew it would be an unfair advantage for two Alphas to be instructing the fighting party. 
 
    “You'll know them when you see them,” I told her. “And it's a single mythcrea Brawl, so do you have someone in mind that you'd like to use?” 
 
    Iris considered this for a moment. “Actually, I'd like to use my new capture, Spew Gorge.” 
 
    I recalled the goblin and his painfully scratchy voice. I didn’t know how useful he would be, but Iris always had pretty solid intuition, and his smog attacks were pretty cool. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
     Eventually, an Indian man with a thin mustache wearing a bright polo shirt walked over to us. He stood about forty feet away, also surveilling the area. 
 
    Iris waved; the Brawl was on. 
 
    Aya and Lady C. immediately got into place.  
 
    Spew Gorge appeared, the short goblin going for the dagger sheathed at his belt. He wore chainmail armor now and gauntlets made of leather with metal accents. 
 
    I turned my attention to the opposing Alpha’s Hunters.  
 
    [Ballistics Mage, Level 8] 
 
    The Ballistics Mage’s weapon of choice was apparently the slingshot. She was slender, her face covered by a hood, and several pouches were fixed by straps to her body. Her slingshot was made of gold, and there was a silvery aura to it. 
 
    [Reaper, Level 7] 
 
    I was a bit surprised by this one.  
 
    The Reaper was a male, stacked with muscles upon muscles. He wore black armor that accented his form, even down to the hardened nipples on his chest plate. A skull mask was on his head, his eyes glowing red behind it. The Reaper didn't have any weapons. 
 
    “Reaper, Level Seven; Ballistics Mage, Level Eight,” I relayed to Iris. 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    I opened the Brawl add-on and quickly placed a nine thousand PD bet. “You have to win now,” I told Iris. “I just bet all of our money.”  
 
    “Just like that, huh?” 
 
     “I am sort of an all-or-nothing guy when it comes to these fights.” 
 
    “We will not lose, Chase,” Aya said with a growl. 
 
    The other Alpha offered us a twitchy smile as his mythcrea appeared. 
 
    A twenty-foot-tall man took shape with dozens and dozens of arms, each with some type of weapon, and even more bizarrely, his body was covered in heads. 
 
    [Briareus, Level 10] 
 
    “What is it?” Iris asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “Um…” I ran a quick search to find that Briareus was one of the Hecatoncheires in Greek mythology, the son of Uranus and Gaia. He had one hundred arms and fifty heads, all of which I swiftly explained to Iris. “Also, that word, um, Heca-ton-cheires? I think I said that right. It means a hundred hands. It’s a fucking giant with a ton of heads and hands.” 
 
    “I’ve got the fickin’ giant,” Spew Gorge said as he shook his arms out. He steeled himself, grunted, and loosened his shoulders some. 
 
    Aya nodded. “Konoshlo duka duchaka,” she said without looking at him. 
 
    “I’m fickin’ ready,” he told her. “And the only one dying today is that giant ficker.” 
 
    “Aya, take the Reaper,” Iris said. “Lady C., the Ballistics Mage.” 
 
    I felt the heat from the ballistic mage’s first attack, the explosion sending a big fireball into the air. 
 
    Iris got out of the way just in time, as did the others. The ground shaking as he picked up his pace, the giant ran toward the front of the battle ready to clobber anyone within arm’s reach. 
 
    Fwwhack! 
 
    The giant faceplanted right there in the middle of the battlefield, Aya springboarding over him, and Lady C. running to his right, both blades drawn.  
 
    “Fick yeah!” Spew Gorge called out.  
 
    The goblin had used a crossbow with a rope on its pointy end to set a trap for the giant. And by the time the giant got back to his feet, Spew Gorge was already on his back, fighting off the hands and trying to stab the heads all over his body, smoky explosions sending up sulfuric clouds that made the giant choke. 
 
    It was hard for the giant to catch Spew Gorge because of his size, even though his hundred arms were all swinging at the same time.  
 
    A searing blast of energy cut through the grass and tore into the limbs of a tree.  
 
    I knew that this didn't actually happen, but it was what it looked like, and I responded in a way that anyone would respond if they saw this.  
 
    I ducked, my hands on my head, as I looked around frantically to find out where the blast had come from. 
 
    The Reaper.  
 
    His arm had morphed into a large cannon, neon green veins pulsating up his shoulder as the weapon transformed into an enormous, scythe-like blade.  
 
    Propelled forward by her ghost limbs, Aya met the man’s organic blade with her buster sword.  
 
    The shockwave of their weapons connecting sent both of them backwards, Aya the first to get back on her feet again. 
 
    Crouching now, she charged toward the Reaper, flourished her giant fucking blade, and bailed to the right, narrowly avoiding a full-frontal attack by the Reaper.  
 
    A muzzle formed on his mutant weapon, and he fired another blast at her as she scurried around him.  
 
    Aya was fast, but not fast enough to avoid the shot, which flipped her off her feet.  
 
    “Duchig Destroyer!” Iris called to the Thulean as she recovered from her hard landing.  
 
    Her face a mask of fury and frustration, Aya dropped low with her blade at her side. The Reaper tried to blast her again, but she dodged this one, dodging subsequent shots as she closed in on the muscled, skull-faced man. 
 
    Lady C. was having a hell of a time getting to the Ballistics Mage, who kept firing various types of magic creations at her using a slingshot. The Mage dropped her hand into a pocket on her belt and loaded a silver marble, which grew into a full-sized sword after she’d fired it, which would have been hell to dodge if not for the fact that Lady C. had cast bomb cyclone.  
 
    What resulted was the Ballistics Mage firing blindly, her attacks going wide each time. She had a general sense of where Lady C. was coming from, which was miraculous in itself, but all of her shots went wide. 
 
    Electricity charging up her body and down into her two swords, Lady C. shot several blistering bolts of lightning toward the Mage.  
 
    Her lightning sword still in her hand, Lady C. threw her other sword into the midst of the bomb cyclone. 
 
    I could tell by the way the other Alpha reacted that his marble-firing Huntress had gone down. 
 
    “Got one,” I said to Iris, who hadn’t taken her eyes off the battle.  
 
    Spew Gorge was also getting the upper hand.  
 
    I don't know how many throats he managed to slit, or eyes he managed to gouge out, but the fugly Greek giant was beyond pissed. It couldn’t get a hit in, and like a wounded predator being overrun by ants, there was not much it could do. 
 
    But the problem remained with Aya, who still couldn't get close enough to the Reaper to perform her special move. 
 
    The Reaper was so engaged with trying to blast Aya that he didn't see Lady C. come from behind, both blades drawn and lit aflame. By the time he realized she was there, it was already impossible for him to block her first blast. The fireball hit him, flames spreading up his body. 
 
    As the fire seared his flesh, the Reaper ran forward, right into Aya, who cut him down with her Duchig Destroyer, killing him instantly. 
 
    Both Huntresses turned to the giant. 
 
    “I’ve fickin’ got this,” Spew Gorge cried out as he continued to bite, scratch, stab, and confuse the giant.  
 
    And as it turned out, the goblin was right. 
 
    With no way to fight him off, the giant eventually gave up and dropped to his knees. 
 
    The match was over. 
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    “Nice,” the Indian man told us in accented English. “I had a chance to catch a goblin once, but I decided not to. I apparently made a mistake.”  
 
    “It was a good battle,” Iris told him. 
 
    “And you’re an Alpha Duo?” 
 
     “That's right,” I said. The three of us stood in the middle of where the battle had just taken place, our Hunters and mythcrea gone. 
 
    “Got any tips?” he asked. 
 
    I looked to Iris and back to him. “About what?”  
 
    He shrugged. “Just capturing tips or tournament suggestions. I'm kind of new at this. I keep wanting to get into some tournaments, but I haven't really, you know, tried to join any yet. A little nervous about that.” 
 
     “There's no need to be nervous,” Iris said. “Just use GoogleFace for tournaments, and enter any that you qualify for. That's what we started off doing, and we are by no means veterans at tournaments or anything. We’ve competed in two.” 
 
     “Only two? Huh, I thought you guys have been doing it for longer, even though we are at similar levels. I figured you guys were probably up to Level Eight, maybe even nine or ten, but had just been selling everything you captured.” 
 
    “We haven't sold much, but we have gotten lucky a couple of times,” I said. 
 
    “Well, it's nice meeting you both, thanks for the advice.” 
 
     As soon as he was gone, I activated the Monster Hunt app and Aya and Lady C. returned. Coinciding with their return was a deposit into the digital bank account. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $18,750 
 
    Spent: $61,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Lady C. asked me, her eyes reflecting the clear sky overhead. “Aren't you two hungry?” 
 
     I glanced at Iris. “I’m a little hungry, and we just won nine thousand PD, so maybe we could have a nice little lunch.”  
 
    “That would be cool,” she said. “We can check out one of those places near the music store. I'm craving a veggie burger.” 
 
     “Oh, oh, oh, that would be nice, like a portobello burger with some bacon on it.” 
 
     Iris laughed. “Doesn't that kind of eliminate the point?” 
 
     “Exactly, I live life on the edge,” I told her as we turned toward Central Park's exit. 
 
    “It’s true, Alpha Iris,” Aya said. “Chase is a weakling, and I mean that in a very affectionate way. He needs to eat more meat. If he eats more meat, he will become stronger. This is why Thulean men have such large muscles. They eat meat, a lot of meat, and then exercise. I think you should exercise too,” she told me. 
 
    “You always have suggestions for me, don't you?” 
 
     “Everyone needs a life coach, especially a person like you.” 
 
     “A person like me, huh?” 
 
    “I think Chase is fine just the way he is,” Lady C. said, “And you shouldn't bother him about his muscles. Not all strong men have muscles. Some men are strong inside.”  
 
    Aya laughed. “I guess you're right, inner strength is important. It can make you last longer if you were to be tortured.” 
 
    “Inner strength definitely helps with torture,” Lady C. said, nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Still, if I were Chase, I wouldn't eat too many vegetables. I would eat more meat.” 
 
     Iris looked to me and rolled her eyes. I nodded in response, glad that she too was now experiencing the mindless daily banter that had come to define my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: Shopping for Info 
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    I thought about cashing out some PD on the Proxima Exchange – it was still 1 USD to 12.3 PD, so I could cash out a thousand and get about eighty dollars for food and entrance to the music store – but eventually decided to just use the cash I already had on hand. 
 
    Our first stop was for some lunch, and we chose a hamburger joint called Deconstructed Burger to satisfy the burger craving. It was Iris' suggestion, and I'd heard about the place – and while it sounded to me at first like they just gave you all the parts of the burger and then you built it yourself, hence the term deconstructed, it was actually a lot stranger than that. 
 
    They actually served food that was molded and shaped into other food, all of which tasted like a burger. Iris ordered first, letting me sample hers. 
 
    A banana that tasted like a hot cheeseburger? Only in New York City. 
 
    “Nope,” I told her. “The texture is off.” 
 
    “I’ll finish it,” she said.  
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    After Iris’ banana burger, we hit up a kimchi taco place, where I got a bulgogi burrito. 
 
    Aya and Lady C. stayed with us the entire time, Aya commenting on people's weights and Lady C. skimming through the new book that she’d picked up at the Central Park subway station. 
 
    “I’m still confused about this American body type,” Aya said as a short fat woman walked away holding hands with a lean and tall man. “Where I’m from, it’s important to match yourself to someone else's body type, nearly as important as your personalities.” 
 
     Iris laughed. “Is that so?” 
 
     “I wouldn’t say it if it were not so. Thuleans believe that a person should be similar in stature to their significant other. Now one could be taller, sure, but over there is a combination that feels very out of place. She should be with a very short and very robust goblin-shaped man. The man should be with a very thin, very tall and lanky woman. Then the visual would match.” 
 
    “You can’t fight love,” Lady C. said, looking from her book to me and smiling. 
 
     “So, this means that you and I would never work out as a couple?” I asked Aya. 
 
    The Thulean placed her hands on the table, leaning over toward me. “I've already explained to you what you would need to do to become an adequate person for me to breed with.”  
 
    “More muscles, I remember.” 
 
     “I think you have enough muscles, and I don't think you’d like dating a Thulean,” Lady C. said as she closed her copy of The History of Mortem and Chrono Magic.  
 
    “It doesn't matter if he likes it or not. He would need to gain fifteen to twenty kilos of muscle to date someone of my race.” 
 
     “Well, if I wasn't so busy hanging out with you two, I could be hitting the gym.” 
 
     Aya laughed. “I don't believe you've ever been to a gym, and if you ever decide to go, I would love to be your personal trainer. I would volunteer for this task and considerate it charity. I would whip you into shape.” 
 
    After a little more playful banter, we headed to the music store and each paid the twenty-dollar door fee. 
 
    The music store was crammed full of instruments, to the point that it looked like a hoarder’s den. The guitar section was on the right, acoustics were behind a glassed-in partition, and there was another room for laptop DJ equipment, keys, amps, and the drum section, which was adjacent to my final destination. 
 
    “I give you… the bass guitar,” I told Aya and Lady C. as we stepped into the area dedicated to the low end. 
 
    “Cool!” 
 
    “Is this supposed to impress me?” Aya asked. Her orange eyes locked on a particular bass that was shaped like an axe. “That is the only one I would recommend you buy, Chase.” 
 
    “I’ll, um, keep that in mind.” 
 
    There was no need to put up prices on the instruments; every time I focused on a piece, the price would appear above it alongside a list of features, financing options, and other details I may need to know about the piece. 
 
    I saw the Rickenbacker, sitting at a cool $4,500, which was more than I had, even if I cashed out my Proxima dollars.  
 
    But that could wait, because I wanted something a little more portable now, something that would make our mythcrea mariachi a little more doable. 
 
    I had heard about the Fender mini basses, but had never actually played one. I'd never had a need for a bass that could go anywhere with me, one I could play without plugging in. So I was pleasantly surprised when I picked up a cherry red Fender mini bass and found that it was fairly sturdy, not as cheaply made as I had assumed it would be. 
 
    “This could be really fun,” Iris said as she sat down on a stool in front of an entire rack of electric drums.  
 
    She grabbed a pair of drumsticks, and started setting the sounds on the rubber pads in front of her. She started first with the pad that represented the snare, then the hi-hat, then a ride cymbal, then the crash cymbal, and went to the toms as I continued to examine the features of the bass. 
 
    To make it more portable, the fender mini bass was headless; the strings simply wrapping around the top of the neck and clasping taut in the back. Without turning it on, I ran my hand up the neck, running through a few scales just to see if it played the same way.  
 
    No, the strings didn't have the same buoyancy as an acoustic bass, or maybe an upright bass, but for an electric bass, it felt pretty damn good. 
 
    Turning the instrument on immediately synced it with my iNet feed, effects, volume control, and other modification options suddenly available to me on my pane of vision. 
 
    They were easy to navigate too; I simply focused on one quadrant and it zoomed in, allowing me to tweak the dial. There was also a clickable banner that allowed me to download more effects for a fee. 
 
    Another innovation in the instrument was the fact that the body was also what emitted the sound. This was more low-key than it must have looked thirty years ago, but the sound actually came from reverse speaker cones along the contours of the instrument.  
 
    It was loud too, much louder than a thirty-watt practice amp when it was turned to full blast. 
 
    “Ooo, I can feel that in my chest,” Lady C. said as I continued playing. “Chase is a very good bass player,” she told Aya with a smug look on her face. 
 
    “He only played a few notes.”  
 
    “They were nice notes!” 
 
    I cycled through some of the effects options on my iNet screen. I could even make it sound like a keyboard, a guitar, a laser, and a ton of other things. The options were endless, but as I continued going through them, I finally settled on the sound of an acoustic bass, just because I wanted something more natural, as opposed to a digital abomination. 
 
    Okay, some of the sounds weren't abominations, but some of the crazier ones... I had no idea what someone would use those for. Case in point, the effect that turned all the notes into cat meows. 
 
    ~~Meow meow meow meow meow meow meow meow~~ 
 
    Iris gave me a funny look. “Are we playing cat songs now?” she asked before finishing her joke with a classic ba-dun tshh! 
 
    “I see you’re auditioning to be the house drummer at the Comedy Cellar.”  
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    I flipped to a new sound, this one based on the schwing of swords, which got Aya and Lady C.’s attention. 
 
    “Reminds me of my childhood,” Aya said, her eyes tearing up.  
 
    I turned back to the acoustic bass sound, adjusted the mid-range, and added just a hint of reverb. 
 
    “You feel like jamming?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    We kicked it into high gear, going through some variations of the music we’d played together in the past.  
 
    By the end of our little jam session, I was as ready as I’d ever be to purchase the bass.  
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    “Damn, it feels good to leave a music store with a new instrument,” I told Iris as we hit the streets. It wouldn’t take us long to get to Clinton Hills, and I’d saved fifty from a case and bass bundle, leaving me with around $800 in my bank account.  
 
    So, I offered up a taxi ride. 
 
    One UberLyft later, and we were whipping out of Manhattan on our way to Clinton Hills, Aya in front, Iris and me in the back, Lady C. between us. 
 
    “It sure is comfy back here,” Lady C. said.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” said Iris. 
 
    “You don’t mind sitting next to me, do you?” 
 
    “Why would I mind sitting next to you?” 
 
    “Some people don’t like Meticans.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t like Meticans?” Iris asked her. 
 
    “People from Tagvornin.” 
 
    Iris glanced over at me and I shrugged. There was no successful way to navigate a conversation with Lady C. other than to strap in for the ride. 
 
    We arrived back at Iris’ apartment and got set up to dive.  
 
    Finally, we were going to EverLife, and after the Brian Eno tone indicating we were geared to go, our forms took shape in the Dojo. 
 
    Magnus and Ophelia were sitting on a bench at the back of the mythcrea quarters, talking quietly. I hadn’t seen our two undead members since yesterday, and it was nice to see them, even if they were a little odd. 
 
    They waved as we approached, and offered Lady C. and Aya dinner. 
 
    “Food would be nice,” Aya admitted, “but we have some serious business to handle.” 
 
    “You two should eat,” I told the two Huntresses. “This won’t take Iris and me very long.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Ophelia said, cheery for once. Was she happy now? I swore that every time I saw her she had a half smile on her face.  
 
    “Who’s cooking?” Aya asked as they entered the quarters. 
 
    “Sun Wukong,” said Magnus. “His food is…” The graceful Fext searched for the right word. “Exquisite, wouldn’t you say, Ophelia?” 
 
    Ophelia nodded. “I would say that, dearest.” 
 
    The four took a right toward the kitchen, and Iris and I took a left to the stairs that led to the basement.  
 
    Our basement Fusion Center was all Bauhaus, a minimal, slim-lined design with a single table in a spacious room that featured two vertical vats that were brimming with blinking blue lights.  
 
    As we approached the table, I noticed a wine-colored trackball and went for it. As soon as I did, a menu system appeared before us listing the mythcrea we currently had, in the order we had captured them, as well as their levels: 
 
    [Rose, Level 8] 
 
    [Altsoba, Level 7] 
 
    [Magnus, Level 12] 
 
    [Ophelia, Level 7] 
 
    [Fujin, Level 9] 
 
    [Joe Camel, Level 5] 
 
    [Sun Wukong, Level 12] 
 
    [Yaksha, Level 7] 
 
    [Spew Gorge, Level 14] 
 
    [Schnoogles, Level 4] 
 
    [Mitchell, Level 4] 
 
    [Chimera, Level 9] 
 
    [Satori, Level 8] 
 
    I used the track wheel to select the last two mythcrea, and 3D images of them appeared before me, the images slowly rotating as they listed out various details about the two mythcrea, including a list of possible fusion results. 
 
    Iris began researching these, and bit her lip once she had finished checking through the list. 
 
    [Draugr] 
 
    [Ennedi Tiger] 
 
    [Jikini] 
 
    [Manananggal] 
 
    [Myling] 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, noticing how her brow had furrowed. 
 
    “Most of these are quite violent, and maybe a little gruesome. You said that you wanted to kind of avoid that, correct? Because I'd rather not be fighting with zombies, I guess aside from Ophelia and Magnus.” 
 
    “In that case, if we get something that we don't want, we'll just sell it,” I suggested. 
 
    “Good call.” 
 
    A sarcophagus took shape in between vertical vats. 
 
    Shadowy forms of each mythcrea appeared opposite each other in the outer vat.  
 
    The chimera and the satori glared at me, likely pissed that they were being fused into something else. I didn't know what they wanted me to do, it was all part of the game, but it still felt a little strange and manipulative.  
 
    After a little bit of static electricity spiraled up and down the center piece, we both heard the sound of hissing smoke as the sarcophagus popped open, revealing a Level Eleven Draugr. 
 
    What had come from the chimera and the satori was an undead warrior in a Viking helmet with a stringy beard. 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I quickly sold the Nordic zombie man for a measly 1,500 Proxima dollars, bringing our bank account to just over twenty thousand Proxima dollars. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $20,250 
 
    Spent: $61,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “That was weird,” I finally said. 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “Why does doing this bother me?” 
 
    Iris shrugged. “Hopefully, we'll have better luck next time.” 
 
    “Yeah, hopefully.” 
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    We took the winding staircase to the top, and moved to the cafeteria to find the Huntresses straight up feasting. Aya had no less than five empty plates before her, and Lady C. wasn't far off with a plate stacked with all sorts of meats, vegetables, desserts, and bread. 
 
    “You have to try the roast beef,” Lady C. said with her mouth full. Her cheeks grew red with embarrassment, and she painfully swallowed what was left and gave us a faint smile. “Sorry, how was the fusing?” 
 
    “Uneventful.” 
 
    “They eat like slobs too, at least Chase does,” Aya reminded her. The Thulean stood from the table and wiped her hands together. “So, what will it be now? Are we finally going to explore EverLife?” 
 
     “That's the plan, and I'm thinking we should bring just a little bit of muscle with us.” 
 
     “I’m interested in going,” said Altsoba as she stepped into the room.  
 
    The dark-skinned shapeshifter began to morph into a stronger version of me. She still had the dark hair and glasses, as well as my indie fashion sense, but she also had some muscle, which Aya immediately liked.  
 
    Toying with me, or possibly toying with the skin-walker, Aya moved over to her and placed her hand on her muscled arms. 
 
    “See, Chase? This is what you could look like if you spent more time going to the gym and less time playing your little bass guitar.” 
 
     “Okay,” I said ignoring her, “Altsoba will come and – Fujin or Sun Wukong, who wants to go?”  
 
    I had the feeling that just asking this question aloud would elicit some response, and I wasn't wrong. Both men were in the kitchen, and as if they'd been listening all along, they peeked their heads out, Sun Wukong wearing an apron with a splattering of flour across the front. 
 
    The Japanese Wind God and the Chinese Monkey King exchanged glances; Fujin bowed slightly, allowing for Sun Wukong to pass by. 
 
    “All right, so Altsoba and Sun Wukong. What about you, Iris, who are you bringing?”  
 
    “I'll tell you who the fick she's bringing,” Spew Gorge said as he stood from the table. I hadn't even seen him in the far corner. “I have some experience with EverLife, more than anyone else here, and my uncle still lives in Kingdom Ignis. Well, we don't have to go find him, because he's a fickered asshole. His name is Hiccup, but like I said, we don't need to find him. In fact, I’d prefer if we don’t.” 
 
    “Okay, Spew can come as our guide,” I said, not sure what he was going on about. 
 
    “Fick yeah,” the goblin whispered, silently celebrating with a fist pump. 
 
    “You said there were lightning horses, where do we get them?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    We left through the back door, our mythcrea and the Huntresses not far behind us. Once we were in the field, I looked up at the sky, put my fingers in my mouth and whistled. 
 
    As soon as I did, lightning cracked above us, and I heard the sound of galloping horses, which was odd because the sound wasn't coming from any particular direction. It was all-encompassing, a circular wave of noise around my head. 
 
    “Wow!” Iris said as the horses appeared in the distance.  
 
    Something about it reminded me of Santa and his sleigh, the way they twisted and snaked through the sky. It was afternoon now in EverLife, and the sun was blue. A quick look at the famous Steeple of Litur and Industria, directly north of us, and I saw that the top of the steeple was also blue. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    The lightning horses landed, and I approached them, a little cautious at first because I thought there was a chance of getting shocked. The first horse whinnied, and lightly tapped its foot against the ground as I approached. 
 
    It lowered its head, and locked on to me with its electric eyes.  
 
    All the horses were off-white, their manes yellow. This one in particular also had a yellow diamond on its forehead, and as I slowly reached my hand out to touch it, the lightning horse lowered its head even further.  
 
    “I love riding horses,” Lady C. said as she mounted hers. “Metican warriors are famous for the horses they ride.” 
 
    “I’d prefer to ride a dragon,” was Aya’s reply. 
 
    “Thuleans ride dragons,” Spew Gorge told Altsoba as they each went to their horses.  
 
    The Skin-Walker, twice the goblin’s height, merely nodded at him. We were already mounted up by the time Sun Wukong greeted his steed. The monkey king opened his palm toward the horse, revealing a handful of diced carrots. He laughed as the horse ate from his hand, its tongue lapping against his fingers. 
 
    I liked Sun Wukong.  
 
    He was genuinely cheerful, and there was something about the way he fought that reminded me that he had thousands of years of combat experience.  
 
    It wasn't the same type of gracefulness that Magnus had; it was more of a fluidity, like he had gone past Magnus' gracefulness into an almost Drunken Kung-Fu Master fighting style.  
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked as I grabbed the reins of the horse. After confirmation, I pulled the reins once and the horse lifted into the air. Iris and I were in front, followed by the Huntresses and our mythcrea.  
 
    We passed the small, troll-guarded entrance to our Dojo. Schnoogles, or maybe Mitchell, waved at us; Lady C. waved back.  
 
    There were other groups traveling above the road, and some still traveling through traditional means below us. Once I got used to riding the horse, I found that I could swoop down to the ground, gallop for a moment, and then, with a tug of the reins, lift back up into the air, the wind whipping past my face as we increased speed. 
 
    I’d never ridden a horse before, let alone a lightning steed, so for the first ten minutes or so I was mostly just laughing and trying out as many cool tricks and stunts as I could pull off. 
 
    This seemed to entertain Lady C.; Aya, not so much. She was now riding at the back with the other mythcrea, who were all riding in a more well-behaved way.  
 
    Iris tried some things too, but she also kept it low-key. 
 
    I saw that our Dojo was connected to a main road, and this main road was connected to all the Dojos at the center of the Kingdom Lume, which then moved to the center of EverLife. 
 
    Sprouting off of the road were the paths that led to the various Dojos, some of them behind hills, others with high walls and turrets, a couple were even floating Dojos, which looked awesome, especially with the aurora borealis background, the blue sun, and a twinkle of stars if you looked close enough. 
 
    The further north we road, the wider the road became.  
 
    The Dojos in this area were set a lot further off the main path. I had this notion that each time a Dojo was added to the kingdom, space was made at the end of the main road, and an entrance created that led up to the Dojo’s front gate.  
 
    The Dojos closer to town looked like they had been here longer, that they'd had time to grow into the landscape, modify it, utilize things like the mountains in the distance and some of the gnarled trees that sat before their gates. 
 
    It really was like going into an old part of town from the new part of town. 
 
    I had to behave myself as we grew closer to the center of the kingdom.  
 
    No longer could I ride aimlessly and try to ramp off things, or move up and down from the ground to our sky lane. This was fine, I had gotten that out of my system, and it was a good thing too, because the sky and the roads below were a lot busier as we got to our destination. 
 
    As we started to descend to the ground, I saw Lady C. charge ahead, her body low to her horse, the fact that she was a seasoned veteran evident in the way she rode.  
 
    She touched down lightly, her horse rearing onto its two back legs as she pulled back on its reins. I landed next to her, and the others followed behind me. 
 
    “That was exhilarating,” she said, offering me a cute smile. 
 
    The Center Dojo was amazing.  
 
    Surrounded by huge walls, there were sculptures everywhere in front, city gates big enough to fit two giants through, and once we got inside, I noticed that the terrain was uneven, the homes and buildings were stacked along the hills in a way that reminded me of the pictures I'd seen of San Francisco. 
 
    Everything was colorful too: green buildings, red buildings, yellow buildings, orange buildings, all the colors of the rainbow, all the colors of ...the sun. 
 
    As if the Center Dojo was reading my thoughts, a banner flashed before me with the words ‘Information Center’ on it.  
 
    “Bingo,” I said as we turned to the building. 
 
    As we walked, Altsoba, Aya and Lady C. kept stopping to look in a few of the shops.  
 
    I wanted to get info first, before we started spending money, but they made it pretty hard to get to the information center. Especially when Aya started pulling on my arms with her ghost limbs. 
 
    “Chase, I don't care about your wishes right now, I'm more interested in this armor. Do you see this armor? It is beautiful. It is powerful. It's sexy. You must let me shop.” 
 
    “You can stay and shop; I'm just trying to get some information,” I told her. 
 
    “But if something happens to you, there will be no one to protect you. Iris will not protect you.” 
 
     Sun Wukong stepped forward. “I will do my best to protect him,” he said with a comical grin. 
 
    “There are way too many fickboys in this city,” Spew Gorge added. “I wouldn't worry about him. If something happens to them, well, as we goblins say: it's on you.” 
 
     “So, if something happens to you, regardless of what it is, goblins believe that it is that person's fault?” Iris asked. 
 
    “That's right, and it doesn't matter what fickin’ happened.” 
 
     “Let me get this straight,” I questioned the goblin, “if I'm lying in my bed and someone breaks into my house and shoots me with a gun before I can get out of my bed, it's somehow my fault?” 
 
     Spew Gorge snorted. “Yep, you're catching on.”  
 
    “Okay, that's fine,” I told the goblin, realizing quickly that arguing with a goblin was an exercise in futility. “If you all want to stay here and shop, please do so, but I need to get some information. I want to know more about EverLife and the Steeple of Litur and Industria.” 
 
     Lady C. and Aya exchanged glances. “He really does need protection.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
     Lady C. nodded, biting her lip as she looked up at a bookstore. “But there are so many books in there.”  
 
    “He's a mean Alpha; he won't let us shop,” Altsoba said, a sly grin on her face as she continued to stir the flames. 
 
    I chuckled at the Skin-Walker. “Nice try. How’s this for a compromise? Let's go get the information we need, and after that you all can shop until we run out of money.” 
 
     “Chase,” Iris whispered. 
 
    “Why not? We’ll get more money, but everyone will have to work for it. That includes brawls, tournaments, and captures out in the real world.” 
 
     “Real World?” Aya asked. “This is the real world.” 
 
     “You know what I mean. New York.”  
 
    “And you promise on your family's life and your own virility that we will be able to shop for the rest of the day?” Lady C. asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Sure, I promise on my family’s life and my own virility. Happy?” 
 
    Lady C. looped her arm in mine and hustled me forward. “Let’s go then. Quickly. Because the sooner you get your info, the sooner we can start shopping.” 
 
    The information center sat in a three-story building sandwiched between a florist and a shop that sold armor and upgrades for lightning horses. 
 
    “We’ll stay out here,” Sun Wukong said, as he and Spew Gorge stepped to either side of the door.  
 
    “I’m going in,” Altsoba announced. 
 
    “Good,” said Spew Gorge. “Take some fickin’ notes.” 
 
    The shapeshifter looked at him strangely for a moment before turning away and following us inside. 
 
    “I have yet to decide how I feel about that goblin,” she said as we entered into a large, empty space. 
 
    “Tritanian goblins can be hard to handle,” Aya told her, “but this one isn’t too bad. Trust me there. He isn’t too gassy, either.” 
 
    “Gassy?” Altsoba asked. 
 
    “They are also known for their flatulence.” 
 
    A man wearing a blue, collarless shirt placed his hands in prayer position and bowed. He stood in the center of a three-story-high room, his face a pale seafoam green with deep blue veins running up his neck and the sides of his face. 
 
    “What is the information you seek?” he asked in the smooth voice of a salesman. “My knowledge, and the knowledge of all of Kingdom Lume, is at your disposal.” 
 
    “Just basic info for now,” Iris told him. “We’re new to EverLife.” 
 
    “How sweet,” he said to himself as rubbed his hands together. “I love virgins.” 
 
    “Chase does too,” Aya said to Altsoba’s snickers.  
 
    I shot the two a dirty look just as the information guy, whose name was Rupert, launched into his spiel. “EverLife is unlike any Proxima world in the Proxima Galaxy. Think of EverLife as a flower with twelve petals, each petal representing a different kingdom, all centered around the Steeple of Litur and Industria. Each kingdom has its own rules and laws, and each grants free access into the kingdom from any of the others, aside from Kingdom Ignis and Kingdom Fumus, who are at war.” 
 
    “The kingdoms war?” 
 
    “That they do,” Rupert told Iris. “One kingdom has never been to war, and that is Kingdom Psy, who has purposefully remained neutral or, as many in our lands agree, because they manipulate the minds of the other sides before war can break out.” 
 
    He cleared his throat as a paper lantern descended from the ceiling. As the lantern floated into place, it began to spin, other smaller lanterns spiraling out of it and moving into place.  
 
    “You are here,” he said as a lantern on the bottom left lit up. “To the southwest of the center of the world. We have a bit of a colder climate down here, mostly due to the fact that Kingdom Ignis is up here.”  
 
    A petal in the top right quadrant lit up. 
 
    “If you haven’t already noticed, the shape of EverLife corresponds to the home screen icon at the bottom corner of your pane of vision. By accessing the settings, you are also able to learn more about the kingdom, from the history of battles to tournaments and travel information. There are dozens of incredible homes you can stay in, quests you can take, and exclusive locations you can visit, such as the Briar Lakes of Kingdom River, or the famous rock formations in Kingdom Terra. There is also a basic layout for you to better understand the kingdom. Do you see it now?” 
 
    “I do,” I said as I focused on the icon and it enlarged. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Amazing,” Iris said as she lifted her hand and started going through the menu options, her glasses lighting up in the process. Iris caught me staring at her and smiled. 
 
    “In the center of EverLife sits, as you very well know, the Steeple of Litur and Industria.” As he said this, a purple light appeared in the center of the floating lantern. “You’ve likely noticed that the sun changes color with the top of the Steeple.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, what’s that about?” 
 
    “That is something even I don’t know,” Rupert the guide said, a look of sadness on his face. “Books have been written about it, however, and there will be many more to come. The secret remains a secret.” 
 
    “Secret?” Altsoba asked. “It changes color with the sun. What’s so secret about that?” 
 
    “What you can’t see from your Dojo are the bottom rings of the Steeple,” he explained as the lanterns floated away.  
 
    Next to float down from the ceiling was a lantern shaped just like the steeple and lit by seven colored lights, only the top light completely visible. The others merely ran along the outline of each level. 
 
    “Roy G. Biv,” said Rupert. “I’m sure you heard of this.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Iris said. 
 
    “Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Indigo, Violet: the colors of the rainbow. The top of the Steeple changes with these colors, which coincides with the changes in the sun,” he said as the colors shifted up, red going to the second level and violet coming all the way down from the top. “It’s a pattern, a beautiful and mesmerizing pattern, but no one knows what it means.” 
 
    “Does it have to mean something?” Iris asked. 
 
    “I surely hope it means something, because the NPCs of EverLife have been worshipping it for ages, and it does seem to be an important part of the Kingdoms. The elders, those who have been here since the start, say that its secrets were buried deep inside. And none of us really know what that means, to be honest. There are theories. There are always theories, some wackier than others, but the only thing we can tell as citizens of EverLife is that the top changes color, followed by the sun.”  
 
    “And there isn't a door to get in?” 
 
    “Yes, there is a door to get in, but the door is sealed. The door’s color corresponds to whatever color has just come down from the top. So, as I just showed you, the bottom floor was red, the top floor was violet, the bottom floor moved up, and now the bottom floor became violet, also changing the color of the door.” 
 
    “And the third floor became orange, and the fourth yellow,” Lady C. said, completing the pattern. “It just keeps rotating, from top to bottom, right?” 
 
    “That's right. No one knows what opening the door will do, nor do they know what would happen if you got to the top. People have tried to climb to the top and they've succeeded, but they can't get into the door at the top. Oh, and there have been some wild situations in which people have tried to attack the Steeple with dragons and they've had giants try to knock it over. Some say there's treasure buried in that Steeple, an unbelievable amount of treasure. Others say that solving the mystery of the Steeple will make you king of EverLife.” 
 
    Iris and I exchanged glances.  
 
    I couldn't tell what she was thinking, and I would find out soon enough, but I got this feeling that she wanted to explore the myths behind the Steeple a little more.  
 
    Personally, I wasn't so interested in figuring out the secrets of EverLife, but if it made her happy and it provided something for our Fighting Party to do, then maybe it would be worth it. 
 
    “Now, I’ve told you enough just to give you a little taste of what's to come. We try not to spoil all the fun here at the information center of Kingdom Lume, so if you do have more questions, you can visit the library. Are there any other questions?” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    With the information in hand, and knowing just a little bit more about EverLife and its big mystery, we headed out to the streets, turning toward the shopping district. 
 
    Iris at my side, we let the others go ahead and found a central spot, near a statue of a lightning horse, to wait for them.  
 
    They each had a budget, and since we had about twenty thousand Proxima dollars, that budget mostly went toward the women, with Spew Gorge and Sun Wukong splitting the final five thousand. 
 
    “There may be some rare spices I can find here,” Sun Wukong said as he headed toward a food market. 
 
    “What about you, Spew?” Iris asked her goblin. 
 
    “First of all, I’m getting a fickin’ haircut. I want something a little bit more avant-garde, something that's kind of like a mullet, with shaved lines on the side. Yeah, I used to have a haircut like that back in Hyperborea. Then, I'm going to get myself some new clothes, maybe some armor, and some healing potions. I'm not as into healing potions as some other goblins I know, like my fickin’ stupid-ass uncle, but I do like to top it off every now and then.” 
 
     Iris laughed. “What do you mean by ‘top it off’?” 
 
    “You know, drink potions for the hell of it. It’s the taste, really. Also makes me digest food better. Fick. Just wait here. If I have any issues, you’ll hear about it.” 
 
    With that, the goblin waved his hand over his head and disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    “Finally, a moment to just breathe,” Iris said, her shoulders relaxing. “Do you ever get that feeling when too many people are around?” 
 
     “Story of my life, Iris,” I said as a goofy grin split my face. 
 
    “The Huntresses aren’t that bad, chatty, but not that bad.” 
 
    “Until they comment on everything that you do,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “You can make them disappear.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine, I enjoy their company, really.” 
 
     We sat on a concrete ledge in front of a lightning bolt statue.  
 
    There was a bookstore in front of us, and I could see Lady C. making her way over to it. She'd already purchased something, evident from the large bag she carried with her. 
 
    Because of her height, I could see Aya in the armor shop next door, trying something on as the sales clerk doted on her. 
 
    A man walked past, flanked by two orcs. 
 
    He had long blonde hair, and wore armor made of gold and silver. His pauldrons alone were something of a cosplay trope, and the fact that his armor completely exposed his stomach made me skeptical that it was any good. 
 
    Then again, Aya and Lady C.’s armor left little to the imagination. 
 
    The armored man stopped in front of the bookstore, just as Lady C. bent over to look through a basket full of small novellas. 
 
    Of course, Lady C. bending over in her tournament wear meant that she was showing her panties to anyone looking, including the man, who looked to his orcs, looked back at Lady C., and walked over to her. 
 
    His hand came back, and he slapped her on the ass. 
 
    “No, he fucking didn't,” I said as I stood, my fists already clenched at my side. 
 
    “What?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Hey!” I called to him, just as Lady C. turned to the man with both swords drawn.  
 
    She wasn't the only one that had drawn weapons. Aya was there with her buster sword pointed at the throat of one of the orcs, and Altsoba was there as well, the splitting image of Aya with a buster sword pointed at the other orc. 
 
    “Whoa,” the man in armor said as he raised both his hands. “Why is everyone acting so serious? I came I saw I conquered, I mean, isn't that what we're supposed to do here in EverLife?” 
 
     He's an Alpha? I thought as I realized that there was something different about him. Iris approached at my side, and asked me under her breath what had happened. 
 
    “Yeah, this guy decided it was a good idea to just go up and slap Lady C. on the ass,” I said so he could hear me.  
 
    “Wait a minute, are you telling me you have one, two, three, no, four hot bitches in your fighting party?”  
 
    One of the orcs laughed; the other one merely growled at Aya. 
 
    “Seriously? You going to bust my balls over this? Come on, man, we’re just having fun,” he told me. “You see what she's wearing, right? I just took it upon myself to give her a playful slap. How could I not? I saw this sweet peach just looking right at me.”  
 
    “Choose your next sentence carefully,” Aya or Altsoba said, it was hard to tell who was who. By this point, a small crowd had started to gather around, other Alphas and Hunters and Huntresses, all rubbernecking and hoping to see a fight go down. 
 
    “Look, I don't have time for this,” the asshole Alpha started to say. As he turned, he was lifted into the air and dropped onto the ground. 
 
    One of his orcs pulled out a club, the other a sword. They were ready to fight, even though they were severely outnumbered.  
 
    “That's enough of that,” a man in a collarless shirt said as he came forward, shouldering through the crowd. He wore official government clothing, a lightning bolt lapel pinned to his chest. 
 
    “Honestly, I was just about to go into this bookstore when these newcomers tried to attack me,” the long-haired Alpha told him. 
 
    “Is that so?” the city guard said as he turned to me, a sword and a shield appearing in his hands. 
 
    “No, none of that is true, he assaulted one of my ... Huntresses,” I said, not quite sure how I was supposed to phrase that. 
 
    “He’s a fickin’ ass-slapping piece of shit,” Spew Gorge said as he pushed out of the crowd, a healing potion in hand. “Fick! I’m gone for a few fickin’ minutes and Lady Cassandra goes and gets her ass groped. Literally. Fick you, fick your orcs, and fick your nice haircut!” 
 
    The city guard nodded, glancing from Lady C., who had her normal innocent look on her face, to the Alpha, who, quite frankly, looked like a douche in armor.  
 
    “That settles it,” the guard said as he clapped his hands together. 
 
    “What settles it?” Iris asked.  
 
    “A duel. There’s only one way to solve this, and that’s a duel!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: DUEL! 
 
     [image: ] 
 
    Our avatars disappeared and reappeared in a small stadium. The stadium wasn't packed, but there were some people in the stands, and as our forms took shape, a murmur passed through the crowd.  
 
    “What will you wager for your duel?” the government official asked. 
 
    I looked over at the other Alpha. He actually looked happy to be part of this little shitshow, which pissed me off because we hadn’t been doing anything nor had we been looking for any type of confrontation. 
 
    I checked my finances, and saw that the money that my fighting party hadn't spent had been redeposited into my account. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $10,250 
 
    Spent: $71,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    I was surprised that they’d only spent $10,000.  
 
    I glanced across the small battlefield to the other Alpha. A handle appeared next to his face indicating he was at Level Four, a level higher than me, but that didn't deter me any. 
 
    So I wagered all ten thousand, because why not make some money off of this asshole. 
 
    “Alphas step forward,” the government official said. We stepped forward and were instructed to shake each other's hands and introduce ourselves. 
 
    “Chase Knowles,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “William Brooks,” the Alpha said with a cocky smile on his face. 
 
    “Chase and William, you will select three mythcrea each. There are no points or any system of the sort for the battle that follows. Winner takes all, including the ten thousand Proxima dollars that have been wagered. Now, go to your opposite sides, select your mythcrea, and we will begin!” 
 
    “Who should we select?” I asked Iris as soon as I approached her. “Also, sorry, I should have confirmed with you, but I bet the bank. Just seeing that guy's face …sorry, having Thad flashbacks here.” 
 
    Iris raised an eyebrow at me. “You're still thinking about Thad?” 
 
    “No, just, I hate cocky bastards. Anyway, who should we use?” 
 
    “You should fickin’ use us,” Spew Gorge said. “We're already here.” 
 
    “I wouldn't mind the opportunity to destroy those two orcs,” Altsoba said. 
 
    Sun Wukong, who was now eating a peach, took a final bite from it and smiled at me.  
 
    “Is that a yes?” I asked him. 
 
    He swallowed his bite of peach and nodded. “Ready and willing.” 
 
    I glanced across the small battlefield to see that one of the orcs, the one with the club, was eyeing Aya. And I knew that those two would have to go at it. The other one was simply glaring down all of us. 
 
    William’s other mythcrea began to appear. He went with a Level Six siren, a Level Twelve faun, and a Level Thirteen high elf. 
 
    “What do you think, Chase?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Up to you.”  
 
    “Aya, take the one that's looking at you. Lady C., the other. The rest of you, any preferences?” 
 
     “I fickin’ hate me a faun,” Spew Gorge said. 
 
    “Okay, but he's a much higher level than you.” 
 
     “Yeah? We'll see about that.” 
 
     “I've got the elf,” Altsoba said, baring her teeth. 
 
    “Sun Wukong, you have the siren,” said Iris. 
 
    The Monkey King’s tail lifted into the air behind him as he tightened his grip on his staff. 
 
    The sounds of the crowd had increased, their roars moving closer to deafening.  
 
    The sun was directly above us now, yellow as ever.  
 
    Actually, taking a closer look at it revealed that it was in the middle of a color change, from green to yellow, the green still visible if you looked closely. It wasn't bright like the sun in the real world; you could stare directly at it and not burn your retinas. 
 
    ~~Alphas get in place!~~ 
 
    I located the sound almost immediately. A man stood at the far end of the field with a cone to his lips, his voice ricocheting to the other side of the small stadium. 
 
    Iris and I shuffled over to the sidelines on the left, and William went to the sidelines on the right. We locked eyes again, and he smiled at me. 
 
    ~~Let the duel begin!~~ 
 
    Who knew that goblins could be that fast?  
 
    As soon as the announcement was made, Spew Gorge scurried over toward the faun, a bullet out of hell. The two collided, and hit the ground. 
 
    While the faun was more muscular and a higher level than the goblin, he still had hooves for feet, which made it a little more difficult for him to get back up. 
 
    And as I quickly learned, goblins specialized in shifty surprise attacks.  
 
    A cloud of pink smoke appeared around them: one of Spew Gorge’s gas attacks. 
 
    Smack!  
 
    Aya and the orc’s weapons met each other. The buster sword and his giant club were evenly matched, even with the edge on her weapon. 
 
    It seemed as if they both had baseball bats, and were just clacking them together until his feet were pulled out from under him. The orc cracked his chin on the ground, his big bottom incisors slicing into his cheeks. 
 
    As he cried out in pain, Aya quickly ended his suffering by driving her sword through the small of his back and twisting. 
 
    Even stranger, as Aya drove her sword into his back and turned it to the side, she actually looked over at me, as if to say, “Be careful with me, Chase,” or at least that was the vibe I got from her action. 
 
    My only response was a shit-eating grin. 
 
    I still didn't know what was going through her mind when she did the things that she did, but I was fine with that. 
 
    “Yooooooy!” Spew Gorge shouted. 
 
    The faun now had the upper hand, and it took only a few seconds before he drove his small dagger into the goblin’s throat.  
 
    Spew Gorge started choking on his own blood, and even as he died, he still managed to get a few more scratches in on the faun, scratches that left the hoofed fantasy forest creature in some serious pain. 
 
    The faun fell immediately as a throwing knife from Aya cracked him on the back of the head. 
 
    Well, that solves that, I thought as I turned to watch the siren attack Sun Wukong. 
 
    The siren hovered in the air, her wings beating as waves of sound exited from her open beak. She wore next to nothing, her voluptuous form covered by white fabric accented with silver.  
 
    As she continued her attack, her wings beat lightly in the air, which almost made it look like she was pushing waves of sound forward with her wings, when in fact she wasn't, it was seriously all coming from her mouth. 
 
    The sound waves increased in visibility, and they continue to pummel Sun Wukong, who remained in his unbreakable form.  
 
    As I'd seen him do before, he could take his unbreakable body form in pretty much any position. This time he was leaning against his bow in a casual gesture, akin to leaning against a wall with your arms crossed. 
 
    Meanwhile, Altsoba was engaging the high elf, the highest leveled one of them all.  
 
    Most of the elf’s attacks were centered around light magic, and for some reason, they weren't working on Altsoba in her stone creature form. 
 
    The ground shook as our shifter ran toward the high elf, jumped, and morphed into a fire dragon midair.  
 
    The dragon form she’d taken was more of a Chinese-style dragon, with a very long body and small legs, slithering through the air like a snake as it confused the high elf. 
 
    Altsoba’s dragon’s shadow crossed over Lady C., who was engaging the other orc with a single blade.  
 
    “What’s she doing?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “I think she's toying with him!” Iris called back, her eyes fixed on the action. 
 
    A cyclone of snow and ice engulfed the orc.  
 
    The ugly fucker with a serious overbite roared as it tried to cut its way through the blizzard swirling around it. As I watched Lady C. slowly creep around her whirlwind of confusion, I caught William cursing at his own Hunter. 
 
    I stared at him long enough for him to feel that someone was watching him. He glanced over at me; I gave him a smug smile that said, Who's the bitch now?  
 
    He punched his fist into his hand. 
 
    Iris laughed. “Wow, what a little fucker.” 
 
    “I know, right? He brought this upon himself,” I said as Lady C. finally used some of her more powerful abilities. 
 
    It wasn't like one of the cartoons where someone gets shocked and you can see their bones inside their body, but it wasn't far off, and wisps of electricity filtering out of the dark cloud over the orc only made it seem more like a cartoon. 
 
    Or at least an anime. 
 
    The orcs down, the siren’s attacks all but useless, the faun down – my fighting party was quickly moving in toward the kill.  
 
    Aya directed her attention toward the high elf, who continued to try to shoot Altsoba’s dragon form out of the sky.  
 
    The high elf was so consumed with trying to hit her target that she didn't see Aya approach from the side, sword drawn. 
 
    And even if she had seen the Thulean badass, she wouldn't have been able to stop Aya's attack, which again relied on her ghost limbs to pull the elf’s feet out from under her and drag her before she recovered from the surprise to the kill zone. 
 
    One bloody sword later, and all we had left was the siren.  
 
    Her face was turning red, and once that redness started spreading to her throat, the siren finally stopped her attack. 
 
    She was out of energy. Her wings beat just a little more slowly than they'd been beating before. It wouldn't have mattered if she stayed in the air or not, mostly because Altsoba was still in her Chinese dragon form, but she fell almost immediately, and Sun Wukong was waiting for her when she did. 
 
    The Monkey King gave her a soft tap on the head with his bow that caused a ripple to cascade down her body, killing her instantly. 
 
    The government official suddenly appeared, and congratulated us on our win. “Now, will the two Alphas please come to the center of the field.” 
 
     I cleared my throat. “Three Alphas,” I told the official. 
 
    “Oh, I see, there are two of you.” 
 
     I rolled my eyes.  
 
    How hard was it to tell that there were two of us? Rather than tell him off or get annoyed, I simply asked Iris to go instead of me. “I went last time, you go this time.” 
 
     The government official seemed cool with this, and as Iris approached William, he offered her a broken smile. 
 
    They shook hands, and as they did, he leaned in and said something to her, something that caused Iris to react. 
 
    And boy was it a reaction.  
 
    The crowd roared with approval as William fell to his knees, his hands covering his groin. 
 
    Iris came back to our side of the battlefield, dusting her hands off. 
 
    “I thought I was the one that got to sucker-punch people,” I told her. 
 
    “It wasn't a sucker-punch, it was a sucker-kick.” 
 
    A grin cracked across her face as our guild finances flashed, letting me know we were up ten thousand. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $20,250 
 
    Spent: $71,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    Couldn’t beat that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven: The Midnight Library 
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    Iris and I awoke in her bedroom/living room. I waited for the NV Visor to power down, watching as the Proxima logo pixelated away and the Brian Eno tone sounded off. We hadn't done more shopping after the duel, mostly because people were looking at us while we walked around, aware that we had just won a fight.  
 
    We wanted a little time for that to cool down, and what better way to let a duel cool down than to come back to New York and have dinner out? 
 
    “I would love some Thai food,” Iris said, still waiting for her visor to finish powering down. 
 
    “Yeah, that could be good. Pad Thai. Why is it that I only know Pad Thai and that's the only thing I order when I go to a Thai restaurant?” 
 
     “Because you’ve never tried anything else. Hmmm… what's our budget?” 
 
     “Let's try to keep it under fifty, but that's not going to happen, so let's say under eighty. Any good places in Clinton Hills?” 
 
     “Sure, but between here and Bushwick there's a few nicer ones. We could go over to Manhattan, go to one of the fancier spots, but then we’d have to travel there. There's a pretty cool Thai place not far from Times Square,  and it's actually affordable.” 
 
     “Times Square?” I placed my feet on the ground, feeling the circulation return to my toes. “Why the hell not?”  
 
    “And no Huntresses,” she said, almost as an afterthought.  
 
    “It's like you were reading my mind,” I told her with a laugh. 
 
    After we’d both gone to the bathroom, I ordered a shared UberLyft headed toward Times Square. 
 
    New York at night was a blaze of lights and grandiosity.  
 
    I loved the damn city, and I loved it more at night, when I could see the individual windows and some of the buildings far away, office workers working late, or the janitorial staff, all humandroids, preparing for the following day. 
 
    It was 2090, a decade away from the next century, and I really didn't know how much more futuristic things could get than they were right now. 
 
    That was the scary part, that to someone a hundred years from now, our way of life would seem somewhat primitive. Just like seeing how people lived a hundred years ago, 1990, the start of the internet age – or hell, before that.  
 
    I couldn't imagine what it must have been like then. 
 
    “It's just a few blocks from here,” Iris said as she got out of the UberLyft. She now wore a black dress under a maroon sweater and a blue scarf. She looked cute, from her curly blonde hair to her glasses down to the glittery Converse she’d changed into. 
 
    Iris always looked cute. 
 
    We found the restaurant, which was located in the first two floors of an old brick building.  
 
    Like our Dojo in EverLife, the walls facing outward were made of glass, allowing anyone passing by to see the diners.  
 
    The tables were covered by white tablecloths, and the chopstick holders in the center of the tables were gold, which matched the rather large Buddha they had as the centerpiece of the restaurant. 
 
    There were fish too, lots of koi fish, and these fish were kept at the back of the restaurant behind a wall of tanks. Some of the fish were quite large, easily over a foot long, their bodies a pale cream with orange accents. 
 
    “Are you here for the fish, or are you here to eat?” Iris asked as she saw my eyes drift back to the tanks. 
 
    “I'm here for us, the fish are just kind of distracting.” 
 
    “Us, huh?” She smiled as she looked through the menu. “You're a strange guy, Chase.”  
 
    “Would you rather me be a normal guy?” I asked her with an ironic grin. 
 
    “No, I like you just the way you are.”  
 
    She ended up ordering for us, choosing a sampler platter that the waiter said was definitely enough for two people. It would give us a taste of Thailand, without having to buy the plane ticket, and I was into it, especially because it came with a pretty large plate of Pad Thai. 
 
    When in doubt, Pad Thai. 
 
    As we waited for our food, Iris spoke more about the mysterious Steeple of Litur and Industria. 
 
    “Crazy that no one has ever unlocked it,” she said as she clearly sifted through information over GoogleFace, her eyes darting left and right.  
 
    "Yep, that's what the tour guide told us,” I said as our drinks came. We had both ordered Thai cocktails, which turned out to be quite good. I didn't know what was in it, but it was garnished with pineapple and a stalk of celery. 
 
    “Then that should be our goal,” Iris finally said. “We should try to figure out the secret. I mean, why not?” 
 
     “I thought this whole scheme was to get musical equipment,” I told her with a smile. 
 
    “Ha, that’s right. Okay then, think of it as learning a new song,” she said. “Every new song gives you new challenges. If you don't learn new songs, you never get better.” 
 
     "And how does that relate to EverLife?” 
 
     “I don't know, maybe I'm just being a little too philosophical about it. The point is, or should I say, I think it would be interesting to at least give it a shot, to see what we can uncover.” 
 
    “Are you planning to take charge of this?” 
 
     “That's right,” she said as the waiter brought us hot towels. “I'll take the lead on this, and do as much research as I can. Just because someone hasn't done it before, doesn't mean that it is impossible. Isn't that like, the beauty of being a human? We constantly do the impossible, proving to our forefathers and foremothers that what they deemed impossible is entirely a reality for us, or should I say, entirely feasible.” 
 
     “Foremothers? I like that. And maybe you're right. Just because someone says it hasn't been done before doesn't mean it's impossible, but I just don't know. Not that I don't want to do it,” I told her. “Just for the adventure alone, it could be interesting. It's like a classic RPG quest or something.”  
 
    “Exactly,” she said as she wiped her hands with the moist towelette. “And since there are two of us, we can focus on different things, to better our Dojo and make some money.” 
 
    “Can’t argue there.” 
 
    Iris stirred her drink for a moment, looking down into the neon liquid. 
 
     “So, tomorrow, what are your plans?” she asked as her eyes softened. 
 
    “Well, I really don't know. You have school, right?” 
 
     “Yep, classes all day. It's a long day, but I should be finished by three.” 
 
     “Well, then during the day I will see about taking some brawls and doing some hunting. Probably play my bass too. We really need to capture some more Mythcrea, we need to get to that next level. We got Spew Gorge and the two ogres, but we're going to need quite a few more points before we can move up to Level Four.” 
 
     “Cool. While I'm in class, I’ll see if I can’t do a little iNet research about the Steeple.” 
 
    “It’s pretty, the way that the sun changes with the top level of the Steeple,” I said as our first round of dishes came.  
 
     “I agree, but the mystery of it is just getting to me.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    Iris and I went our separate ways after the restaurant. She asked me to stay over, actually, and maybe I should have, considering we were both a little drunk, but I couldn't remember the last time I'd been in my own place, and I was kind of missing my bed. 
 
    As soon as Iris turned away, I decided to call the Huntresses to New York. 
 
    Outside of the restaurant now, I activated the Monster Hunt app. The Huntresses appeared almost instantly. 
 
    “Do you ladies want to see Times Square?” I asked them. 
 
    Aya and Lady C. turned toward the crowd of people and the entertainers in the streets, some dressed as famous cultural icons. There was shopping, an ecstatic buzz in the air, humandroid police officers armed with assault rifles, and loads and loads of tourists. 
 
    I briefly looked around to see if anyone else had their Hunters with them, only remembering a moment later that it didn't work like that, I couldn't see other people's Hunters unless we were having a brawl. 
 
    In fact, that was a strange thing about the app: I had no idea how it differentiated between the augmented reality on my viewing pane, and the augmented reality on someone else’s. 
 
    “And here I thought this was going to be a boring night,” Aya said. 
 
    “Come on,” I told them. 
 
    We moved into the crowd, and it sort of reminded me of the time that I first met Aya and Lady C. It was Aya who had approached me first, and later, in that dark and crowded stadium in the middle of nowhere, I saw Lady C. sitting on the ground reading a book. 
 
    It seemed so long ago now, and it hadn’t even been a week.  
 
    The crowd here was a lot bigger than the crowd in that unknown stadium. And almost naturally, I felt two hands slip into mine, one Aya's, and the other Lady C.’s. 
 
    “Don't get too comfortable holding my hand,” Aya said to me with a flirty growl. 
 
    “I wasn't about to get comfortable, trust me.”  
 
    “Do you like her hand better than mine?” Lady C. asked as we stopped in front of a man dressed as a gorilla. 
 
    “It's not a mythcrea,” Aya said, even though she’d already placed her free hand on the hilt of her sword. 
 
    “No free looks, pal!” the gorilla shouted at us. 
 
    A prompt appeared on my pane of vision asking me if I'd like to support local artists. 
 
    Normally, I’d have swiped it away and moved on, but I was feeling cash-rich, so I decided to support him and tossed him five bucks. 
 
    “Woohoo, five bucks!” the gorilla said as he beat his hands in the air. He turned his back to us and started twerking. “How's that for five bucks?” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Moving on,” I told Aya and Lady C. as we continued into the crowd. We passed a couple of gift shops, all lined up around the corner and all selling New York memorabilia.  
 
    A family walked by, their kids running in front and passing right through Lady C.’s body. 
 
    “Cute kids,” she said as they ran off. “What are your thoughts on children, Chase?” 
 
    “Better seen and not heard?” 
 
    Aya snorted. 
 
    “That’s terrible!” 
 
    “I haven’t thought much about kids,” I said, realizing after I said this that the parents had heard me and were both giving me a funny look. 
 
    I cleared my throat and stepped into one of the gift shops. 
 
    Normally, I wouldn't go in one of these gift shops considering I've seen this stuff since I was a kid, but Aya and Lady C. seemed pretty interested, so they went in and asked me to buy a couple of things. 
 
    “But remember,” I said under my breath, “you two can't use any of these things.” 
 
     “Chase, your room needs an upgrade, and I think that that poster of New York City would really work over your bed.” Lady C. pointed at a poster of Manhattan that cost thirty dollars. 
 
    “I, I don't know,” I finally told her. “Most of the people that buy this stuff don't actually live in New York.” 
 
     “What's wrong with celebrating your city?” Aya asked. 
 
    “There's nothing wrong with it, but I can celebrate it by just going outside and looking at it.” 
 
     Aya considered this for a moment, glanced at Lady C., and shrugged. “He's hopeless,” she said as she grabbed my hand and led me out of the gift shop. 
 
    Somehow, holding Aya's hand through the Times Square crowd had emboldened her to holding my hand all the time now.  
 
    She did this as we left the gift shop after we’d walked away from the crowd, and it didn't seem to bother Lady C. at all, who was happily skipping ahead and commenting on some of the older buildings. 
 
    “Is there any reason we're still holding hands?” 
 
     “Holding hands is how a Thulean shows possession.” 
 
     I laughed. “So, you possess me now?” 
 
     “Officially, yes. You are now my possession. My Alpha, yet in a way I am your Alpha because I can kill you much faster than you can kill me.”  
 
    “So that’s how it works.” 
 
     Just thinking about needing to get home caused a shadow box to appear on my pane of vision asking if I'd like to order an UberLyft. 
 
    I selected ‘yes,’ and about three minutes later, a taxi dropped out of the sky. This time, rather than sitting up front, Aya got in the back, so now I was sandwiched between her and Lady C. 
 
    What's going on here? I thought as the vehicle began to lift into the air. 
 
    “Let’s go hunting near your place,” Lady C. suggested. 
 
    “That's not a bad idea, but I wouldn't mind going back to EverLife either.” 
 
     “I definitely need to go back to EverLife at some point, Altsoba is coming over,” Aya said in a tone that told both of us that we shouldn't ask why, or what for. 
 
    “Well, we definitely need to do a bunch of hunting tomorrow. We need some funds, I need real world money because I need to fix Iris' keyboard, and I still want to get this other bass. Speaking of which, shit, I need to get my new bass from Iris’. Or maybe I should just leave it there.” 
 
    “If you're coming to EverLife tonight, why don't we just stay at Lady Iris’ home?” 
 
     “Because I have an apartment too.” 
 
    “And your apartment has the pipe, and that hilariously stupid roommate of yours, Alex,” Aya said. 
 
    “Yes, those things too. But you’re right about the bass.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything about the bass.” 
 
    “I know,” I said to Lady C. “But you’re right, I need it. Clinton Hills,” I called to the vehicle.  
 
    Since the taxi had already synced with my iNet feed, it knew exactly where Iris lived. 
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    “I think my bed in EverLife is more comfortable than Iris' futon,” Aya said as the vehicle dropped into another airlane.  
 
    “Good to know,” I told the Thulean warrior. 
 
    New York City blazed by outside, a series of lights and tall buildings, a disco ball world. There were other aeros too, and transport vehicles and public share rides as well.  
 
    Iris appeared on my pane of vision, a sleepy look on her face.  
 
    “Hey, I'm just dropping by to grab my bass,” I told her. 
 
    “You sure you don't want to stay?” she asked me, her form wavering. 
 
    I got the sense from Iris that she really did want me to stay, to be there with her and sleep next to her. 
 
    But I also wanted to go home, shower in my own shower, stay in my own bed, play some bass in the morning. 
 
    So I met Iris at the door, leaving the two Huntresses in the waiting taxi. 
 
    Iris wore a robe and her face was shiny, like she’d just applied some night cream. No glasses this time either. 
 
    “Hey,” she said in a tone that I hadn't heard from her very often. It was softer, spoken in a way that sounded as if it meant a lot more than just the three letters. 
 
    “Hey,” I told her as she handed me the bass. It was surprisingly light in its case, but that was to be expected considering its compact size. 
 
    “Good night?” 
 
    “I'll stay the night tomorrow night, promise,” I said quickly. “I would stay the night, but I want to go home and do some things, clean up my room, you know, that kind of stuff.”  
 
    “Clean up your room?”  
 
    “Yeah, it's a little messy from what I can recall. And I need a change of clothes too.” 
 
     “We could just order some clothes, sometimes it's cheaper than washing them.” 
 
     She wasn't wrong there. 3D printed clothing could be delivered to your door within an hour. And this wasn't as expensive as it sounded, actually, it was more expensive to get clothing made of natural fibers. 
 
    “Tomorrow, and let's have an interesting dinner this time.” 
 
    “Thai wasn’t interesting?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. I’m talking one of those dinner aeros that go around the Statue of Liberty. I've never done that before. Or shit, they’re probably booked, but something like that.” 
 
    “I wish I didn't have class...” 
 
    “It's fine, we'll meet for dinner and it'll be great.”  
 
    I took the bass from her, waved once again, and walked back down to the UberLyft, where I got in the front seat this time around. 
 
    “That took a long time,” Lady C. commented. 
 
    “It wasn't that long.” 
 
    The aeros rattled a bit as it lifted into the air. This was one of the older ones, maybe five or six years old, evident in the graphic used for the speedometer, which was displayed on the front window in large neon blue letters.  
 
    “I can't wait to get back to your place,” Lady C. said with a yawn. “Do you think your sleepy roommate will be on the couch?” 
 
     “Why are you two so interested in Alex? And really, there’s no telling.” 
 
    “Alex is fat, but he is built like a bull, which Thuleans like. Although I don’t appreciate his laziness. Any man who sleeps on the couch is no man for me.” 
 
    “So where should he sleep then?” I asked Aya. 
 
    “Either in a bed or on the floor. Sleeping on the floor is a sign of humility.” 
 
    “And poverty,” Lady C. added.  
 
    “That too.” 
 
    We settled in the right airlane headed toward Bushwick. We arrived just a few minutes later, a cold breeze pushing past as we got out of the taxi. 
 
    Sure enough, Alex was on the couch when we entered, reading an old-fashioned magazine. Magazines hadn't been made with paper for quite some time, but local artisans and indie writers liked to put them together as a sort of kitschy, hipster thing. 
 
    “It’s an art magazine,” he said instead of hello.  
 
    “He doesn’t seem so artistic,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “Maybe it has art pictures of naked women in it,” Aya said as she moved over to Alex. She sat on the couch next to him, Alex oblivious to it all, and proceeded to look at the magazine with him. “Nope, no nudies.” 
 
    The thought came to me: if you spend most of your time hunting and cashing out on the PD to USD exchange, you could live on your own. Or with Iris. 
 
    I didn’t know where the second part came from. 
 
    “Cool,” I told him, moving past as quickly as possible.  
 
    “You haven't been here very much lately,” he grunted. “Did you find a girlfriend or something?” 
 
     Lady C. started to snicker. 
 
    “Um, not exactly, but that's not far off. Just doing some band stuff, hence my new instrument here,” I said, showing him the case. 
 
    “That's a weird case. Did you get one of those boxes guitars or something?” 
 
     “Something like that. Well, it's off to bed, see you.” 
 
     “See you.” 
 
    Rather than stand from the couch and join me at my door, Aya used her ghost limbs to pull her up and over, a gymnast move if I’d ever seen one. 
 
    The Thulean slipped past me. “Men are so weird, at least American men. And what is with this ‘see you’? Why does everyone here say ‘see you’? Of course they will see you, and of course you will see them, unless they die, or you kill them, and if you kill them you will still see them until you do something with their body. Why don't you just say ‘goodbye,’ or ‘we will meet at a later date’?” Aya asked as she went straight to the pipe that cut across my room. 
 
    I ducked under the pipe. Aya, rather than duck under it, latched onto the pipe with her legs and start doing some sit-ups. 
 
    “No idea,” I told her, not in the mood to engage.  
 
    The urge to dive came to me and I went with it. If I could uncover something about the Steeple, it would make Iris happy and give us a leg up.  
 
    I sat on my bed next to Lady C. and placed my NV Visor over my head. As I waited for the visor to power on, I felt Lady C. curl up next to me. 
 
    Taking me off guard, Aya also got onto the bed, on my other side, and also lay down next to me, her head in the crook of my arm. 
 
    “See you,” I told Aya as everything fizzled around me. 
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    My avatar formed on the field before our Dojo.  
 
    I turned to the meadow, watching as Yaksha lay down to sleep. Gobi and his mother, Rose, weren't far from me, nor was Joe Camel, who lazily ate some grass. 
 
    You seem happy, Rose thought to me. 
 
    I am happy, Rose. Are you happy? 
 
     This is a fine place to live, she told me.  
 
    I smiled at the bearadillo just as I felt someone slap me on the back of the head. 
 
    “See you?” Aya said as she approached me. “You think you're a very clever musician man, don't you, Chase?” 
 
    “I wouldn't say that I think I’m clever, but I'm not an idiot,” I told her with a grin. 
 
    “You seem very smart to me,” Lady C. chimed in. She stood in her sleepwear: a long camisole, a pair of matching panties, and her hair pulled into a tight ponytail. “I never see you reading books though, and I'm pretty sure smart people read books.” 
 
    “Why are you in sleep clothes? We have plans.” 
 
    “We do?” the Metican warrior asked, exchanging glances with Aya. 
 
    “I logged in to get a head start on Steeple research.” 
 
     “We’ll need to go to town to really understand EverLife,” Lady C. said as an idea formulated. “There’s a place called Midnight Library. I saw the advertisement at the bookstore.” 
 
     “That sounds awesome.” 
 
     “Oh, it'll be such a bore,” Aya said, faking a yawn. 
 
    “You don't have to come with us.” 
 
    Magnus and Ophelia appeared almost instantly, an eager look on Magnus’ face. They wore matching clothes now, his cravat and vest the same emerald color as Ophelia’s dress. 
 
    “Are you going to town?” Magnus asked.  
 
    “Sure are,” Lady C. said as her armor formed on her body. 
 
     “We would love to come and help you discover more about the Steeple,” Ophelia said. She swept some long white strands of hair from her face and offered us a creepy smile. 
 
    “Cool, let’s do this.” I lifted my fingers to my mouth and whistled for the horses. Lightning cracked in the sky and they came riding down, the first horse to touch down whinnying as it lifted its two front hooves into the air and settled.  
 
    I climbed up, and rather than get her own horse, Lady C. climbed up with me. 
 
    “I'm going to show you how to really ride a horse,” she told me. 
 
    “But I’m the one sitting in front.” 
 
    “Then get down so I can sit in front,” she said, to Aya’s laughter.  
 
    I did as instructed, and after I remounted, I saw Altsoba appear near Aya’s cabin.  
 
    “Have fun at the library.” Aya turned toward the Skin-Walker and strutted away.  
 
    “You were staring at Lady Aya’s ass for a long time, Chase,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “What? I wasn’t … I was wondering what’s going on with her and Altsoba.” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask her yourself? Now, hold on tight.” 
 
    Our horses rose into the air, Ophelia and Magnus on one horse, and Lady C. and I on the other.  
 
    Damn could Lady C. ride.  
 
    Even though I didn't quite understand the mechanics of how these horses travelled in the air, and even with the experience that I had from earlier, it was very clear to me that Lady C. knew exactly what she was doing.  
 
    Our horse took off, leaving Magnus and Ophelia behind. 
 
    As we rode, she started to shift to the right, and soon, we were actually riding upside down, my legs clamped tightly around the horse’s electric body and my arms hooked around her waist.  
 
    She laughed, righted the horse, and got back on an invisible track, making a beeline toward the center of Kingdom Lume. 
 
    “Heeya!” Lady C. cried out, and the horse responded by bursting forward, faster than I’d ever traveled before. 
 
    We were there in a flash, and we had to actually wait for Ophelia and Magnus to join us. Eventually, they touched down, and we took our lightning horses to a field with other horses. I realized that this was only for show, that the horses didn't really need to go here because whistling would bring them, but I went along with it. 
 
    When in digital Rome, do as digital Romans do. 
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    It was pretty easy to spot the Midnight Library, considering it was lit by a giant sign made of multifarious bolts of electricity zipping back and forth in the space between the letters. 
 
    To be honest I expected a library once we entered; what I saw instead was a nightclub with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. People stood around high tables drinking cocktails, leafing through books and sharing passages. 
 
    A pair of elves played dueling piano on the establishment’s circular stage. I’d been to a dueling piano concert before, and they weren't playing anything that intense, sort of a seedy Arabic music, something that sounded like it’d be better in a canteen on the outskirts of Tatooine.  
 
    I was just about to say something to Lady C. about possibly performing at the venue when we were greeted by a heavyset elf, a pear-shaped man with oval glasses and a leather vest that barely covered his belly. 
 
    “Ever been here before?” he asked as he led us to a table. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I'll just give you the lowdown then. You order both drinks and books here. You don't peruse. This isn't a library where you can just go pick out whatever you want then sit down and read it. No, these books are exclusive, and they cost money to read. So you order drinks, and you order books.” 
 
     The elf waited for Ophelia to sit down, and once she did, he pulled out a pad and looked to Lady C. 
 
    “Well? What will it be?” 
 
    “We definitely know what books we want,” the Metican warrior said, not feeling at all rushed by the waiter’s annoyance. “But for drinks, we'll have to see the menu.” 
 
     “The menus are on the table,” he said. “And what about the books?” 
 
     “Anything you have on the Steeple of Litur and Industria,” she said with a smile. “Thanks!” 
 
     The waiter grumbled off as each of us took a look at the menu. 
 
    This place was costlier than I’d thought it would be, and two rounds of cocktails and an hour of book reading would set us back five thousand Proxima dollars. But at least it was a fixed set, so I chose it, and transferred the money over while my party decided on their drinks. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $15,250 
 
    Spent: $76,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    As it turned out, the drinks were named after famous people that had had books written about them in the Proxima Galaxy.  
 
    I chose the Quantum Hughes’ Giggle Juice; a fan of his biography, Lady C. chose Oric Rune’s Broken Sword and Wolf Tale; Magnus went for something called Ray Steampunk’s Golden Rust; and Ophelia chose a cocktail called FeeTwix Fajer’s Twonicorn Tonic. 
 
    The books came before the drinks, and Lady C. sorted through them and handed them out. She chose the largest one for herself, the medium-sized ones for Magnus and his undead lover, and the smallest book, which looked like a children's book and was written by someone named Marlon Bundo, for me. 
 
    “Why do I get the children's book?” 
 
     “I don't know how well you can read,” she said with no hint of sarcasm in her voice. 
 
    “Me neither,” said the fat elf as he scuttled away. 
 
    I had already started looking through the picture book when the cocktails came.  
 
    The giggle juice was strong, but it wasn't like alcohol in the sense that it fogged my brain; rather, it made me focus better. Each sip I took clarified smaller details in the text, words coming out to me, the pictures becoming more vibrant. 
 
    The book I was looking through was about a drunk governor of Kingdom Ignis known as Gregarious Groucher the IV, who tried to burn down the Steeple. 
 
    Groucher was a terrible king, a greedy, weak-minded, selfish fool with yellow hair and an orange complexion. He’d grown up rich, and had never really struggled in his life, which was why he was seeking the secrets of the Steeple.  
 
    It was the only thing he couldn't have.  
 
    Money, women, power: he was born into those things and had them at his disposal. 
 
    But the Steeple… 
 
    Predictably, King Groucher lost his marbles after blowing through the kingdom’s resources, his life ending with him personally trying to torch the Steeple and catching himself on fire instead. 
 
    “Some children's book.” 
 
    “It's a cautionary tale,” the waiter commented as he came by to drop off small glasses of water. “But the art is nice, and you should appreciate the art.” 
 
    As soon as he was gone, Ophelia closed her book and began talking about what she’d learned from it. 
 
    “Basically, high level Alphas from Kingdom Fumus tried to have their mythcrea seep into the Steeple, but found it to be airtight. They then banded together with Kingdom Terra to try to burrow under the Steeple, also a failure, because the base of the Steeple goes down to the core of EverLife.” 
 
     “The core?” I asked. 
 
     “EverLife has a core as its center, which in technical terms could be considered an OMIB, as the strange thing about EverLife is that it grows from the inside out as more Alphas are allowed to have Dojos here, at least that’s what this book is about.” 
 
    “Check this out.” Lady C. turned the page to yet another diagram of the Steeple. The artist had tried to show that there might be some color combination in the Kingdoms that related to the change in color of the sun and the top of the structure.  
 
    “There are so many theories,” she finally said.  
 
    Magnus agreed. His book, Theories of the Steeple, listed every theory that had been proved wrong. “Rather than go over all the details here, one thing that anyone should be able to concur, yet no one readily admits, is that it isn't related to magic,” said Magnus. “Example: if the sun's red, and the bottom door is red, Fire magic will not work. Nor will any other type of magic.” 
 
    “Okay, so no magic.” 
 
    “Necromancers in Kingdom Mortem even had a theory that the Steeple was actually dead and that they could raise it from the dead. They gathered up their strongest mythcrea and took them to the Steeple, had them surround the Steeple and all cast magic at it simultaneously. It simply bounced off.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I told him as the waiter brought over another round of books. “Let’s keep looking through them. At least we’ll have a good idea of what doesn’t work.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight: Beach Bums 
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    I waited for the NV Visor to power down, listening yet again to that famous Brian Eno tone. 
 
    We’d studied at the Midnight Library for a few hours, at least it felt like a few hours had passed. And actually, it may have been less than an hour, but I had no idea of the time as I never really kept track while I was in the Proxima Galaxy. 
 
    I did know that several hours had passed in New York, and that it was getting late. Once I could feel my legs again, because one of them had gone a little numb due to the way I'd been resting on my bed, I stood and went to the bathroom to clean up a little bit before bed. 
 
    Even though my shower wasn't that great, I was lucky to have an actual shower in my room. I knew a lot of people that lived in New York that had to share a bathroom with four or five people, but this place had come with two bathrooms. 
 
    A definite plus. 
 
    I brushed my teeth, and just about that time, I activated my Monster Hunt app to call Lady C. to New York. 
 
    And just like she’d promised, Aya didn't come this time. 
 
    “What do you think?” Lady C. wore a lacy negligee, which she had apparently picked up in our brief shopping experience in downtown Kingdom Lume. Or was it called the city center? No matter, it served the purpose of a downtown.  
 
    “I like it,” I said as she came into my arms. 
 
    Before moving in to kiss her, I stood back a little bit, my hands still on her waist.  
 
    Lady C.’s hair was now in a Dutch braid, a little glitter splashed across the front of her face. She wore a tight golden necklace with a single strand that dipped into the top of her ample bosom, accenting the split between her breasts. 
 
    She was naked beneath the negligee, her nipples and pubic hair visible under the diaphanous fabric.  
 
    After a quick kiss, we practically launched onto my bed, where I quickly discovered that having sex in the real world was not what I thought it would be – in fact, like she suggested, it wasn't going to work.  
 
    My brain could only trick my senses so much, and I realized then as we tried to go at it: I was essentially humping the mattress. 
 
    “We can go to EverLife,” she said when she noticed the disappointment on my face. 
 
    “It's fine,” I told her as I rolled onto my side. “I wanted to see what it would be like, and it is not at all what I thought it would be. Not your fault, not anyone's fault.” 
 
     “We can just do this in there,” she said, referring to the Proxima Galaxy. 
 
    “Yeah, but I think there's another way that we can try.” 
 
    Just thinking about it opened a search bar on my iNet screen.  
 
    Yep, just as I had figured, there was a way for an NPC, or something known as an RPC, a reborn player character, to take a humandroid’s body. 
 
    Apparently, the first time this had been attempted was in the 2050s, in an experiment led by a researcher named Dr. Sophia Wang.  
 
    I even found a place in New York that set up sessions. 
 
    It wasn't cheap; a single session started at a grand, but you were able to spend the entire day and night with the person if you so chose. A little more research and I found that there was a way to purchase a humandroid who was made with specs identical to the person you were trying to replicate, something people who’d lost their spouses or children had done.  
 
    The cost of this was way out of our ballpark. 
 
    “I can tell you're researching something,” she said as she laid her head against my chest, looking up at the ceiling.  
 
    “It's possible,” I told her. 
 
    “What's possible?” 
 
    “For you to come here, or should I say, for you to come here in a way that I could experience it here. Through a humandroid.” 
 
     “Is it expensive?”  
 
    “It's a little pricey, but I think it's something that we could look into in the future. You would actually take the humandroid’s body, similar to the way that I take my avatar’s body in the Proxima Galaxy.” 
 
    “And we could have sex?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And I could feel it?” 
 
    “I think? Like I said, it's a little unorthodox, but it would be something different for us.” I swallowed hard and reached my hand over to her face. It felt so real, but I knew it wasn't, and just moments ago I could definitely tell that it wasn't. 
 
    But for simple actions like this, the interaction was spot-on. 
 
    “Let's do it then, someday.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I told her. “Someday.” 
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    The next morning came quickly, and as soon as I got up, I was ready to go. We had a full day of hunting planned, and even though Lady C. was still asleep in my bed, I called Aya to New York City. 
 
    The Thulean appeared in her new armor, smirking at me when she saw Lady C. sleeping in the bed. 
 
    “She really is a lazy thing,” she said as she approached me, draping both hands around my neck. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
     “I already told you, you're not strong enough for me, but I do like it when you don't wear your glasses,” she said as she moved just a few inches closer to my face. 
 
    Aya really was beautiful, her complexion completely exotic, her orange eyes, the sharp way her face was shaped and the fact that if you looked at it closely, you could see just the slightest hint of texture, different from that of a normal human. 
 
    She wore her hat, as always, cocked to the side. “Did you have a good rest?”  
 
    “I don't know, did you? Last I saw you were with Altsoba.” 
 
     Aya took one step closer to me, if that was even possible, and started to size me up. “And?” 
 
     “I don't know, you were asking me so I was asking you. What's going on there?” 
 
     “Wouldn't you like to know,” she said as she turned to the bed, brushing past me with her shoulder. “Wake up, Lady Cassandra. We have hunting to do, and your Alpha is asking questions that he shouldn't ask.”  
 
    “What?” Lady C. said, pushing herself off the pillow. She took one look at both of us and flopped back down. She was adorable, there was no other way to describe the Metican warrior. 
 
    “You heard me. We’re leaving. Right, Chase?” 
 
     “That's right, but first, a quick breakfast.” 
 
    “Wake me up after,” Lady C. groaned. 
 
    My coffee and ham and cheese croissant from Krunkin’ Kronuts arrived a few minutes later. 
 
    I got a notification that the drone was at the door, and I quickly went and found the delivery package at my front door step. “You could get very fat this way,” Aya said as I returned to my room. 
 
    “I thought you like guys that are fat,” I told her. 
 
    “No, I like guys that are muscular, not fat.” 
 
    As I ate, Aya focused on waking her counterpart up.  
 
    She was eventually able to get her up by tickling her with a feather, which she had pulled out of her inventory list and which, watching from afar, had a slight sexual undertone to it.  
 
    I didn't know what it was about feathers that had a sexual undertone. Maybe it was because they were light, and in a way, fleeting, but it did seem that way, and more importantly, it worked. 
 
    We were out the door a few minutes later, and this time, I brought my Fender mini bass with me, ready to shred. 
 
     It was a nice day out, a warm day compared to the previous two days, and there wasn't a cloud in the sky. We headed to the nearest station, where we would catch the L train to Broadway Junction. From there we would catch the A train, and hop to another train before we arrived at Long Beach. 
 
    It was a hunch.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Aya said as we entered the first station.  
 
    “We're going to the beach, actually, it's a surprise, um, so we're not going to the beach.” 
 
     “You are a horrible liar,” Lady C. said, laughing. 
 
    “I know, I know. Look, if you two want to go on the train, that's fine, otherwise I can just call you both to me once I arrive. It's going to take me over an hour to get there.” 
 
     They exchanged glances. “Can't we just take a taxi?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “I suppose we could, but it would be a little pricey.”  
 
    “We are going to make you a lot of money today,” Aya reminded me. “We think we deserve a taxi. Besides, taxis are much more interesting than this stupid train.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I said, “we will take an UberLyft.” 
 
    Just saying the word spawned several options on my viewing pane. There was a shared ride, but I didn't want to sit in the car with the Huntresses and other passengers, so I chose a solo ride, which was going to cost me a good hundred and fifty dollars, but that could be recouped if we did some good catching. 
 
    The vehicle landed a few minutes later, and the three of us got into the back seat. “So, this is how we're doing it now?” I asked Aya. 
 
    “Why do I always have to sit in the front?” she asked as the taxi lifted into the air. 
 
     “She wants to be closer to you,” Lady C. said with a smile on her face. “I don't blame her.” 
 
    “You two realize this is going to take at least an hour, right?” 
 
    “That’s why I brought a book!”  
 
    The History of Mortem and Chrono Magic appeared in Lady C.’s lap.  
 
    “And you?” I asked Aya. 
 
    “I’m going to look at the city and comment on things I don’t like.” 
 
    “What about the things you do like?” I asked her, a grin forming on my face. 
 
    “I probably won’t mention those things. What about you? Are you going to do something for the next hour?” 
 
    I glanced from Lady C. on my left, who was leafing through her ancient tome, to Aya on my right, who was staring at me with a funny look on her face. 
 
    “I think I’ll have plenty of entertainment just talking to the two of you.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    We arrived at the coast, our aeros descending from its skylane and dropping down to a parking spot on the road that ran adjacent to the beach. 
 
    The boardwalk was pretty much empty, just a few people, and all the vendors with their hot dog stands and ice cream shops were closed up. 
 
    I activated my Monster Locator, and we headed down the boardwalk, past the restroom. 
 
    The beach was beautiful at the moment, the sun reflecting off the waves as they lashed at the shore, and the seagulls in the air squawking and occasionally dipping into the water. 
 
    It was noticeably windier near the shore, and I could smell the ocean now, feel the sand cracking beneath my Vans as I continued closer to the waterline. 
 
    I heard our next catch before I saw it. 
 
    A sad melody floated in the air. At first, I assumed it was one of the few beachgoers, but seeing Aya brandish her buster sword, and Lady C. do the same, flourishing both her weapons as she got into a stalking position, told me otherwise. 
 
    “What is it?” I whispered. 
 
    “I don't know yet.” Aya turned left, moving away from the waterline. “Lady Cassandra, I will engage it first, and you will be my backup.” 
 
     Lady C. simply nodded, taking a few steps back so I could go ahead. 
 
    We could see up and down the beach, and we clearly saw that there was nothing there, which only made the melody we heard that much stranger. It was the voice of a man, a low, garbled voice that was almost jazzy. 
 
    The Huntresses kept searching, and as they did, I went for my own weapon. I adjusted the shoulder strap just a little bit and turned my mini bass on. While the two Hunters were trying to figure out the source of the sound, I simply closed my eyes, tuning into the voice I heard. 
 
    My hand naturally went to the neck of the guitar, finding the first note. 
 
    Options appeared on my pane of vision, my iNet screen, and I mentally tweaked the sound that was coming out of my instrument. I wanted something a little bit twangy, something that felt more like a fretless bass than the futuristic instrument I held in my hands. 
 
    I listened to the singing a little bit more, nodding my head as I found the groove, my fingers playing along to the singing man’s sad song. 
 
    “Chase!” 
 
     But I ignored Aya, still focusing on the music and finding that perfect space. Damn did playing music feel like something else entirely, like dipping your wand into the future and opening a galaxy of our shared noise, our history of listening to escape, listening for joy, listening for... 
 
    “Keep playing, man,” a voice said to me. 
 
    Inspired by the command, I started up again, this time really getting into it, even throwing in a few chords to keep it vibrant. 
 
    “Chase!” Lady C. yelled. 
 
    But I ignored them both, so focused was I on the sound. 
 
    I heard a noise zip past my skull, a swing, definitely one of Aya’s throwing knives. 
 
    “Why did you have to go and do that?” the man's voice asked. 
 
    It was at this point that I opened my eyes to find a towering shadow made of ink leaning over my shoulder, nodding as it looked from me to the instrument to the Huntresses. 
 
    “Keep playing,” he told me, Aya’s throwing knife sticking out of his form. “No time to hunt when there's music to be played.”  
 
    “Chase, be careful!” Lady C. cried out, a wave of energy spreading around her as she prepared an attack. 
 
    But there was something about this man made of ink that I liked, something I felt that I could jive with. Maybe it was a musician thing, but I told Lady C. to stand down and I continued playing, waiting for the ink man to start singing. 
 
    The man sluiced around me, bobbing his head up and down as he found the groove. He found the pocket, and soon he was crooning alongside me. 
 
    We jammed for another few minutes, the man made of ink snapping his fingers as he sang a sad, sultry melody.  
 
    Once we finished, I looked up to him and made it really simple. 
 
    “Hey, I've got a Dojo, it's part of EverLife, and I'm part of an Alpha Duo. The other Alpha is a female, a singer and a musician, and I bet she'd love to jam with you. Do you want to join up with us?”  
 
    “EverLife, huh?” His form quaked. “I guess it beats sitting at this beach waiting for something to wash in.” 
 
    “You got a name?” I asked him as the net made of light twisted up my arm. 
 
    “Call me Dalton,” he said, a toothy smile on his face.  
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I pulled up his stats as soon as he was gone. 
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    “An ink shadow,” I whispered as Aya came over to me, her sword still drawn. 
 
    “Don’t you know how incredibly dangerous those things are?” she asked me. 
 
    “Dangerous? We were just jamming on the beach.” 
 
     “I don't trust him.” 
 
    “What’s not to trust?” I asked. 
 
     “For a moment, he had a sharp blade near the top of your head, Chase,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “Really?” I gulped. 
 
    “Yeah, which was why we were yelling at you. But I guess you were right, he didn't turn out to be that difficult a catch in the end.” 
 
     “I think that we bonded over music,” I finally told them both. “It happens. Maybe he wanted to kill me at first, but after he heard me playing my song, he had second thoughts.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Aya said as she turned back to the beach. 
 
    “Besides, he’s worth seven tokens. That’s a ton. I’d like to see him fight, though. It’s always good to know what the potential Fighting Party is capable of.” 
 
    Aya didn't say anything; instead, she walked to the water, focusing on the sand.  
 
    I got the sense that she had been worried about me and didn’t know how to show it. Not like Lady C., who was at my side with her arm wrapped around mine, and her head leaning against my shoulder. 
 
    “You have to be careful,” Aya said, finally.  
 
    “I was being careful. Look, I trust both of you, and you two need to trust me. I don’t have much to offer the group, but I can play music, and it just seemed right. Didn’t you see what just happened? He joined us without a fight. Now, I know that won't happen for every fight, but if it's a possibility, I want to try it out.” 
 
     The Monster Locator app flashed, indicating that there was something near. 
 
    “We've got more hunting to do,” I told the two of them as I packed up my bass. Too bad I didn’t have an inventory list that I could just send it to. 
 
    We continued along the water's edge in silence. A breeze cut through, and the seagulls rose into the air, squawking as something large and black moved through the water. 
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    The bunyip flopped onto the beach, sulking as it stepped onto dry land, a fish in its mouth.  
 
    Its back was partially covered in what looked like feathers, a dusty gray color, and its shoulders and the sides of its body had sharp ridges of skin, almost like spikes. The bunyip’s face was deformed; the shape of its head was like a calf's. 
 
    I heard the schwing of Lady C.’s two blades as she drew them. Aya too had her hands on her buster sword, sizing the creature up as it tore into the flesh of a large fish. 
 
    “Easy does it,” I told them both, my right hand clenched tightly around my bass case. 
 
     I got the feeling that playing music wouldn't do anything to the creature, mostly due to the fact that it didn't appear to have ears.  
 
    Nope, this one would have to be hunted the good old-fashioned way. 
 
    As an opening act, Aya let loose three throwing knives, two of which were meant just to scare the creature, only one connecting with the top of its back, flesh flying into the air as the knife passed through. 
 
    The bunyip cried out in agony, locked eyes with Aya, and took off toward her, its wet body flapping against the sand. 
 
    Aya brought her sword back in what looked to be a finishing move. 
 
    The Thulean swung her sword with both hands, just at the creature leapt, the skin on its chest morphing forward to deflect her attack.  
 
    “Shit!” I cried, as the bunyip landed on her, and she just barely managed to push it off. 
 
    As Aya used her ghost limbs to flip away, Lady C. came at the bunyip with swords aflame. Her blades whirling, fire licking at their tips, the Metican pivoted to her right foot and swung wide, bringing the blades into the bunyip’s side. 
 
    Rather than advance, the creature took off toward the shoreline, moving much faster than the two Huntresses. The bunyip kept its back to the two as it began digging, sending huge clumps of dirt in the air that became projectile weapons as they came down on the two Huntresses. 
 
    With a grunt, Aya used her ghost limbs to propel herself over the wall of loose mud and sand the creature had created. She came down on the other side of the bunyip and spun, her blade connecting with the top of its head. 
 
    “Don’t kill it!” I cried out, now running toward the action. 
 
    I was glad there wasn't anyone around us, because that would have been a pretty strange thing for a random dude to just scream on the beach. 
 
    The bunyip, a portion of its head now flesh-colored, stumbled from left to right, trying to steel itself to continue fighting. It was wheezing now, overexerted, and it was even worse once Lady C. blasted it with chain lightning, sending the creature to the ground, where it flopped several times before its tongue fell out of its mouth. 
 
    “Now, Chase!” Lady C. called out. 
 
    A wave of energy spreading up my arm, I pulled my hand back and cast a net toward the beast, which engulfed it immediately. 
 
    I skidded to a halt, out of breath myself. It was hard to run in the sand, and I could feel the sand in my Vans. 
 
    “Remember,” I told them both, “we're not trying to kill him. If we kill them, we can't catch them.” 
 
    “It covered us in mud and sand,” Aya said, a disgusted look on her face. 
 
    “Oh, come on, it's not that bad.” I started dusting some of the sand off her shoulder, and she loosened up. 
 
    She moved a bit closer to me, in the way that a cat moves when it wants to be petted. I took this to mean that I should dust off more sand. 
 
    “We really could use some squires,” Lady C. said. “If we had some squires, this would be a lot more fun. We could have them do everything for us, rather than have you do everything.” 
 
     “Real funny,” I told her. 
 
    “Are you going to dust me off next?” 
 
    “Sure, if you’d like.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    The vodyanoy was giving Lady C. and Aya a run for their money.  
 
    As soon as it had come out of the water, our new catch took off on its little frog legs. It was an ugly little fucker, with a greenish beard, red eyes, long hair, and a body covered in algae and muck.  
 
    It also carried a fairly large log which it currently used to surfboard along the beach, kicking up a fine haze of sand. 
 
    The vodyanoy stopped sand-surfing away and turned to Lady C. and Aya. Its long hair lifted off its back as it cast its two webbed hands before it. 
 
    Lady C. was the first to scream. 
 
    Her hands came to her throat and she fell to her knees, trying desperately to cough something up. I turned my attention to her immediately, skidding to a halt and stumbling forward, nearly face-planting in the sand and losing my bass. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked as I pulled her into my arms. 
 
    She continued to make choking noises, and I panicked, not knowing if I should try to perform CPR or do something else. 
 
     I eventually settled on something else, realizing that CPR on a digital entity would make a great social commentary documentary, but that’s about it. 
 
    As Aya avoided the vodyanoy’s attacks, I focused on the creature and checked its stats. 
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    “It's a psychological attack,” I told Lady C. “Drowning Fear. You aren't really drowning, I repeat, you aren't really drowning!” 
 
    After a massive front-flip courtesy of her ghost limbs, Aya landed in front of the frog creature, buster sword at her side. The frogman pulled his log back and swung it at Aya, who responded by cutting his shitty weapon in half. 
 
    She returned fire by throwing knives which cut into the vodyanoy’s shoulders. 
 
    The frogman cried out, its tongue spilling out of its mouth. 
 
    She's going to kill it, I thought as I prepared to capture the mythcrea. Light spreading up my arm, I pulled my hand back and swung it toward them. 
 
    The creature was gone in a flash, literally seconds away from Aya beheading it. 
 
    We now had a mythcrea to sell. 
 
    “Filthy creature,” Aya said, lowering her sword, her chest heaving up and down as she sucked in air. “What do we do now?”  
 
    “I don't really know,” I told her. “More hunting?” 
 
    I helped Lady C. to her feet.   
 
    “After all that?” she asked. “Look at how nice today is, Chase. Wouldn't you prefer to lay on the beach with us and get a tan?” 
 
     “Get a tan?” I looked back at Aya. 
 
    “Don't look at me like that, I can’t tan.” 
 
     “That's not what I was insinuating. I just figured you weren't the type that would want to lie on the beach and relax for a while,” I told her, awkwardly scratching the back of my head. 
 
    Iris' face flashed on my pane of vision. As soon as I took the call, a 3D image of her appeared, an image cobbled together by all the cameras in her vicinity. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    “Hey,” Lady C. said to me, not quite realizing I was talking to someone. I pointed at my eyes and she got the idea. 
 
    “What's up?” Iris asked me, a curl of her blonde hair falling into her face. She swept it away, and smiled. 
 
    I stepped away from the two Huntresses to get a little privacy. “Well, we caught three so far. We're at the beach, by the way.” 
 
     “To sell?” 
 
     “We’ll definitely get rid of a couple, one looks like it could be pretty interesting, though. It's called an Ink Shadow, and I think he's a musician.” 
 
     “I'll have to look that up. And double bonus points if it's a musician.” 
 
    “Also, I did some research on the Steeple last night, so I’ll need to catch you up on that as well.”  
 
    “That's actually what I was calling about,” said Iris as Lady C. and Aya began laying out a giant blanket that Aya had pulled from her inventory list. “I figured we could both log into EverLife this afternoon and go check out the Steeple, you know, get a first-hand account.” 
 
     “That's not a bad idea. And I'll tell you what an even better idea would be: having a nice dinner afterwards. Some wine, maybe some jazz.” 
 
     Iris' eyes softened. “In EverLife or in New York?” 
 
    “Here, in the real world.” 
 
     “Yeah, that would be nice.” 
 
     Silence stretched between us for a moment, which was eventually interrupted by Aya, who was waving her hands at me. 
 
    The Thulean now wore a tight one-piece bathing suit with a large circle opened over her stomach that showed a little underboob. It was more of a sexy wetsuit than it was a bathing suit, as her back was completely covered yet it exposed some of her ass. 
 
    Lady C., who was already resting on the blanket, stood, covering her chest with her hands. 
 
    She wore an orange two-piece bathing suit, the top of which barely covered her large breasts. She also wore Aya's hat, which was cocked a little to the side. 
 
    “I have got to go,” I told Iris. “I'll meet you in EverLife in a few hours.” 
 
     “Works for me.” 
 
    I made my way over to Aya and Lady C., and looked down at them. 
 
    “Are you going to stand there like a perv, or are you going to join us?” Lady C. asked me playfully, not looking up at me. “How about playing us a song, too?” 
 
    I laughed as I sat down next to her, my bass case now on the sand. “Hey, you're taking all the blanket.” 
 
    “Then get in the middle,” said Aya, a few drops of sweat glistening on her chest. 
 
    It wasn't even hot outside, which made this visual even stranger. Furthermore, I wasn't actually lying on a blanket. It was digital, which I quickly remembered as soon as I felt the sand crunch beneath my ass. 
 
    “Will you put some lotion on me?” Lady C. asked, rolling onto her belly. 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to play something?” 
 
    “Health before music.” 
 
    She scooped her brown hair over her shoulder, and unclipped her bikini top. 
 
    This is all make-believe, a voice hissed at the back of my head. Still, I ignored that voice as I squeezed the fake lotion and started massaging it into her back.  
 
    I moved to the small of her back, and then to the top of her ass. 
 
    “Good idea,” she said as she hiked her bikini bottom down just a bit. 
 
    I thought for a second how strange this must look, but there was no one around, so I went for it. 
 
    Her body glistening now, I told Lady C. she was good to go. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said as she clipped her bikini top back into place. She sat up on her elbows just as her copy of The History of Mortem and Chrono Magic appeared. 
 
    “Aren't you going to do me too?” Aya asked as she rolled onto her belly. Her bathing suit wasn't the same, so I just worked my way around it, and lifted it when I needed too, sticking my hand beneath the fabric. 
 
    I’d really never touched her skin before, and I realized while touching it just how much of a tactile sensation it was. No, it wasn't scaly like a lizard’s, but there was some texture to it, something slightly different than Lady C.’s soft skin. 
 
    It was interesting, but rather than say anything about it I just continued massaging more sunscreen lotion on her back. 
 
    “Lower,” Aya lifted herself up a bit with her elbows. 
 
    “That too?” I asked, looking down at her slightly green ass.  
 
    She looked left, her orange eyes settling on me. “I don't want to get sunburned,” she finally said. 
 
    “But I thought you didn’t burn.” 
 
    “Hurry, and play some music after.” 
 
    “All right, have it your way,” I told her as I began applying some lotion to her ass and thighs.  
 
    “Don’t get any funny ideas, Chase,” Lady C. said, not looking up from her book. 
 
    “Nope, no funny ideas here. Just trying to protect my Huntresses from UV rays.” 
 
    Once I was finished, I went for my bass and checked the tuning. Everything was in place, and as I watched the waves rolling in, I started playing something that I hoped matched their beauty.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: The Steeple 
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    Rather than waste money on a taxi, I ended up taking the train back to Bushwick. 
 
    With the Huntresses back in EverLife, it was a nice ride, and I was able to get just a little bit of rest as the train made its way back toward civilization. My eyes closed, I tried not to start up research on GoogleFace, or check any messages that I had, or look at ways to modify my Fender mini bass. 
 
    Of course, with the internet always available and at your fingertips, literally, it was hard not to find yourself randomly searching some data or going down some rabbit hole. 
 
    So, I shut iNet off entirely, and just enjoyed the sounds of the train – cha-chunk, cha-chunk – finding a nice little rhythm there. As it often did, homing in on some abstract or background noise created a musicscape in my mind.  
 
    Suddenly cha-chunk was a drum beat, and I was playing bass over it, and Iris was singing, no words, just oohs and aahs. 
 
    Damn, Iris and I needed to have a jam session soon. 
 
    Time passed, and I arrived at my stop, calling the Huntresses back to New York almost immediately. 
 
    “What happened to your bathing suits?” I joked. 
 
    “I always knew you were a perv.” Lady C. stepped in front of me, wearing some new armor she’d picked up. Of course, like any armor she wore, it was skimpy, showing more skin than necessary, especially in regards to her thighs.  
 
    “You really liked putting lotion on us, didn't you?” Aya said as she placed her hand on the hilt of her buster sword. 
 
    “I can send you back to EverLife, how about that?” 
 
     “No, no,” Aya said as we exited the station. “I want to see your man cave and this beastly roommate of yours.” 
 
     “I don't know if Alex will even be there,” I told her as a breeze moved past us. There was a man selling hot dogs not too far away, and I figured I should fuel up before diving. 
 
    I transferred a few dollars to the vendor and was given a hotdog bathed in relish, mustard, onions and ketchup. 
 
    “This is a hotdog?” Lady C. said as we turned away from the vendor. “Is this really something that someone should eat?” She eyed it curiously, cringing as I took the first bite. 
 
    “It looks like you are eating a fried horse penis,” came Aya's response. “I think the goblins in Jatla eat fried horse cock. But then again, they eat anything.” 
 
     “Fried horse cock, huh?” I asked as I chewed my first bite. “What’s Jatla, anyway?” 
 
    “It is the Goblin Riviera, another name for the filthiest city in Hyperborea. Ask Spew Gorge about it, he will tell you. He's probably from Jatla. Goblins are either from Jatla or Bluwid.” 
 
    “Cities in the Proxima world known as Tritania, am I right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said as we reached my place. “A great place to visit, but not Jatla.” 
 
    Alex wasn't home, so there was no one for the two Huntresses to comment on.  
 
    “Hello, exercise pipe,” Aya said as we entered my bedroom. She went upside down and started doing crunches.  
 
    I placed my bass case in the corner, leaning it against the wall. There was still some sand on the outer layer of the case, which I quickly dusted off. 
 
    “You know,” Aya said, her voice hardly wavering even though she was exercising, “you should do more crunches. Your belly is flat, there is no muscle.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that.” I kicked off my shoes and lay on my bed, hearing Lady C.’s armor rattle as she moved in next to me. “Hey, let me get set up first.” 
 
    “She’s like a rabbit in heat,” Aya said as she continued working out. 
 
    “All right, both of you, be gone,” I said, laughing. 
 
    “Hey!” Lady C. raised her fist to slug me. “That’s no way to talk to us.” 
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    The first thing I did after I logged in was immediately sell the vodyanoy and the bunyip. The two weren’t worth a lot, two thousand Proxima dollars, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    My bank account flashed as the transaction finished. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $17,250 
 
    Spent: $76,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    From there, I checked to see how many tokens I needed to move us to Level Four. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    That would be the goal for tonight and tomorrow: get ten more tokens.  
 
    I turned to look at the mythcrea quarters, seeing a few lights blazing on the upper levels. The Proxima borealis fluttered above the building, framing it nicely and reflecting off the glass walls. 
 
    Looking north, I saw the meadow, Yaksha in the distance, sitting in meditation. Joe Camel was there, as were Rose and Gobi. I started to walk toward them, and as I did, Aya and Lady C. joined me. 
 
    “How are your cabins?” I asked them. 
 
    “You know how Lady C.’s cabin is,” Aya said, a hint of humor in her voice. “You should come by my place someday though, I will entertain you with my wild stories of Tritania.” 
 
     “So, you're a storyteller now?”  
 
    “Her stories aren't too bad,” Lady C. said as she dropped her hand onto my arm and squeezed my elbow. “No romance, but there is a lot of action. Where are we going?”  
 
    “We’re waiting for Iris, and I just wanted to see Rose.” 
 
     Rose approached, and Gobi scurried past her. The bearadillo cub jumped and I caught it midair.  
 
    “Any bigger and you’ll knock me over,” I told the cute cub as it tried to lick my face. “Hey, Rose,” I called over to its mother. 
 
    Rose’s response formed in my head. How are things? 
 
    Things are good, I thought to her. Are you enjoying EverLife? 
 
    We haven't really explored much, because we have everything we need here. But the sky is nice, and the fighting party seems happy, but restless. Will there be another tournament soon? 
 
    I sure hope there will be. 
 
    “Chase!” 
 
    I turn to see Iris waving at us. She was in her typical Proxima world get up: her glasses, a sweater and a skirt, with Converse tennis shoes. 
 
    Typical Iris. 
 
    “So, where’s the new mythcrea?” she asked once we reached her. 
 
    “Aye!” The Thulean drew her blade as a blackened cloud of ink rose from the soil. She took a deep breath in, and resheathed it. “Ink shadow, careful.” 
 
    “The name’s Dalton,” the ink shadow said, extending a wispy hand toward Iris. There was a hint of something tangible within the cloud of ink standing before us, something that resembled a frail, older man. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Iris said, glancing from the ink shadow to me. 
 
    “And she's a musician too?” he asked me. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    The ink shadow considered this for a moment. “We got time for a little music right now?”  
 
    “Actually,” Iris told him, “we were planning on going to the Steeple.” 
 
     “The Steeple?”  
 
    The ink shadow began snapping his fingers and began humming something. The tune solidified, and still snapping his fingers, he started singing. 
 
    The Steeple, the place, where all the people go. 
 
    Iris stepped forward and sang the line back to him. 
 
    The Steeple, the place, where all the people go. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s good,” he said, relaxing some. “Pretty voice. And you? What can you throw down on this ditty?” 
 
    I looked to Iris and I was pretty sure we thought the same thing at the same time: we need to get instruments. 
 
    “I'm a bass player, not much for singing, but I can do backups.” 
 
    “He can sing.” Iris turned to me. “You can sing; don’t undersell yourself.” 
 
    “Sure, but I’d prefer a bass.” 
 
     “We could definitely use some bass around here. This place is too quiet. And where am I supposed to stay, anyway?”  
 
    I was about to tell him to stay in the mythcrea quarters, but he quickly shut that down.  
 
    “And don't say that big building over there. Too modern, hoity toity. I need a kind of place that’s a little more lived in, a little homier. I usually just live above whatever bar I’m performing at. I like the hustle and bustle, the sound of music rattling my floorboards.” 
 
    “We don't have a club here.” Iris smiled up at the ink shadow, who had doubled in size.  
 
    He didn't hover over us in an intimidating way; it was almost as if just hearing a little bit of music had given him more power, forcing his shoulders to lift up, his arms to press back, his chest to expand. “There's always a club somewhere, and in EverLife? Kingdom Lume, right? I'm sure there's something downtown.” 
 
     Lady C. and I exchanged glances. “I believe there may be one place that you could play at,” she said. “The Midnight Library. We were there last night doing some research. It looked like they needed a singer. Don’t you think so, Chase?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “The Midnight Library, huh? Sounds like my kind of joint.” 
 
    Dalton’s form wavered as he turned away from us. “That settles it. I'm going to get down to the Midnight Library and see what kind of gigs I can conjure up, ha, if you get my drift. I expect to see you two Alphas tonight for our inaugural performance.” 
 
    “A gig, tonight?” I asked. 
 
    I didn’t have to glance at Iris to know she was nodding with excitement. 
 
    “That’s right. Now get some instruments, get them tuned up, and come ready to play.” With that, Dalton took a few steps toward the north, his form sinking into the ground as he continued further. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I raised my fingers to my lips and whistled. Not thirty seconds later, lightning cracked across the sky and thunder rumbled, signaling that the horses had arrived. 
 
    “Who's coming with us?” I asked the three.  
 
    “Count me the fick in,” Spew Gorge said as he appeared out of nowhere. If he'd been here the entire time, I hadn't seen him. Then again, he was a shifty-ass goblin. 
 
    “I’ll get Altsoba.” Aya turned to the mythcrea quarters just as the lightning horses landed, electricity spritzing off their bodies as the lead horse approached Iris and me. 
 
    Fujin floated from the rooftop of the quarters down to us, his legs crossed and pressed into the top of a billowy cloud. 
 
    “You lead the way,” I told Iris, and soon, she was on the horse with her hands on the reins. I took my horse, Fujin and Lady C. took theirs, and eventually, Aya returned with Altsoba, both of whom mounted a lightning steed. 
 
    Up and away we went. 
 
    The horses ascended like they were galloping up a hill. It wasn't a completely vertical take-off – it was gradual, which meant that they needed a little room for clearance. 
 
    And similar to Santa's reindeer, or at least this was how I had always envisioned them, the horses quickly got into formation, two horses per line, as they curved their way to the main road. 
 
    We traveled along the main thoroughfare of Kingdom Lume; this time I noticed things I hadn't noticed on our other trips. Parks, small roadside vendors, elaborately decorated trees, huge entry gates to some of the bigger Dojos. 
 
    It really was a nice Kingdom, clean and safe, and seeing it made me want to go out and explore the other eleven kingdoms. 
 
    This was another thing that we hadn't done yet. But there’d be time for that, and as we reached the city center, I figured I'd tell Iris that it was something we should put on the agenda. 
 
    As soon as we dismounted, I moved over to Iris to suggest we do some kingdom exploring. 
 
    “There’s a tournament,” she said, interrupting me. “I was going to tell you about it back at the Dojo.” 
 
    “A tournament would be nice,” said Altsoba. Aya, who was next to her, nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Fick, I love me a good fight,” Spew Gorge added. The goblin stood near Iris, scratching the back of his head.  
 
    “It's a long tournament,” Iris said. “And we're lucky that we came to EverLife when we did, because if we had come a week or two later, we wouldn't be able to join. The tournament is one of the qualifying rounds for the famous Twelve Kingdoms Tournament. The qualifying rounds take place over six weeks or so. The kingdoms go against each other, similar to March Madness. I think that reference makes sense?” 
 
     I shrugged. I never was into sports, and I didn't know March Madness from April Showers. 
 
    “It’s a bracket thing,” she said, pressing her glasses up with her pointer finger. “So, the twelve kingdoms face off, and eventually, it’s just down to two kingdoms. And before you say anything about our levels, those are also taken into account. Similar to some of the other tournaments we’ve been in, we’d compete against people around our level.” 
 
     “And is there an entry fee?” 
 
     “It isn't cheap, twenty thousand Proxima dollars.” 
 
    “Yikes,” Aya commented. The Thulean stood next to her steed now, admiring its electrically-charged mane. 
 
    “We can get the money,” I said as I ran the numbers in my head. “When’s the last day we can enter?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “I could also cash out some USD for PD.” 
 
    I couldn't believe I’d just suggested that; Chase from just a week ago would have never given real-world money for digital currency.  
 
    But the times had changed.  
 
    “How much do you think some instruments would cost?” I asked. “We told Dalton we’d get some and I’m not going to lie, I kind of want to see what the Proxima instruments are like.” 
 
    “I'm hoping they're not priced in a way that's equivalent to their price out there, in the real world.” 
 
    “I feel you there. Okay, so if I cashed out four hundred bucks, that would give us just under 5,000 Proxima dollars. That’s enough to push us over the line to get into the tournament, and give us a little extra for instruments. But I don't know what kind of instruments we’ll be able to get for around two thousand PD.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    While everyone stood around, I fiddled with the exchange, and eventually sold off $400 for 4,920 Proxima dollars. My on-screen bank account flashed: 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $22,170 
 
    Spent: $76,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “Send me the tournament link,” I told Iris; she instantly flicked it over to me. 
 
    I pressed my finger on a golden button that materialized in mid-air, and a prompt asked me if I was ready to pay the tournament fee. I accepted, and now we were now down 20,000 Proxima dollars, leaving us just over two thousand for instruments. 
 
    “We're going to have to be cheap, and we may need to make some deals. Let’s make it quick too. We really need to move on to the Steeple.” 
 
     “Now we're talkin’,” said Spew Gorge, rubbing his hands. “Goblins fickin’ love making deals. They love breaking deals to. You guys just let me make the fickin’ deals, just in case someone is trying to do you dirty. Trust me there.” 
 
    Iris looked at me and shrugged. 
 
    “Sure,” I told the goblin as we continued into an alley full of shops.  
 
    Dozens of banners and advertisements hung from the balconies above us. In fact, it was almost hard to see the sky over EverLife due to the banners, which crisscrossed at the top of the alley.  
 
    There were enough to stop rain, and it made the alley much darker than the main street. 
 
    I felt a hand slip into mine, and I turned to see Lady C. smiling at me. “It's dark,” she told me. 
 
    Iris and Spew Gorge were up front, followed by Fujin, Aya, and Altsoba, with Lady C. and myself at the back. Aya and Altsoba mostly kept to themselves, talking quietly as we slipped past people carrying boxes and bags. 
 
    I saw Spew Gorge’s nail come up, and I followed the tip of it to a building about half a block away.  
 
    It was clear that this was the music store, it was labeled as such, and besides that, the grand steps leading up to the place were crafted from melted down brass instruments. 
 
    We reached the entrance and went up the flight of stairs. 
 
    Once we got to the top, I turned back to see the sheer size of the crowd moving through the alley. While the main street may have been empty, the alleys, where the real deals were apparently made, were stuffed to the brim. “It’s amazing we didn't lose anyone navigating that crowd,” I said as we entered the shop. “Also, who is Dirty Dave?” 
 
    “Who?” Lady C. asked. 
 
     The instrument shop was packed; it reminded me of one of those crazy pawn shops they had in Brooklyn, a type of place where you could get lost for hours. I nodded at the sign above the sales counter and read it aloud. “Dirty Dave’s Musical Instrument Emporium.” 
 
    Spew Gorge bristled. “You don’t want to know about that ficker. He’s the richest NPC in the Proxima Galaxy. Practically has his hand up everyone’s skirt and constantly stirs up all the pots that can be stirred. A drug dealer, a politician, a famous weapons dealer. Dave is a big fickin’ deal in goblin circles. My fickin’ uncle claims to know him, but that ficker is a liar of the highest order.” 
 
    “Dirty Dave is just a humble instrument seller,” an attendant said. He’d appeared out of nowhere, and was some sort of ogre, judging by the way his face was beaten to hell. Patches of his hair were missing, and big golden rings hung from his ears. 
 
    “Like fick he is!” 
 
     “Ahem, and if it's instruments you want, you came to the right place.”  
 
    Iris stepped forward. “We’re looking for a ukulele and a bass.”  
 
    “A ukulele and a bass guitar, huh?” 
 
     For a creature of his size, the ogre was pretty light on his feet. Even though the place was cluttered, he managed to skirt around a couple of counters, narrowly squeezing his overhanging belly past a trombone perched on its stand. Eventually, he returned with a small guitar case. 
 
    “That's the only ukulele we have. Is it good enough?” 
 
    “Is it good enough?” I asked under my breath to Iris, who elbowed me. 
 
    “Well, there's only one way to find out.” She took the instrument from the seller and began tuning it up. 
 
    Once the instrument was tuned, Iris started fingerpicking a sweet little ditty. I had heard her play similar things before, but there was something magical about this one, something otherworldly.  
 
    By the time she was finished, Iris was sold. 
 
    “It sounds so pretty,” Lady C. said. “What do you think, Lady Aya?” 
 
    “Sounds like an instrument to me.” 
 
    “What about a bass?” I asked, any skepticism I'd had previously completely gone. 
 
    “We have an acoustic bass, but damn is it loud, so loud in fact that I don't let people play it.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know if it's right for me?”  
 
    The ogre grunted. “I can't help you there, you'll just have to take my word for it.” He gave me a toothy grin, baring all his crooked yellow teeth. 
 
    “Two thousand for the lot,” Spew Gorge said, lines on his face appearing as he scowled at the ogre. “And throw in some fickin’ cases too, I don't want these things to get banged up.” 
 
     The ogre’s smile shattered as he looked from me to the short goblin. 
 
    “Did I fickin’ stutter? Two thousand for the lot.” Spew Gorge drew his jagged little dagger. Fujin also stepped forward, lightning blazing behind his eyes.  
 
    “Is the goblin serious?” Aya asked, exchanging glances with Altsoba. Realizing that he was, the Thulean placed her hand on the hilt of her buster sword. 
 
    “A Tritanian goblin trying to intimidate me, huh?” The ogre snorted. “You do realize that sort of thing isn’t allowed in Kingdom Lume, don’t you?” 
 
    “That’s how we barter in Jatla!” 
 
    “This is Kingdom Lume. If you want to barter like you do in Jatla, please visit our branch in Kingdom Ignis, but I can tell you this, they don’t have the same high caliber instruments we have here.” 
 
    Spew Gorge grumbled as he put his dagger away. 
 
    “And to be quite frank with you, I wouldn't sell these instruments for under ten thousand Proxima Dollars. And that's my final offer. And if you want to barter, you can get the hell out of my musical instrument shop.” 
 
     “The shop belongs to Dirty Dave, not you,” Spew reminded him, his shoulders rising. 
 
    “Yeah? Well, Dirty Dave ain't here, and he's never been here, so unless he shows up all of the sudden, then that’s the deal. Ten thousand Proxima dollars.” 
 
    “That’s like eight hundred USD,” I whispered to Iris. 
 
    Aya kept her hand on the hilt of her buster sword. “I suggest that you bring the cost of these instruments down to a reasonable price, or there will be hell to pay.” 
 
     “Hell to pay? What part of ‘you’re not supposed to threaten shop owners in Kingdom Lume’ does your little group fail to understand?” 
 
     “Enough,” I said as I pushed past her. “Do you have some sort of financing option?” 
 
    “Finally, a man of reason.” The ogre’s grin returned to his face. “Let’s talk financing.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    Well, we’d finally taken out a loan, at a cost of an additional ‘service fee’, as the ogre had called it, of a thousand Proxima dollars.  
 
    Proxima Dollars: $170 
 
    Spent: $98,500 
 
    Loan: 9,000 
 
    We were nine thousand in the hole, and until we got out of that hole, we wouldn't get any of the money we won during tournaments, brawls, or simply selling off mythcrea. 
 
    But that was fine, we could get nine thousand easy, it would just take a little bit of brawling tomorrow.  
 
    And besides, that wasn’t what mattered: I now had a bass guitar, and boy, was it slick. The handmade acoustic bass had a blond wood finish, its body not as hollow as an acoustic bass would need to be in the real world.  
 
    I could tell a lot of work had gone into creating the bass just by placing my hand on the neck. 
 
    Every single part of it was utter perfection – the feel, the weight, and that was before I got to the most important part, the sound.  
 
    I lifted the leather strap over my shoulder and connected it to the body of the bass. 
 
    Once in place, and with a captive audience considering we were still in the cramped little music shop, I began playing. 
 
    Even with the limited room, Iris lifted her ukulele and played along with me. We locked eyes, and began hitting all the right notes at the same time. 
 
    Lady C. placed both hands over her mouth, nodding with excitement as we played.  
 
    A quick glance and I saw that Aya had locked hands with Altsoba, both swaying to the music. 
 
    Even the ogre was getting into it, his hands in the air as he shook his large belly. About the only person that wasn't rocking out to what we were playing or showing any sign of appreciation was Fujin, who simply stood guard as normal, that familiar spark of electricity behind his eyes. 
 
    “Plenty more where that came from,” I told them after we finished. “I believe we will be at the Midnight Library tonight, if anyone wants to join us.” 
 
     Lady C. started clapping. “I'll definitely be there!” 
 
    After another song and a little more banter with the ogre, we said our goodbyes and shuffled to the exit. Once we were in the streets again, both Iris and I sent our instruments to our inventory lists. 
 
    It was too crowded to call our horses here, so we had to make our way back to the main street, and call them from what I was starting to call the horse parking lot. 
 
    We mounted our lightning steeds, and after a quick glance to make sure everyone was ready to go, we lifted off into the air.  
 
    There were other horses charging through the skyways, electricity radiating off them in various colors. I supposed this was how they were distinguished from one another – it made sense, and upon closer inspection I saw that no one had the same color horses that we had. 
 
    Ours were an electric blue, yellow at the edges, and crackles of blue energy made their presence known as the horses charged forward. Other riders had electricity charged with seafoam green colors, or light peach, or ripe tangerine. 
 
    It was an incredible sight, and I was glad that Iris led the way, so I could simply sit back and enjoy it. 
 
    Not that the Steeple was that hard to find. 
 
    Sitting on the horizon, the top of the Steeple was the same color as the sun, a violet hue that reminded me of a blacklight. Below us now, I could see the city center ending and the outskirts of the Kingdom Lume, which were peppered with rock formations and wide-open spaces. 
 
    As we continued forward, I focused in on the graphic image of EverLife located on my viewing pane.  
 
    As it had done before, focusing on it increased its size. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Looking to down and to the left, I noticed the border between Lume and Ventus, a clear change in scenery, especially with all the trees whipping in the wind on the Ventus side. I also saw the border between Lume and Chrono, but I couldn't quite make out Chrono’s terrain. 
 
    I knew there were more detailed maps, there had to be, but I liked the graphic on my dashboard. It made it easy to understand just how all this worked, and sure, there was nothing topographical about it nor was it to scale, but it was easier now for me to see how some of the kingdoms were related, like Ventus into River into Glacio, or Fumus into Ignis into Mortem. 
 
    Lady C. rode up alongside me, her skirt flapping in the wind so I could see her exposed thighs.  
 
    She lightly held the reins of the horse, a contemplative look on her face as she continued toward the Steeple. Her meditative look dissipated once I called for my horse to move faster, signaling that I wanted to race her. 
 
    Her body now low to the horse’s neck, Lady C. quickly surpassed me, her brown hair beating in the wind as she pressed ahead. She glanced over her shoulder at me, made a funny kissy face, and rode even faster. 
 
    Iris rode up on my right, and as I turned to smile at her, she yanked the reins harder, her lightning horse whinnying as it too streaked past me. 
 
    Eventually, we reached the center of the EverLife, the Steeple of Litur and Industria.  
 
    Like any monument to a world's civilization, the Steeple towered over the inhabitants of EverLife. It was surrounded by other players and NPCs, and I could tell what kingdom they were from just by looking at them.  
 
    Icons appeared over their heads, flames for Ignis, a cloud of smoke for Fumus, and so on. 
 
    The group from Kingdom Mortem were all dressed in bone; the two clusters of players from Kingdom River wore sleek, nearly translucent clothing. If I hadn’t known kingdom-based patriotism was a thing, I did now. 
 
    There were twelve guards standing on either side of the entrance to the Steeple, six on each side of the door, each with a different Kingdom icon over their heads. 
 
    They paid little attention to the occasional player who would step up and try to blast the door off its hinges, or the groups that tried to pool their mana together to take down the door. 
 
    I could tell by the glazed over looks in their eyes that they'd seen every attempt to crack open the Steeple, and knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that the people shooting at the door weren't going to be the ones to succeed. 
 
    “Any ideas?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “Not really, I just wanted to come and see what it looked like.” 
 
    We were all off our horses now, Spew Gorge off talking to another goblin who had an Fumus icon over his head. 
 
    I still wasn't over the sheer beauty of the structure. The outer walls of the Steeple were smooth, reflecting the Proxima borealis above and a smattering of light from all the kingdoms. 
 
    Its center line was where the colors took shape. The colors cascaded up to the top of the Steeple, glowing softly, hiding a mystery that none had ever uncovered. 
 
    A group from Kingdom Terra stepped up at the same time as a group from Kingdom Ignis, and a verbal altercation broke out.  
 
    The ground rumbled, and a few hands blazed with fire, but the fight was quickly squashed by the Steeple guards, who grew in size as they approached the two opposing parties, quickly ending the skirmish. 
 
    I watched the guards moved back to the Steeple, their forms returning to their normal size. 
 
    “Want to try anything?” Iris asked me. 
 
    “It seems that the foolish thing to do is to attack the entrance,” Aya said, her hand on her buster sword just in case I gave the order. 
 
    “No, that's not what we’re going to do.” 
 
    A mage from Kingdom Algo blasted the door with a fizzing purple energy. His blast did absolutely nothing to the structure. 
 
    “We could fly to the top on our horses, like those people are doing,” Iris suggested. 
 
     Two groups rode hundreds of feet above us, circling the Steeple with their horses. Blue flames licked off the body of one of the sets of horses; the other group was encompassed by a ring of snow flurries. 
 
    “Worth a shot.” 
 
    After we’d moved away from the people attacking the front entrance, we took to our horses, and like the others we had seen riding high in the sky, we spiraled our way up the Steeple.  
 
    It was surreal watching our forms move through the mirrored surface of the famous structure. I could see why so many had been inspired to try and crack its secret; it was just there, in the center of all this life, its colors changing, its presence always known. 
 
    A mystery ever present.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: A New York Minute 
 
    [image: ]  
 
    “Let's meet in the middle,” I told Iris just before we logged out. She nodded, and I ignored the sidelong glance from Lady C. as I raised my finger to select the logout option. 
 
    Into the vortex I went, where I suddenly found myself lying on my bed, waiting for the NV Visor to power down.  
 
    I thought about Lady C. in that moment, about what it would be like to actually be with her, and wondered again about the services that allowed a person to download an NPC into a humandroid’s body. 
 
    Of course, thinking anything created an automated internet search via GoogleFace, and this led to subreddits and other discussion boards centering around the topic. 
 
    I skimmed through the horror stories as I waited for the prompt from the visor letting me know I was cleared to remove it.  
 
    Once I heard the tone, I rolled out of bed and stretched for a moment, getting back into my body. I ducked under the pipe that cut through my room and made my way to the restroom, where I washed my face, fixed my mess of dark brown hair, and cleaned my glasses. 
 
    Iris sent me the location of a pop-up restaurant, some type of Jamaican-Japanese mash up. 
 
    It was a mile and a half away, so I figured I'd walk. Besides, I needed to clear my head, and fresh air never hurt anyone. 
 
    My thoughts returned to the Steeple. 
 
    Why was it there? What did it do? And if you were able to go inside, what would you find? This last question was on my mind as I put on a different shirt, I fixed my dark jeans, and laced up my Vans. 
 
    My shoes on, I entered the living room to find Alex asleep on his belly, his ass crack showing. He was snoring, and I tried to keep quiet as I let myself out. 
 
    A cold gust of wind greeted me as soon as I stepped onto our front stoop. 
 
    The air smelled fresh today, which was nice considering that sometimes the city smelled like a festering shithole, especially in the summer, when the sewers warmed up, Long Island doubling as a microwave. 
 
    As I walked, my position on the GoogleFace map updated in real-time, a flashing little blue arrow pointing toward the pop-up restaurant. It was subtle, and I could make it go away, but it didn't really bother me. 
 
    I had a lot of thoughts streaming through my mind, and rather than try to engage with each one, I simply let them filter away. I was just a musician in the city, who had somehow started making money by gaming.  
 
    Speaking of which... 
 
    I opened the Brawl add-on and found there were a few in Central Park that were available, as it was a popular place to brawl, found the two that were my level, and took them. 
 
    I'm sure there were more interesting places to brawl in New York, but I kind of liked going to Central Park. Besides, I'd been lucky there in the past, and since I was now nearly ten thousand Proxima dollars in debt, I needed that luck to continue.  
 
    I saw Iris before she spotted me.  
 
    She was dressed up for once, wearing a red dress and a tight black cardigan with Rolling Stone lips pinned over her right breast. She had beige tights on her legs, and leather ballet flats to complete her get-up. 
 
    Something about the way she looked made me want to sweep her into my arms.  
 
    I had felt this way about Iris before, not all the time, but there were these fleeting moments in which I would fall for her again and again, practically tripping as I looked her over and tried to maintain my composure. 
 
    But rather than tell her all that, I went with a more casual greeting. “I see you got all dressed up.” 
 
     “It's a nice restaurant,” she told me. “Where’s your tie?” 
 
     “I left my suit in the Proxima Galaxy, somewhere at the Dojo, maybe in the meadow.” 
 
    “Did you call ahead?” she asked as we approach the entrance to the pop-up restaurant. It was set on the bottom floor of an old building that used too, if I was not mistaken, be a vintage greeting cards shop. 
 
    “Um...” 
 
    She smirked. “I'm just playing with you. Of course I made reservations, but you’re paying.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    It was definitely an old greeting card store, evident in the way some of the pithy phrases were splashed across the walls in cursive. The restaurant was packed, and even though we had a reservation, we still ended up waiting twenty minutes before we could get a seat.  
 
    The background chatter, soft jazz music playing from a hovering speaker, the sounds from the kitchen – the restaurant had ambience, I'd give it that. 
 
    “Let’s order a bottle of wine,” I told her as soon as we got our seat. 
 
    “A bottle? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I've never ordered a bottle before, just a glass. Let's go with the bottle this time, why not? I have brawls lined up for tomorrow, I plan to do some catching, and I want to prep for the tournament.” 
 
     “I was reading more about the tournament – and seriously, I'm so sorry I didn't tell you this earlier, but we were a little distracted.” 
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    “It's not like any of the tournaments we've been in thus far.”  
 
    The waitress approached, and I ordered a bottle of wine to go along with our set menu. She smiled, told us it was an excellent choice, and stepped away. 
 
    “What do you mean it's not like any of the other ones?” I asked as soon as she was gone. 
 
    Iris’ eyes grew wide behind her stylish glasses. “The Alphas actually participate in these battles.” 
 
     “You mean, like you and I?” 
 
     “We participate in the battles; we have to fight. We're not just on the sidelines, but since there are two of us, we'll have to alternate.” 
 
     A million questions came to me. “So, we have to fight mythcrea and other Hunters and Huntresses?” 
 
    “I know, it's so awesome!” 
 
    “I don't know if awesome is the word I would use to describe it, but it's definitely intriguing. The thing is, neither of us really know how to fight.” 
 
     “Well, you know how to throw a punch,” she said, raising an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “That was the most expensive punch I'll ever throw...”  
 
    I recalled the thousand dollar fine I had received for assaulting Thad. Lesson learned, don't punch people in New York City. 
 
    Our first dish came almost immediately, a jerk chicken roll with fried bananas and ginger. It was good, different, but good. 
 
    The waiter poured more wine from the bottle on the table as Iris spoke. “Aya and Lady C. could train us.” 
 
     “That could work, or Magnus. Wait, are we supposed to use weapons? I have no idea how to use weapons. I mean, like any gamer, I can sort of figure it out. But going against someone who actually has skill ...” 
 
     Iris lifted her shoulders and sighed. “Exciting, isn't it? We have to learn how to fight.” 
 
    “It’s definitely something.” 
 
    Our next dish came, soba noodles with ackee and coconut curry dip. The texture was interesting. The noodles were cold, and to eat the dish, I had to wrap one of the fat noodles around the chopstick and actually dip it in the warm sauce.  
 
    “I hope you fight as well as you play bass.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, let’s hope. I have a feeling you’re going to be the Killer Queen.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Iris slurped up a noodle. “We’ll just have to wait and see.” 
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    The bottle of wine explained how we both ended up at my place. It was slightly closer, and the shared UberLyft cost less than ten , a bargain. 
 
    We were both tipsy, Iris more than I, and I was glad to see that Alex was gone when we entered. 
 
    “Shouldn't there be a body on that couch?” Iris asked with a hiccup. “Sorry. I get them sometimes.” 
 
    “No worries, and yeah, there should be. I don't know where he is. I never know, to be honest.” 
 
    “I guess that's the advantage of having a guy on the couch as a roommate,” she said as she pressed passed me, her body brushing against mine. 
 
    I watched her walk ahead, only for a second, noticing the way her ass moved under the red fabric of her dress. 
 
    I shook my head, trying to turn down those animal instincts.  
 
    “You coming?” she asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” I followed her into my room, not sure where this was going. 
 
    We ducked under the pipe, and she sat on the corner edge of my bed, her eyes moving over my room, from our Linen posters to the bathroom back to the pipe and finally settling on my new bass. 
 
    “Play something for me,” she said, nodding toward my bass. 
 
    I took the red bass from its case and flicked it on. It could plug in as well, but I figured the built-in speaker echo system would do for now. 
 
    I sat to Iris’ left, and my iNet screen lit up with effects options for the bass. I started with something simple, a warm, almost fuzzy tone. 
 
    “That sounds good,” Iris said, slightly nodding her head up and down. 
 
    “Yeah, I've been working on it,” I lied. In actuality, it was a riff I’d played a couple of years back that just came back to me in the moment, one of those mysterious musical snippets that seemed to appear out of thin air. 
 
    I mentally switched out effects, this time going with something hollower, almost acoustic, but with a spark at its end. 
 
     I riffed on this sound setting for a moment, and felt Iris move just an inch closer to me, her head nearly on my shoulder now as she watched me play. 
 
    I changed tones, adjusted the sound setting so that it had a cool delay, and after getting my dials right, I started on a new piece. 
 
    “That's awesome.” 
 
    “The instrument’s incredible,” I told her. “I feel like I could just play it all day.”  
 
    “I wish I had my ukulele or my keyboard with me,” she pouted. 
 
    “You can play on my acoustic…” 
 
    “No, I’ll just listen to you.” 
 
    By this time, the moment had taken over, defining its own music and producing its own unique rhythm.  
 
    I simply watched the moment take place, trying to match my notes to the tensions of the room, the atmosphere, our memories in the form of band posters, my humble dwelling, the beautifully talented musician next to me, the feel of my guitar neck as I slid my hand up and down it, the vibrations against my stomach from its new age speakers. 
 
    Iris moved closer, and still playing, I turned my head to her. 
 
    Our lips met, and the music stopped. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    Iris was on top of me now, my bass off to my side, her cardigan somewhere on the floor, her legs squeezed tightly around my waist. We continued kissing, Iris biting my lip just a little as we made out. Her glasses fell, and we took this as a sign that we should both probably take our glasses off as well.  
 
    They came off and we continued kissing. 
 
    I swept some of her curly blonde hair out of her face, and held it back as she kissed me again. 
 
    She sat up, still straddling me, and gave me a funny look. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked her. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said as she came back in for another kiss.  
 
    My hands naturally found her sides, moving up her waist and feeling the grooves caused by her ribcage. I hadn't done anything else yet, hadn't put my hands in places that were semi-forbidden; I was just enjoying the moment, the surge of energy I felt just by locking lips with someone.  
 
    “Weren't we supposed to do something tonight?” she asked as she sat up again. 
 
    “I think we’re supposed to be hanging out with Dalton the ink shadow at the Midnight Library. Also, that previous sentence is possibly the coolest sentence I will ever say.” 
 
    She laughed. “Yeah, that's right. We should totally do that. Unless...”  
 
    “We can continue this another time, right? Sorry, awkward question.” 
 
    She moved back in to kiss me. “Sure, but we need to go to my place.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Iris stopped, our eyes inches apart. “Because it's better? Just kidding, well, not really kidding, but I do need to end up at my place at some point. I have work I need to bring in for my class tomorrow morning.” 
 
     “Can't you just send it over iNet?”  
 
    “It's in my notebook. I like using paper and doing things the old-fashioned way. And not just for the sake of being hip!” 
 
     “Hey, I never said that,” I said, not able to suppress the shit-eating grin on my face. “Let's go to your place then. I'm fine with that. Although, I may end up sleeping in the Dojo tonight. It's,  interesting to sleep there, a really strange way to sleep, actually.” 
 
     “It is?” She eyed me suspiciously for a moment. “Okay, that's fine, I'll order us a ride.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: Birds and the Bees and the Games we Play 
 
    [image: ] 
 
     And that's how we found ourselves at Iris' place about twenty minutes later.  
 
    The kissing stuff had come to an end. We were all business now, which was funny to think about considering we were gearing up to log in to a digital world to play music with an NPC. 
 
    Regardless, a gig is a gig, and besides, it was nice to be able to focus on something a little less ‘real’ for the time being.  
 
    Once we were on her futon, and our gear was on, we started the login process. 
 
    We appeared at the Dojo moments later. 
 
    “Time to get all dolled up,” I told her. 
 
    “Already am.” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong. Iris was as cute as ever in a black top, skirt, tights, and Converse.  
 
    Since it was a gig, I decided to go with the suit I wore to Sagelock’s Tournament, sans the tie. It appeared on my body and I made sure the collar was sitting right. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” I asked.  
 
    Sure, I could see Yaksha in the distance along with Joe Camel, Rose, and Gobi, but only one of the lights in the mythcrea quarters was on, the light that I believed belonged to Sun Wukong.  
 
    “Maybe they’re already there,” Iris said. 
 
    “Good call.” I stuck my fingers in my mouth and whistled for our horses.  
 
    They appeared a few moments later, two of them, blue-tinged lightning rippling off their bodies.  
 
    Once we mounted, the horses lifted into the air, their muscles pulsing as they increased their speed.  
 
    Iris sped ahead, her movements much more natural than mine.  
 
    We traveled above the main road that led to the city center, a trip I was starting to grow used to, and once we neared the center, we descended into one of the horse parking lots. 
 
    There were loads of people in the streets, lined up on either side. I quickly saw what all the commotion was about. 
 
    “It’s a night parade,” Iris said as a marching band started up. Porcelain-skinned elves at the front twirled batons accented by blips of lightning, their skin changing form, darkening as the lighting turned to a beautiful indigo, which was a few shades off from the blue sky and the blue sun above. 
 
    We dismounted, and she grabbed my hand. 
 
    The sun never sets here, I thought as Iris led me to the front of the parade. 
 
    “We have to get to the Midnight Library,” I reminded her. My eyes fell upon a familiar goblin, who stood in a tunic with his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “What the fick are you two doing here?” 
 
    The goblin had a sly look about him, and the leather backpack he wore looked fuller than it should have. 
 
    “I should be asking the same of you,” was my reply. 
 
    “It’s a fickin’ night parade. I’m not one to steal, not like my fickered uncle, but…” His eyes narrowed as he looked left and right. “You see the crowd, right? Mostly tourists from other Kingdoms. I’ll rob them blind in a heartbeat, especially those from the shittier kingdoms.” 
 
    Iris raised an eyebrow at him. “If you get caught, you’re on your own.” 
 
    “Fick no, I’m not on my own. That’s what Fujin is for.” He threw his thumb over his shoulder just in time for Fujin to step forward. He bowed as if to say, ‘I’m sorry you’ve found me in this type of situation,’ and kept his head bowed in our direction for a good forty seconds. 
 
    “So, we’re good?” asked Spew Gorge. 
 
    I glanced at Iris and she gave me a cute little shrug. “Yeah, I don’t know… just don’t get caught. And also, we don’t approve.” 
 
    “Don’t approve? If that’s the case, I’ll be sure to get your approval next time,” the goblin snorted. “Ha! Like fick I will. Okay, Fujin, let’s see what kind of fickboys from Kingdom Ignis we can round up. Also, we saw that one guy, the douche-fickered guy you faced off against the other day. William? He’s lurking around too. If we see him, we’ll put in a good word. And by good word, I mean Fujin and I will see if we can get a little loot from him.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling this is a bad idea?” I asked Iris, as Spew Gorge disappeared back into the crowd. 
 
    “Because it is.”  
 
    Iris took my hand again and led me deeper into the crowd. As if the goblin had willed it, we pressed through a group of people and ran directly into William and his two ogres. William had his hands around the waists of a couple of buxom NPCs who didn’t seem to be as into it as he was.  
 
    “Hey,” he called over to me. “Yeah, you.” 
 
    I started to turn away from him, but Iris stopped me. “See what he has to say.” 
 
    “I can’t wait…” 
 
    I took a few steps closer, and his two ogres stepped in front of him, flexing their beefy muscles. 
 
    “It's cool,” William told the two. “I just have a few things to say.” He let go of the girls and ran his hand through his blonde hair. 
 
    “By all means,” I said. 
 
    “Is your guild going to take part in the tournament?”  
 
    “Planning to.” 
 
    “I'm pretty sure we're in the same bracket, so…” He spat, his glob of spittle landing inches away from my feet. “See you at the tournament.” William turned back to his ladies. 
 
    “What a bastard,” Iris said as I rejoined her. 
 
    “I think there are better words for him, but whatever.” I shrugged, not wanting to let him ruin our night. “Let's get to the Midnight Library. Screw this parade.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    We found the Midnight Library, and sure enough, as soon as we entered, Aya and Lady C. waved us over. Well, Aya waved us over – Lady C. practically knocked over the waitress to come and lead us to the table. 
 
     Seated at the table were Magnus and Ophelia, both of them flipping through encyclopedia-sized books. Altsoba was there too, sipping from a fancy looking cocktail. 
 
    The elves were seated at the piano on stage; this time, they were playing a fun, video game-sounding riff.  
 
    “What's with the lighting?” I asked, noticing that it was much dimmer than the previous time we’d visited. Most of the tables were lit by candles, and the bar was lit by small lightning bolts inside glass bulbs. 
 
    Magnus nodded toward the stage. “It was Dalton's idea; he wanted to give the place a little mood.” 
 
     “A little mood? It's a Midnight Library, people need light to read.” 
 
     “I don't, I can see in the dark. Ophelia too.”  
 
    Ophelia swept aside the stringy hair in front of her face and gave me a wicked little grin. “That's right, Chase, I can read in the dark.” 
 
    “Dalton is waiting for you backstage,” Lady C. said. “He told us to tell you to get back there as soon as you arrived.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    We kept to the wall, moving in front of the Midnight Library’s expensive collection of books, which ran all the way up to the ceiling. We passed the stage, and entered a room that led into a hallway that was completely green. There were two doors in the hall, and we chose the one with smoke wafting out from under it. 
 
    We entered to find Dalton the ink shadow smoking from a big water pipe, the end shaped like the body of a dolphin. “You guys want a hit of this?” 
 
     Iris laughed. 
 
    The ink shadow shrugged her off, his billowy form moving in just about the coolest way possible. “I like to smoke a little before I perform, it sets the mood. It's nothing illegal now, just some stuff I picked up in Kingdom Fumus.” 
 
    “You’ve already been there?” 
 
    He laughed. “You act like it’s hard to travel in my form. You two wouldn't believe the kind of things they smoke there. Smoky place.” 
 
     “I can see that.” 
 
    I waited for the ink shadow to finish a long exhale. 
 
    “We got instruments, like you asked,” I told him.  
 
    Dalton coughed after an especially large hit from his water pipe. “Whew! Did I say it already? You two really need to get to Kingdom Fumus and see what they have there. It'll make you feel nice, righteous, in tune.”  
 
    “Um, do you want to see the instruments we got?” Iris asked. 
 
    Dalton chuckled as he set his pipe down on a table. He stood, stretching his shadowy hands over his body. As the shadow stretched, his form grew larger. Once he lowered his arms, his form returned to its normal size, which was still a few feet taller than either of us. 
 
    “You mean to tell me that you two got some new instruments and you're not already showing me? Just show me, let me see what you got. Better yet, convince me that you’re capable of backing yours truly up tonight. I don't know about you, but those two elves up there playing piano four-handed ain’t bad. They’re not great, but they ain’t bad.”  
 
     “I got a new ukulele,” Iris said. The instrument had magically appeared in her hands. She started up, and as she played, the ink shadow nodded his head to the sound. 
 
    “Not bad, not bad, but for tonight, I need a little singing, a woman's voice. Show me what you got, back me up.” Dalton started snapping, his chin moving up and down as he sang. 
 
    “Everything that I’ve ever had, is gone, gone, gone that woman’s mad. But I’m the one who made her that way, the birds and the bees and the games we play. The birds and the bees and the games we play, we’re the ones who turn out this way, ‘cause of the birds and the bees and the games we play, the birds and the bees and the games we play.” 
 
    Iris picked up on the chorus and joined him. 
 
    “It’s so good,” Lady C. whispered in my ear. “So good!” 
 
    I jumped, startled to find the Metican Warrior standing behind me. 
 
    “What about you, bass man?” Dalton asked. “You going to join us or what?” 
 
    I listened to what they were doing, and quickly fell into the pocket.  
 
    Eyes closed, I was just feeling the sound now, feeling where the music should go. And that's when Dalton cut me off. 
 
    “Hey man, it's not bad or anything, but there's something missing about it. Give me a little more, put a little more into it.” He started playing off that last phrase, singing, “Put a little more into it, put a little more into it,” and soon, Iris joined him. 
 
    I was slightly flustered. Being stopped mid-run when you’re trying to find your groove is something that irks even the most Zen-like musician. 
 
    But I eventually found the groove and hopped right in, saddling up to the beat. 
 
    This time I kept my eyes open, listening for any changes that Dalton might have coming up. 
 
    He stopped again. “There it is! You're good, you're really good, both of you, but the bass, what you're playing over there needs something else.” 
 
    “Not following,” I told him. 
 
    “Yeah, you got the skills, I see that. But something else, I think it needs something.” He looked around the room for a moment. “You see that plant over there?” 
 
     I spotted the plant in the corner, a single flower at its top. The flower had wilted some, it was still vibrant, but it was clearly a couple of days old.  
 
    “I want you to play for that flower, perk it up.” 
 
     I gave Iris a funny look. 
 
    “What are you looking at her for? It's the flower you're trying to seduce! Look, no offense, but men and women? They’re easy. Plants and animals? That takes a little bit more skill. You see, all of this, this digital world, your world up there, everything around us and part of us, everything is a vibration. So, what I'm saying is, see if you can get on that dying flower’s wavelength. See if you can give it a little of the good stuff.”  
 
    I looked at the flower skeptically for a moment, and settings options came to me on my viewing pane.  
 
    What kind of music would a flower want to hear in a fantasy world? I turned up the phaser a little bit and added just a slight amount of reverb. A fuzz knob appeared on my dashboard, and I mentally turned that up as well, giving just a little backend static to the tone, turning it from something heard to something felt. 
 
    I started up, thinking about that flower’s journey, and how it chose to bloom here in this smoky little room.  
 
    “That's it,” Dalton said, and at just about the moment he said it, the flowers started to tremble. “It’s the real groove.” 
 
    The ink shadow started beatboxing a little, nothing too loud or cantankerous, just something to add on top of what I was playing.  
 
    Iris started up as well, snapping, and brightening our sound with her smooth vocals. 
 
    The flower’s petals folded back, and as it bloomed, light spread out from its petals. A sense of shock zipped through me, causing me to drop the beat. 
 
    As soon as I did the flower was back to its original form, almost wilted. 
 
    “Good,” Dalton said. “Damn fine. A few more choons like that and you’ll be giving me lessons. Let’s get out there. The show starts when we hit the stage.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I was still reeling from our performance with the ink shadow, short-lived because the manager of the Midnight Library decided that people should be paying to see us, so he actually shut the place down. 
 
    I’d never seen that before, a band that was so impressive that upper management stopped them from playing so they could later charge people to watch them play, but Dalton didn't have any problem with this, and I didn't really either, especially if we were going to eventually get paid. 
 
    Which was kind of a joke, considering that I had gone from getting paid to play gigs in New York to getting paid in digital currency to play gigs in EverLife. 
 
    “Stay here.” Lady C. led me to her bed. 
 
    We had just arrived at the Dojo, the lightning horses still visible in the field outside her cabin. 
 
    Water flickered on from a spout above her clawfoot tub. Lady C. quickly took off her clothing, placing her armor on a mannequin near her dresser.  
 
    She was in a bra and panties now, and as she walked over to the tub, she unclipped the back of her bra, letting it fall to the ground. With a playful giggle, she bent over and placed her hand in the water to test its temperature, looking over her shoulder at me. 
 
    Lady C.’s panties came off and she quickly got into the bath, lifting her hair so it fell over the lip of the tub. 
 
    “Can you light some candles?” she asked me, letting out a sigh. 
 
    “With what?”  
 
    She pointed to a candelabra and I brought it over to her. A bit of flame appeared at the tip of her finger, igniting the wicks.  
 
    “I wish I could do that,” I said as she lit the candles.  
 
    “Well, if you read some of the books I've read, including Ignis Ignis, maybe you’d be able to.” 
 
     “My power seems to be music-related, like the time I made that flower bloom.” 
 
    “I'd really like some flowers right now.”  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked. “It would brighten up the place.” 
 
    “Stay here,” I told her as I headed to the door. 
 
    “Hurry back!”  
 
     I turned toward the meadow, and as I ran there, Rose caught up with me. 
 
    You seem to be having a good time, the bearadillo thought to me. Gobi came running up behind her, and not paying attention, the little bearadillo crashed into her back leg. 
 
    He’s still learning. 
 
    “I can see that,” I told her as I reached for her head. I place my hand on her head and stared deeply into her dark eyes for a moment. 
 
    Do people normally pet bearadillos? 
 
     “I really don't know,” I told her. “I'm just feeling good, it's been a really good day. Things have been looking up, lately.” 
 
     It's always nice when that happens, when things go your way. And may I assume that you are courting Lady C.? 
 
    “Yeah, you could call it that. I was planning to get her some flowers.”  
 
    She made a noise in her throat; Gobi stopped playing and raced to the meadow, an intent look on his face. I watched him run for a moment, my gaze going from the bearadillo cub to Yaksha, the giant Buddha sitting on the horizon.  
 
    I’ve sent Gobi after some flowers. He’s very good at finding the best. 
 
    I tried to picture the bearadillo picking flowers, but couldn't. 
 
    So, I'm going to assume that our plan isn't just to relax and enjoy this Dojo and EverLife for the rest of our lives, am I right? 
 
    “You're right,” I told her. “We've got some ideas we’re working on, some plans. So, there will be some relaxing, but we might as well take advantage of our situation.” 
 
    What kind of plans? 
 
     “Well, there's the tournament coming up, and then there's the Steeple.”  
 
    Ah, the Steeple, it is beautiful from here. People are eager to discover its secret, yes? 
 
    “So you know?” 
 
    It’s common knowledge here. May I tell you my opinion of it? 
 
    “By all means,” I said, scratching the back of my head. I was hoping Gobi would hurry with the flowers; I didn't want to leave Lady C. waiting. 
 
    I am one to let a secret remain a secret, because part of the mystery and intrigue of a secret is the fact that no one knows whether it is true or not. People put their hope into these things, these concepts, and I’d personally be wary of obstructing this. 
 
    Gobi returned, a serious bouquet of flowers in his mouth. After thanking him and his mother, I took the flowers from him and wiped some of his slobber off their stems.  
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    I awoke the next morning before Lady C. 
 
    Before I could get out of the bed, and after kissing her on the forehead, I lifted my finger into the air and logged out.  
 
    I was suddenly back in Iris’ apartment, waiting for the NV Visor to power down.  
 
    As the sine waves disappeared, and as the Brian Eno tone said goodbye, I called out Iris’ name. No response. I took off the visor, and lay there for a moment longer, getting used to being in my real-world body again. 
 
    Once I felt like I could sit up, I did so, only to find that Iris was gone. 
 
    My eyes fell upon the table, where I saw a plate with a waffle on it sitting next to a letter. 
 
    Such cute handwriting, I thought as I read the letter over, which simply stated that we’d meet later. 
 
    I scarfed the waffle down, and realizing that I should probably eat something healthy, I checked Iris’ refrigerator for fruit, and found an apple. 
 
    I chilled for a little bit, used the restroom, washed my face and cleaned my glasses, but once I was ready to bring the Huntresses to New York, I stopped. 
 
    No, I thought as I stepped into my shoes. I'll call them once I arrive at the park. 
 
    I had a brawl scheduled a few hours later with Keegan, the young female brawler I had first encountered in Central Park. We had some serious Proxima debt, so I figured that I would do some hunting around Central Park as well. 
 
    Not in Central Park this time; I wanted to go somewhere more creative than that, so I pulled up a map of Manhattan and quickly scrolled through it. 
 
    I found a green swath of land known as Carl Schurz Park, which was along the waterfront. I'd been there before, so I was familiar with the place, and while it was small, the likelihood of mythcrea being there was high. 
 
    I found the station, hopped on the train going to the Dekalb Avenue Station, and transferred there to the Q.  
 
    The train was crowded, leftovers from the early morning rush, so it was standing room only. I focused on the Monster Locator app. 
 
    Underground, huh? I thought, my vision pane lighting up blue. I’ll have to see about this later. 
 
    I called the Huntresses to me as soon as I arrived at the 86th Street Station. They were battle ready, and Aya was the first to say hello, stepping toward me with her hips swaying, her hat tilted slightly to the left. 
 
    Lady C. simply dropped her hand into mine and turned toward the stairwell with me. We walked up together, Aya before us, her giant sword slapping against her back as she took the stairs. 
 
    We exited the subway, and I got that same familiar rush of city that I always felt when exiting an underground subway. 
 
     Everything was contained in the subway, you were boxed in, and then you were let out into the free world, arguably the best city in America, with flying vehicles above you and people moving past you and a hustle and bustle that was vibrant, electric even, all-encompassing. 
 
    “I was reading my new book this morning,” Lady C. said as we walked. 
 
    “The history one?” I asked, recalling the book we picked up from the mysterious seller in the subway station near Central Park. 
 
    “Not just any history book, The History of Mortem and Chrono Magic. It’s really rare, Chase. I was talking to the waiter last night at the Midnight Library, and even he hadn’t heard of it.” 
 
    “Anything to report back?” I asked her.  
 
    “Not just yet, the magic is very difficult, and we aren’t at the right level for me to be able to use it. Next level, though.” 
 
     “I know, I know, I'm trying – that's why we're going hunting right now. Maybe we can hit that next level today. We should really try, at least. And we have a brawl scheduled too, so we have to factor that in.” 
 
     “Who is our opponent today?” Aya asked as she joined us. 
 
    “Do you two remember the young girl we faced off against in Central Park, one of our first brawls?” 
 
    “I remember crushing her and the girl sobbing,” Aya said.  
 
    I smirked. “Yeah, her, Keegan. She extended an invitation to me. That's who we're going up against later today. Also, regarding our levels, we have ten tokens until the next level, so whatever we're catching today will be for keeps. Shit. Maybe not, I actually may need to sell them off, so we can get some money.”  
 
    “You're doing this all wrong,” Aya said. “You should meet with Iris and split up, Iris going with me and Lady C. going with you. You will double your catches this way.” 
 
    “It would make the battles harder, but you may be able to catch more,” said Lady C. “We could even make a game of it, Lady Iris and Lady Aya versus you and me. Who can catch the biggest creature? The highest level?” 
 
    Aya scoffed at this statement. “If it is a competition, you will lose. But yes, it is a good idea and I’m glad I had it. Chase, make sure that you put that down for tonight.” 
 
    “Got it, a double hunt.” 
 
    “It sounds so cool when you say that,” Lady C. said, squeezing my hand. 
 
     I saw the park ahead, a few food trucks parked out front. We passed the trucks, and the smell of frying meat made me instantly hungry. I'd had a small breakfast at Iris', but considering the fact that we'd be hunting and brawling for the rest of the day... 
 
    Well, I did a classic New York thing: I got a hot dog. Lady C. commented on it again while Aya stood with her arms crossed over her chest, talking shit about people’s weights and what she would do if she were their personal trainer. 
 
    “Now that guy, I like that guy,” she said when a man in a tight athletic shirt passed.  
 
    He was the only person not wearing a jacket, likely to show off his muscles. His neck was thick, he was lantern-jawed, and his head was shaved aside from his cowlick, which sat like a dollop of whipped cream at the top of his forehead.  
 
    “You would like that guy,” Lady C. said. “He looks like he's all muscle and no brains.” 
 
     “That's the perfect man for someone who likes to fight,” Aya said, a hint of sarcasm to her voice. Her tone indicated that she didn't actually believe this, that she was just ribbing Lady C. 
 
    That didn’t stop them from playfully bickering about it. 
 
    The hot dog finished, I focused again on the monster locator aura on my viewing pane. There was something nearby, possibly in a small wooded area not far from the entrance. 
 
    “Close by,” I told the two Huntresses. 
 
    Aya drew her sword, her shoulders dropping as she got into a ready position. 
 
    Lady C. took out both blades as well, holding them at the ready as a luminescent magic cascaded up and down their tips. 
 
    We continue the hunt in silence, a silence briefly interrupted by joggers or people walking their dogs. 
 
    I tried not to imagine what I must look like to those bystanders, some guy just really focused and moving toward the woods.  
 
    I probably looked like a goddamn serial killer or something, so I kept my hands down, and I tried to remember not to tense the muscles on my face or anything of the sort. 
 
    Low profile. 
 
    We pressed into the park’s wooded area, our cover consistently blown by the sound of crackling leaves beneath our feet. 
 
    I saw something hunched over, large, covered in hair. As soon as I spotted it, information about the creature appeared on my pane of vision. 
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    “A samsquanch?” 
 
    The creature was at least nine feet tall, its shoulders wide, its arms stacked with muscles. 
 
    Aya trailed off to the left and then quickly switch to the right, her ears twitching as she got into position.  
 
    I stepped on a random twig and the crack it made caught the samsquanch’s attention. 
 
    The creature had a simian face, its skin thick and its eyes burning with hatred when it saw me. It bared its canines, and brought its big paws in front of its body. 
 
    From my vantage point, I could see Lady C. standing as straight as possible, her body blocked by the thick trunk of a tree, her swords parallel with her legs. 
 
    While I wished they would have told me that they were going with the ‘Chase is bait’ strategy, I quickly fell into my role. 
 
    My hands in front of me now, I started shaking my hips and wiggling my fingers at the samsquanch.  
 
    “Dance, boy, do yo’ thang!” a woman passing on the trail behind me called out. 
 
    This momentary distraction threw me off guard, to the point that I missed the fact that the samsquanch had already started charging me, its clawed feet digging into the earth and kicking up mud. 
 
    By the time I looked back, it had cleared at least half the distance between us.  
 
    “Garrrrggghaaaa!” it roared as Aya dropped down from the tree onto its back, her buster sword stabbing into the top of its shoulders. Her knee hit the back of its head, bringing it sliding forward. 
 
    Rather than hit the ground, the samsquanch fell into an ice explosion courtesy of Lady C. 
 
    Its forward trajectory was instantly thwarted. The creature reared back, Aya leaping off its body and just barely missing a branch. 
 
    “Now!” the Thulean screamed. 
 
    Energy charged up my arm, but by the time I pulled my hand back to cast the net at the samsquanch, it had recovered, the creature’s primal instincts becoming apparent as it stomped the ice out and threw its massive fists at Aya. 
 
    Lady C., who still hadn’t been seen by the creature, came in from behind it, so that it was fending Aya off from the front and getting its back lashed by the Metican warrior. 
 
    Rather than take a fight from both sides, the creature smartly dropped the ground and rolled to its left, clearly trying to escape at this point. 
 
    Running toward it, I brought my net of light back and cast it at the samsquanch, only to have it narrowly dodge the net as it scurried off into the forest. Aya’s ghost limbs propelled her up into the trees and she quickly came down in front of the creature, where she brandished her buster sword once and then held it like it was a baseball bat. 
 
    The samsquanch’s arms came over its head to pound her and she brought the blade into its side, cutting through its thick flesh until her blade was lodged in one of its ribs, causing the monster to drop to one knee. 
 
    Lady C. appeared behind it, just about to drop her Time Scissors skill. She stopped with both blades trained on its neck. 
 
    I approached them hurriedly, brought my hand back and cast my net. 
 
    “Nice,” I said, as the samsquanch dematerialized. “That was a good catch.” 
 
    “A warm-up.” Aya flicked blood off her blade. 
 
    “Yeah,” Lady C. said, her large chest moving up and down as she took a few deep breaths. “A warm-up.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    “The samsquanch was worth five tokens,” I told them as we turned back to the main walkway. “Which means we have five more to go before we get another level.” 
 
    “But we’ll have to keep that thing, right?” Aya said, skepticism apparent on her face. 
 
    “We will, but it's not too bad. It could be a powerhouse, sort of like Rose. And that was kind of a quick fight; we really don't know what it's capable of.”  
 
    “If you say so. Those creatures live on the Tritanian continent of Polynya, in the Sabors. I've never met someone who could actually befriend one, then again, I never associated with people from Polynya. Sell it. We need money anyway.” 
 
    As if on cue, I received a message from Keegan, who was already at Central Park waiting for us.  
 
    This put me in a tough spot: should we sell the samsquanch, or keep it for its tokens? After all, if we had money, we could place an instant bet before the debt auto-drafted. 
 
     “The little girl, right?” Lady C. asked Aya. “I want to win as well, but it would be nice to see her win, she deserves it.” 
 
     “Don't speak of such a thing,” Aya chastised her. “The day you see yourself in your enemy is the day you are no longer worthy of the title Huntress.” 
 
    “A Huntress can have compassion.” 
 
    “Yes, after a battle, and after we’ve captured the mythcrea, sure. But not before.” 
 
    “I’m going to sell it.” 
 
    The Monster Hunt app expanded across my pane of vision. I mentally selected mythcrea, went to the samsquanch, and found that it was worth four thousand Proxima dollars. 
 
    If only we had more time to hunt... I thought as I sold the samsquanch and immediately placed all the money on a bet against Keegan. 
 
    It was only a mile walk to Central Park, so rather than take a taxi or the train, we did it the old-fashioned way. It was a nice enough day outside, a little warmer than the previous day, but I'd already been warned that a cold front would be coming through soon. 
 
    As we walked, Lady C. checked out the buildings, stopping every now and then to crane her head back and look up to the tops of them. Aya wasn't so interested in the architecture, focusing more on graffiti and odd-looking people. 
 
    It was hard not to laugh at the people she pointed at or the things she said. One guy approached me with a flyer for an upcoming event and she nearly cut his head off. 
 
    “Don't worry about people,” I told her as soon as the guy passed. 
 
    “That paper could have been poisonous.” 
 
     “Poisonous by me touching it?” 
 
     "No, eating it, it could have been poisonous if you had eaten it.” 
 
     “Why would I have eaten the paper?” 
 
    “Because you are a musician, and musicians do weird things.” With that, she brushed past, her head held high. 
 
    We reached Central Park, and moved deeper into the wooded area. The meeting point was agreed upon, and it didn't take me long to find Keegan standing there with her two Hunters. 
 
    The young alpha had leveled up. She was now at Level Five; her two Hunters, a cyclops and a fairy, had also gained two levels. 
 
    “How do you keep getting out of school to come to brawls?” I asked the girl, who I had pegged as eleven but may have been thirteen or fourteen.  
 
    No telling. I was bad at guessing ages.  
 
    Keegan, who wore an oversized sweater with stripes on it and combat boots, rolled her eyes. “I go to school in the Proxima Galaxy. It's fall break right now.” 
 
    “There's a fall break? I never got that.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Aya sized up the cyclops, rolling her head on her neck and giving him a look that let him know that she meant business. 
 
    Keegan’s fairy actually said hi to Lady C., who said hi back and told her just how cute she was. 
 
    “I go to a Montessori school,” Keegan said, looking at me defiantly. “So we have one month off and two months on all year round. In the month I have off, I usually have a large assignment to complete, which I've already completed. But anyway, are you ready?” 
 
    “We doing mythcrea this time or what?” 
 
    Keegan looked from her cyclops to her fairy. “Hunters only.” 
 
    “Got it. Let's get into our places,” I told the two Huntresses. 
 
    Once we were in position, Keegan and I nodded at each other, a nonverbal agreement. 
 
    Predictably, Aya went straight for the cyclops, whirling her big-ass sword as she launched into the air with her ghost limbs. She came down hard, but the cyclops sidestepped her attack, shifting his way to his other foot and throwing his fist at her. 
 
    I winced as the fist smashed into her side armor. 
 
     I couldn't believe that she'd been caught off guard.  
 
    On the other side of the fight, the fairy had grown to Lady C.'s size. Magic filtering out of her eyes, she blasted off the ground with an oval ring of energy around her feet. 
 
    “Switch!” I shouted, realizing that if anyone could get the fairy, it would be Aya with her ghost limbs and throwing knives. 
 
    Disgruntled, but still obeying my instructions, Aya cartwheeled to the side while Lady C. time skipped over to the cyclops.  
 
    She appeared directly behind the cyclops, her flaming swords lashing into his back. 
 
    He roared in pain, but rather than go down for the count, he swiveled around, the flesh on his back still steaming. 
 
    The cyclops finally drew his weapon, a morningstar, and swung it at Lady C.  
 
    She parried, blocked the next hit by crossing her swords, and kicked him in the stomach, temporarily knocking the wind out of the cyclops, evident in the way he was wheezing. 
 
    “Get down here!” Aya said as she hurled a throwing knife at the fairy.  
 
    The fairy dodged it, and returned fire with more oval rings of energy, which Aya jumped to avoid. She was doing a lot of that, jumping and rolling, which seemed hard with her sword, but she was pulling it off. 
 
    “Aye!” she cried as she pulled herself up to a tree using her ghost limbs and launched herself at the fairy, her sword suddenly on her back so she didn't have to hold on to it any longer.  
 
    The Thulean warrior goddess slammed into the fairy, and brought her straight to the ground, adding insult to injury. She came up with her fist, punching the fairy in the face repeatedly. 
 
    Keegan screamed as Aya brought a knife out and slit the fairy’s throat. 
 
    “Keegan, chill out, police!” I hissed as I saw a gunned-up Homeland Security police officer turn in our direction. 
 
    She nodded quickly, coughed, and waved meekly at the officer to let him know she was fine. 
 
    Finish this now, I thought to the two Huntresses, knowing all too well that they couldn't read my mind. 
 
    The cyclops kicked Lady C.'s feet out from under her, and threw his morningstar at Aya, striking her in the head and killing her immediately. 
 
    I opened my mouth to shout, and covered it with both my hands.  
 
    Aya was done. 
 
    But Lady C. was already on the offensive, bringing both blades through the cyclops’ body, skewering him. She twisted her blades, the flames licking off their ends as his body ignited. 
 
    The battle was over, and a prompt let me know that I’d doubled my money. 
 
    I let out a deep sigh, and as I did so, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned to see a different police officer looking at me funny. 
 
    “What you doing over here?” he asked. 
 
    “I'm a musician, and I'm trying to get in touch with nature,” I said with a nervous grin. “Trying to you know, feel vibrations.” 
 
     “Are you kidding me?”  
 
    “No, check my UBI record. I’m really a musician.” 
 
    “Are you on pollutes?” 
 
    “No sir, officer. I don’t like them.” 
 
    The police officer cocked his head a bit to the right as Keegan approached. “What about her?” 
 
    “He's friends with my older brother,” Keegan said, her voice pitching up a bit, so she sounded sweeter than before. “My older brother had to work today and I go to school in the Proxima Galaxy, so he's responsible for watching me. Yeah, it sucks, but my family can't afford a babysitter. And besides, I am fourteen, I don't need a babysitter. But I wanted to come to the park, and if I come to the park, he has to come with me.” 
 
     The officer, who was a middle-aged man, fit, but also with dark circles under his eyes, relaxed his shoulders a bit. “Okay, that's fine, but don't scream things out in public, the both of youse. Makes me think maybe you were doing something you weren't supposed to be doing, like playing Monster Hunt or any of those other augmented reality apps.” 
 
     “Augmented reality apps?” I shook my head. “I've never been into that kind of stuff. I prefer music, it's real.”  
 
    “It's real, huh? I see, well, you two take care of yourselves, and don't do anything crazy in Central Park.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve: Subway Safari 
 
    [image: ]  
 
    We ran into a low level Tikbalang on our way out of Central Park, a werehorse, which was fairly easy to catch. It wasn’t worth keeping, so I sold it for two thousand, bringing the bank account up to 10,170 Proxima dollars. 
 
    Rather than have an eternal debate with myself about whether I should pay the balance, or trying to convince myself that if I paid half back now, then I could definitely pay half back later and just keep the bank account artificially inflated for a moment, I went ahead and paid the balance in full. 
 
    Paying any balance in full always gave me some form of satisfaction mixed with sadness, glad to see the debt paid, but sad to see the money go. 
 
    It was definitely bittersweet. 
 
    My Proxima bank account flashed across my pane of vision, showing me the hit I’d taken. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $1,170  
 
    Spent: $107,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “We're going in a taxi, right?” Aya said as we stepped out of the park.  
 
    “Yeah, let's just do that. Actually, it’ll be cheaper to ride the subway.” 
 
     “You know how we feel about the subway, Chase,” said the Thulean, narrowing her orange eyes at me. 
 
    Lady C. looped her arm through mine. “I'm ready to try the subway with you,” she said, steeling herself with a deep breath. 
 
    “It would be more economical...” 
 
     “You are a cheap man, Chase,” Aya said. “If you were more like a Thulean man, strong, not cheap, then perhaps I would like you.” 
 
    “He’s a good man,” Lady C. argued. “He’s nice to us, to all the creatures he meets, and to Iris.” 
 
     I laughed. “And besides, Aya, what if I didn't like you? I mean, what if I were all those things you want, but I didn’t like you?” 
 
    Her smile faded away, replaced by a look of utter sadness. She tried to hide this by turning, but I could tell by her posture that what I had said had actually offended her. 
 
    “I'm just playing,” I started to say. 
 
    “No, you are right, even if you were strong, didn't have glasses, and you spent your money wisely, you still may not like someone like me. You prefer someone like her, or Iris.” 
 
     “What do you mean someone like me?” Lady C. asked. “And do you prefer Iris, Chase?” 
 
     “Okay, both of you need to go back to the Proxima Galaxy.” 
 
     “Don't you dare,” Aya said, drawing her sword. “Be honest with us, now.” 
 
     “About what?” I asked, as Lady C. ripped her hand away from my arm. 
 
    “Would you like me if you were Thulean?” Aya asked, her wolfish grin returning to her face. 
 
    She baited me, I thought as I looked to Lady C. 
 
    “Sure,” I told her, seconds away from just sending them back to the Dojo to give me a moment to figure out how to answer these questions correctly. Because I knew what was coming next, and it came almost immediately. 
 
    “And are you attracted to Iris?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “Trust me, you are both unique in your own ways,” I said, avoiding the question. “And I adore you both. That's it, I adore you both.” 
 
    Aya snorted and turned back toward the street, her little scheme fully realized. On one hand, I had to tip my hat to someone who could fake hurt well enough to put me in a trap; on the other, I really wished that she wouldn't get involved with internal affairs. 
 
    Ha, that’s a way to frame it, I thought as I changed the subject, internal affairs.  
 
    “Fine, I’ll get a taxi. How about something big, like an aeroSUV? We haven't used that type before.” 
 
     “What’s SUV?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “It means sport utility vehicle, and trust me, it's a lot more luxurious.”  
 
    The Thulean tsked. “You have been holding out on us. Why have we been riding in cramped little taxis when we could be riding in luxurious SUVs?” 
 
    Rather than engage with the contrarian Thulean, I ordered an UberLyft Black, which would cost me forty bucks to go to Clinton Hill. It was a total waste of money, I knew that, but I wanted to at least make something of it. 
 
    I messaged Iris, letting her know that I would pick her up from her university as well. 
 
    Perhaps I was digging myself a hole that I wouldn't be able to get out of, both financially and through my relationships.  
 
    I looked to Lady C., who had focused her attention on some stickers posted to a streetlamp. Her hair was in a ponytail, the wind running through its tips. She was everything anyone could ever want in a woman, her beauty matching her sweetness, matching her intellect, matching her empathy, hell, matching her battle prowess. 
 
    She was in her armor now, the same armor that she had worn in Sagelock’s Tournament, golden scaled fletching, pink skirt, knee high warrior boots. 
 
    “She’s definitely something to look at, isn't she?” Aya said as she sidled up next to me.   
 
    “You know, you get me in more trouble than you're worth sometimes.” 
 
    She laughed as she lightly slapped my cheek with her ghost limb. “This is just the tip of the iceberg.” 
 
    The SUV landed, and the doors opened, suicide wing style. We filed into the back, Lady C. commenting on its spaciousness and the soft leather seats.  
 
    The seats faced each other, so I sat with my back to the hood of the SUV, figuring that it would be more conducive to the Huntresses’ stomachs to travel facing forward. 
 
    Aya was also impressed by the vehicle, and for the first time since I’d met the two Huntresses, she cozied up next to Lady C. and laid her head on her shoulder, coyly looking over at me. 
 
    “See? We can be friends,” Aya said. 
 
    If Lady C. was bothered by the way Aya was leaning against her, her face didn't show it. In fact, she took Aya's hat off and placed it on her own head, asking if she looked cute in it. 
 
    “Sure, you look great. Both of you.” I swallowed hard. “In the hat, I mean.” 
 
    “Such an amateur,” Aya mumbled as we lifted into the appropriate skylane. It didn't take us long to reach Iris' university, and as we touched down to the curb, the best ukulele player I’d ever met ran out of the building to greet us. 
 
    She wore her Iris best, an oversized sweater with an emoji stitched on the front, tight black jeans, black Converse, her trademark glasses. 
 
    “What's the occasion?” She into the back seat next to me, so that we were now both across from Lady C. and Aya. 
 
    "What do you mean?” 
 
     “For the vehicle.” 
 
    I heard the engine start up as the aeroSUV lifted into the air. A group of students exiting the main building saw us, and I could tell at least a handful were wondering who was behind the darkly tinted windows. 
 
    “They’ve never ridden in an SUV before, and I paid off our debt. I figured we’d celebrate and take a nicer ride this time.” 
 
    “He’s finally treating us like ladies,” Aya said, a flicker of laughter behind her orange eyes as she looked me over. 
 
    “Cool,” Iris said. “Also, I ordered food, and it should be at my apartment in the next fifteen minutes. You’re hungry, right?” 
 
    “I’m starving.” 
 
    “He had a hotdog in the park, with green relish that looked like snot,” said Lady C. “I’m counting what he eats now. We don’t want him getting fat!” 
 
    “Chase? Get fat?” Iris laughed. “He barely has an ounce of fat on his body. I swear I've seen this guy eat his weight in catered food and not gain a pound. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    Aya sighed. “It's too bad, he really could benefit from gaining some muscle mass.” 
 
    We arrived at Iris’ apartment a few minutes later.  
 
    The food came a few minutes later, a pair of southwestern wraps with kale and walnut salad. 
 
    The wraps were good, the salad crunchy, and Iris poured me a glass of soda to wash it down, some local stuff that was sourced from ginger and non-GMO sugar cane. It had a powerful bite to it, that was for sure.  
 
    I felt a yawn coming on and I let it happen, Iris laughing as she watched me yawn again. 
 
    “Does somebody need a nap?” 
 
    “A quick nap sounds about right,” I said. “Who’s down?” 
 
    Iris laughed. “I have work to do, but you can nap on my futon. I’ll be quiet about it.” 
 
    “We’ll nap with you,” Lady C. volunteered. 
 
    “Thuleans do not nap,” Aya reminded her. “We are too proud for that.” 
 
    “There’s no one here to turn you in to the Thulean authorities,” Iris reminded her, “so feel free to nap.” 
 
    “I will nap sitting up then, as I don’t want Chase to try to cuddle with me.” 
 
    I waved her comment away and moved to the futon to lie down. Lady C. plopped down next to me, and I suddenly felt awkward about the whole situation: how was I supposed to take a nap cuddling up next to Lady C. while Iris was right here?  
 
    “We have to train after this,” I told the two Huntresses.  
 
    “You mean you have to train, right?” 
 
    “Exactly, the qualifying rounds are tomorrow night. Iris and I both need you two to train us, so I’m going to send you back to the Dojo now to prepare for that; we’ll be there in an hour or so.” 
 
    Luckily for me, this announcement didn’t go over as poorly as I thought it might.  
 
    Lady C. and Aya were actually stoked to train us; they readily flashed back to EverLife, leaving Iris and me alone. 
 
    “They’re so fun to be around,” she said as soon as they were gone. 
 
    “Yeah, they are,” I said as I grew drowsy. 
 
    My nap was brief, but it felt as if eternity had passed through the eye of a needle by the time I awoke, less drowsy than before and in need of coffee, which Iris had made while I was out. In fact, the smell of coffee was what actually woke me. 
 
    Damn, I have a good life, I thought as I sat up. 
 
    Iris brought me a cup. 
 
    “You didn’t have to.” 
 
    “About the other night…” she said suddenly. 
 
    “Yeah, about that,” I said as I took a sip from my cup. 
 
    “Just… let’s just let things flow. Like music. If they flow to that again, that’s fine by me. No pressure. No worries.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “no worries.” 
 
    “Log in soon?” 
 
    “After my coffee.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    Our avatars took shape in EverLife.  
 
    A weapons rack and a makeshift obstacle course had been erected before us. Aya and Lady C. wore light leather armor, some stuff I’d never seen them wear before. They had matching leather caps, and Aya had a scroll that she held like a clipboard. 
 
    “Today is going to be the worst day of your life,” she said, stepping in front of us. “By the end of today, you will be sore, sorry, and angry at the fact that your mothers gave birth to you.” 
 
    I started to chuckle. 
 
    Whap! 
 
    Lady C. slapped me across the face with a wooden back scratcher.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Iris laughed, and she was also reprimanded, this time by Aya, who cracked her across the face with a thin wooden paddle.  
 
    Thwip! 
 
    “That hurt!” 
 
    “And it will continue to hurt unless you two do what we say!” Aya scolded her. “Now, pick a weapon. Chase, you first.” 
 
    Some of the other mythcrea had gathered around, and I didn’t even have a chance to wave at them before Lady C. struck me across the chin for a second time.  
 
    “Focus, Chase!” 
 
    “All right, shit.” 
 
    I grabbed a sword with a hilt that had been formed into a double bitted axe. It was definitely a cool-looking weapon.  
 
    “Good.” Aya nodded me over to her. “You will go first, Alpha, then Iris. Iris, please choose a weapon while I beat the living shit out of Chase.” 
 
    “Are you being serious?” I asked as I caught up to Aya. The axe-sword was heavy; I had no idea how I’d be able to wield this thing for more than a few minutes. 
 
    “I am the Alpha now, and you will refer to me as Duchig!” 
 
    “Your last name?” 
 
    “Shut up and get over there.” She pointed her chin to a place about ten feet away from her. 
 
    “You can do it, Chase!” Sun Wukong laughed. “I’m joking, you will now know what it feels like to die at the hands of a Thulean.” 
 
    “I already know what it feels like,” I grumbled as I got into position. 
 
    Or at least I thought it was position. I was quickly discovering that I knew shit-all about combat, this notion further solidified when I approached Aya with my sword-axe, lost my footing, and she drove her buster sword through the top of my head. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    “Get up,” she said as I healed. “Again! Again!” 
 
    “Fuck me…”  I moved back to my position and found Lady C. waiting for me, ready to give me instruction.  
 
    “Stand like this,” she said, kicking my right leg. “Hold the weapon like this. Don’t fight like an idiot. You have to destroy her!” 
 
    “Destroy her?” 
 
    Lady C. adjusted my hand around the sword’s hilt, careful not to cut herself on the axe-hilt. “Hold it like this, push into your attack with all your weight, but always be ready to use your forward momentum to right yourself. That’s when you’re really good; you use gravity to propel yourself forward and gravity to return to your original position. It’s hard to explain. Oh, I know! It’s like being in tune. You should understand that, right? Get in tune with your footwork and the physics of your weapon. I’ll go up against you after Iris goes.” 
 
    “In tune,” I said as I approached Aya again.  
 
    Instakill! 
 
    She cut me down before I could get my weapon up. It hurt, but the pain instantly disappeared as the wound healed itself. I could see Altsoba watching us now, the whites of her eyes accentuated by the darkness of her skin. 
 
    I was just about to smile at her when Aya cut me in half. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    “Dammit, Aya!” 
 
    By the time she was finished, I was exhausted, ready to throw in the towel, which was strange as I hadn’t actually sustained any damage.  
 
    The psychological damage, however… 
 
    “My turn!” Iris stepped up to Aya, a short sword in her hand. 
 
    Whatever can of whoop-ass Aya had opened on me, she gave doubly to Iris, who was about as good at using a sword as I was building a humandroid from scratch.  
 
    Insta-insta-instakill! 
 
    Aya told Iris to try again, and once she did, Iris charged Aya holding her sword over her head. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    Iris was cut into two pieces, her body immediately snapping back together. 
 
    Upset at seeing Iris pummeled, I grabbed a staff from the collection of weapons, and joined the fight, where I quickly got pinned to the ground by a throwing knife.  
 
    -243 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    “Fight me, Alpha!” Aya said, taunting me. 
 
    After a few more obnoxious instakills, Aya finished beating the living hell out of Iris, and passed her off to Lady C., who also handed Iris her ass. 
 
    “You’re up again, Chase,” said the Thulean. “Different this time. I'm going to be your coach.” She handed me her enormous buster sword, its hilt fashioned into the head of a dragon. “You will fight Lady Cassandra.” 
 
    Lady C. took her place across from me, brandished both swords, and brought them to the ready. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked Aya out of the corner of my mouth. 
 
    “Do you have a problem attacking me?” Lady C. asked playfully. 
 
    I don't think I've ever tried to wield something as large as Aya's sword.  
 
    It was like using a keyboard made of the densest metal on Earth as a weapon, and I could barely hold the damn thing up. 
 
    “You have to be stronger than that to take on Lady C.,” Aya tsked.  
 
    “Give me something lighter,” I told her. 
 
    "Ah, is the sword too heavy for the poor little Alpha?” She slapped me on the back of the head. “Now go get her!”  
 
    I ran toward Lady C., dragging the tip of the sword on the ground.  
 
    A grin on her face, she whipped her torso around and cut off both my arms. 
 
    -431 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    The sword fell; my arms naturally reconnected to my body. 
 
    “You could at least bring the sword up,” Lady C. told me.  
 
    “I'm trying, it's too heavy.” 
 
     “You can do it, I believe in you,” she whispered. And with that she sliced both blades across my chest, cutting deep into my flesh.  
 
    “Come on,” she said with a sexy purr. 
 
    “That fucking hurt! Are you serious right now?” 
 
    “Come on, Chase, give it to me!” She swiped her blades against my chest again, this time to a chorus of laughter from the mythcrea that had gathered. 
 
    “Real funny,” I said as I charged at her with Aya's blade.  
 
    I toppled over almost immediately, not as much tripped up by my feet as I was pulled forward by the weight of the sword. Rather than stab me this time she simply brought her heeled boot back and kicked me in the neck. 
 
    -69 HP! 
 
    She let me get my footing again, only to sweep my legs out from beneath me and press the tip of one of her blades against my throat. 
 
    I smiled at Lady C. meekly, just as a flame spread up her blade and ignited my skull. This one really hurt, and I ran around for a moment screaming only to realize that the flame had fizzled out. 
 
    The next thing she went for was one of her lightning attacks, which had me shaking on the ground, drooling. 
 
    “Come on, Chase!” Aya called out. 
 
    On my feet again, I charged at Lady C., only for her to sidestep my attack. But hey, at least I actually attacked this time, and even though I was quickly cut down from behind, I still had a feeling of exhilaration spreading through me, happy that I had at least made my first real attack. 
 
    “Enough,” Aya said as she waved Iris over. “You are next.” 
 
    It was brutal, all of it, and when it ended an hour later, I was glad for it to be done. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    Iris and I logged out. We lay on her futon for a moment, breathing heavily. 
 
    “I don't know why that was exhausting,” I said as the NV visor powered down, “but it was.” 
 
    “And why do I feel so sore? It’s like I ran a couple marathons.”  
 
    “Yeah, it was pretty real. I mean, except for the fact that we didn't die or bleed or anything. My muscles definitely hurt though.”  
 
    “And we still have a busy night ahead of us.”  
 
    The sine waves eventually settled and I sat up, placing the visor next to me. I rubbed my eyes, adjusting to the light of the room. 
 
    It was early evening, and it was already dark outside.  
 
    Which was what we wanted; I had already run my idea by Iris and, much to my surprise, she actually liked it. It was a risky idea, something I’d come up with on my subway ride earlier. 
 
    Once we were good and ready, which was after a cup of tea for Iris and a bottle of water for me, I called the Huntresses to New York. 
 
    They appeared moments later in their armor, Aya yawning as she stretched her hands over her head. I felt a strange sensation against the side of my face; she was affectionately touching my cheek with her ghost limb. 
 
    “Training someone who doesn't know how to fight is tough,” Lady C. said with a pouty exhale. She gave me a cute wink, which was less cute considering that just thirty minutes ago, she was trying to teach me how to fist fight. 
 
    And damn if she didn't pack a punch.  
 
    I think she hit even harder than Aya, who was actually hitting with four hands considering her extra appendages. 
 
    “What we're doing tonight is a little dangerous,” Iris told them – or rather, told me. 
 
    “I’m ready,” said the Thulean. 
 
    “Do you have any flashlights?”  
 
     “I have some headlamps,” Iris told me. She found the shoebox labeled ‘camping supplies,’ and tossed the headlamp over to me.  
 
    I tested the halogen; it would do. 
 
    “I actually read about this area that we're going to,” Iris said. “There won't be any trains coming by or anything. It’s one of the lines that they use only when they're having celebrations in Times Square and other events. We're likely going to have to get past at least one or two subway workers, though.” 
 
     “That'll be easy for me,” Aya said. “I excel in stealth attacks.” 
 
    I ignored Aya. “We'll see what we can do. If we have to wait, we have to wait. Or we could go somewhere else, if it's looking like we're not going to be able to get in. I just got this good feeling that we may find something down there, and we need to get the tokens we need by tomorrow's tournament.” 
 
    It took us about twenty minutes to reach the area of the subway station that gave access to the lowest subway tunnel. We got lucky. No one was around aside from a station attendant who had stepped out for a moment. 
 
    I swallowed the strange mixture of excitement and fear as we continued deeper in. We found our way down to the platform, and after making sure that this was the place, which it was, we hopped onto the tracks.  
 
    A musty smell met my nostrils, followed by the scent of dampness and a pungent odor. 
 
    I decided at that point to breathe through my mouth. 
 
    My Monster Locator was up, and already I could see some activity to the north. 
 
    As planned, once we got just a little further in and the tunnels split, Lady C. and I took the left, while Iris and Aya took the right. 
 
    “We’ll meet back here,” I reminded Iris as we waved goodbye. 
 
    “See you soon.” 
 
    “Do not worry, Alpha Two, I will protect you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Aya…” said Iris. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    “Looks like it is just you and me.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And you’re not scared?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “This is a little scary,” Lady C. said, her voice echoing down the tunnel.  
 
    This struck me as awesome in two ways: one, the app actually knew we were in a tunnel and made it sound as if her voice was echoing; and two, she was in tune enough with the environment to know that it was a little bit creepy. 
 
    “Just stay close,” I said, feeling tough. “If anything happens, I'm here.” 
 
     She didn't laugh at that, but she should have.  
 
    “We're coming up on something,” I whispered. 
 
    Lady C.’s hand ignited, ready to go. 
 
    “Where is it?”  
 
    “It should be here…” 
 
    The Monster Locator indicated that it was in this area, that it should be right in front of us, but neither of us could see anything. 
 
    Lady C. drew both blades, the right blade igniting and a spark of electricity coming off the left blade. 
 
    “Stay behind me, Chase,” she said as she lifted her left blade. Electricity arced through the tunnel, and we heard an animal cry out. As soon as it did, stats flashed on my pane of vision. 
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    A phantom kangaroo? I thought, and just thinking this spawned a GoogleFace search on my pane of vision, letting me know that this was actually a mythological creature.  
 
    The things I learned playing this game! 
 
    Regardless, it was worth three tokens. I relayed its info to Lady C., and she quickly switched up her attack style.  
 
    I couldn't tell what was happening, only that she was barely dodging its attacks, and that she did take one good kick to the stomach that sent her spiraling backwards in the subway tunnel. But Lady C. was fast, and she recovered quickly, and a blast of ice was followed by the terrible screech of an injured animal. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    I brought my hand back and tossed the net made of light forward, but by this time, the kangaroo had moved. 
 
    Since she couldn't see it, Lady C. simply blasted the entire cone of visible space in front of us with ice until the animal cried out again. 
 
    “To the right!” she called over to me, huffing as ice crackled up her sword. 
 
    “Got it!” I threw another net of light, and this time it hit the target. 
 
    One phantom kangaroo down, three tokens up.  
 
    “Shall we continue?” Lady C. asked, breathing a little heavily now. 
 
    “Sure, you ready?” 
 
    “Just give me a second. That was more intense than I thought it would be.” 
 
    We weren't far from another blue swath of activity, and I had a feeling that this one would be harder than the last. 
 
    Silence stretched between us as we continued deeper into the tunnel, the sound of dripping water occasionally startling Lady C. 
 
    It was weird to think that New York was so far above us, that all those lives were being lived, vehicles driven, businesses opened and closed, feet hammering on the pavements, just above our heads while we were in this semi-forgotten tunnel, oblivious to it all, away from the calming madness of the city. 
 
    It was cold down here too, a coldness I could feel in my bones. But the adrenaline had a warming effect, almost as if I hadn't been microwaved properly, still cold at my center, but hot on the outside. 
 
    We heard some scuffling ahead, which quickly shut down my train of thought.  
 
    “Whatever it is,” Lady C. said, “it's huge.” 
 
     “Well, let's see what we can do.” A radiant light charged up my arm; I knew that Lady C. would have to fight it first, at least soften it up a bit, but I wanted to be ready this time.  
 
    And whatever it was, it sounded large. 
 
    I heard a loud snort that echoed down the tunnel, causing the hairs on the back of my arm to rise. 
 
    The creature came into view a second later, slapping its body against the side of the tunnel as it charged us. 
 
    Its details flashed before me, but I was too busy getting out of the way to pay attention to them. 
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    The karkadann was some sort of unicorn and rhinoceros hybrid, absolutely massive, with a curved horn at the tip of its nose. It was angry too, and something about the look in its eyes told me that it was ...confused? 
 
    The lost creature was built like a roided-out buffalo, its skin black and calloused.  
 
    I rolled out of the way to avoid getting torn to shreds by its horn. Lady C. hit it with both blades, but this did little to its thick skin.  
 
    The karkadann turned and tried to attack us again, this time letting out a noise that I’d never heard from an animal before, something low and gruff, yet as I had noticed before, still tinged with confusion. 
 
    Maybe it doesn't want to be down in these tunnels. 
 
    Lady C. blasted it with fire, which did little to the creature’s thick hide.  
 
    She followed up with a blast of lightning, also to no avail. It charged at her and she just barely got out of the way. 
 
    The karkadann slammed into the tunnel wall, turned, and moved its head in a way that connected its curved horn with Lady C.'s arm. 
 
    She cried out, and at that point, I moved over to her and got in front, ready to take on the creature myself. 
 
    I didn't care, I wasn't going to let her get hurt.  
 
    The karkadann scuffed its foot against the ground as it prepared to charge me, snorting, its eyes red and angry, my cone of light not able to reveal how large it was. 
 
    I thought about singing to it, and if that would help.  
 
    I also thought about dancing for it, which I instantly realized was stupid. 
 
    I didn't know how well it understood what I was saying, but I sensed something from the rhinoceros hybrid. 
 
    I decided to go with my gut. 
 
    “We're going to take you to EverLife,” I told the beast, my chest heaving up and down as I tried to catch my breath. “It's going to be better there, much better than here. You can roam freely, and you can enjoy the meadow of our Dojo.” 
 
     The monster snorted, and made a low rumbly sound with its throat. 
 
    “It's going to be okay,” I told him. At least I assumed it was a ‘him’; I hadn't quite gotten a shot of its backside to see its balls hanging down or anything, but something told me this creature was male. 
 
    I glanced left to Lady C. to see her nursing her arm, a scared look on her face. 
 
    “That’s right,” I told the karkadann. “Just relax and let me capture you.” 
 
    The light charged up my arm. 
 
    The karkadann tensed its muscles as I prepared for the worst; suddenly, it loosened up. The ginormous rhino took a step closer to me, and cautiously lowered its head. 
 
    With a deep breath in, I placed my hand on its horn, the net of light transferring from me to the creature. 
 
    “I can't believe that worked,” I said as soon as it was gone. 
 
    “That was amazing.” 
 
    Lady C. turned me to her. She pressed her body into mine and kissed me, both arms wrapped around my neck. 
 
    “And here I thought I was going to be the one saving you,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    “Iris needs our help,” I told Lady C. as soon as I got the message. 
 
    We were already making our way back to the entrance of the tunnel, but now we picked up the pace, both of us jogging as we heard what sounded like Aya's sword. 
 
    In truth, it could have been anyone’s sword, but there were tones that I associated with both their weapons: Aya's big-ass sword had a lower noise it made when it connected with armor, or missed and hit a stationary object. Lady C.'s two swords were lighter, almost reminding me of hi-hats when they hit something, so while I couldn't say for certain it was Aya’s sword that we heard, I was pretty damn sure. 
 
    Iris had already told me that she had caught something called a cactus cat, which sounded interesting and cute, and we were now at the ten tokens we needed to get to the next level.  
 
    That was the good news. 
 
    Whatever they were taking on now would be a bonus. We could either sell it, or sell one of the ones we had captured, or put it toward the next level. 
 
    Lady C. and I came to the fork in the tunnel and went to the right this time, the sounds of combat increasing as we grew closer. 
 
    I saw flashes of light and as soon as we turned the next corner, I could see Iris trying to keep her headlamp on a…   
 
    Flying creature? How the hell are these things getting down here? I thought as we neared the melee.  
 
    The metallic clinks were coming from the fact that Aya was trying to swipe the bird out of the air, her sword continually connecting with the sides of the subway tunnel. The bird had the head of a woman, and its feathers were multifarious. 
 
    The mythcrea’s stats appeared at about the same time Iris gave me an explanation: 
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    “It's a gamayun,” Iris said out of the corner of her mouth. “It's a Slavic mythological creature. And damn if it isn't hard to catch!” 
 
     Iris would have continued her explanation if it hadn't been for the fact that the gamayun had turned to Lady C., blasting her with a spherical blue light. 
 
    “Lady C.!” Iris shouted just as Lady C.'s eyes glazed over. 
 
    Damn these psychological attacks, I thought, as I went to the Metican warrior, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. 
 
    I felt the sting of a sword as Lady C. quickly spun and drove her sword into my gut, completely skewering me. 
 
    It hurt like a bitch – it hurt like being attacked in the Proxima Galaxy – and I staggered backwards, even though she still held the sword in my stomach. 
 
    “Damn you!” Aya bellowed at the bird woman. 
 
     She sheathed her blade on her back, and from the way she was standing, I could tell that she was going after the creature with her ghost limbs, which was something she should have done in the beginning. 
 
    It only took her a few seconds to latch on to the gamayun and start slamming it into the ceiling, to the point that the creature eventually just fell to the ground, halfway dead. 
 
    “Catch it,” I told Iris as I tried to pull Lady C.’s blade out of my stomach. 
 
    The creature’s collapse caused Lady C. to snap out of her trance; she screamed as she saw that I was on the receiving end of her weapon. 
 
    “Chase! I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry!” she cried as she yanked the blade out of me, which hurt almost as much as it did going in. 
 
    “Dammit!”  
 
    "Sorry! I'm so sorry!” 
 
    As Lady C. apologized, Iris caught the gamayun in her net of light, giving us four catches in a little under an hour. 
 
    Once the creature was gone, Iris turned to me. “Let's never come down here again.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said as I got to my feet, Lady C.'s arm trying to support my weight.  
 
    I even felt that she was trying to support me, which really goes to show you the power of mind over matter. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I told her. “It wasn't your fault.” 
 
    “Well, at least we reached the next level,” Iris said as we turned back toward the exit. 
 
    “That means I might be able to learn a spell from my book,” Lady C. added. 
 
    “We should go back to the Dojo to sort all this out.” Aya approached me, a look of concern on her face. “Do you need help? Or will you be Alpha about this and walk yourself?” 
 
     I smirked when I saw the grin cut across her green face. “Why? Do you want to help me?” 
 
    “You would like being carried out of here by two beautiful warrior women, wouldn't you?” 
 
     Iris started to laugh. 
 
    “Chase isn't that big of a pervert, just a little bit of a pervert,” Lady C. added, no animosity in her voice at all. 
 
    “Is he?” Iris asked as we neared the platform. There was a light ahead, rendering our headlamps unnecessary. 
 
    “Hey, why don’t we change the subject here?”  
 
    For once, and even though she had started this, Aya came to my rescue by changing the subject. “I hope you like cats, because Iris caught a cat back there. And it's a little bastard of a cat too.” 
 
     “No, it's kind of cute,” said Iris as we took the stairs to the top. “It has a cute face at least, but it's bigger than a cat, more like a bobcat.” 
 
     “And let me guess, it's a mythological creature too?” 
 
    “For sure, and like I said, it’s pretty cute.” 
 
    “I hope it’s cuter than the last thing you caught,” I said, referring to Spew Gorge. 
 
    “I am in agreement with Chase, there,” said Aya. 
 
    “I like Spew Gorge,” Lady C. said. “But I’ve always liked things that were short. That’s why I like you, Iris.” 
 
    “She could still grow,” Aya told the Metican warrior. “Maybe. I don’t know the growth ages of humans, but Thuleans can still grow in their twenties.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” Iris reminded them. 
 
    But the Huntresses didn’t listen; they walked in front of us, talking about Iris’ age and height. 
 
    “Do you see why I say that it’s better sometimes when they’re not around?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “I can see that, but they’re fun. And I meant it when I said that we should never hunt in the subway tunnels again.” She smiled at me, her cheeks lifting her big glasses. “That was really creepy. There could have been someone down there, some homeless person or something.” 
 
    “And we were technically alone,” I said, realizing now just how stupid going down there had been. 
 
    “Exactly. So no more subway safaris.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said, extending my hand to her.  
 
    Iris stopped, took my hand, and held it for a moment as the two Huntresses continued on. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen: Musical Swords 
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    We logged back into EverLife and I was immediately prompted with how many tokens we’d received from our captures. 
 
    +16 Tokens! 
 
    The four new mythcrea had gathered before me, each of them with calm and collected looks on their faces. 
 
    Iris was next to me, Lady C. next to her, and Aya stood behind us, sizing the new recruits up. 
 
    I like it here, the karkadann said as it stepped forward, lowering its head in a submissive manner. Like Rose, his voice existed inside my head. 
 
    “So, you’re a familiar? Good. Do you have a name?” 
 
    Whatever you’d like to name me. 
 
    “You can hear him too, right?” I asked Iris. 
 
    She shook her head. “Only you can; he’s your familiar.” 
 
    “Do you have a cool name for him?” 
 
    “Rambi?” 
 
    I started to laugh. “Rambi? Where did you get that one?” 
 
    “Donkey Kong.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said as I turned back to the staggeringly large pachyderm. “Rambi it is.” 
 
    His stats appeared: 
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    “And as for the cat, my familiar, I’m naming him Garfield,” said Iris.  
 
    I’d been so focused on the mythological rhino that I’d paid little attention to the cat, which was a large orange tabby with a Cheshire cat grin if I’d ever seen one.  
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    “What a cute kitty,” Lady C. said as she crouched to pet the cat. It moved toward her, rubbing its body and tail against her armored boots. 
 
    I turned my attention to the kangaroo. The creature was completely translucent, but I could see the slight outline of its body, which was accented by an electric fuzz. The kangaroo was several heads taller than me, and as I approached it, the creature put its little hands up as if it wanted to fight me. 
 
    “Easy, big guy,” I told the kangaroo. 
 
    “Big girl,” she said, “and don’t you forget it.” 
 
    A sassy kangaroo? I turned to Iris, my eyebrow cocked, and found Iris with her hand over her mouth as she tried to contain her laughter. 
 
    “She’d better not be laughing at me,” said the kangaroo.  
 
    “She’s just laughing to laugh. So, I’m Chase, this is Iris, Lady C., and Aya. There are others, likely back at the mythcrea quarters or in the meadow.” I pointed to the quarters and then to the meadow, where I saw Yaksha sitting in his meditative pose.  
 
    Figuring he was no longer needed, Rambi excused himself and turned to the field. He made it a point to go around a patch of flowers, and once he was in thicker grass, he began eating. 
 
    “Honey, you can’t just ask for my name with telling me yours.” 
 
    “I told you mine; it’s Chase.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, you said that. Whatever. I thought you were referring to the verb. For your information, I used to be a dragon. So that’s on the table now.” 
 
    “A dragon?” Aya asked. “Droga…” 
 
    “Please, spare me the Thulean. I’m glad as hell to be out of Tritania. All anyone ever wanted there were my scales and my hot ass to ride cross-continent. If you can’t read between the lines, I was a sexy dragon. With mirrored scales. Filthy orcs took some of the scales, but that was fine. Anyway, my name was Mirror there, so you can call me Mirror here.” 
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    “You were a Tritanian dragon that took the body of a phantom kangaroo?” Iris asked. 
 
    “It isn’t that hard to comprehend, is it, sweetie?” she sighed. “It was an option presented to any NPC that wanted access to EverLife.  We were allowed to take the form of a mythological creature, but we didn’t get a choice of what form we’d take.” 
 
    “Are all the others like that?” 
 
    “Some are; others were allowed to keep their bodies.” 
 
    “Like Spew Gorge, and me,” Aya said. 
 
    “Wait, you were part of this program too?” 
 
    Lady C. laughed. “We all are, Chase.” 
 
    “But didn’t you say that you came from a destroyed Proxima world?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes, Unigaea, but it still exists in the OMIB, and they even took some of us from there, like me.” 
 
    “How has this become about you two when it was supposed to be about me?” Mirror asked. “Anyway, I’m taking a room in the quarters. And no one better say shit about me being a kangaroo. I put in for something closer to human when I asked to join EverLife, but this was the straw I pulled.” 
 
    I looked to Iris and she instantly knew what I was thinking. 
 
    “We’ll see what we can do about that,” I finally said. 
 
    “Sure you will. Now, I need my beauty rest, and if anyone disturbs me, I swear to the Empress I’ll kick a door down.” 
 
    With that, Mirror the phantom kangaroo turned toward the quarters. 
 
    “Hi,” I told the gamayun. Now that we were out of the subway tunnel, I could see that she had beautiful feathers, iridescent purple with licks of dark green around her neck. 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve let me join your guild,” she said with an eastern European accent. “Please call me Anastasia.” 
 
    “Glad to have you,” I told her. “Let us know if there’s anything that would make you more comfortable.” 
 
    “I will,” she said as she took off into the sky.  
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    “Okay, now our stats.” I focused on our new level.  
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    And from there, I check out Aya and Lady C.’s stats. 
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    “Not bad, not bad,” I told the group.  
 
    “Not bad for us, but you two still aren’t ready for tomorrow’s tournament,” Aya reminded us. “And you are forced to compete, meaning we’ll have to play defense more than we’d like.” 
 
    “We still have a day to figure all that out.” 
 
    “Less than a day,” she told me. “Have you no sense of urgency?” 
 
    “I’m sure something will come up. Let’s start training early tomorrow. In that case, I should probably sleep in New York tonight.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” 
 
    “It’s just a tournament. We win, or we lose. I’m not going to spend the entire night having my ass handed to me. The other Alphas at our level will probably suck at fighting too.” 
 
    Aya squinted one eye at me. “You may be right there.” 
 
    “So, we’ll get it done, I promise, and I know you’re competitive, so let me just say we will win.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I lifted my finger to log out and I saw Lady C. glance down, a few strands of her hair falling into her face.  
 
    “Wait,” said Iris, “we promised Dalton we’d at least stop by the Midnight Library to jam a little.” 
 
    “That’s right. Now?” 
 
    “A quick jam.” 
 
    “I’m always down.” 
 
    I moved my fingers to my mouth and whistled for our lightning horses. 
 
    They came a minute or so later, thunder and lightning crackling around them as they descended from the heavens. By this point, Altsoba, Ophelia, and Magnus had joined us, the three eager to get out and do something. 
 
    We had just finished mounting up when Spew Gorge came waddling out of the mythcrea quarters. “Don’t you fickin’ dare go to town without giving my ass a ride,” he said. “I’ll make my way back on my own, thank-you-very-much.” 
 
    Magnus offered the goblin his horse, and climbed on behind his dead bride, Ophelia, who was glad for him to join her. At least that’s what I took from the cracked grin on her face. 
 
    The trip to town this time was a blur; I’d grown used to the route and spent most of my time focusing on my riding. I didn’t know if I got the same horse every time, but I suspected I did, as my particular steed had a way that his body quivered when he picked up his pace. 
 
    We touched down at the same place we’d landed last night. The streets were much quieter, no parade, and it didn’t take us long to see the familiar Midnight Library sigh.  
 
    Our group entered to find the place just as empty as the streets outside, a slow night if I’d ever seen one. The two elves sat at the piano, each playing a single part of the seedy song. 
 
    The waiter walked us over to a table near the front, and Lady C. ordered a set of drinks and a round of books.  
 
    “This one is on the house,” the waiter said. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” I started to tell him. 
 
    “The owner insisted as part of your payment. The crowd will start arriving in twenty minutes, and they’re expecting a show.” 
 
    The waiter pointed toward a flier near the door that read DALTON AND THE ALPHA DUO. 
 
    Dalton and the Alpha Duo? I thought as I took in the flier, which was written in Old English with the name ‘Dalton’ in big, bold text. 
 
    “He’s pretty sly,” Iris said. 
 
    “That he is,” I told her as I waved her back to the green room. As we passed the stage, the two fairies nodded at us, and returned to their sheet music. 
 
    “Been waiting on you two,” Dalton said instead of ‘hello.’  
 
    A sexy drow with long black hair sat on the couch, a flirty smile on her face as we entered his dressing room. She wore a tight corset and a choker with a giant red jewel on it. 
 
    The drow never said anything as we spoke to Dalton, but her presence was always felt. 
 
    “Let’s give this crowd what they want tonight. Let’s build them up and then set them back down lightly. You see all those books in there?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, not sure if he was serious. 
 
    “Those books need a show too. Let’s get them flying off the shelves with whatever we play. We’ll go with some of the choons we played last night. You two remember those?” 
 
    “Sure, I think,” said Iris. 
 
    “We could rehearse too, if you ever wanted to solidify those songs,” I offered.  
 
    Even though I couldn’t entirely see his face, I could see that Dalton was giving me a skeptical look. “And take away from the organic creation of the music? Ha!” 
 
    “Okay, so no rehearsal.” 
 
    “This is rehearsal, my boy! Now get your bass, warm up your fingers, take a hit off my hookah. Let’s make this a night they won’t forget!” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got to get some rest tonight,” I told Iris as our NV Visors powered down.  
 
    What had started off as a pretty low-key performance ended with a packed audience, the ink shadow stagediving, which made no sense considering he could just elongate his body to the length of the room, and the two fairies on piano inviting another fairy up so they had three playing. 
 
    It wasn't quite punk rock. 
 
    We were playing jazz and with hints of contemporary rock, but there was something DIY about it, something completely original. Also – and it was something I hadn't really thought about up until the point where I was on stage watching the ink shadow do his thing, always the front man like Thad had been– 
 
    We were creating music with a digital entity. 
 
    That was what was strange about it, we were literally creating music with a feat of artificial intelligence, of neuronal physics, quantum mechanics, in sync with the OMIB, insert any large word here as to how the Proxima Galaxy came into existence – it was so real that we were able to create music with it. 
 
    And even with the fact that we had the tournament tomorrow, I was looking forward to playing music with the ink shadow again, which looked like it would become a regular thing. 
 
    The owner of the Midnight Library had offered us a nightly gig after our performance. We were going to be the house band, which was pretty sweet, starting tomorrow night. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one that needs rest. I still have class tomorrow morning,” Iris reminded me. 
 
    “I’ll call a taxi.” 
 
    “Just sleep here,” she said, her hand falling onto my wrist. 
 
    “Sure,” I told her as the NV Visor let me know I was now allowed to take it off. I removed the visor and placed it on the bed next to me. Iris sat up, stretched her arms over her head, and went to the restroom to get cleaned up for bed. 
 
    I wanted to call the Huntresses here, but I figured it’d be good to get an actual peaceful night of sleep, rather than the distraction they’d create. I was up next for the bathroom, where I brushed my teeth with my finger and used some mouthwash. 
 
    I really need to keep a change of clothes here, I thought as I looked myself over in the mirror.  
 
    I removed my glasses, stepped out of my jeans, and got in bed with Iris. We lay there for a moment, the few inches between us feeling like it was several miles wide. I kept wondering if she was going to turn to me, or if I was going to bite the bullet and turn to her. 
 
    The tension was palpable. I remembered what it felt like to kiss her the previous night, how our lips seemed to fit perfectly together.  
 
    Now isn’t the time, I told myself, followed by a second thought: now is the time.  
 
    And somewhere in that tug-of-war of deciding if I should make a move, and deciding against it, I actually fell asleep. 
 
    It had been a long day, a day that started off with hunting, moved to a brawl, then more hunting, then getting my ass handed to me in EverLife, then battling in the subway in a dark tunnel, to a literal nightcap with Dalton the ink shadow. 
 
    Dalton and the Alpha Duo ... 
 
    I fell asleep reliving some of the key moments on stage. 
 
    That was the weird thing about music: once it started, it was like a slow-moving vehicle blasting forward at the speed of light, and you were one of the wheels. You just kept rolling forward with it, and because of the space-time dilemma, it was hard to pick out any specific point.  
 
    With this as my mindset, and given six hours or so for my musical dream musings to stew, I awoke the next morning with a crazy idea. 
 
    Iris hadn't been gone for long, and as I took in her place, my sleepy eyes still waking up, I pictured her there alone, going about her business. 
 
    For a brief second, I felt her imprint, from her musical instruments in the corner to her stack of books at the table where she would study. 
 
    This brought a smile to my face. She really was unique. 
 
    After a cup of coffee, I relaxed onto her futon and placed the NV Visor over my head. 
 
    It was time to do some training, time to prep for the tournament. 
 
    I logged into EverLife, and my avatar appeared in the middle of the field. There was some activity in the mythcrea quarters, a few lights on, the morning sun red and casting a strange ruby light on a scene playing out in the meadow. 
 
    Rose and Rambi the giant rhino were facing one another, as if they were discussing something. Gobi was weaving in and out of their legs, a happy look on his face. 
 
    Not far behind them, Joe Camel was eating some grass, and as usual, I could see Yaksha in the distance, sitting in contemplation. A few birds flew through the air chirping and divebombing insects. 
 
    The huntresses were still asleep, and rather than wake them up, I figured I'd go say good morning to Rambi and Rose. 
 
    Hello, Chase, Rose said as I approached, her voice ringing out in my head. 
 
    Good morning, said Rambi. 
 
    You seem excited about today, Rose thought to me. 
 
    “I am. These tournaments can be a little grueling, as you know, but they're also fun, and if we win our division, we'll be able to compete against other kingdoms. Plus, I have an idea.” 
 
    And the secret of EverLife? she thought to me. Have you given up on that? 
 
    “You mean cracking the Steeple? No, it's still something we’re working on, we just have to get through this tournament today. Maybe we'll head to the Steeple after, or maybe tomorrow. I don't know.” 
 
    Gobi waddled over to me and fell onto his back, exposing his soft belly. I bent over to tickle his stomach, and he cooed while I did so. 
 
    Please remember what I told you about the power you may find. It may be something worth keeping a mystery. 
 
    “I haven't forgotten,” I told Rose. “As far as I can tell, it could be just a glorified puzzle that the developers put in to keep people interested, to create an artificial mystery. Who knows?” 
 
    I have the feeling that sooner than later, you will know. But it remains to be seen what you will do at that time.  
 
    Even though she said this in my head, and even though I knew she was trying to say something positive to me, I could tell that there was a hint of melancholy in Rose’s voice.  
 
    I placed my hand on her scaled head and look deep into her eyes. “I can't tell you what the future holds, but I can tell you that I will try to make the best decision I can when given a set of choices. I don't want to endanger anyone here, nor am I some megalomaniac that wants to control all of EverLife, so if that's what the tower offers, you can count me out.” 
 
    Thank you, Chase. 
 
    I took a step back and looked at them for a moment. As a bearadillo, Rose was by no means small, but she was a lot smaller than Rambi, who was about the size of one of those aeroSUVs that the President flew around in. 
 
    “So, we're in this tournament later today, and I may call on one of you, or both of you, for our fighting party.” 
 
    And the rules? Rambi thought to me. 
 
    “It works like this: we're allowed two Hunters, one Alpha, and one mythcrea. There's a coin toss at the beginning of the match which is administered by the Kingdom Lume authorities. The winner of this toss gets to select their mythcrea second, which gives them an advantage after they've seen what the other side has selected.” 
 
     By all means, call on us whenever you'd like. 
 
    We are ready and willing, added Rose. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I took the short walk over to Yaksha. 
 
    Just being beside the Thai mythological being made me feel peaceful.  
 
    He radiated a calm that I would be hard-pressed to describe, and considering what Dalton had said about vibration, it was almost as if Yaksha was vibration, or better, beyond it. He sat peacefully, looking south, his eyes half-open, his chest moving ever so slightly as he took a deep breath. 
 
    “Hello, Chase,” he said without looking at me. 
 
    “Hey, I just came to say good morning.” 
 
     “Good morning to you as well,” he said, a tranquil smile spreading across his face. 
 
    “Anything new?” I asked, which was a stupid question, but I really didn't know what to talk to him about. I kind of just wanted to be around him, to be on his level for just a few moments. 
 
    “Everything is new, and it constantly renews itself even as it dies,” came his reply. “You are participating in the tournament today, are you not?” 
 
     “I am, and I have an idea about how Iris and I can actually be useful.”  
 
    “I see, well, in that case, enjoy the competition. But remember, if you compete with no one, no one competes with you.” 
 
     "Do you really believe that?”  
 
    He thought for a moment. “The statement does remind me to not be overly competitive. After all, the desire to win is still a desire. And these desires are what lead us to make mistakes, to make poor choices, especially when they aren't checked.” 
 
     “And if I desire to eat because I'm hungry?” 
 
     He laughed. “Then you should eat! That is not quite the desire that I speak about when I speak of desire, but we can discuss that more later. For now, I would like to enjoy the morning tranquility, and its serene vibrations. Please come talk to me again another morning.”  
 
    “You got it,” I told him as I turned back to the cabins. Serene vibrations, I thought as I made my way through the meadow, careful not to trample any flowers.  
 
    By the time I arrived, Aya was already outside, stretching her hands over her head and yawning. She was in her leather battle outfit, and as soon as she saw me, her mouth snapped shut and a tough look formed on her face.  
 
    “I hope you’re ready,” she said, almost in a mocking way. 
 
    “I'm ready, what about Lady C.?” 
 
     “You know how sleepy she is,” Aya said as she approached Lady C.'s door. She drew her blade and tapped it against the door. Once Lady C. didn't respond, she hacked through the door, laughing as she did so. 
 
    Lady C. came storming out wearing her pajamas, her sheathed swords held in one hand.  
 
    She yawned, rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, and flicked some splinters off her pant leg. “You're going to fix my door later, Lady Aya,” she said after she’d collected herself. 
 
    “I know, I just had the urge to hack something down this morning. I should have just hacked up Chase.” 
 
     “That's why I'm here,” I told the two. “I have an idea, and we're going to try it out.” 
 
     Lady C. and Aya exchanged looks. The Metican yawned again and kicked some of the remains of the door aside. 
 
    Aya simply turned to me, brandished her buster sword and brought it to the ready. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” she asked. 
 
    I equipped my bass guitar, and once the strap was in place, I nodded my head. “Just try it.” 
 
    Aya gave me a grin I swear only a hyena could make as she approached me with her weapon. I had a sense of where her ghost limbs were; as she grew closer, I took a deep breath and focused on the vibrations around me. I couldn't quite see them, but I tried to feel them, to be one with them. 
 
    “You are going to play for me, or fight me?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Fight.” 
 
    And as stupid as it sounded to say, I brought my hand down and played an open chord. 
 
    The grass ripped from the field, forming a perfect line that swept Aya off her feet. 
 
    “What did you just do?” Lady C. asked, her jaw dropping. 
 
    “Try it again, Aya,” I said, now aiming the headstock of my bass at her. 
 
    Anger spreading across her face, the Thulean charged at me, only to stop suddenly and fling a throwing knife instead.  
 
    I played another open chord; the throwing knife fell out of the air as if it had hit an invisible wall. 
 
    I was breathing heavily now, feeling the vibrations all around me, feeling the grass, feeling the sky, feeling vibrations of the two Huntresses as Aya drew her blades. 
 
    I was moving as well, almost as if I was getting ready to play another note, my shoulders heaving up and down as I waited. 
 
    After another exchange of glances, they both tried to attack at once, Lady C. still in her PJs. 
 
     I hit two chords that knocked both of them off their feet. 
 
    “It's a fucking miracle,” I whispered as I blasted them with another note from my bass guitar. 
 
    I decided to try something else. I changed some of the sound settings on my dashboard to give the bass guitar extended reverb.  
 
    Aya used her ghost limbs to throw herself up into the air, so she could bring her blade down on me. 
 
    My reverb attack not only sent her flying backwards, it kept her in the air for a moment, each note slapping her.  
 
    Whooom! Whooom! Whooom! 
 
    I would have continued too, if it weren't for the fact that I was suddenly frozen.  
 
    Everything around me was still moving, but I could no longer play my instrument. Whatever had hit me was only related to my physical movements. 
 
    And I was pretty sure I knew the culprit before a pajamaed Lady C. approached me, a defiant look on her face as she spun and cut my head off. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    As it had done before, my head zipped back to my body and reattached itself to my neck. The spell broke at this point, and I gave Lady C. a thumbs up.  
 
    “You learned a new one, didn't you?” 
 
     “I was lonely last night,” she said, her chin raised at me so that she stared at me over the bridge of her nose. “I decided to do some reading.” 
 
     I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder as Aya sliced my arm off. 
 
    -331 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    “That will teach you to cheat.” 
 
    “Ha!”  
 
    I waited for my arm to reattach, and once it did, I aimed the neck of my bass at her and hit a four-finger chord past the twelfth fret mark. A walloping blast of energy cut her down, and by the time she got up, she was seething with animosity. 
 
    “Hey, let's chill out for a second,” I told her, a shit-eating grin spreading across my face. I couldn't help it; I’d finally been able to give her a taste of her own medicine. 
 
    “Magic musician,” she spat, “could it get any worse? Well, you are much more than a bard, I will give you that.” 
 
    “You think singing might work?” 
 
    She relaxed her posture a bit, morphing from teacher to collaborator. “I have no idea,” the Thulean said. “I was unaware that you would be able to use your instrument to attack us. I am assuming that little Iris will be able to do this as well. How would you call this? A game-changer?” 
 
     “Yeah, that's a good way to call it, or a good investment on these pretty pricey axes.” 
 
    “Axes?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “Our instruments. And I wouldn't call Iris ‘little Iris’ if I were you, Aya. Because she is one hell of a shredder on a ukulele.” 
 
    “A shredder?” Aya laughed. “Our Alpha has suddenly become confident. Okay, choir boy, sing something to me. Let’s see if it works.” 
 
    “Any requests?”  
 
    “Happy birthday?” 
 
     Lady C. nodding in agreement. “Or you could sing one of those cute songs that you were singing with Iris before, that really cute one. I Know You’re There. Ooo, I Know You’re There.” 
 
    “I'll just sing Happy Birthday.”  
 
    Aya’s frown flipped into a smile. “I definitely approve.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday to beautiful crazy dangerous Aya, happy birthday to you.”  
 
    As I sang, I tried to focus my sound waves on them.  
 
    Nope, didn't work. 
 
    I tried another one. “I am with you, you are with me, even though I can’t see you, I know you’re there.” 
 
    Aya chuckled. “Looks like choir boy will have to stick to his axe.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, this is a serious game-changer for us. I’ve got to tell Iris.” 
 
    She would flip when she found out my discovery, and I was stoked to see what she was capable of. I knew that she was a better musician than me, that she could play several instruments with the skill of someone who had just focused on one instrument throughout their musical career. 
 
    If I was good with this newfound ability, she’d be straight killer. 
 
    “I’ll be back.” 
 
    I raised my hand to log out, and Aya's ghost limb stopped me. 
 
    “We're not done practicing,” she said as she lowered my arm. “Get back into position, and this time, Lady C. and I are going to come at you full force, like we would if you were a normal opponent.” 
 
    “Um, sure, yeah, let’s do it. But I’ll need to log out to tell Iris after, she needs to train with you two before the tournament.” 
 
    “You’ll have your chance to boast after. Lady Cassandra, change to full armor.” Aya licked her lips. “And do not, I repeat, do not hold back.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen: Rockstars 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “I’ll be there in ten minutes!” Iris said, her form visible on my viewing pane.  
 
    “Great, get ready for an awesome surprise.” 
 
    “Come on, at least give me a hint…” 
 
    “Okay, music. That’s your hint.” 
 
    “You learned a new song?”  
 
    “Ha! Something like that.” 
 
    I was at her home, it was around noon, and Iris had just gotten out of class.  
 
    I’d since learned a few things about using my bass in EverLife, my favorite thing being to play around with the effects. Putting a phaser on it, or adding delay, or increasing the distortion really changed the way that the attacks were delivered. 
 
    But now I was back in the real world, and the real world always presented new problems. For one, I wanted a change of clothes, and rather than go home, I ordered some from EBAYmazon, just their EBAYmazon Basics 3D printed stuff, which was on the way. 
 
    I was also hungry, and figuring Iris would be hungry as well, I ordered us some calzones, which would arrive in the time it took for her to walk home. 
 
    My real-world bank account wasn't looking too bad, but after the tournament, we would need to do some hunting, so we could do some mythcrea flipping. 
 
    And what a way to make a living, way more interesting than any hobby-based job someone might have had seventy-five years ago. 
 
    In high school, we’d taken a trip to one of those early twenty-first century museums, and had seen all the primitive electronic items they used at the time. It was hard to imagine that this was what people had used, and I was sure a hundred years from now, people would be looking back at us and saying the same thing. 
 
    But I was a musician, not a historian, and for the most part, aside from the way that I could modify the instrument over iNet, not much had changed about instruments.  
 
    The only shitty thing now was that many people couldn’t play actual instruments any longer, resorting to playing in the Proxima Galaxy rather than physically learning how to make music. 
 
    What a world…  
 
    I received notification that the food was being delivered via drone, and quickly fired off a message to Iris telling her to grab it once she reached her studio apartment.  
 
    I set the table, picking two plates with cats on them, and arranged two pairs of knives and forks as well. Not really sure how the arrangement should look, I simply placed the silverware on the right side of the plates. 
 
    Iris had watermelon water in the fridge, and I heard her door click open just as I began pouring out two glasses. 
 
    “I love calzones,” she said, the delivery box in her hands, the smell of melted cheese and pepperoni instantly meeting my nostrils. 
 
    “I’ve got new clothes coming too. Did you see that box out there?” 
 
    “Yep,” she said, showing me the thin box underneath the repurposed pizza box they’d used for the calzones.  
 
    “I just thought it’d be better than going home. We’ve got this tournament coming up.” 
 
    “Aware,” she said, looking at me over the rims of her glasses. “So, what’s the surprise?” 
 
    “That is the surprise,” I told her. “It’s about something I learned while we were training.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    I was on the verge of telling her but stopped myself. 
 
    “I’m waiting...” she said, placing the first calzone on one of the plates I’d gotten out. 
 
    “You know what? This surprise will be even cooler if you see it in person in EverLife.” 
 
    “Come on, Chase.” 
 
    “Nope.” I cut into my calzone and took my first bite. “It’ll be soooo much cooler to see it in person.” 
 
    “Come on, tell me.” 
 
    “No way,” I said. “Just trust me on this.” 
 
    We ate, I got my new clothes and changed into them, and we moved immediately to the Proxima Galaxy.  
 
    “Don’t tell her,” I instructed Aya and Lady C. as soon as our forms took shape. The two Huntresses had been training with Magnus, Spew Gorge and Fujin when our avatars formed. Mirror the phantom kangaroo was watching as well, a skeptical look on her face.  
 
    “About the instrument stuff?” Aya asked as she lowered her huge blade.  
 
    She’d been sparring with Magnus, who was shirtless, his skin bleached white with a collection of stitched up scars across his chest and back.  
 
    “Instrument stuff? Did you get new instruments?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Nope, just…” I pointed over to the weapons rack. “Just stand over there and watch.” 
 
    Iris moved over to the rack and I got into position.  
 
    “Who wants to go first?” I asked the two Huntresses. “And no time magic, Lady C., I’m aware that can take me down.” 
 
    “Ooo, someone wants to show off.” The Thulean brought her sword to the ready. “I’ll take the bait, but only because I like Iris.” 
 
    “Fick me, I’m not messing with the music stuff,” Spew Gorge said as he excused himself. 
 
    My bass guitar appeared in my hands, and I was too excited to look over at Iris and see her response as she put the pieces together.  
 
    Aya attacked, hurling herself forward with her ghost limbs, and I cut her down with a blast of soundwaves from my bass guitar. 
 
    Lady C. tried next, her lightning arcing toward me only to be struck out of the air by muffle-picked triplet. 
 
    I’d found out earlier that the pick was helpful for fast attacks that need precision, and had since started alternating between finger playing and picking. 
 
    “Care to join us?” I called over to Iris, as another note knocked Lady C. off her feet. 
 
    “Holy shit, Chase!” Her ukulele appeared in her hands and she stepped forward, a wicked grin cutting across her face. “Who wants to come at me first?” she asked the two Huntresses.  
 
    Aya and Lady C. exchanged glances. 
 
    They both charged at her simultaneously, and pulling her arm back like she was Elvis about to hit a chord, Iris let loose several quick blasts of musical energy, each of which cut a path in the field as they tore down the Huntresses. 
 
    “Aye!” the Thulean said as she barely righted herself.  
 
    Baring her fangs, she pulled her arm back and let loose three throwing knives. She followed this up by launching her body into the air using her ghost limbs, flipping, and attempting to come down with her blade in a perfect arc. 
 
    But Iris was having none of that.  
 
    She swiftly hit the throwing knives out of the air with a blast from her ukulele; to finish Aya off, she now strummed the same chord, her hand moving up and down rapidly as a shield of energy formed around her. 
 
    Aya hit the energy bubble, and exploded backwards. 
 
    Lady C. zapped Iris' energy bubble with electricity, but the bubble remained intact, and Lady C. suddenly lowered her blades, her arms wobbling at her sides as Iris hummed and played a beautiful melody. 
 
    Singing works for her. 
 
    I clapped my hands together. “Whooo!” I shouted as Mirror sidled up next to me, the near-translucent kangaroo watching the fight with skepticism on her face. 
 
    “Ha! Let me try to comprehend this: you two are bards now?” 
 
     “Not bards per se – well, I guess you could call us that.” 
 
    The phantom kangaroo slowly rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Well, at least you are better than the last person that owned me.” 
 
     “I don't really own you,” I told her. “You’re free to go if you want.” 
 
     “Please, spare me the bullshit. You captured me, I'm yours, I'm practically throwing myself at you here, but you're probably not into kangaroos, and who would blame you? Their pouches are fun, but their asses are too big. And what’s with these arms? Lady C. is much more beautiful than a kangaroo. Did I mention my pouch?” She had to bend over a little bit to get her hand in her pouch and flap it.  
 
    “Your pouch is fine,” I said, distracted by the action playing out before me. 
 
    “And what about my huge ass? Oh, there's people that would be into this, all of this, but you? You're practically a twig with glasses who plays a guitar. I would crush you under my right foot.” 
 
    “Good to know, Altsoba.” 
 
    Mirror quickly morphed into her dark-skinned base form, the skin-walker that had been our second catch. “What gave it away?” 
 
    “You figure it out,” I told her as I turned back to the action. 
 
    In the end, the two Huntresses were able to best Iris, but it took strategy and Lady C.’s newfound chromatic magic. 
 
    We were all a bit exhausted, which was kind of bad considering we had a tournament to get too. Luckily, just about the time the fight was ending, Sun Wukong came out of the mythcrea quarters in an apron, a big pot of bubbling liquid in his hands. 
 
    “What a fight!” the Monkey King said as he set the liquid on the ground.  
 
    He turned his hand palm up; bowls appeared out of thin air, stacking upwards as new bowls were added. 
 
    Sun Wukong fished in the front of his robes with his other hand until he found a black ladle, which he used to scoop the boiling red liquid into the bowls.  
 
    “Come, drink some,” he told all of us. “It will rejuvenate you and bring you luck in the battles that lie ahead.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    Aya, Lady C., Iris, and I took shape in a locker room that doubled as a skybox. 
 
    The tournament was set to begin. 
 
    I quickly ran to the window to see where we were, only to find that there were thousands of people below us in the stands that surrounded a large field. 
 
    Lightning crackled all around us, and when I looked down, I realized that we were also standing on a clear, glass-like substance, and that everyone below me was also standing on the same substance.  
 
    “We’re in the air,” I said after I ran to the window on the far right, and saw the Proxima borealis crashing against an invisible barrier that surrounded the stadium, waves of green and neon grape splashing up against bits of emerald and midnight blue. 
 
    “It's beautiful,” Iris said as she joined me. “It just makes me wonder what the qualifying tournaments for the other kingdoms look like.” 
 
    “Who knows? And really, when all this is said and done, we have got to get to some of the other kingdoms. I keep promising myself that we’ll start exploring, but there's just so much to do between here and New York.”  
 
    “There's always something, isn't there?” 
 
     We turned back to the Huntresses to find them both looking at a scroll that had appeared in the air. As soon as I locked eyes on the scroll, it read the tournament rules aloud. 
 
    “Welcome to the Lume Kingdom qualifying tournament. You will face off against other Alphas that are within one level of your current level. There will be five matches, and a match consists of one Alpha, two Hunters, and one mythcrea of your choosing. There will be a coin toss before each match, and the loser of the coin toss must choose their mythcrea before the other party chooses, giving the winning party a slight advantage. Alpha Duos are only allowed one Alpha per match, chosen before you spawn in the battlefield. Finally, your health, and the health of your Hunters and mythcrea, will be replenished at the completion of each battle.” 
 
    “Do you want to go first?” I asked Iris as soon as the booming voice stopped. 
 
    “No, you go first, and I'll go second. I'd like to see how it plays out a little bit before I go, if you don't mind.”  
 
    “Fine by me.” 
 
     Lady C. ran over and pinched me on the cheek. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
     “I'm sorry, I know I'm being a doting Huntress, I'm just so excited to finally battle with you – on our side, I mean. I know we kicked your ass plenty of times before. Isn't that right, Lady Aya?” 
 
    Aya approached me, her hips slinking and making her armor rattle. She wore the armor that she'd worn in Sagelock’s Tournament. Lady C. also wore the armor she’d worn then, but had changed a few of the pieces out for things that she’d bought in the city center.  
 
    Speaking of armor, I now wore one of Magnus’ spare breastplates over a pair of jeans, which seemed somehow appropriate for my current state of affairs. Iris was in some extra armor that Aya and Lady C. had cobbled together. She looked cute and intimidating, her eyes framed by her trademark glasses. I was stoked to see her in action now that she’d gotten used to using her musical attack abilities; I had a feeling she would be a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    A ball of lightning appeared in the middle of the room, quickly forming a face with bushy eyebrows and a serious broom of a mustache.  
 
    “Ahem,” the bolt of lightning said. “The tournament will begin shortly.” He sneezed. “Phew! Damn allergies have been giving me heck for a week now.”  
 
    An electric arm formed from his ball of lightning body and he wiped his nose.  
 
    “There, that’s better. Now, where were we? Oh yes, the tournament. You are familiar with the rules?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I told him. 
 
    “Good,” he said, clearing his throat. “I won’t have to go over them then. It’s been a long day; I know you don’t care about that, but I’ve been zipping around greeting participants for the last three hours. Your group is one of the last to arrive, by the way, so it’s clear that punctuality isn’t one of your strong points. But I digress. The tournament. Who’s going first?” 
 
    “I am,” I told him. 
 
    I caught Iris smiling at me, looking from me to the mustached ball of lightning with a comical look on her face.  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Is something funny?” the lightning ball asked, raising one of his bushy, electrified eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Okay, then, Alpha Chase Knowles, your first battle will begin shortly,” he said, clearly aware that Iris and I were chuckling about something. “You’ve got three minutes.” 
 
    “One question,” I said to the cranky ball of lightning. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Since we’re an Alpha Duo…” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware of what you are.” 
 
    “Where will she be while I’m fighting?” 
 
    “The sidelines, but whoever is on the sidelines won’t be able to participate.” 
 
    “Got it, and we’ll just communicate the same way as a normal tournament?”  
 
    He rolled his eyes. “That’s two questions, and yes, the same way. If you see something, shout about it to your party, but others can hear you. You can also huddle over there if you want. Ahhhh-choo!”  
 
    His sneeze knocked him back into the window. “Allergies!” he said as he fizzled out of existence. 
 
    There wasn’t much prep we could do aside from equipping our gear. My acoustic bass appeared on my body and I turned my reverb up, figuring my opening attack would take them off guard before I switched to precision strikes using a different setting and possibly a pick. 
 
    I liked what the phaser setting did; I planned to crank that up a bit and add some distortion, which, as I’d already tested, allowed me to shoot the equivalent of laser beams out of my bass head. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said, and as if this affirmation had triggered the start of the fight, our bodies disappeared and reformed in the center of the battlefield, the crowd roaring in approval all around us. 
 
    Before us was a giant coin, easily the size of a kiddie pool. I could see an icon of a single lightning bolt on one side of the coin. 
 
    Iris was on the sidelines, and so we could better share intel, I moved toward her, so I’d be within earshot.  
 
    Our opponents were across from us, a female Alpha with short hair and an axe slung over her shoulder. She was at Level Four, and her two Hunters were at Levels Thirteen and Eight. 
 
    Their handles flashed over their heads and faded: 
 
    [Rogue Spellsword, Level 8] 
 
    [Tritanian Knight, Level 13) 
 
    A small lightning bolt icon appeared over her head, the same icon that was on the giant coin in the center of the battlefield.  
 
    Aya scoffed. “The Tritanian Knight is mine. I’ve bested one of Empress Thun’s knights in white satin before. They are fast, but they are only able to fight in a particular way.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, what’s that?” I called over to her.  
 
    “Like a board. You’ll see.” 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my Vans when a bolt of lightning hit the center of the field, flipping the giant coin in the air. It landed, two lightning bolts clearly visible on its top side. We’d won the coin toss; the opposing team would be the first to select their mythcrea. 
 
    The coin faded away as an enormous, three tusked elephant dropped in its place.  
 
    The beast trumpeted, and as it did so, the crowd stood, cheering it on.  
 
    The elephant was black with yellow paint had been applied to its face. It lifted one foot, and stomped, trumpeting again. 
 
    [War Elephant, Level 9] 
 
    My list of mythcrea appeared before me and I selected Rambi, our mythological rhinoceros. His bulky form took shape next to me, and he snorted when he saw the war elephant. 
 
    Am I to take this creature on? he thought to me. 
 
    “That's right,” I told him as I brought my bass guitar to the ready. I started finger-picking some notes, just warming up as a timer above us counted off. 
 
    “Five…” 
 
    “Four…” 
 
    “Three…” 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    “One…” 
 
    ~~“BEGIN FIGHT!”~~ 
 
    The voice rang out from all corners of the floating stadium, shaking the ground, its bass vibrating my very core. But rather than simply notice it, or cringe at it, or let it happen, I decided to use this to my advantage.  
 
    As everything around me shook, I closed my eyes and moved with the vibrations of the announcer’s deep voice, one hand already reaching toward the neck of my bass, the other one seconds away from playing an open E. 
 
    I mentally increased the volume and dropped the lowest string to D, a colorful scale flashing on my pane of vision as I twisted the tuning peg. 
 
    The fight kicked off and I struck my note, a bassy, incredibly deep open D wrapped in distortion, which rushed through the battlefield and knocked the war elephant to the side, also smashing into the female Alpha. 
 
    The soundwave didn't stop there. My attack kept moving until it hit the side of the stadium, the crowd going wild as the bleachers shook. 
 
    The distraction giving her an advantage, Aya advanced on the Tritanian warrior, their swords clanking together. 
 
    She cursed in Thulean as she lifted her body up and over him, spinning into another attack that he just barely blocked. 
 
    The knight was at a much lower level than her, really no match, and this became more evident as she took two swipes at him, a left swing, a right swing, the knight clearly scared out of his metal underwear. 
 
    Lady C. was having a hell of a time dodging attacks from the rogue spellsword, who kept trying to hit her with bolts of green energy.  
 
    The cloaked fantasy spellmaster thought he had finally gained an advantage when he cast a circle of fire around her. He reached for his sword and froze, his hand still wrapped around the hilt. 
 
    Lady C. used one of her blades tipped with ice to calm the flames, stepped over them, and as she spun both swords at her side, she made her way over to the rogue, taking her sweet time. As she approached him, she cocked her head to the side and gave him a soft smile.  
 
    Stepping onto her front foot, the Metican warrior spun with her arms wide. 
 
    What the hell kind of move was that? I thought as I played some muffled notes on my bass, which shook the ground enough that the approaching Alpha lost her footing. 
 
    I was just about to ready my next attack when Rambi and the war elephant, who had been circling each other to see who would go first, collided. 
 
    Their horns locked, and there wasn't much they could do except try to kick at each other and try to pry free from the other’s grasp. 
 
     Rambi's legs were shorter than the war elephant’s. So I figured I'd give him a little advantage. 
 
    My bass now aimed at the war elephant, I did a running scale that created a whirlwind of blistering sonic booms, each slapping into the side of the beast. 
 
    I felt like a goddamn rockstar with that move. 
 
    In fact, with the crowd around me, and the instrument in my hand, I felt like I was playing in an arena or something. I didn't want all this to go to my head, but how could I not let it go to my head a little? 
 
    With that in mind, and channeling the myriad rock gods of the past, I spread my legs wide and did a total rockstar strum, my hand rising into the air and circling around as I played an open chord with my thumb, hitting it again and again, each movement creating a wave of sonic energy. 
 
    The female Alpha didn't know what hit her. 
 
    She staggered for a moment, caught her balance, and fell. 
 
    Seeing their Alpha fall created a burst of rage in the Tritanian knight, who attacked Aya with great fervor, but it wasn’t enough fervor to do him much good.  
 
    Aya toyed with him just a few moments longer before driving her sword through his stomach, completely breaking through his ribbed armor. 
 
    This left the war elephant, who had again gotten the upper hand with Rambi. 
 
    But with three of us available to fight it, the fight was pretty much over. Lady C. blasted it with lightning, and Aya used her limbs to get to the top of the elephant and drive her blade into the crown of its skull, riding it down to the ground as if it were a crashing wave. 
 
    I looked over to see Iris clapping, beating her hand in the air as she whooped for us. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    We respawned in the skybox, and I noticed for the first time that the entire stadium was surrounded by skyboxes, a bird's eye view if there ever was one. 
 
    The lightning ball with the mustache appeared, and after a sneeze, the disgruntled man cleared his throat and began. “Okay, okay, congratulations, you won your first match, here's your prize. Any questions? No? Good, if you have any questions, save them for the next time I come around. I got more presents to dole out.” 
 
    We were rewarded with four thousand Proxima dollars, the money instantly streaming into my bank account. 
 
    “Your next match will begin shortly, please relax until then.” With that, the ball of lightning disappeared, and cushioned chairs took shape, each of them facing the large front window of the skybox. 
 
    Aya plopped down and yawned, boredom in her orange eyes. “I hope the next fight is harder than that one. That one wasn't even a challenge.” 
 
     “You shouldn't be so confident,” Lady C. chastised her. “That's the best way to let your opponents get you, when you're confident.” 
 
    “You show me a Thulean who isn’t confident, and I’ll show you a Thulean that isn’t Thulean,” the half-dragon, half-woman said, a smirk on her face. She lowered her cap a bit, and leaned back in her chair. “And besides, you know that was easy.”  
 
    “Well, it wasn't difficult, and the real star, the real rockstar I should say, was you, Chase.” 
 
    Lady C. sat down on the armrest of one of the chairs. She nodded toward the seat, indicating that I should sit. 
 
    “Well, if you insist.” I took my seat, and she placed an arm on my shoulder. 
 
    Iris kept her place near the window, observing the crowd. “I can't wait to get out there and try out some moves. It's like freestyling music or something. It is so cool...” 
 
     “You’re going to love it.” 
 
    “Like I said, I just hope the next fight is worth my time.” Aya turned her palm up, and a glass bowl appeared in her hand. The bowl filled with a red liquid, which she quickly drank. 
 
    Lady C. did the same, even though neither of them had taken any damage at all in our last fight, or if they had, it had been very little. Regardless, they both enjoyed their health potion, while I just relaxed, and Iris continued to watch the crowd. 
 
    About ten minutes later, after we had chilled out even more, Aya practically dozing off, we received notice that our next fight would begin soon. 
 
    The Thulean stood, stretched a little, dropped to the ground and started doing sit ups, which she then flipped over and turned to burpees. 
 
    Lady C. watched her for a moment, and then return to the book that she was reading, some trashy romance with a bare-chested guy on the cover. 
 
    Once it was our turn, and the fight was set to start, our avatars reformed on the fighting field. This time I was on the sidelines. 
 
    Iris stepped up, and dropped her hand to her side, her legs spread wide. Her ukulele appeared in her hand, and she lifted it by the neck into the air, the crowd screaming for her. 
 
    I laughed, clapping my hands as I watched her bring the ukulele into its position and play it for just a moment, waves of colorful sound swirling around her. 
 
    Her opponents were already on the field, separated from our group by the giant coin with the lightning bolt on one side. 
 
    The Alpha was a Level Five buff military-looking dude with gun arms.  
 
    Ballistics seemed to be a theme of his group, as his first Hunter was a female Archer, who was Level Ten, and the second Hunter was a male Ballistics Mage, a guy with a magic slingshot, who was Level Thirteen. 
 
    Lightning struck the coin, and this time our team lost. Iris glanced at me, and I gave her a nod that said, it's your choice, choose whoever you want. 
 
    Considering that we didn't know what mythcrea they were going to use against us, and the fact that they were ballistics heavy, Iris made it a pretty damn good choice. 
 
    Fujin appeared, his legs in full lotus position as he floated on a cloud. I gave the Japanese wind god a thumbs up, and he gave me a proud, stoic nod.  
 
    The Level Eight angel the opposing Alpha had chosen wouldn’t be a big challenge for Fujin. The angel was female, scantily clad, and she carried a large spear as her weapon. I wasn't normally this confident, but I knew that his ability to control weather patterns would pretty much ground the angel.  
 
    “Five…” 
 
    “Four…” 
 
    “Three…” 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    “One…” 
 
    ~~“BEGIN FIGHT!”~~ 
 
    Fujin rose into the air, his eyes flashing as a giant wave of air slammed into the angel’s body and brought the woman to the ground. 
 
    The opposing Alpha fired shots at Iris, who had already made a shield of music around herself. The shots ricocheted off, the bullets plinking as they zipped around the stadium. 
 
    Aya went for the Archer, using her limbs to bring her up and over. 
 
    The Archer’s first shot grounded Aya. Now trapped in a razor-sharp net, and cursing in a foreign tongue, Aya struggled to get out. 
 
    Seeing the Thulean in trouble, Iris played a quick triplet pattern on her ukulele, going for a distorted, flanging effect. The soundwaves traveled toward our pinned Huntress and ripped through the net.  
 
    Back on her feet, Aya loosed a throwing knife at the Archer that caught her in the throat. The woman fell to her knees, choking on her own blood as a blast from one of Lady C.’s swords met a blast from the Ballistic Mage. 
 
    He was stronger than he looked, and continued firing shots at her just about as quickly as he could. Each shot was met with a concussive wallop as Lady C. responded with her own blasts of fire.  
 
    It was really a test at this point of who could outlast the other, or who had the better trick up their sleeve. 
 
    This turned out to be Lady C., who had been biding her time, waiting for the perfect opportunity to appear behind the Ballistics Mage and end it there. 
 
    At the same moment that she performed her Time Scissors ability, the opposing Alpha dropped to his knees and loaded something big in his right arm cannon. 
 
    Aiming his cannon at Iris, he pulled his arm back and charged, only to be swept away by his own mythcrea, the angel. 
 
    A cat to a mouse, Fujin had been whipping the angel back and forth in the air, and this was precisely how she ended up colliding with the lead Alpha, a strike which took his legs out from under him and forced him to fire his shot upward and into the stands. 
 
    His volley didn't quite reach the stands, and if it had, there was actually a magical barrier protecting the spectators from any stray attacks, but it was close enough to see people scream and jump back, and others shriek with delight. 
 
    Iris began strumming like mad, her hand practically a blur as she ran her pick across the strings. This created a cascading, twenty-foot blade of light that extended from the neck of her ukulele, a blade that she quickly used to cut the lead Alpha in half. 
 
    “Hell yes!” I clapped for Iris, and the screaming spectators behind me responded in kind. 
 
    Their Alpha down, it didn't take very long for Iris and the others to mop up what was left of the opposing team. 
 
    We had won our second match, and as Iris lifted her hand into the air again, her fingers clutched around the neck of her ukulele, our bodies pixelated and reformed in the skybox. 
 
    “That was great,” I told Iris. 
 
    “That was exhilarating!” she said, breathing hard. 
 
    “I have to admit, I was skeptical about fighting alongside both of you, mostly because of the fact that neither of you appear very strong nor do either of you have any training, but good. Very good. Very damn good, my Alphas.”  
 
    “Thanks, Aya,” I said as the ball of lightning reappeared. 
 
    “Great, great, you won your second match,” said the lightning ball. “Will you win your third? Who knows? I'm not betting on anyone. No dogs in this fight. Geez, am I exhausted, I'm telling you guys, never volunteer to be an official in a kingdom-wide tournament. Stick with small, local stuff. Do you know how many Alphas I've met today? And most of them are like you guys, but some are actually assholes. I'll say it. I'm not getting paid, so I'm allowed to cuss on the clock, but anyway, here's your reward, yada yada yada, you know the drill, win again and I'll give you some more. Bye.” 
 
     With that, the disgruntled ball of lightning was gone. 
 
    “Is there any way we can catch him?” Iris asked, laughing. 
 
    “Please don't,” I said as ten thousand Proxima dollars poured into our bank account. “As long as he keeps giving us money, I'm fine to put up with his bullshit.” 
 
    A quick glance at the old bank account had me feeling good.  
 
    Proxima Dollars: $15,170  
 
    Spent: $107,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    We would come out of here a lot richer than we came if we continued winning. 
 
    “Do you want to go next?” I asked Iris as the two huntresses drank from their health potions. 
 
    “Sure, if you don't mind. I’ve got some other things I want to try.” 
 
     “Fine by me, it's awesome watching you guys from the sidelines.” 
 
    “You guys, huh?” Aya shook her head. 
 
    “It’s an expression…” 
 
    “I'm okay with Lady Iris fighting with us in the next round, but the round after that, I want it to be you, Chase. It's pretty cute when you play your instrument. It looks like you let the rockstar feeling go to your head,” Lady C. giggled. “I’ve never seen you take center stage like that.” 
 
    I started to blush. 
 
    “She isn't wrong,” said Iris. “You were doing a pretty ridiculous guitar strum there at the end.” 
 
     “What? Why not get into it? Isn't that what this is all about?” I asked, trying to contain my embarrassment with a crooked smile.  
 
    “What's next? Are you going to do a guitar spin?” 
 
    I knew exactly what Iris was referring to. A guitar spin was something that I'd seen a metal guitarist do before. It involved spinning the guitar around your body, the guitar anchored by the strap, and once completed the guitar would be in the same place that it started. 
 
    It was a ridiculous move, one solely meant for show, but it did look kind of cool. 
 
    “I promise I'm not going to do any guitar spins. And what about you? What's with you holding the ukulele up in the air like you're the champion?” I teased Iris. 
 
    “I was the champion,” came her reply. 
 
    “That's right, we are champions,” said the Thulean, “and I believe Iris could kick your ass. No offense, and it's not like you really have an ass because you're very thin, but you know what I'm trying to tell you, yes?” 
 
    “You three are ganging up on me.” 
 
     “I'm not ganging up on you.” Lady C. showed me her book, the cover of which featured a woman surrounded by two hunky men. “I’m reading.” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back to the battlefield, the crowd around us electric, literally.  
 
    The stands were made of a translucent material, and even with the throng of spectators that had turned out to watch the tournament, I could still see cracks of lightning from beyond their bodies, the green and blue of the aurora borealis slapping against the barrier erected around the stadium, the sun over EverLife in the distance, a beacon of indigo and mystery. 
 
    Iris stood with the two Huntresses in the center of the field, the three of them actually striking a pose.  
 
    This had been Aya's idea, and while it was a bit ridiculous, they did look pretty badass. 
 
    Iris was up front, Lady C. behind her with her blades drawn, and Aya next to Lady C., her buster sword resting over her shoulder. 
 
    Lying before them was the giant coin that would soon be struck by lightning, and behind the coin was the opposing party. 
 
    The other side’s Alpha was an older man, a biker of sorts with one of those old German helmets with a single spike on the top. He wore leather and carried a chainsaw in his right hand. Next to him was a Level Nine Skeletal Warrior, thick armor encasing its bones.  
 
    Holding the Alpha’s free hand was a Level Ten Ice Mage, clear in the way she was dressed and the frosted, jagged armor covering her shoulders like epaulets.  
 
    His Huntress, I thought, and seeing them hold hands reminded me of my relationship with Lady C.  
 
    Had I become a stereotype?  
 
    Lightning struck the coin in the center of the battlefield, interrupting my thought. The coin flipped into the air, and landed with the side with two lightning bolts facing up. 
 
    Iris looked over at me and winked; we’d won the toss. 
 
    The older Alpha considered this for a moment, and then, with a snap of his beefy fingers, a freaking Level Thirteen minotaur appeared. The creature snorted, punched its fists together, and lifted its arms into the air, roaring as the crowd cheered in approval. 
 
    Iris looked to me, and before I could even offer suggestions, she offered her opponent a curt little nod. 
 
    Sun Wukong formed to the right of Lady C., a bowl of soup dumplings in one hand, chopsticks in the other.  
 
    His mouth full, Sun looked to the opposing party, over at Iris, shrugged, and threw his chopsticks and bowl of dumpling over his shoulder. He chewed for another moment, swallowed, and equipped his bow. 
 
    The crowd did not roar for Sun Wukong's opening, but that was okay, he would perennially remain our secret weapon. 
 
    “Five…”  
 
    “Four…” 
 
    “Three…” 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    “One…” 
 
    ~~“BEGIN FIGHT!”~~ 
 
    Iris was the first to move this time, and she did something that I didn't think was possible. Rather than go with an opening attack using her ukulele, she strummed the single note that sent a vibrating soundwave around her body, and casing her fists in an electric yellow energy. 
 
    I couldn't tell at the time, but I would later find out that she was humming, maintaining the energy around her fists as she charged forward to meet the chainsaw Alpha.  
 
    Rather than actually go toe-to-toe with the man, Iris fired off a blast that exploded at his feet, dropped to the left, rolled up and returned to her ukulele in her hands.  
 
    She began strumming, the effect she’d chosen like that of a fuzzy, distorted guitar from the 1970s. 
 
    On the other side of the battlefield, the minotaur had already collided with Sun Wukong, who had simply taken his unbreakable form and stood there with his bow, a grin on his face as the snorting beast tried to beat him into submission. 
 
    A blast of ice met Iris' soundwaves, and for a moment, it seemed as if the Ice Mage would overpower her. 
 
    Iris had clearly become the target of the other three opponents, evident in the way the Alpha and the Skeletal Warrior were running at her, both their weapons at the ready. 
 
    The trio skidded to a halt as Iris began playing a soothing melody, her head bobbing left and right as she hummed along to the tune. 
 
    She's using it to seduce them?  
 
    The chainsaw Alpha lowered his weapon, staggering toward her, the look on his face showing that he was trying to fight it off, but not able to do anything about her powers over his psyche. 
 
    The Ice Mage was in a similar situation, trying to charge both her hands to blast Iris, but not able to actually make the attack. Only the Skeletal Warrior was able to break free from her almost psychic grasp over their minds. 
 
    And this was the first Hunter that Lady C. and Aya picked off.  
 
    The two Huntresses had switched weapons by this point, Aya wielding Lady C.’s two swords with her ghost limbs, while Lady C. charged Aya's buster sword with fire. 
 
    Aya stabbed the two swords into the ground, and used them to flip sideways into the air. She came down with her knees around the Skeletal Warrior’s shoulder and brought him (her?) to the ground. 
 
    I'd seen this move before, a play off the hurricanrana, but I was unaware that Aya had been watching professional wrestling.  
 
    She was back on her feet now, both swords now in her hands as she waited for Lady C. to attack. 
 
    Rather than approach the Skeletal Warrior with her flaming buster sword, Lady C. pulled it over her head and struck the ground, sending an arc of fire toward the warrior. By the time it was back to its feet, flames licked off the Skeletal Warrior’s body, black smoke billowing into the air. 
 
    The warrior finished, Lady C. turned her attention to the Alpha. 
 
    As the electric currents moved through his body, Iris stopped her sweet melody and tore him off his feet with a quick strum on her ukulele.  
 
    The blowback also tossed the Ice Mage to the side, where she was impaled by Aya. 
 
    It was an impressive move too, as Aya was fending off the flaming skeleton with one hand and still managed to see the perfect opportunity for skewering coming in her direction. 
 
    On the opposite side of the battlefield, the minotaur, consumed by rage and fury, continue to strike at Sun Wukong’s unbreakable form. This got me wondering if there was any way to break him from that form, and if the fight would go on indefinitely even if the rest of the party died. 
 
    But as it stood – or better, as he stood – Sun Wukong wasn't showing any signs of slowing down. He still had that grin on his face, an increasingly mocking grin as the minotaur pummeled him to no end. 
 
    With the Ice Mage down, and the Alpha pretty bad off, the fight was pretty much decided. 
 
    Rather than let Iris take the kill for the Alpha, Aya tossed a throwing knife at him that went through the back of his head and came out the front, knocking his spiked helm to the ground. 
 
    Iris turned her attention to the flaming Skeletal Warrior, and increased the sound of her ukulele. I swore it was as if she were strumming a twelve-string guitar by the time she settled on a frequency. 
 
    She formed a giant soundwave of energy that struck the warrior and disintegrated his body, pretty much taking Aya's kill. 
 
    The minotaur.  
 
    The beast was tiring as the two Huntresses approached him, both moving in stealth mode. 
 
    And just as they reached the minotaur, Sun Wukong came out of his trance and delivered a series of blows to the creature’s chest and face using his bow. 
 
    The minotaur took two staggering steps forward, his eyes rolling into the back of his head as he fell backwards. 
 
    We had done it again, and the crowd roared in approval as our avatars faded away.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen: Sonic Boom 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “We are going to win this thing,” Aya said once our forms took shape in the skybox. 
 
    Lady C. bit her lip as she considered this. “Yes,” she finally said, “I think you’re right. We have our secret weapons now.” 
 
    “Who? Us?” I asked with a grin on my face as the mustached ball of lightning appeared. 
 
    “Don’t let it go to your head, Chase,” Aya warned. 
 
    “Ahem, congrats and whatever for winning again,” said the mustached ball of lightning, who floated in the center of the room. “Clearly you have a knack for not losing, but that doesn’t mean you’ve entirely won yet, but you’re close, I’ll give you that. But others are close too. Ah… ah… achoo!”  
 
    He slammed into the glass overlooking the crowd below.  
 
    Cursing his allergies, the lightning ball floated back into the center of the skybox. “My apologies. Damn Kingdom Fumus. Went there for vacation with wifey. They have a few outlet malls there on the border between Fumus and Sana. Me? I mostly stick to the spas in Sana, not embarrassed to admit I like happy endings, but I decided to venture out with her and I’ve had allergies ever since. Anyway, enough about my overly domesticated existence: there are two matches left. Win them, or lose them, it’s really up to you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told him as he reared back to sneeze again. He caught himself at the last moment and avoided the sneeze. 
 
    “That’s right, I almost forgot. Here’s your reward, and there’s plenty more where that came from if you win the next match. Bye.” 
 
    Fifteen thousand Proxima dollars poured into the bank account, bringing us up to thirty thousand. 
 
    “These tournaments are lucrative.” 
 
    “And we are the ones doing most of the work.” I felt Aya’s ghost limb land on my shoulder. “So you’d better buy us something.” 
 
    “You two just got cabins,” I said half-jokingly. “But seriously, we need to get a mining operation going. Just a small affair. It’ll keep the Proxima dollars flowing in. And trust me,” I said, smiling at Aya’s playful yet harsh expression, “I’m hooking both of you up after this.” 
 
    “More books?” Lady C. asked, looking up from, well, her book. She stood in front of the glass to the right, her reverse harem romance in her hand. 
 
    “Whatever you want.” 
 
    “A trip to the outlet in Fumus would be nice…” Aya suggested. 
 
    “Good idea, Lady Aya!” 
 
    “Okay,” I told the two, “then that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    A glass took shape in the Thulean’s hand and she took a sip from a red health potion. “Are you fighting with us next?” 
 
    “That’s the plan, Stan.” 
 
    “Aya Duchig. That is the name given to me by my parents.” She took another sip from her glass and grinned. “I can see why Lady C. and Iris both like you…” 
 
    Lady C. looked up from her book again. 
 
    “Dammit, Aya–” I was already starting to say when she finished her sentence. 
 
    “You can be a funny, nerdy cute rockstar man-boy who appeals to Iris’ musician side, and Lady C.’s bookworm side.” 
 
    Lady C. laughed, cutting the tension I was feeling like a knife. “Chase never reads.” 
 
    The Thulean continued to tease me for a little longer, never quite getting to the point that she was making me uncomfortable, but always close enough to make me wary that she’d cross a line and force me to confront my feelings for Iris and Lady C. 
 
    But it never got to that point, and I was happy as hell to respawn on the battlefield, Iris on the sidelines this time. 
 
    I knew I would be able to beat my opponent, but seeing him, and knowing that our little rivalry would only escalate after this, left me with a funny taste in my mouth. 
 
    William stood before us with his two orcs, both lower leveled but wearing some pretty expensive-looking armor. For his part, William held a large sword, not quite the width of a buster sword but not far off, the hilt of which had a double shotgun barrel fused to it, the muzzle ending a quarter of the way up the blade. 
 
    He shot me a cheeky grin, which morphed into a look of pity when he saw my bass guitar. 
 
    “Yeah, keep thinking whatever you’re thinking,” I said under my breath as I brought my pick to the strings. 
 
    “Do we really have to slay the orcs again?” Aya pretend-pouted. “I’m tired of killing orcs.” 
 
    They weren’t close enough to hear her taunt them, but the orcs definitely knew she was saying something of the sort. 
 
    A lightning bolt struck the coin separating us, flipping it into the air.  
 
    It landed one lightning bolt up, which meant that I had to choose a mythcrea to fight alongside us. 
 
    Magnus, I thought, figuring his swordplay would come in handy. But something told me to keep scrolling down until I reached Dalton’s name.  
 
    I glanced to Iris on the sideline; I could tell by the way she held herself that she was anticipating this fight.  
 
    I gave her a quick nod and returned my focus to the selection menu, pressing my finger onto the ink shadow’s name. 
 
    Dalton appeared, and when he saw that we were surrounded by a crowd, the showman in him took over. He grew to six times his size, grooving to whatever music was streaming through his mind, his silky black form moving up and down. 
 
    “Damn, Chase, how come you’re holding out on me?” Dalton asked to the roar of the crowd. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I called up to him. 
 
    “A crowd this large and we don’t have a show? We should have performed!” 
 
    “We, um, are performing? Consider this our performance!” 
 
    I played a power chord on the bass to let him know I meant business. Dalton nodded in approval, a slick grin spreading across his dark face. 
 
    But he wasn’t the only one grinning.  
 
    William laughed as a colossal dragon took shape behind him, its wings flapping in the air. The dragon’s scales were blood red, its tail topped by a sharp diamond. The creature wailed, spikes forming on its neck as it made its presence known.  
 
    [Wyvern, Level 25] 
 
    “Shit,” I started to say as I looked to Iris, only to find she was saying the same thing.  
 
    I knew there was only one way for William to get the dragon: the fucker paid for it, which was by no means against the rules, but there was still something cowardly about it. 
 
    “He’s just playing the game,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    Suddenly, Dalton was the same size as me, a smirk on his face as he said, “Dragons can’t hit what they can’t touch. Leave the big reptile to me; I’ll at least soften him up while you three mop up the others. And don’t forget, after this, you, Iris and I have a date with musical destiny.” 
 
    “Musical destiny?” 
 
    The timer flashed before us. 
 
    ~~“BEGIN FIGHT!”~~ 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Something knocked me backwards, and I felt a stinging sensation spreading through my body, starting at my shoulder.  
 
    My bass guitar was still across my stomach, but what I was more concerned about was the fact that I had just been shot. Bringing back my hand I found that my fingers were now covered in blood.  
 
    The pain was nearly unbearable, I was breathing heavily now, not able to get to my feet. I could hear a fight taking place, swords clinking together, the terror inducing roars from the red dragon. 
 
    But this was all on the periphery, my focus was now on my arm, and the fact that... 
 
    “Chase!” I heard Iris shout from the sidelines. I tried to look over to her, and when I finally was able to turn my head, I got a glimpse of my shoulder to see that it was partially blown off, my arm pretty much useless. 
 
    But that didn't mean I couldn't play bass. 
 
    As I rolled to my side, I use the body of my guitar to push myself up to a seated position.  
 
    I was hyper aware of the fact that I would likely get shot again; I needed to act fast. Hell, if it hadn't been for a string of throwing knives from Aya, and a blast of fire from Lady C., William would have shot his sword gun at me a second time, likely finishing it then and there. 
 
    Acting fast, I cranked the volume as loud as I could make it go on my digital display.  
 
    Aiming the neck of my bass guitar at William, I scraped my pick along the lowest string, the plastic of the pick catching in the ridges as I fired a pineapple yellow shot of energy at the Alpha. 
 
    This took the fucker off guard for sure, and my next shot blew him off his feet. 
 
    Continuing this action, I dialed up the delay as far as it would go and turned the reverb as well, each scrape now creating dozens upon dozens of blasts, as if I were firing at him with an old timey machine gun. 
 
    William tried to fire back, but he was shooting blindly now, his shots going wide as he scrambled to avoid the blast from my guitar. 
 
    His orcs weren't putting up a very good fight. They did, however, have decent armor, expensive armor it looked like, as most of Lady C. and Aya's attacks barely fazed them. 
 
    The Huntresses thoroughly engaged, neither paid little attention to the dragon overhead, which would have been a bad thing if it weren't for Dalton. 
 
    The ink shadow had the dragon spooked; every time the dragon would come in for an attack he would appear before the dragon, growing in size, reminding me of death incarnate as his deeply black arms lifted into the air and his face twisted into a visage of horror. 
 
    I figured that a dragon would be smarter, but maybe this one had a fear of ghosts, something that Dalton was capitalizing on. Eventually, the dragon would break free of Dalton's psychological attacks, and then we'd be royally fucked. 
 
    I also had an urge to face William head-on, to let him know that I meant business. 
 
    So, to scratch both itches, one being necessary and the other being selfish, I changed the trajectory of my weapon to one of the orcs, and to increase the power of my blast, I added a chorus effect to the rapid-fire pick scrapes. 
 
    The blast connected with the orc’s chest plate, sending him backwards, and giving Aya the advantage she needed to drive her sword into an opening in his armor. One orc down, I returned my distraction fire to William, again keeping him from shooting us. 
 
    He was fast, I'd give him that, likely because of the shoes he had on, which had little wings at the ankles. 
 
    No matter; as long as I could keep him from actually attacking, we were good to go. 
 
    Aya and Lady C. tag-teamed the orc, the fugly fucker barely able to fend off the two warriors. 
 
    And that was that.  
 
    A couple of blows to the front from Aya, and the orc completely focused on the Thulean, rather than keeping his eye on Lady C., who awaited her opening, slinking from foot to foot as she moved into strike. 
 
    Lady C. was like a ballerina with swords, on her tippy toes as she spun her blades wide, one, two, three nicks lashing against the Orc’s partially exposed throat, forcing him to the ground as he choked on his purple blood. 
 
    It was William’s turn now. 
 
    “Take the dragon!” I told the two Huntresses. 
 
    Iris and Lady C. turned, and just as Lady C. lowered her sword to get into position to take the dragon, a blast shot through her face and cheek, splattering the battlefield with her blood. 
 
    “Lady C.!” 
 
    I could see Iris on the sidelines jumping, pointing her finger at William, screaming for me to go, but I couldn't do anything. 
 
    I was frozen. 
 
    And even though I knew that she would be okay after the fight, just seeing Lady C. have her face blown off decimated my confidence, tore a cord from my heart. 
 
    I played that note. 
 
    The pick held properly now, my arm still limp, I started strumming an open chord. 
 
    I adjusted the delay, brought the chorus down, turned up the fuzz, and mentally adjusted the equalizer so that the sound was thick, blistering, concussive. 
 
    I walked toward William, oblivious to the battle still taking place, barely registering the fact that Aya had latched on to the dragon with her ghost limbs and was on its back now, stabbing it in the neck. 
 
    My focus was on William, who was firing shots at me as I approached him, his shots ricocheting off the sphere of sound that had formed around me. 
 
    Everything moved around me in slow motion as I moved toward my target, a dull feeling in my chest once I reached William, detonated the shield of musical energy I’d been storing, and killed us both. 
 
    Sonic boom.  
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    We reappeared in the skybox. I glanced at Iris, still not registering the look on her face. 
 
    It was a strange mixture of  shock and astonishment, and as Lady C. and Aya’s forms took shape, I quickly realized why. 
 
    Lady C. jumped into my arms, my hands naturally going to the small of her back as I held her up. 
 
    “You did it,” she said, her face dangerously close to mine, her lips puckering ever-so-slightly. 
 
    “It worked?” I asked. 
 
    “It was a ballsy move, Alpha,” Aya said as she turned toward the window facing the stands. “But it was impressive.”  
 
    The ball of lightning appeared, just as I set Lady C. down.  
 
    She remained next to me, her body slightly touching mine. I had the notion to slip my arm around her waist, pull her into a position in front of me, so I could be closer to her, but I refrained. 
 
    “I guess congratulations are in order,” the mustached ball of lightning said. “You four have made it to the final round, and if you win this round, you will be our official representative in the level four to six class range in the Tournament of EverLife, which starts a few days from now. But you still have one more fight, and as you can probably surmise, the other team that has made it this far through the tournament is also well equipped to deal with a variety of scenarios. But I don't know who they are, so don't ask me. I'm more interested in the higher-level battles anyway, they're much more destructive. Before I forget, here’s your prize. Don’t spend it all in one place.” 
 
    Money poured into our Proxima bank account. A quick glance at the account and I saw that we were definitely sitting pretty. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $60,170  
 
    Spent: $107,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “Thanks,” I told him. 
 
    He sniffed, and looked for a moment like he was about to sneeze. Once he didn’t, he continued.  
 
    “If you win the next round, you won't be coming back here. You'll stay in the center of the field, where there will be a little mini-celebration, whatever, I've seen it before, maybe some floats, fireworks. You know the drill. Or maybe you don't, but you'll get used to it if you win.” 
 
    He offered us a rare grin. 
 
    “Is that all?” I asked. 
 
    “If you win the next round, you will become an official representative of Kingdom Lume, which carries with it a title of Lightning Knight. So, you'll both be Lightning Knights, and well, anyone in your fighting party will also be Lightning Knights. This will grant you access to exclusive places, and other perks, which means the final round doesn’t have a Proxima cash prize. Oh, and one more thing.” 
 
     “What's that?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    The semi-cantankerous ball of lightning zipped away, leaving the four of us to recap the battle that had just taken place.  
 
    For some reason, I had the feeling that it wouldn't be the last we saw of William. 
 
    “I'm up for the next fight, right?” Iris asked. 
 
    “By all means,” I told her. “That last battle was pretty intense, so I'm definitely down to sit this one out.” 
 
     “So, it's just us three ladies?” Aya asked as she sipped from a health potion. 
 
    “That's right,” said Iris. 
 
    Lady C., who again had her nose deep in a cheap paperback, looked up and smiled at all of us. “Once we win this, Chase is going to take us shopping at the outlet mall. Don’t let him forget.” 
 
    “I won’t forget.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he doesn’t forget,” Aya said as she took a sip from her health potion. 
 
    Our banter continued for a few more minutes, our conversation underlined by the fact that I was a bit nervous about this last round.  
 
    Still, we had made a lot of money, so if this was it, that was also fine. 
 
    I didn't voice this opinion: Aya would have popped me on the back of the head if I'd said anything of the sort, so I just kept it to myself as the three women discussed strategy. 
 
    Our forms disappeared, and reappeared behind the giant coin.  
 
    The battlefield was set, the crowd around us going crazy, their screams and cheers like something I'd seen for live performances at Madison Square Garden or the Super Bowl. 
 
    The opposing Alpha was a college-aged woman, one level higher than us. She was dark-skinned, her hair braided in an interesting pattern, her outfit bright and colorful, something straight out of Wakanda.  
 
    The Hunter to her right was a cowboy with tight jeans, a pearl snap shirt, a bandana, and a cowboy hat. He had two six shooters holstered at his side.  
 
    He was at Level Fifteen, and his counterpart, a man in a trench coat who had a face that reminded me of a lion, was at Level Fourteen. 
 
    I could tell that the cowboy used guns, but the trench coat guy? His handle pretty much gave it away. 
 
    [Weretiger, Level 14] 
 
    Unlike the other Alphas we had faced, this one didn't have a weapon. She simply had her fists, which were pressed together over her stomach. 
 
    Lightning struck the coin and it flipped into the air, landing with a rumble and revealing that we had won the toss. 
 
    A man appeared behind the opposing Alpha wearing Roman-styled armor, a Brawler. He was bursting with muscles, and rather than weapons, he wore a set of brass knuckles with spikes on them. 
 
    “Sun Wukong!” I shouted to Iris. 
 
    And I could tell by the way she was hesitating that she was considering what I’d said, but she wanted to go with her gut. 
 
    After a few furtive glances my way and back to the other Fighting Party, Iris went with Anastasia, the bird with a woman's head that we had captured in the tunnels beneath Brooklyn. 
 
    Anastasia flapped her large wings as she rose into the air above Iris, crying out as she moved higher and higher. 
 
    “Five…” 
 
    “Four…” 
 
    “Three…” 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    “One…” 
 
    ~~“BEGIN FIGHT!”~~ 
 
    Her ukulele in her hands, Iris fired off eight sweet blasts of sound at the opposing Alpha.  
 
    A sigil decorated with hieroglyphs and Arabic writing appeared in front of the other Alpha, taking the blunt of Iris' attack. 
 
    “Aye!” The Thulean reached the trench coat weretiger, who had since morphed into his beast form. He leapt for her as she lifted into the air with her ghost limbs, coming down behind him. A snarl on her face that almost matched the snarl of the weretiger, Aya performed an aerial with her blade behind her, again dodging the tigerman’s sharp claws. 
 
    She caught his legs with her ghost limbs and pulled his feet out from under him, forcing the weretiger to face-plant, and giving her an opening to drive her blade into his back. 
 
    But he rolled out of the way just in time, got his bearings almost instantly, and lunged for her again. 
 
    The thing was, it looked like the buff Romanesque Brawler could beat Lady C., judging from the way she just barely avoided his spiked fists. 
 
    And the cowboy hadn’t quite shot Anastasia out of the air, but one of his bullets had gone through her right wing, which she was now nursing as she tried to get into position. 
 
    Just as he raised his weapon again, Anastasia lifted both wings and the cowboy suddenly stopped, a stupid, lovestruck look spreading across his chiseled face. 
 
    He didn't quite radiate little Valentine's hearts, but the smile that formed on his face told me he now had an affinity for Anastasia, and this affinity led to him firing his weapon against his own teammates. 
 
    The cowboy shot at the female Alpha, which she blocked using another sigil shield. She was getting pummeled from two sides, the cowboy shooting at her and Iris firing off a stream of steady sound blasts from her ukulele. 
 
    That's why she chose Anastasia, I thought as I briefly scanned the mythcrea’s special abilities.  
 
    Anastasia’s Faint Appeal spell allowed her to seduce an opponent and turn them to our side. Also to her advantage was the fact that Algo was her main class, meaning she was able to use algorithm-based attacks. 
 
    As the crowd roared behind me, my focus returned to the fight, watching as Aya sheathed her blade and approached the weretiger with both fists at the ready. 
 
    “What the fuck is she doing?” I mumbled, as she beckoned the weretiger forward. 
 
    The creature charged at her, and rather than pull her sword, she dodged left and savagely brought her fist into the side of his neck. 
 
    The weretiger tried to swivel and get her again with his claws, but she'd already dropped to her belly and used her ghost limbs to lift herself up and over the creature, where she was able to punch it a couple of times in the back. 
 
    “Finish him!” I shouted to her. 
 
    But Aya was having too much fun throwing down with the weretiger, so she continued her boxing act, and even threw in a few Muay Thai-style kicks to the weretiger’s ribs. 
 
    My concern was the brawler that was still fighting Lady C.  
 
    Neither of them had gotten in a shot, and I didn't know if Lady C. would be able to get one in due to his speed. 
 
    I could tell that she had already tried to throw some magic at him, none of which had worked. She had shocked him, tried to freeze him, try to light him on fire, and even though I couldn't tell she had done it, I was pretty sure she’d tried to stop time for him as well. 
 
    But he was a powerhouse, and rather than have a little fight club with the weretiger, Aya should have been helping Lady C. out. 
 
    The female Alpha had yet to actually attack, and didn't look like she would be able to with the amount of blocking she was doing. 
 
     I thought this was great, keeping her distracted, but I was worried that if Lady C. fell, the fight would turn in their direction. 
 
    Her wings flapping as she held her position in the air, Anastasia turned her attention to the brawling warrior. A shadow formed around her and spread up and out, reaching the stands, and the barrier above us. 
 
    Like a bridge rising and settling back into place, the shadow came together into a single line and slowly lowered toward the Brawler. 
 
    The brass knuckle bastard completely lost it. He ran toward the far end of the stadium, fighting invisible enemies, completely abandoning the fight. 
 
    He reached the stands and began punching at the invisible barrier protecting them. Lady C. was hot on his heels, and once she reached him, she lunged forward and stabbed both of her swords through the small of his back. 
 
    Her sword still sticking out of his stomach, she began dragging him back to the battle, leaving a trail of blood as he shrieked and foamed at the mouth.  
 
    Suddenly tired of playing with the weretiger, Aya came in for a punch, ducked a swipe from his claws, and drew her blade with her other hand. 
 
    It was a swift death, and if there hadn't been a screaming crowd around, I would have heard the weretiger’s head slap against the ground. 
 
    A throwing knife cut the lovestruck cowboy down, leaving only the female Alpha. 
 
    Panic on her face, she kept up her shield act for another few minutes.  
 
    Eventually, Iris broke through with a particularly biting strum on her ukulele, a heavily distorted sound which formed a solid wall of light that dismantled the female Alpha’s shield, leaving Aya and Lady C. to finish the job. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen: Multifarious Musical Epiphany 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    It was hard to wrap my head around just how loudly the crowd was cheering for us. The volume was ear-piercing, I could feel it in my chest, down to my digital bones. 
 
    I had joined Iris and the Huntresses on the battlefield, watching as a ring of yellow and electric blue roses sprouted from the ground around us.  
 
    There were fireworks overhead now, but instead of your traditional fireworks, these ones fizzled out into zipping bolts of electricity, purples and greens, hissing to the far corners of the arena. 
 
    A large bolt of lightning touched down before us, and a man stepped out of the smoke the strike had created. He was a tall fellow, clean-cut, and he wore the same crisp blue outfit that the city guards wore in the kingdom center. Only his was slightly more decorated, not quite a mid-twentieth century Russian general, but his ranking was apparent from the medals pinned to his chest.  
 
    He stopped before us, and slapped his arms at his sides. 
 
    “Congratulation, Chase Knowles and Iris Snout, and congratulations to you as well, Lady Cassandra and Aya Duchig,” he said, his voice booming all the way up to the nosebleed section. “It is with great honor that I bestow upon your Dojo, and all mythcrea you have returned to EverLife, the honorific title of Lightning Knight. You are now ready to compete in your class bracket at the EverLife Tournament, bringing glory and recognition to Kingdom Lume.” 
 
    I turned to Iris to see an emblem appear over her head. It was an artistic rendition of a lightning bolt, and I knew by my reflection in her glasses that one was now also hovering over my head. 
 
    The lightning bolts lowered onto our heads, and I felt a warm energy move through me, settling in my chest. The dignitary thanked us again, waved at the crowd, and disappeared after a bolt of lightning struck him. 
 
    He wasn't the only one to zip away so quickly.  
 
    Before I could even take a step forward, the four of us were suddenly standing in the field of our Dojo, the crowd and the tournament a distant memory. 
 
    “There's no after party?” Aya asked as she looked around. 
 
    “You never really struck me as the after party type of gal,” Iris told her. 
 
    “Oh, please,” Aya shifted her weight to her right hip. She had been standing quite erect in front of the crowd, pride evident in her gait. “None of you have ever been to a tournament in Tritania, and if you had been, you would know that the after party can be as action-packed as the tournament itself. But fine, no after party.” 
 
     “Well, we do have a gig tonight, actually, pretty soon I think, at the Midnight Library,” I told her. “So that counts, right?” 
 
    Aya yawned. “It seems like you have a gig there every night, so count me out for this one. I'm getting some much-deserved rest.”  
 
    With that, the Thulean turned toward her cabin. She glanced over her shoulder at me just once, looked me up and down, and continued forward. 
 
    “I can't wait to go to the Midnight Library!” Lady C. went from her armor to a loose-fitting dress in a flash. The dress was a deep shade of maroon, her tube top two shades lighter and, from what I could see through the slits on the sides of her dress, exposed her midriff. 
 
    I snapped my fingers and my black suit appeared on my body, the top two buttons of my shirt open. “I guess we have enough money to get some new clothes, but these are still pretty good.”  
 
    “Speaking of money,” Iris said as she too changed into a sweater, skirt, and high heeled boots. “Mining operation? We can get that started now.” 
 
     “That's not a bad idea,” I told her as I turned to the meadow. “Do you think it will disturb the others in the meadow?” 
 
    “Let me check that out real quick,” Iris said as her cat, Garfield, approached her.  
 
    The big orange tabby twisted between her legs, lightly flicking his tail against her shanks as he purred. Her glasses lit up as she did some research and I turned my attention back to our mythcrea quarters to see Mirror the phantom kangaroo hopping over to us. 
 
    “So now we're some type of royalty?” the kangaroo asked, out of breath. “Great, just what I always wanted, more attention.” 
 
    “I thought you liked attention, Mirror,” said Lady C., no hint of sarcasm in her voice. 
 
    “Yeah, I like attention, if you’re a big beefy blacksmith with forearms thick as tree trunks, but that's about it. Now people are going to know who I am wherever I go, ugh, which is an inconvenience for me.” 
 
    “Have you gone anywhere yet?” I asked her. 
 
    “No, but I'm just saying, if I do go somewhere, people will know. Annoying.” 
 
     “Nope,” Iris looked up at me, “a mining operation won't affect the land or the Dojo in a negative way. Also, here are the few that I recommend.” 
 
     Iris swiped her hand in my direction, and a carousel of options appeared before me. The options were horizontal, the models three-dimensional, and I scrolled through them until I found a pretty good operation. 
 
    It wasn't the cheapest one, and it wasn't the most expensive, which was kind of the sweet spot for me. 
 
    It reminded me of an oil derrick, except it was taller, and there was a spherical light at the top. It didn't have any information on how much it would return, none of them did, which I found both interesting and somewhat annoying. 
 
    “There's not even an estimate?” I asked her. 
 
    Iris shook her head. “It's based on where you set it, and they're designed to be aesthetically pleasing, so you can pretty much set it up anywhere. And of course, since they are like a giant tower that kind of bobs up and down, you can't have more than one.” 
 
     “Let's just go with this one.”  
 
    I selected the mining derrick, and pressed the purchase button.  
 
    A version of it now hovered in the air, semi-transparent, and I was able to move it around in real time and set it where I wanted it to go. There were other things I could buy, such as equipment that would do soil tests, but those cost as much as the derrick.  
 
    As usual, I figured we’d play it by ear. 
 
    “It's not atrocious,” Mirror said once I finally set it down at the back of the meadow, behind the pond, “but I don't like it.” 
 
     With that the sassy kangaroo turned, slapped her tail against the ground a few times, and left. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $30,170  
 
    Spent: $137,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    A quick glance at our bank account and I saw that we were still sitting pretty, and that money could be used for other things, or even traded for real-world dollars.  
 
    I wouldn’t mind another nice date with Iris.  
 
    “So, Midnight Library?” Iris asked. As if they had been waiting for us to say the words, Magnus and Ophelia came out of the mythcrea quarters and joined us. I whistled for our lightning horses, which landed just about a minute later. 
 
    We mounted up, hit the air, and made our way to the center of Kingdom Lume. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    The sound of the house pianists reached my ears upon entry to the Midnight Library. While it was a grand piano that they played, the sound was of a harpsichord, and they were currently rocking out again on a groove that had an eastern flair to it. 
 
    I nodded to the groove of the music as Iris and I moved to the greenroom, where we would find Dalton the ink shadow. 
 
    Iris caught me smiling at her as she stopped in front of the entrance. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “This is just so awesome. We play here, and people come and they love our music. We play New York, and it’s hit or miss. Yes, and I know, this isn't the real world, but there's definitely a vibe.” 
 
     “Definitely,” she said as we entered the room. 
 
    “There you two are.” The ink shadow sat on the couch, half his form merged into the leather. Next to him was the drow groupie that was always with Dalton, or maybe it was a different one, I never knew. 
 
    She smoked from a hookah, and when she saw me, she took the tip from her lips and offered it up. 
 
    “Care to partake?” Dalton asked. 
 
    “This is some of the stuff you got from Fumus?” 
 
     “It is indeed,” he told me. I could see his true form underneath the billowing black of his ink shadow body. There was just a glimpse, an older man, frail, nothing like the outer body. 
 
    But rather than stare, and feeling like celebrating after our victory, I took a puff of the hookah. 
 
    “Iris?” 
 
    She also took a puff, just about the time I noticed that my vision had changed. 
 
    It was a very subtle change, and I wasn't high per se, but there was a simmering fuzz on the edges of my vision. That, and I could see what looked like soundwaves floating in and around everything. 
 
    “What is this stuff?” I asked Dalton. 
 
    He laughed long and hard. Iris handed him the nozzle, and after a big puff, he handed it back to the drow. 
 
    “Are you seeing stuff too?” I asked Iris. 
 
     Iris nodded. “Soundwaves?” 
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    “I've been trying to get you two to puff this stuff since our first gig,” said Dalton. “It helps you see the music, the vibrations. Look at that plant, remember when I told you to play to it?” 
 
    I remembered, and looking at the plant now, I could see something different about its edges, something almost blurred as it sat quietly in the corner. I glanced to Iris to confirm if she could see it as well, and returned my gaze to the plant. 
 
    It seemed greener than before, neon green even, and looking at it gave me this strange sense of life. 
 
    “You see it now?”  
 
    “I see it,” I told the ink shadow, also noticing the calm aura surrounding his head like a halo. 
 
    “Everything is sound, and sound is everything. Hell, even that plant’s color is sound, that beautiful vibrant green. That's a sound too.”  
 
    I stared intently at the greenness of the plant, noticing upon further examination that the green had a vibration to it, the lighter green wall behind the plant also had a vibration, and its pot, a ceramic pot the color of garnet, had an even more intense vibration around its edges. 
 
    One look at Iris and I saw that she was seeing the same thing as me, an odd look of understanding painting across her face. 
 
    Dalton stretched his arms over his head and floated from the couch to a standing position. “I want you both to think about this while we perform tonight, that everything is vibration. Maybe it'll improve your abilities to improvise.” 
 
    “Let's do this,” I said, inspired by the feeling coursing through me. My bass guitar appeared in my hand and I marched to the door, ready to perform. 
 
    Iris joined me two seconds later, and exchanging smiles, both our smiles containing the fact that we had just come to understand something that many would never understand, we stepped onto the stage. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?” I asked Iris.  
 
    Last night, we’d played a little intro to get the crowd worked up, a crowd that was half the size of the crowd now waiting for us to begin. A few cheered our names; more faces turned to the stage.  
 
    The place was packed, and if there had been a fire marshal in Kingdom Lume, he wouldn't have been happy to see this. 
 
    I spotted Lady C., Magnus and Ophelia up front, a stack of books on the table behind them. The Midnight Library was set up so that people could sit at their high tables while the crowd stood around them, reminding me of lily pads jutting out of a marsh. 
 
    I thought about this pond as I began playing a low rumbly note with my fingers, a sound that seemed like nonsense at first.  
 
    I watched as the sound waves left my bass. I was suddenly with them, moving among them, and just seeing myself in this position changed the way I played. 
 
    My eyes closed, I let my hand do the work as I dropped into a sweet groove that Iris almost instantaneously picked up on. I kept my eyes closed, just letting the music take over, merging with the sound as I swayed back and forth, occasionally adjusting some of the effects on my pane of vision. 
 
    Iris strummed a long, thick, beautiful tone that fit perfectly in the grooves between the soundwaves. I opened my eyes again and saw that everything I'd seen with my eyes closed was still there: the soundwaves, the electric auras of each person in the crowd as they got in tune with the music we were playing. 
 
    Nodding my head up and down, I started to adjust my groove, really feel it, dip into it, and it was at just about that point that Dalton strutted out onto the stage. 
 
    He started beatboxing along with the groove we were playing, adding in a few oohs and aahs as he pumped his shoulders up and down. 
 
    “The Alpha Duooo, the Alpha Duooo, you got one, you got two, you got a…” 
 
    We stopped playing. 
 
    “Alpha Duo,” he whispered just as we cut back in.  
 
    The crowd clapped as we continued to play. 
 
    Now at the center of the stage, Dalton introduced himself. “I’m the one, the only, the meaningful, the sound, the color, the love, the feeling, the wave, crashing down, crashing down, crashing dowwwwnnn. Crashing down, crashing down, crashing  dowwwwnnn.” 
 
    With that he melted into nothing and returned, snapping his fingers to the music as his body rose from the stage. 
 
    He was a stellar front man, and as we continued playing, watching the soundwaves all around us, I became more in tune with our environment. I felt a sense of happiness that I only felt in this place, on stage, the music all around me, within me and without me. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    “Damn that was a fun gig,” I told Iris after we logged out. It had been hard to leave, but I had been in EverLife all day and felt like returning to my own world. Or rather, to Iris' place, as we were still in her studio apartment. 
 
    “And now we have a gig tomorrow in Kingdom Sana,” she said, both of our visors still over our faces.  
 
    “Definitely, two birds with one stone.” I remembered promising Aya and Lady C. that we would go to the outlet mall there. 
 
    “It's pretty awesome that Dalton was able to get us some other gigs. We have another one in Kingdom Ignis in a few days too. I hope he doesn't expect us to play every night though, a girl’s got to rest.” 
 
     I laughed as the NV Visor powered down. 
 
    My eyes still closed, I just sat there for a moment next to Iris, feeling her body next to me. I should have realized it earlier, but I was so busy watching the sine waves disappear on the inside pane of my NV Visor that I hadn't noticed we were holding hands. 
 
    My first reaction was to take my hand away, but all I ended up doing was tensing it a little bit, which caused her to squeeze my hand in return. 
 
    “I don't know if we should be hitting his hookah next time,” Iris said. “It was cool and all seeing the music play out before me, but I don't know if I could do that every time. I noticed that we were looser, that was for sure, but I don't know, it was just kind of distracting.” 
 
     “Definitely distracting,” I said as I took off my visor and turned to her. She was looking at me, and as soon as our eyes met, she turned to fully face me. 
 
    “It was cool seeing all the colors though, I will say that,” she said. 
 
    All the colors, I thought as I stared into her eyes. Her glasses were off, and a few strands of her blonde hair had fallen into her face. Her cheeks were rosy red, and there was a slight paleness to her lips.  
 
    The colors... 
 
    I felt goosebumps sprinkle across my arms. “Iris...” 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “The colors ...the sun over EverLife ...the music.” 
 
    She gasped. “You don't think?” 
 
     The revelation had struck me so hard that I was finding it difficult to say the next words. “What note is the color red?” 
 
    Iris sat up, both hands over her mouth as she began searching for information over GoogleFace. 
 
    I was too excited to perform an adequate search. I knew she was better at it anyway, so all I could do was sit there next to her, picking at my nails as Iris did her thing. 
 
    “It’s chakra-based? Notes correspond to colors. How didn’t anyone know that?” 
 
    “What do you mean? Chakras?” 
 
    “The chakras,” Iris explained. “Chakras are focal points on the subtle body, part of the Hindu belief system, you know, chakras.” 
 
    She touched the center of her chest. 
 
    “I’ve heard of them, but what does that have to do with the Steeple?” 
 
    “Each chakra, and there are seven of them, relate to a certain color. Each of those colors is related to a certain musical note. The base color, red, is activated by vibrations through C major. The next color, orange, D major; yellow, E major; green, F major; blue, G major; indigo, A major; and violet, B major. In other words, each color is said to rest within the vibrations of these notes.” 
 
    “And if we play these notes, we will be able to get to the top of the Steeple,” I said, finishing her thought. 
 
    “It has to be it, it has to be it!” 
 
    “We have got to try it right now,” I told her. “You ready to log back in?” 
 
    “Just let me use the restroom and brush my teeth; I have a feeling it's going to be a long night.”  
 
    “You're not the only one,” I told her. “And I’m next in the bathroom.” 
 
    “This is so exciting!” 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    Once we performed our very worldly duties, Iris and I logged back in to EverLife. 
 
    “Aya! Lady C.!” I cried out as soon as our avatars took shape at our Dojo. I put my fingers in my mouth for the lightning horses. 
 
    Lady C. ran out of her cabin, full battle armor equipped with both swords at the ready. “What is it?” she asked, confusion trailing across her face as she glanced around. 
 
    “We've got to go, now.”  
 
    Rather than call Aya's name again, I ran to her door and began beating on it. 
 
    Much to my surprise, Altsoba answered; even more shocking was the fact that she was shirtless and had taken a form that was the splitting image of me, only with muscles and without glasses. 
 
    Her dark skin quickly boiled over, returning the shifter to her base form. “I thought you'd like that.” 
 
     “How long have you been roleplaying as a stronger-looking version of me?” 
 
     The door slammed shut, likely by Aya’s ghost limbs. 
 
    I took a few steps back, and the Thulean stormed out seconds later, an embarrassed look on her face. 
 
    “I don't want you telling anyone what you saw there,” she said to me, grabbing me by the front of my shirt. 
 
    “Do you normally have her turn into a stronger version of me? I'm still asking this question, I know, but she didn't answer.” 
 
     “It is my private life, Chase! And it's none of your business what I have her do, or what I do to her when she is in your body.” 
 
    “Hey, no judgment here.” 
 
    Aya's orange eyes softened. “I've told you before, you're not my type.” 
 
     “But apparently, with a few adjustments, I could be your type.” 
 
     “Watch it, and what is the meaning of this anyway?”  
 
    The lightning horses landed behind me, Iris and Lady C. quickly mounting up. 
 
    “I think we know the secret of EverLife,” I told her. 
 
     “The secret of EverLife?” 
 
    “Yes! Iris and I may have cracked the secret that will let us in. We have to go to the Steeple now, which is why we're here.” 
 
    “In that case,” she said, “I will get ready. And keep what you saw to yourself.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    It took a little while for us to get to the Steeple.  
 
    Rather than hit the normal lane we took to get to the center of Kingdom Lune, we made a beeline to the great beacon in the distance, traveling over other Dojos, parks, and a few smaller city shopping areas. 
 
    The sun was violet, and as we grew closer to the structure, I saw that it was in its most organic order, Roy G. Biv.  
 
    Red on bottom, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet, corresponding to the musical notes: C, D, E, F, G, A, B.  
 
    It has to work, I thought as we began our descent toward the Steeple. Hope welled inside my chest, and even though I knew I could just as easily be disappointed, I wasn’t able to swallow it down. 
 
    We landed, and the first thing I noticed was that no one was around.  
 
    The guards were still stationed out front, but they looked to be asleep, and I confirmed this by walking over to one and snapping my fingers in front of his face. 
 
    “Why isn't anyone here?” I asked Iris. 
 
    I recalled how many people we’d seen the last time we visited, which was, from what I could remember, around midday.  
 
    Does it really just shut down at night? 
 
    “I don't know, but the quicker we test this out, the better,” she finally said. 
 
    Iris and I equipped our instruments, and I instinctively checked the tuning.  
 
    With Lady C. to our right, and Aya to our left, Iris and I stopped in front of the red door, exchanged glances, and started riffing in C Major. 
 
    She strummed slowly, and I grooved along, a running C Major bassline, nodding my head up and down as I got into the pocket. 
 
    The red door before us started to shake. 
 
    We stopped, Lady C. gasped, and Iris and I started up again. 
 
    The guards around the door did not respond, and I realized then that maybe these guards weren't even there to guard the door, just as a show of unity for the kingdoms. 
 
    And even as the red door shook, I continued to keep a watchful eye on the guards to see if they would acknowledge the fact that we were playing our instruments. 
 
    Once I realize they wouldn't be responding, I focused on the music, moving up the C Major scale as the door broke free from its hinges, shattering into a glistening red goo that seeped toward us and stopped at our feet. 
 
    “In the name of the Empress,” Aya said.  
 
    “Let's go in,” Iris said as she led the way. 
 
    She was the first to breach the barrier and make it inside, followed by me, Lady C., and  finally Aya.  
 
    The second that we were all in the structure, the red liquid rose off the ground and reformed into a door behind us. For a moment I thought we were locked in, but when I turned and played a C, I saw the door begin to quiver again. 
 
    “We’re good,” I told Iris. “We can still get out.” 
 
    My bass at my side, I took a look around the room and noticed that it was actually a hallway that spiraled around the Steeple. 
 
    The air inside the place was filled with sparkling glitter, a fine dust even. I turned to the right, ready to keep moving.  
 
    “Follow me,” I whispered. 
 
    There was something about the space to be revered, a feeling I'd only experience when entering one of the older churches in Manhattan.  
 
    This was a holy place, and I wasn’t the only one feeling its power.  
 
    Aya, who couldn't seem to go a few minutes without teasing someone or making a quip, mumbled something in Thulean as we walked. 
 
    I assumed it was a prayer, but it could have been anything.  
 
    For her part, Lady C. was also saying something, her words a foreign tongue as well. 
 
    They weren't real in the sense that I was real, yet they had their own language, history and culture. Every day that passed with the Huntresses by my side made me question my own humanity, the humanity of those who called New York and the planet Earth their home.  
 
    They are vibrations too, I thought as we reach the next level. Everything is a vibration.  
 
    The door before us glowed orange, and as we had done on the bottom floor, Iris and I started a freestyle jam in the key of D major. 
 
    D major had a different vibe from that of C major, a different feel to its major scale. 
 
     And we went with it, Iris adding a layered effect to her ukulele sound, while I used an octave effect that added a high note to every low note that I played. 
 
    As soundwaves bounced around us, I saw Aya and Lady C. stand off to the side, both their eyes closed, another one of those spiritual moments that I would never forget. 
 
    With the orange door mush beneath our feet, we continued forward. 
 
    We kept to the right, spiraling around the Steeple until we reached the next barrier, a blazing yellow door that created coronas of light on my pane of vision as I looked at it. 
 
    E major poured out of our instruments, this one a slow yet poppy jam that had me bobbing my head almost immediately. 
 
    It was a fun groove, and I was sad to leave it when the yellow door melted away and we were allowed into the next hallway. 
 
    The vibrations in this next hallway were tangible, heavy, the air musty and sparkling. Aya sneezed, apologized, and kept to the back of the group as we made our way up the spiral stairs to the next door, the green door. 
 
    Green is life. 
 
    That was the only thing I could think of as I started up a faster melody in the key of F. Rather than strum her ukulele this time, Iris picked up my tune and played it simultaneously with me, strengthening the sound. 
 
    It wasn't long before this door filtered away and we entered into the next hallway. Each hallway was smaller, and our trip to the next floor was becoming shorter. 
 
    We reached the blue door in a matter of moments, and sunk into a melody in the key of G. 
 
    There was always a soulful feeling when playing in G, maybe because it had all the same notes as C major, aside from the F sharp.  
 
    And similar to C, it had a warm hiss to it, a familiarity. As the door opened, Iris and I continued playing for a moment, just enjoying the space. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Lady C. whispered, a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, letting the soulful tune twist to its natural end. 
 
    We found an absolutely stunning indigo door on the next floor. Something about it reminded me of the sea, the area just between a coral reef and the top of the waves. Some light, but darkness settling in, a peaceful, relaxing place that held mystery and danger. 
 
    Iris started the next tune, and it was absolutely magical. 
 
    Her eyes were closed now, and as she continued playing in A major, her notes matched the majesty of the indigo hues shining from the door. 
 
    The door opened, and we both stopped. 
 
    “This is it,” I told Lady C. and Aya. “The final door.” 
 
    “I'm almost too excited to talk,” Iris said, her voice barely squeaking out of her mouth. 
 
    “Let's just get to the top and see what's there.” 
 
    The air was thick in the final chamber and as we made our way to the final door, the violet door, I began to feel a little light-headed. 
 
    The violet color of the door sparked and whirred, a million galaxies twisting together. 
 
    I started to play to this galaxy, and it was a little bit harder to play because B major was difficult to get right. 
 
     But Iris and I eventually found a strange tune using distortion feedback and stacked effects.  
 
    The purple door opened, the four of us exchanged glances, and Iris was the first to enter. 
 
      
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
      
 
    The room was entirely white, a blinding white, lit by the white panels on the walls. It was a small room, no larger than my bedroom back in Bushwick, and all sounds were dampened as soon as we stopped into the middle of the strange space. 
 
    I felt like we were in a vacuum, and there was no smell associated with the place, not even the musky smell I’d noticed in the hallway leading up to the room. I opened my mouth to speak to Iris, and no sound came out.  
 
    We relied on gestures from that point forward.  
 
    Iris pointed around the room in a way that indicated we should check it out. 
 
    Aya’s gesture indicated that there was nothing to check out, and Lady C. simply held back, her look a mixture of curiosity and fear. 
 
    I walked to one of the walls and placed my hand on the backlit panel. 
 
    Hello? I thought aloud, wondering if there was a telepathic component to all this. 
 
    One glance at Aya and I saw that her hand was on the hilt of her buster sword, her stance indicating she was ready to move into action at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Well? I gestured.  
 
    Iris looked to me and shrugged, the whiteness of the room playing out across the lenses of her glasses.  
 
    I moved to the far corner of the room, touched the wall, and smoothed my palm against it. I knocked on it; again, no sound.   
 
    Iris sat down in the middle of the room, her legs crossed under her body. She stared at the ceiling, squinting as she looked for any edges or anything else that would offer up a clue. 
 
    Lady C., who still had a look of apprehension on her face, moved to the opposite side of the room as me and drew one of her swords. She cast her flame on it, and as she did, it quickly fizzled out. 
 
    I brought my bass up and played a note, noticing that it too made no sound.  
 
    This is it? I thought as I made my way to her side. Since the birth of EverLife, people had been trying to get into this room. And when a few finally did… 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Disappointed, I’d turned back to the door when a prompt flashed across my pane of vision. 
 
    Iris and I locked eyes and we both scrambled to the exit.  
 
    The door had never completely sealed, which made it easy to get back to the hallway. As soon as we were out, the sound returned to our ears. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Aya asked, catching up to us. 
 
    “We have to get back to the Dojo, now!” I said as I took to the stairs.  
 
    “Can’t we port back…” Iris lifted her finger. “Nope. Shoot, we’ve got to go.” 
 
    “We have to make our way back down?” Lady C. asked, her sword resheathed at her side. 
 
    “Yes, and we need to hurry!” 
 
    “Hey, you never answered my question,” Aya called out to me as we ran down the stairs. We got to the next door and I struck a loud A major chord, which Iris then peppered with some fast picking.  
 
    The door reopened, and we moved into the next hallway. 
 
    “The Dojo,” I said as I ran, my bass in my hands as I prepped for a B major chord. I hit it, and the next door started to melt away. 
 
    “What’s wrong with the Dojo?” she asked, her voice filling with panic. 
 
    “We have to get there now!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen: The End of Our Dojo as We Know It 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The lightning steeds lifted into air. 
 
    I could barely see straight by this point. Filled with fury and the desire to get to our Dojo as quickly as possible, all I could do was buckle down and move ahead as quickly as the horse would allow. 
 
    They need our help. 
 
    Aya and Lady C. knew what was happening now. I told them somewhere around the green or orange door. I’d seen them both angry before, but I’d never seem them so enraged, ready for vengeance, violence. 
 
    By the time I finished telling them, they had pressed past me, determined to get out of the tower. 
 
    I couldn’t quite decipher the look on Iris’ face, but I could tell by the way she was gritting her teeth, and how she held the reins of her horse with one hand while holding her ukulele with the other that she too was ready, prepared to do whatever it took to prevent calamity. 
 
    I cast aside my frustration regarding the Steeple.  
 
    There was supposed to be something at the top; that was the whole point of going there, discovering its secret, hell, every story I had been told and epiphany I had experienced had a mountaintop moment. 
 
    But there was no mountaintop moment with the Steeple. 
 
    It had simply been a white room devoid of sound, a room that everyone in EverLife wanted to get to, to understand, to be part of. 
 
    And I didn’t know what I’d been expecting.  
 
    Maybe the selfish part of me was expecting some type of prize, some reward for making it there and cracking the secret. And I was even a little angry at myself for this, upset that this was how my mind worked, that I expected a reward. 
 
    I didn’t deserve any of this. I didn’t deserve my newfound successes in life, the changes I had experienced, the fact that I was responsible for the well-being of others. 
 
    I’d gone from a musician with a broken bass to… 
 
    Whatever I was. 
 
    I didn’t join EverLife to discover its secret.  
 
    “Faster!” Aya shouted at her horse. She switched to Thulean and the beast took off, leaving a crackle of lightning behind it. 
 
    What if there had been some crazy reward? What if getting into the room had made Iris and me king and queen of EverLife? What then? What if it had given me one million Proxima dollars? How would I have spent it? 
 
    All of these were questions that I didn’t have an answer to, so maybe I deserved an empty room. 
 
    “Yeah,” I told myself as I buckled down, my body closer to the horse now. We were over the kingdom center, to the left of it actually, and I couldn’t quite see our Dojo in the distance yet. 
 
    But I knew what was coming; I knew that the battle had just begun. 
 
    Lady C. zipped ahead, her skirt beating in the wind revealing the top of her panties. 
 
    I’d seen her on one of the horses before, but I’ve never seen her go this hard, this quickly, her body pressed forward, her hands on the reins of her horse, her two swords slapping against the tops of her thighs. 
 
    “Faster!” I shouted to my own steed, mirroring Lady C.’s riding style. 
 
    It didn’t take much longer for me to see the damage already wrought, the smoke coming off our mythcrea quarters, fires blazing, a dragon circling in the air above. 
 
    “Aya, take the dragon down!” 
 
    The Thulean nodded and scissored forward, stand-riding as she prepared to leap off her horse.  
 
    More chaos below. There were smoldering craters in the meadow past our Dojo, and all of our mythcrea were busying themselves fighting off the invaders. 
 
    And there were a lot of them. 
 
    The invaders wore black armor, and many had hoods over their heads. They wielded axes, swords, morningstars, and otherworldly weapons that fired large blasts of energy. 
 
    Up ahead of us, Lady C. steered her horse to the surface level. She hit the ground running, bolts of lightning sizzling off her horse’s body as she charged forward. 
 
    Her two swords met a string of necks, and no less than ten intruders were decapitated by the time she slipped off her horse, twisting and moving through their ranks using her whole body to propel herself forward. 
 
    Yaksha charged forward, squashing the intruders, but also taking some heavy damage. 
 
    Even with his size, they managed to entrap him using nets made of laser beams, which they fired out of shoulder rockets. Magnus and Ophelia took over from there, covering Yaksha while Fujin used his wind powers to free the golden Buddha. 
 
    To the north of the main melee, Schnoogles and Mitchell were down, spears sticking out of their chests. It looked like they taken out a few intruders though, evident in the trail of bodies around them. 
 
    Above us, Anastasia, the bird with a woman’s head, was turning some of the black clothed intruders on themselves. 
 
    Joe Camel and Rose were tag-teaming more of the would-be assassins, Rose ripped through flesh and limb, blood spritzing the air, Joe alternating between his front and back legs, knocking out anyone who came near him. 
 
    I saw Iris’ cat launch himself into the air and bring one of the intruders down. Garfield clawed at the person’s face, hissing and screeching as the man tried to throw him off. 
 
    Once I steadied myself, I took my first shot, clearing out three of the assailants. The blasts from my bass guitar left a long trail in the ground, and my next shot blew one of the invaders’ legs off, his leg flying into another guy’s face and knocking him out. 
 
    Iris was next to me now, firing short blasts from her ukulele, the notes she formed jarring and extremely sharp. 
 
    “Do you see him?” I shouted to Iris. 
 
    “Over there, I think!” 
 
    William. 
 
    There were a lot of mercenaries standing between him and me, but this fact didn’t bother me one bit. I’d cut as many down as need be to get to William, and put an end to this. 
 
    A towering wolf made of stone crashed into some of the intruders, their weapons firing into the air, narrowly missing the dragon circling above. The wolf morphed into a large reptile with a spiked tail that took out a few more of the invaders. 
 
    Altsoba morphed back into a wolf and tackled a pair of muscled sellswords with incredibly large axes. 
 
    I heard the dragon screech above us and I glanced up to see the beast struggling with Aya, who was exhausting it just by running along its body and stabbing her knives into the soft places under its scales.  
 
    She hadn’t had a chance to get it with her buster sword yet, but I knew it was coming. 
 
    “I hate ninjas!” Mirror the phantom kangaroo shouted as her form solidified, as she tossed the guy directly in Rambi the rhinoceros path. 
 
    Rambi had busied himself slamming into anyone he could touch, which had resulted in extensive damage to the sidewall mythcrea quarters as well as Lady C.’s cabin. He was good to have in a fight, but utterly destructive. 
 
    Iris moved to my right, taking down more mercenaries with quick strums on her ukulele. 
 
    As I had done before, I began playing a low rumbling note that formed a barrier around me. I didn’t want to explode myself this time, but I did have an idea as to how I could get to William. 
 
    I saw Sun Wukong frozen to my right, a grin on his face as William’s orcs beat at him, each of them trying to land the finishing blow, and each of them failing because of his unbreakable body ability. 
 
    “Fick you, you fickered fick-faced fickboys!” Spew Gorge was having a hell of a time taking on a trio of club-wielding soldiers, narrowly dodging each of their attacks as he prepared one of his putrid smoke bombs. 
 
    While I continued to work on the shield of sound forming around me, strumming my bass and charging, Spew’s smoke bomb went off, a yellow mist engulfing his three attackers. 
 
    A jagged dagger in his hand, he slipped past one of the men and drove his dagger into the guy’s neck. “Fick yeah!” 
 
    Another managed to club him in the face, but only because he was swinging blindly. Spew Gorge’s pink hair went flying to the right, where he was finished off by a guy whose arm had morphed into a large gun. 
 
    The man with the gun arm aimed his weapon at me. 
 
    While his hood covered his face, I could tell by the glint of his white teeth that he was grinning as he fired his first blast.  
 
    Iris turned just in time to meet his blasts, a pink burst of energy firing from the end of her ukulele. 
 
    Rather than fire again, she began strumming, playing a soft melody, and humming in an almost agitated way, which told me that she was trying her damnedest to maintain a calm focus with all the chaos happening around her. 
 
    The gun armed man turned to his own party, and began firing his weapon at them. 
 
    His actions ended up clearing the way for me to move deeper into the crowd of black-clothed guards. 
 
    My shield was up now; each one that tried to touch me was tossed backwards, where they met either Magnus’ sword or a ball of purple fire from Ophelia. 
 
    As predicted, Aya came crashing down onto the battlefield riding the red dragon, just as she had done in the match against William, her ironing board of a sword jutting out of the back of its head. 
 
    The Thulean steered the beast to the left like a captain taking the wheel of a ship, taking out even more of the intruders. 
 
    That was when I saw William, a big grin on his face as he waited for me, his blonde hair combed to the side, a red cape flowing off his shoulders. 
 
    I let my shield down and brought my instrument up. He was laughing as I did this, his hands on his hips as he bent his neck backwards, exposing his throat. 
 
    I fired my first blast at him and… 
 
    Lady C. slammed into me, tossed aside by one of the bigger sellswords. My shot went wide, fizzling out once it got high enough in the sky. 
 
    It hurt, but I managed to recover and roll to my feet, my concern now on Lady C.’s well-being. 
 
    “Chase,” she said through gritted teeth, “he’s getting away.” 
 
    “Like hell he is,” I said as I fired another blast, this one connecting with William’s back, and sending him to the ground.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” said Lady C. “Finish this…” 
 
    I moved closer to William, two more invaders advancing toward me. 
 
    Iris finished them off, now playing muffled notes on her ukulele. 
 
    I stepped over William, and kicked him in the side, turning him over. His face and blonde hair were streaked with blood, and he was laughing maniacally, his eyes practically rolled to the back of his head. 
 
    “Why?” I asked, out of breath. 
 
    “Because I can.” 
 
    William’s finger twitched, and he logged out, his form entirely disintegrating. 
 
    As soon as he was gone, his armored soldiers turned to sand and filtered away. 
 
    We were left standing in the field before our Dojo, amidst ruins, injured mythcrea, and utter shock. Joe Camel was limping, and Rose stood in front of Gobi, checking to make sure her cub was okay. Anastasia landed, one of her wings injured, and Fujin limped toward us, Sun Wukong helping him. 
 
    I glanced to Magnus, who stood with Ophelia in front of a smoldering crater, his weapon not yet sheathed. Yaksha was down on one knee trying to pat out some of the flames in the meadow, Mirror rudely pointing out spots that he missed. Altsoba morphed back into her dark-skinned form, her hand immediately coming to her shoulder, nursing a wound. 
 
    A prompt scrolled across my pane of vision: 
 
    William Dante has declared war on your Dojo. 
 
    “What the hell?” I said as I lowered my bass guitar. 
 
    Iris moved over to me, holding her ukulele with one hand. 
 
    “He’s declared war on us?” 
 
    “Looks like it. What an idiot.” 
 
    “I will kill him, his offspring, and destroy anyone who carries the Dante family name,” said Aya, as she helped Lady C. to her feet.  
 
    “I am with you, Lady Aya,” said the Metican. “The invaders destroyed my cabin.” She sighed miserably. “Now Chase has to buy me another one.” 
 
    “Correct, because you are not staying inside my cabin.” 
 
    I was just about to tell Lady C. that it was Rambi who had accidently destroyed her cabin, but was interrupted by Iris. 
 
    “There’s only one thing we can do now,” the petite woman said, the anger in her eyes partially hidden by the flames reflecting across the lenses of her glasses. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked her. 
 
    Iris looked at me defiantly. She took off her glasses for once, giving me one of the most powerful stares I’d ever seen from her. “Fight back. We can fight back.” 
 
    I turned to the meadow, my eyes skipping to some of the fires near the gazebo. “Yeah, that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    “And the Steeple? What will we do about that, Chase?” asked Lady C. 
 
    “We’ll keep our discovery a secret for now. Something tells me that there is more to the Steeple than an empty white room. But we can deal with that later. We know how to get back there. For now, we rebuild, and we increase our defenses. We’re going to need an architect.” 
 
    Iris smiled. “And a mortgage.” 
 
    “That too,” I said, “but that’s fine. Anything to protect our Dojo. Anything.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The end 
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    Reader, 
 
    I really hope you enjoyed this installment. 
 
     If you haven’t already reviewed the first book, please do so.  People see the first book, and it makes them decide if they’re going to start the series or not. Thanks! I’ll keep them coming, and your reviews help other readers find this book. My guess is the next Monster Hunt will be out in winter, and you can join the Proxima Galaxy group on Facebook to be the first to hear about it. 
 
    Yours in sanity, 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    Join the Harmon Cooper Reader’s group on Facebook today. 
 
    P.S. You can find out about more Harem Lit books (like this book) on the Facebook page. 
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    I have written over thirty books. Here are some of the highlights! 
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    My best-selling Superhero Harem Adventure about a sci-fi writer and the superpowered women who are trying to kill him. Fun content, adult read! 
 
    US: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    UK: https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    Audible: https://adbl.co/2uR0voP 
 
    DE: https://www.amazon.de/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    AU: https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    CA: https://www.amazon.ca/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
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    Tokyo, Japan meets online fantasy gaming and South Park-styled humor. Yakuza, goblins, action, intrigue - add this book to your inventory list!  
 
    (This series is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    US - http://amzn.to/2pKN8zM 
 
    Audible - https://adbl.co/2vqSzY3 
 
    UK - http://amzn.to/2lDlfMa 
 
    Canada - http://amzn.to/2iRellt 
 
    Australia - http://amzn.to/2A7KhGA 
 
    Germany - http://amzn.to/2xIUc3u 
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    What if Ready Player One was a multi-part epic? Gritty LitRPG action, gamer humor, fantastic fantasy worlds, and a killer MC. 
 
    (This one is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    US - http://amzn.to/2sdhfnF 
 
    Audible - http://adbl.co/2scOs2q 
 
    UK - http://amzn.to/2lCxkRH 
 
    Canada - http://amzn.to/2za1VeP 
 
    Australia - http://amzn.to/2h2bi9H 
 
    Germany - http://amzn.to/2z9Ad1v 
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    If you love dark fantasy, RPGs, Witcher, Punisher, or Mad Max, you'll love this powerful gamer trilogy about a man and his wolf companion. 
 
    (This series is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    US - http://amzn.to/2wdmC5j 
 
    Audible- http://adbl.co/2uwtjm2 
 
    UK - http://amzn.to/2A7j6vA 
 
    Canada - http://amzn.to/2gUlhKw 
 
    Australia - http://amzn.to/2h33aFU 
 
    Germany - http://amzn.to/2z9kCz8 
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    A drunk Texan. A day-tripping yogi. A world on fire. Post-apocalyptic political satire with urban fantasy elements. Only after 2016 would this make any sense.  
 
      
 
    US - https://amzn.to/2vdF3uk 
 
    UK - https://amzn.to/2HBdSw6 
 
    Australia - https://amzn.to/2ISMEAs 
 
    Germany - https://amzn.to/2qvAK84 
 
    Canada - https://amzn.to/2Hn3Jp6 
 
    


 
   
  
 



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

Level: 11

Class: Sana,

Subclass: Algo

Tokens: 4

SP: Healing Horn, Muscle
Charge, War Cry
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Phantom Kangaroo
Level: 5

Class: Terra

Subclass: Mortem
Tokens: 3

SP: Lefty loosey, Pouch
Smother, Mega Kick
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Cactus Cat
Level: 7

Class: Psy
Subclass: Ignis
Tokens: 3

SP: Whisker Thorn, Immunity,
Fire Eyes
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camayun  Amastasia
Level: 13

Class: Algo (rare)

Subclass: Psy

Tokens: 6

SP: Faint Appeal, Confuse,
Fear Monger, Feather Bomb
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Phantom Kangaroo
Level: 5

Class: Terra

Subclass: Mortem
Tokens: 3

SP: Lefty loosey, Pouch
Smother, Mega Kick
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Samsquanch

Level: 12

Class: Terra

Subclass: Glacio

Tokens: 5

SP: Ice Break, Slam Bam,
Terror Screech






images/00019.jpeg
7| 15574 T 1 O P A P 2 [P [ 4 7 4|
AN N NZ AN AN NN A AT,
¥4 7 vl V. V4 VV

Gamayun

Level: 13

Class: Algo (rare)

Subclass: Psy

Tokens: 6

SP: Faint Appeal, Confuse,
Fear Monger, Feather Bomb
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Karkadann

Level: 11

Class: Sana,

Subclass: Algo

Tokens: 4

SP: Healing Horn, Muscle
Charge, War Cry
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Level: 11 ‘Dalton
Class: Psy

Subclass: Mortem

Tokens: 7

SP: Gamble Grab, Sultry
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Vodyanoy

Level: 9

Class: River

Subclass: Psy

Tokens: 2

SP: Frog Slam, Drowning Fear
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Bunyip

Level: 7

Class: River
Subclass: Terra
Tokens: 4

SP: Drown, Mudsling
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Henkie
Level: 4
Class: Terra
Subclass: Psy
Tokens: 1

SP: N/A

PP P77
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Tritanian Goblin
Level: 14

Class: Fumus
Subclass: Algo
Tokens: 5

SP: Taunt, Poisonous
Cloud, Turn Cloud
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Chimera,

Level: 9

Class: Terra

Subclass: N/A

Tokens: 2

SP: Triple bite, Mauling
headbutt
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Miles,Yards and Peter Meter
Architectural Firm

35.000 * Cabins and Custom Interiors
11.500 * Fusion Center

500 * Avian package
13.000 * Quarter Design
4.600 * Wall and Cottage
4.900 * Additional Consulting Fees
16.500 * Mining Operation

Current Total: 86,000
Gift Card: -40,000
Final Total: 46,000
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Satori

Level: 8

Class: Psy

Subclass: Algo
Tokens: 1

SP: Soulknife, Astral
Confusion






