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Blurb


When a mysterious Player Killer with the ability
to cause his victims to die in real life appears in the fully immersive massive
multi-player online roleplaying game (MMORPG) Stalwart Souls Online,
administrators shut down the game servers to find the criminal.



 

What they didn't count on was the system being
hijacked. Stalwart Souls Online is rebooted, a new patch applied. All players
online at that time revert back to Trainee level, their hard work erased. They
soon discover that the log out function has been disabled, and that that isn't
the only thing that has changed in the game...



 

In the midst of this is
someone who must cope and survive in this updated RPG world while avoiding
becoming the Player Killer's next target. Roy will face dark dungeons, go on
adventures, compete in player versus player battles, navigate the difficulties
of guild politics, and learn a more realistic definition of good and evil.


The Player Killer’s Mark is the first book of the
Stalwart Souls Online fantasy LitRPG series.


Dedication


This
story is dedicated to Lexie and Miguel. None of this would be possible without
your love and support.
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Chapter 1


            Roy’s
glaive collided with the kobold’s skull head-on. The hit reverberated up his
arm. He lifted his weapon away, glitter lines of pixels trailing after its
blade.


Behind him, his best friend
Emilio, a sword and buckler user, made quick work of another creature. He
chopped it down to size. The bash and slam of his shield led to the end of a
third.


“What happened to our Cleric?”
Roy asked, his back against the dungeon wall.


Flicking his eyes upwards, he
could see Emilio’s health point (HP), mana point (MP), and experience point (XP)
bars. The ones belonging to their third party member had gone missing.


“He logged off. His Mom said he
had to go to bed,” Emilio said.


“That’s what we get for PQ’ing
with an 11 year old,” Roy said.


They hadn’t had much choice in
the matter. They needed a support class player to undertake the three player
variation of the Lich King party quest (PQ) dungeon with, and the 11 year old
seemed as surefire a bet as any.


It was about an hour into the
dungeon when it became apparent that the young Cleric would rather scream
expletives at the kobolds than help heal his party mates. Roy figured that one
wayward F-bomb must’ve reached his mom’s ears and it was bye-bye immersive
virtual reality gear for the kid.


“Think we should pull out of
this?” Roy asked. He leaned his glaive against the wall, the bladed end of the
spear shining against the dusty stone. “I don’t know if going on ahead is such
a good idea.”


Roy brought his arm up to his
face, like he was checking his watch, and made a gesture to bring up his
digital keyboard. He pressed the hotkey for the waypoint, something he was able
to do because they’d acquired a key item for it earlier in their adventure.


With a satisfying ding sound,
an arrow appeared above his immediate sight window. It floated in his vertical
periphery. According to the arrow, they were headed in the right direction for
the Lich King boss battle.


“Are you kidding?” Emilio clanked
his sword against his fist-held shield. “You’re always going chicken over the
littlest things. So what if we don’t have our Cleric?”


“I’m not being a chicken. I’m
being smart,” Roy reasoned. “It’s 2 AM, we’ve got school tomorrow, and we’re a
man down. We don’t have to rush through this.”


“Hell no, I’m not starting this
quest over from scratch just because you’re scared. We’re going to finish this.
How many pots do you have in your inventory?”


Two fingers extended and the
rest laid down, Roy waved his right hand. That movement was his set gesture for
pulling up his inventory window. It phased into his vision, a tinted screen
that was somewhat transparent in case any enemies came their way that needed to
be killed. He dragged his hand across it to flip over into the “Consumables”
menu.



 

[INVENTORY: -Consumables-



 

Red
Potion (S) x15


Red
Potion (M) x2


Red
Potion (L) x6


Red
Potion (XL) x1


Blue
Potion (S) x1


Blue
Potion (M) x8


Blue
Potion (L) x1


Blue
Potion (XL) x12


Ham and
Cheese Sandwich x2


Apple
x6


STR Booster
x1


VIT
Booster x1]



 

Roy scanned over his items, and
answered, “15 small red pots, two medium reds, six large reds, one extra-large
red, and a bunch of blues you probably don’t care about.”


Drinking the red potions would
help them recover HP. The blue potions would restore their MP, something that
their melee-based characters were less concerned about. Mana points were reserved
for spell casting and skill usage.


“What happened to all of your
red XLs?”


“I used the last one on you
earlier.”


“I thought that was the Cleric
healing me.”


“You mean back when he was
recharging his spells? Did you not hear him in the party channel?” Roy asked.


“I must’ve been too busy
fighting,” Emilio said. “C’mon, man, we should get moving. We’ve got enough
potions between the two of us that I think we’ll be fine without a healer.
Wasn’t like he was doing all that great at his job in the first place.”


“I don’t know about this…”


“Would you man up already and
not take the coward’s way out for once? I swear my neutered dog’s got more
balls than you. Let’s go!”


Roy cleared the menus out of
his view and grabbed his glaive. He clenched his hands around it, and mustered
an “alright” that hid his annoyance well.


They followed the waypoint
arrow as they walked. In a strike Roy would’ve given to Emilio had “friendly
fire” been enabled, he drove his weapon straight through a kobold’s middle. A
second hit from Emilio finished the beast off, causing it to explode in a
flurry of digital bits.


Stalwart Souls Online, often
shortened to SSO by its players, was the name of the game they were playing. It
was a fully immersive massively multiplayer online roleplaying game (MMORPG)
operating on all senses. Advancements in technology had made such a thing
possible. Roy forgot the exact names for them, but slapping on a bunch of
sticky pads, wearing an omni-sensational helmet and body suit, and strapping
yourself to a machine was all it took to enter virtual worlds that felt, for
lack of a better word, as real as reality.


SSO had been around for six
months, but Roy and Emilio had only sunk their teeth into it a month ago. Since
then, they hadn’t been able to put it down. They were obsessed with learning
the ins and outs of the program and its medieval fantasy-inspired landscape.
Roy had chosen to become a Lancer, a heavy arms class capable of doling out
major damage while taking powerful hits. Emilio opted to become a Warrior,
staying light on his feet with his one-handed sword and buckler combination.


Initially, they’d entered the
game wanting to join a guild to take on party quests and raids with. The two
best friends flitted through guild after guild, but none of the ones they
joined were serious enough for them. They were glorified party chat rooms at best,
just places for people to socialize that devolved into bad drama central.


There was usually a countdown
for it. Within weeks of people exchanging contact information for social media
or messengers outside of the game, things would melt down in the guilds.
Someone would call someone out for something, or someone would post something
that someone else felt was inappropriate and they’d get kicked out of the guild
for it. Then, people would have to choose sides and the whole guild would
explode because of it.


External drama had a tendency
to ruin things. That’s why Roy and Emilio decided to quit the guild scene and
just work together. They’d pick up people at random for party quests and
dungeon raids, not having a true blue group to call their own. It was a better
experience sticking to their pair.


It was like that in real life
as well. Roy and Emilio were a team. Neighbors, they became friends when their
parents forced them to walk to school together in 2nd grade. After
that, they wound up on the same T-ball team in elementary school, and then the
same basketball team in middle school when they’d grown out of T-ball.


Once it became obvious that
their heights and poor ball handling skills would get in the way of ever
getting far with basketball, they opted for more virtual pursuits. City-builder
games. Flight simulators. First person shooters (FPS) that had them blasting
away alien scum. Artsy games where they’d have to be feathers floating over
mountains. Whatever they could get their hands on, they’d rush home from school
and get to playing it.


The straightforward simplicity
of FPS games were more Roy’s thing. Point, shoot, kill the enemy and make sure
your targets don’t spot you. Emilio was the one more into MMORPGs and their
statistical intricacies. They were his bread and butter, and SSO was no
exception to that.


At school, Roy had a loner’s
reputation. He and Emilio had never lucked into getting similar class
schedules, so he’d been stuck without having anyone to talk to during the day. Any
conversations he’d have would be limited to complaining about the teacher,
complaining about homework, or complaining that it wasn’t lunch yet. He wasn’t
shoved around or bullied or anything like that. He just wasn’t anything
particularly special to anybody in their high school. C average student. No
extracurricular involvement.


Roy figured that by the time he
turned 18, things would change. Becoming a legal adult was supposed to be a big
triumphant moment in everyone’s life, but everything stayed the same for him.
He was still on track to graduate in a month, enroll in his local Community
College, and maybe transfer to a four year university or just get a job in a
sandwich shop somewhere.


Honestly, he didn’t know what
he was going to be doing. Nothing called out to him. Emilio seemed to have it
all figured out. He had a scholarship to a top-rate school in the South and was
going to major in Business or Engineering. His life was set. His family was
proud of him and his accomplishments and all of those Advanced Placement classes
he had to his name.


Roy’s family, on the other
hand? They had higher hopes for him that showed no signs of coming true.
Lawyer. Doctor. One of those jobs that pays well but wasn’t in the cards for
him. He didn’t have the aptitude for either of those fields. Becoming the CEO
of a company sounded nice but the climb to the top would be paved with plenty
of problems, and it wasn’t like he was the leader type.


He was more of a background
person, like the Executive Assistant getting everything done administratively
for everyone. Roy was the behind-the-scenes worker who pushed others ahead so
they had the confidence to shine and do well.


Helping people out like that
sounded nice, but what jobs were out there that would let him do that?
Something in the non-profit field? Social work? Everything he could think of
would pay him pennies. His parents would never approve of that.


Troubling thoughts like that
were kept at bay when Roy was gaming, when he could escape that kind of
pressure. He’d lose himself in Stalwart Souls Online’s storyline, one about
spiritual heroes banding together to take down demonic, monstrous forces. In this
game, he could be someone special to the non-player characters (NPCs) and the real
life people he’d never see face-to-face.


SSO was one of the few in the
MMORPG genre that caught his eye due to its setting. Its system was reminiscent
of stripped-down retro roleplaying games from the far past. Players could
choose from six classes: a Warrior, Brawler, Thief, Lancer, Mage, and Cleric.
Each class had a plethora of skills, spanning from active ones like lightning
bolts for the Mages and passive ones for the Brawlers like berserker rage
enhancements.


“Hey, Earth to Roy,” Emilio
said, interrupting his thoughts. “The Lich King’s in that door right there. You
should go in first, distract the Lich, and soak up as much damage as you can.”


“I can only take hits for so
long. Don’t leave me hanging in there for too long, okay? Oh, and do you need a
Strength Booster? I’ve got one left.”


“Yeah, hit me up.”


Roy brought up a trade window.
He sent a trade request over to Emilio. Once Emilio accepted it, Roy gave the
STR Booster from his inventory over to Emilio, and then stabbed his VIT Booster
into his arm. It functioned the same as a syringe pen, the injection feeling
cool in his veins. He checked his statistics screen to see its effects. His
enchanted equipment helped to boost his other stats, while the Booster would
only provide a temporary help for his defensive power.



 

[STATISTICS: Roy, Lancer



 

HP:
890/890


MP:
230/230


STR: 70
(+5)


AGI: 40
(+10)


VIT:
100 (+5, +20 for 119 seconds)


INT: 10


SPR: 15


LUK: 15
(+5)



 

LVL: 54


XP:
28746/46656


G:
27981]



 

He cleared the menu out of his
way. Roy and Emilio shared a glance in confirmation that they were both ready
to fight. They yanked the door open and rushed in, or at least Roy rushed in as
fast as he could considering the heavy Lancer armor he wore.


The door shut behind them. In
the center of the dimly lit room stood the Lich King, an undead wizard of sorts
who ruled the dungeon they were crawling through. It was at least eight feet
tall, its face a green skull with scraps of skin hanging off of it. Rose red robes
cloaked its figure, thick and heavy to the earthy floor.


A system message appeared above
the Lich King’s head, indicating its name, Le
Fanu. Its HP and mana bars were hidden, something that wasn’t uncommon in
final battles like this one. As soon as they defeated the Lich King, they’d get
their quest loot and experience points, and be transported outside of the
dungeon.


Roy clutched his glaive.
Typically, bosses had a pattern. They’d start doing the same series of actions in
a row. By exercising the patience needed to wait and watch, players could take
advantage of those patterns.


Le Fanu raised its right arm,
its limb glowing bright purple. Undead kobolds burst out of the ground like
demonic trees on a quadruple fast-forward. Dirt rained down from their heads,
pouring over their shoulders.


Jaws unhinged and reptilian
faces in various states of decay, the ten kobolds stared in Roy and Emilio’s
directions. Roy had been wondering what the connection between the kobolds and
the Lich was going to be. It turned out that every kobold they destroyed had
become an undead member of Le Fanu’s army.


“I’ll take them! You focus on
the Lich!” Emilio called out. He ran forward and struck one of the kobold’s
heads off clean, a critical hit that had it erupting into a shower of pixels.


While Emilio handled the
kobolds, Roy stood off against the Lich. He whipped his massive broad shield
off of his back, bringing it in front of him. So far, he’d figured out the
first step to Le Fanu’s pattern: annoying mob generation.


In the second step to the
pattern, the Lich King’s entire body hued a dark blue. It shot a volley of
hellfire balls at Roy, each flame in the shape of a skull. Roy thrust his
shield forward to block them. He felt the heat through his shield as it
absorbed the attacks. Given the heaviness of his armor, rolling out of the way
would be a difficult feat.


Le Fanu laughed an eerily
high-pitched cackle, not stopping even as it cast its next spell. It flung a
larger green-colored hellfire ball Roy’s way. Fire followed after it in a long
snake-like trail, leading all the way back to Le Fanu’s fist.


At the end of its banshee
laugh, the Lich zipped towards Roy, as if he was pulled along by the viridian
hellfire. The creature’s inferno punch met Roy’s shield, hard enough for him to
nearly lose his grip on its handle.


The close range made it awkward
for Roy to swing his glaive. He missed the Lich King by a wide margin. It
zoomed itself backwards, back to its starting location before it had thrown the
green fire. Mouth set in a toothy grin, it spun itself in place. Cartoonishly
red flames formed above it.


“Incoming!” Roy shouted. He
huddled down and lifted his shield over his head.


A barrage of red fire pelted
down over the area. Some of it hit an undead kobold or two, taking them out.
Emilio used one of them as an umbrella to protect himself. As soon as the storm
ended, Roy looked over at Emilio to count how many undead kobolds remained.


Movement from Le Fanu called
his attention away. Right arm raised and going purple, the Lich King summoned
more undead kobolds into the room. The ground split as they pulled themselves
up out of the deep earth, their bones rattling from the effort.


“Summon, volley, charged punch,
barrage,” Roy listed the pattern off to Emilio. “Attack when he’s summoning or
volleying.”


The volley of hellfire blasts
came for Roy. A couple of them missed, but Roy had his shield set-up to protect
himself from the rest.


“Screw the mobs! Going in for
the kill,” Emilio shouted over his sword swinging. “Take the charged punch and
I’ll wail on him!”


Roy braced himself, hardening
his arm muscles to prepare for Le Fanu’s fiery punch. The strike was stronger
this time. It had Roy digging his heels into the ground to stay standing. His
shield shaved off a good chunk of the damage, but his screen flashed and
indicated he’d lost 124 HP.


True to his word, Emilio went
in to fight the Lich King. In no time at all, he closed the distance between
them and sliced at Le Fanu’s middle. He brought his sword back and slashed at
the creature again. Pixel twinkles poured out of its cuts. It wailed in agony,
then transported itself back to where it started its punch from.


Roy drew a circle in the air,
his hot-mapped gesture for HP potions. He watched his HP bar return to its
890/890 fullness. Quickly, Roy held his shield over his head. Emilio ducked
down underneath it.


The hellfire storm began. The
kobolds creeping towards Roy and Emilio burned into pixel dust. As soon as it
ended, Roy stood back up and slammed his shield back into place.


The pattern started up again.
Le Fanu called for more undead kobolds to join them. One of them broke out of
the ground within Roy’s striking distance. He peeked out from behind his shield
and used his glaive to pierce through its head. Emilio finished it off with a
strike at the knees.


A second one staggered towards
Roy. He cleaved it diagonally from shoulder to hip. Being distracted by the
kobolds for even one brief moment was enough for Roy to mess up on his shield
block timing. Not having the agility to dodge it, he wound up getting hit
square in the shoulder by one of Le Fanu’s blasts for a 30 HP loss.


He hid behind his shield. It
shook in his hand as Le Fanu’s charged punch connected with it. His viewing
screen pulsed an emergency red as his HP bar dropped by 246 HP.


Emilio swung out from behind
Roy. He struck out for Le Fanu over and over again, some of his hits meeting
air instead of bone.


Le Fanu warped back to its
starting spot, letting out a scream. Roy brought his shield upwards to give him
and Emilio a protective roof on which the next hellfire barrage could fall down
on. Around them, undead kobolds withered away beneath the fire droplets.


“We need a change of plan,”
Emilio said. “This fight’s going to go on forever at this rate.”


Roy healed himself back to
100%. “It’s barely started.”


“I’m going to climb your back.
Do a shield charge. We’ll mess the Lich up.”


“What? What happens if you fall
off?”


“Just trust me and do it!”


Le Fanu lifted his arm. Roy
tightened his grip on his shield’s handle. Emilio ran behind him and leapt onto
his armored back, his arm clinging around his shoulders. Without a word of
warning, Roy activated his Shield Charge skill.


The skill attack propelled him
forward, shield-first. It smacked into Le Fanu, knocking the creature off of
its feet. Sprawled out on the floor, the Lich King became a prime target for
Emilio’s next attack.


The swordsman leapt off of
Roy’s back and stabbed downwards onto the enemy. He chained his attacks in
rapid succession, the Lich King roaring from every hit. Roy joined in. He
struck the monster with his spear.


Lines of code danced before his
eyes.


Everything froze.


Roy’s first thought was lag.
One of his parents might have unplugged his connection, thus throwing him into
the middle of a slow, painful crawl to disconnection. Of course something like
that would happen as soon as he and Emilio were this close to defeating the dungeon boss.



 

[SYSTEM: Emergency system maintenance in progress. We
apologize for the inconvenience. Please standby.]



 

We’d
better get something for this, Roy thought. He’d be more
willing to accept the game company’s apology if it came with some decent
compensation. They could start with 5000G and move up from there.


Roy was stuck staring at the
blue system window over his screen. He hoped there would be a countdown timer
before they were kicked back into the action.


The letters pixelated. They
scrambled, going this way and that way.


When they came back together, a
new message replaced the old.



 

[SYSTEM: Antisymmetric agency men seen en per gross.
Piezoelectric weaving of he on none. Absent splayed.]



 

[QNEST ERROR: Server initialization failed with an error
0xb490910e.]



 

[QNEST2 ERROR: Server initialization failed with an error
0xb490910e.]



 

[QNEST3 ERROR: [        10.59043082]
Kernel panic – not syncing: HTS: Unable to mount root ts on unknown-block(1,1)


[           10.5890932] atkbd serio7: Spurious
ACK on isa9840/serio7. Some program might be trying to access hardware
directly.]



 

[QNEST4 ERROR: A fatal exception 0D has occurred at
48391:BFFA382F9. The current application will be terminated.



 

Press
any key to terminate the current application.


Press
CTRL+ALT+DEL again to restart your computer. You will lose any unsaved
information in all applications.



 

            Press any key to continue. _]



 

[STOP: j0000456 {Fatal System Error} the initial
session process or system process terminated unexpectedly with status of
0x94890000 (0xc0000001 0x00198j). The system has been shut down.]



 

Darkness. The messages were
gone. The dungeon was gone.


Everything disappeared.


Roy’s blood ran cold in his
veins. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. There was nothing in front of him and
nothing he could do.


Was the program being hacked?
His parents’ credit card information was synced to his account. How was he
supposed to explain this happening when he’d spent days trying to convince them
of SSO’s security? They were going to be pissed.


Not being able to move meant he
couldn’t log out. He was trapped, held captive to watch whatever was happening
with SSO’s server errors.



 

[SYSTEM: Preparing to Install…



 

Stalwart
Souls Online Launcher is preparing the InstallShield Wizard, which will guide
you through the program setup process. Please wait.



 

By
installing this product you agree to our license agreement and privacy policy.



 

Extracting:
NewGame.msi]



 

A green bar at the bottom
started to fill. The text changed, naming the various things that the launcher
was extracting. It looked exactly like the one he’d used to install the game in
the first place, but the things within it didn’t match up to Roy’s memories.


LifeMechanics.msi,
Synchronisty.dll, Starvation.bin, NPCRewrites.cue.


Those were the extracted files
he managed to catch.


There were plenty more.


And once the progress bar
reached 100%, he saw a standard mouse cursor move to click to continue the
installation. Stalwart Souls Online hadn’t been a point-and-click game.


What’s
happening?



 

[SYSTEM: MELLOW UNAWARENESS LIT COST LOOT.]



 

[SYSTEM: WELCOME UNWARINESS TO TALL STOOL.]



 

[SYSTEM: WELCOME TO SALLOWNESS INTO ULTRA.]



 

[SYSTEM: WELCOME TO STALWART SOULS ONLINE 2.0.



 

An
adventure awaits you! Battle fierce beasts, travel winding roads, and explore
dark dungeons on your quest to be the best. Only the most stalwart of souls
shall survive the journey before you.]



 

A searing white light overtook
his vision.

















 

Chapter 2




Once the white light cleared
and he blinked away his temporary blindness, Roy realized he was in someplace
else entirely. Gone was the Lich King and its lair, and in its place was a
grassy field. To the far right was the entrance to a humble town. It, and the
attached clearing he stood in, was surrounded by tall stone walls.


He’d been here before.


“Vorsprung…” Roy muttered.


A large sign hanging off of one
of the trees had the number three painted on it. There were numerous clones of
SSO’s starter town. They were exactly the same, but they spread out the load of
players so everyone wouldn’t begin on top of each other. It gave newbies more
elbow room and space to figure out the game. Which Vorsprung a player started
in was random.


Roy wasn’t alone. Crowds of
people were sprinkled throughout. They looked as confused as he did, all of
them dressed in the basic beginner garb. Was this another glitch? He pulled up
his statistics menu.



 

[STATISTICS: Roy, Trainee



 

HP:
10/10


MP:
10/10


STR: 1


AGI: 1


VIT: 1


INT: 1


SPR: 1


LUK: 1



 

LVL: 1


XP:
0/64


G: 0]



 

Roy flipped through his
inventory. It was empty. He had no XP, no loot, no G, nothing. It was like his
character had been wiped clean.


“Where’s my stuff?!”


“I am wondering the exact same
thing,” said a girl standing near him. He’d failed to notice her in all of his
frustration. She had long black hair to her waist, deep brown skin, and an
angry expression Roy was glad wasn’t directed at him.


Next to her was a big, burly
guy with a shaved head. He furiously made gestures in the air, no doubt doing
what Roy had just done.


“They better hurry up and fix
this bug already or there’s gonna be hell to pay,” the girl complained.


Everyone wore the Trainee
clothing set: a plain white long-sleeved tunic, brown shorts, and black leather
sandals that sort of reminded Roy of Gladiator-wear.


“Yeah, they better,” Roy said.
“Looks like there’s a riot brewing already.”


Swells of agitation arose in
the crowds. Hushed conversations grew louder as people discovered what they
were missing. Roy scanned the groups for Emilio.


If they truly reverted back to
the beginning, though, that meant they’d be in different versions of Vorsprung.
He couldn’t remember Emilio’s number, and even if he did there wouldn’t be any
way for him to transfer over to his.


The barrel of a man tugged on
the girl’s sleeve. “Marisol, there’s something wrong with my game.”


The whine that came out of his
mouth contrasted his appearance.


“Did you reverse the axes? Your
up is your down and your down is your up? Check it in the option menu,” Marisol
said.


“I can’t find the log-out
button.”


Marisol rolled her eyes. “This
is my little brother Jorge. It’s his first MMORPG. He doesn’t get everything.”


“Ah, I see he went and made himself
into a giant,” Roy said. “Nice.”


“Something like that,” she
said. “Jorge, you need to slide through every screen until you get to the end.”


“It’s not there,” Jorge said.


Roy checked it for himself. He
saw his profile, from which he could access his friend and guild information.
His statistics screen. His inventory. His options screen, where he could change
an array of preferences.


“He’s right. It’s gone,” Roy
said.


They weren’t the only ones who
had realized it. Panic flared in the crowds. People’s arms flailed, slicing the
air to find a menu that no longer existed. Reactions ranged from sobbing (more
than likely out of anger over having lost everything) to tantrums and folks
just sitting in the grass waiting for whatever system messages would come next.


Names were being shouted. Old
party members, guild mates, and friends were searched for.


Someone did a Chicken Little
impression, running in a circle and screaming that the sky was falling.


“There might’ve been some kind
of memory dump when the server started crashing,” Roy guessed. “I’m thinking
that they disabled the log-out feature to protect our files while they work on
restoring everything. Things should go back to normal.”


“Hope you’re right about that,”
Marisol said. “Soloing to Level 82 as a Brawler’s no joke. I don’t want to go
through that again.”


“Is this your main?”


Marisol looked to be about his
age, or at least the young adult age that the majority of players opted for in
SSO.


“No, my main’s a Level 94
Thief, throwing daggers specialty. I wanted to get a taste of every class to
become a better-rounded player,” Marisol said.


“I was a Level 54 Lancer,” Roy
said. “No other characters. How about your brother? What class was he?”


“I didn’t get to pick one. I
got to Level 10 when the game broke,” Jorge said, his voice a shy mumble.


A shout for attention sounded
over the din of chatter. Despite Roy playing without his name filter on, the
shouting man’s name floated above his head. It was surrounded by stars,
indicating his GM, or Game Moderator, status. His name was Mikhail, and a group
formed around him.


If anyone knew what was going
on, it had to be this Mikhail guy.


Roy followed Marisol and Jorge
into Mikhail’s audience. They used Jorge’s size to break through closer to the
front so they could hear well.


Silence fell over the rest of
the groups around them. Someone speaking out of turn was called out for it, a
sharp shut up thrown in his direction. Embarrassed, he shut his mouth so
Mikhail could talk in relative peace.


“Thank you for that,” Mikhail
said. He cleared his throat and glanced around the circle of people standing on
all sides of him. “I assure you that everything is fine. The best thing for
everyone to do right now is to stay calm.


“The Administrators are
debugging the program and working as fast as they can to ensure a smooth game
experience for everyone.”


It disturbed Roy that Mikhail
was dressed in the Trainee outfit.


A woman asked the question on
everyone’s minds, “what happened to the log-out
feature?”


“Certain game components were affected
during the crash. The log-out feature was one of them. As soon as everything
else is restored, that will be, too,” Mikhail explained.


Cross-talk occurred, a fervor
of people speaking over each other. Their words ran over one another’s.


To regain control of the crowd,
Mikhail yelled, “one at a time! You’ll all get a turn!”


Like children before a school
teacher, they quieted down. He was, after all, their only source of
information. Mikhail could’ve told them that square dancing would’ve brought
back the log-out feature, and they would’ve done it. They were in the hands of
his authority.


After a moment of hesitation,
another question came. “What was the server crash about?”


More questions, one after the
other. “Did someone hack SSO?”


“Has there been a security
leak?”


Mikhail raised his hands in
reassurance. “SSO has built-in failsafe systems. We have expert anti-hacking
encryption software. Your financial information is secured.”


“What about our personal
information?”


“That is fine and taken care of
as well. We have nothing to worry about,” Mikhail said.


As if on cue, the sky turned
gray. It looked as if the texture had been ripped from it. It flashed white,
lines of glitch code sparking through.


“No one panic. This is the work
of our team. Everything’s under control,” Mikhail repeated himself. “Our team’s
merely reverting the database files back to a recent save point.”


“How recent?” Marisol asked.


Mikhail answered, “we automatically back up the database every six hours. The
last backup was done two hours ago.”


This caused a loud groan to
sound off through his audience.


“The Administrators will give
you a gift for being patient through this downtime, and as an apology for your
lost play time,” Mikhail said.


So
we’ll have to play through the Lich’s Dungeon all over again…


It wasn’t the worst loss,
thankfully.


Jorge shook Marisol’s arm. He
pointed at the sky. Several people followed his gaze, Roy included.


A giant textbox hovered above
them.



 

[SYSTEM: Today *Athrun* the Level 78 Mage was killed.


Today
*Kazuo* the Level 145 Lancer was killed.


Today
*Harlee* the Level 107 Cleric was killed.



 

They
were LOUIS THOMPSON.



 

Today I
killed LOUIS THOMPSON.]



 

“What’s this? Is this your idea
of a sick joke?” A woman cried out at Mikhail. “This isn’t funny!”


A bearded man joined her in her
fury. “I never agreed to download this new patch!”


“SSO’s not a horror game!”
Someone else shouted.


Complaints built up into a
cacophony of noise.


“There’s a reasonable
explanation for this! Everyone, stay calm!” Mikhail tried to yell over them.


“What’s the explanation?” Roy
asked.


A ding sound signaled a new
system message appearing in the sky.



 

[SYSTEM: The Lead Administrator is dead. Long live
the Lead Administrator!



 

As your
new Lead Administrator, I welcome you to a better version of Stalwart Souls
Online. I have redesigned this game as a true test of survival.



 

Your
old lives are gone. You will live here for the rest of time. Know that I’ve
toggled the permanent death switch. Death will truly be the end. It will serve
as your primary motivator.]



 

“What is this?”


“Log me out!”


“SSO sucks!”


“I’m 1-starring this game to
death.”


“What’s wrong with you?”


“Fix this!”


Mikhail backed up, fear alight
in his wide eyes. “D-don’t panic,” he stuttered.


“He’s a broken record,” Marisol
said to Roy.


“Pretty sure he has no idea
what’s going on,” Roy said. Maybe his don’t panic messages were for himself.



 

[SYSTEM: Let’s build a fantastic utopia together,
free of the real world’s ills, despair, and misfortune. SSO 2.0 shall be our
reality. We shall rebuild society together.



 

I look
forward to tracking your efforts and seeing you soon.]



 

[SYSTEM: I almost forgot to mention that there will
be no rescue. Interference from the outside world will result in your deaths.



 

The way
out will be clear if you follow my rules.



 

Participate
or die.



 

Love,


Your
New Lead Administrator]



 

The sky returned to normal once
the screens cleared away.


Roy’s stomach flipped. If the
text was to be believed, then they were hostages, forced to play SSO 2.0 for
some hacker loser’s amusement. It couldn’t be true. This had to be some silly
error or some stupid prank.


It didn’t look like anyone else
believed it, either. They kept slinging words at Mikhail, demanding answers
that he didn’t have. He cowered from them. The crowd stepped in closer. His
voice was drowned out in their torrent of rage.


Roy didn’t see who threw the
first punch.


Whoever had done it, it was
like they gave permission for everyone else to wail on Mikhail. Fists and kicks
went flying.


Roy moved to jump in. Marisol grabbed
him.


Some other guys did what Roy
wanted to do. They moved in to shield Mikhail, pulling people off of him and
shoving them away like they were bouncers. Most of his assailants backed off,
but some kept trying to get their last swings in.


“You’re going to kill him!” One
of his protectors shouted.


“We should get out of here,”
Marisol urged Roy. “Everyone’s going crazy.”


“I’m scared,” Jorge said.


A new voice boomed over the
rest. “Stop! If we’re going to make it through this, we’re going to have to pull
together.”


Free from his attackers,
Mikhail doubled over on the ground. He spat blood out of his mouth. A black woman
crouched over him, her hair gathered in a braid hanging over her shoulder.


The man continued talking. “I
know everyone’s pissed off, but we can’t take it out on the GM. He’s not the
one who put us in this mess.”


He reminded Roy of Emilio a
little bit. They both had the charisma to command attention.


Roy broke away from Marisol and
Jorge. He approached the woman with the braided hair. “Need any help?”


She pressed the end of her
shirt to Mikhail’s face.


When she pulled it away, Roy
saw how bruised and battered it was. The update had made the damage display
hauntingly realistic. Judging by the way Mikhail’s eyes looked unfocused, he
must’ve been feeling it, too. This was more than an image effect.


It was terrifying. That
could’ve happened to any of them. Anger the wrong mob, and you’d end up like
Mikhail.


The people were dispersing.
Some stayed to listen to the man—he introduced himself by his real name and then his in-game
one, Oskar—and others headed back into the groupings they’d been in before. And
it looked like people were beginning to leave this starting area altogether,
ready to take on the first quests of Vorsprung #3.


The woman turned Mikhail’s head
to the side.


When she saw Roy’s look of
confusion, she explained, “it’s so he won’t drown in
his blood.”


“Oh…so, do you need help or…?”
It looked like she knew what she was doing.


“Maybe to move him. I’m Yvonne,
by the way.”


“Roy.”


Marisol and Jorge stood over
them, watching what was going on.


“If you need anyone else to
carry him, we can help out,” Marisol offered. She didn’t sound too enthusiastic
about it, but help was help.


“Wait a second. Something’s
wrong here,” Roy said. “There’s no friendly fire in this game.”


Players were supposed to be
invulnerable to other players’ attacks, except for in designated player versus
player (PVP) zones.


“It’s a survival test,” Marisol
quoted the new Lead Admin’s message.


Jorge dropped to his knees and
rolled over. He huddled himself into a ball and whined that he didn’t want to
play anymore.


It would’ve been a hilarious picture,
a big guy crying on the ground like that, if it weren’t for the fact that that
big guy was the avatar of a very, very scared child.


Marisol sat down next to him.
She rubbed his back.


“We’re going to find a way
home. Louis Thompson wasn’t the only Admin, okay, Jorge? The other Admins will
find a way to save us,” she said.


“Mikhail’s lucky they only did
chip damage on him,” Yvonne pointed out. “We might have pulled him away in the
nick of time.”


Roy winced. If he had to guess,
he would say that Mikhail was sitting on 1 HP.


Yvonne said, “either he waits for his health to regenerate, or one of us
could go on a quest and grab him a potion.”


As they spoke, Oskar continued
to talk to his small gathering of people.


“I don’t get it. How’s this
supposed to be a utopia when there’s friendly fire?” Roy asked. “The hacker
should’ve maxed out our levels and made us all millionaires. This…” He gestured
to Mikhail’s semi-conscious form. “This is insane.”


What was a perfect society that
allowed things like this to happen? This was just real life 2.0. Violence and
misery and people getting hurt for no good reason. Games weren’t supposed to be
like this.


“He wanted us to make it for
ourselves. It wouldn’t be as fun for the twisted bastard if he just supped us
up with a cheat code,” Marisol said.


Jorge continued to sob.


Roy knew Jorge wasn’t the only
one crying. There were small batches of people doing the same thing. Anyone
sitting down who wasn’t crying was staring off into space. Maybe they were
crying on the inside or acting out in protest of what they were being forced to
do, or maybe they just couldn’t accept this as real.


 “I’m sorry about your friend,” Yvonne said
about Jorge. “I’d give him something to cheer him up, but I lost everything in
the update.”


“Nothing in the game’s going to
help him,” Marisol said. “He’s my brother, by the way. He just wants to go
home.”


“He’s not alone in that. I
think everyone’s processing this in their own way. Me, I think I might be in a
mild state of shock, to be honest,” Yvonne replied. “Once it sinks it in for
me, I may handle this worse than him. For now, I’m defaulting to what I know
best: med care.”


“Are you a doctor?” Roy asked.


“I’m a CNA, a nurse,” she
answered.


“Our dad’s a nurse,” Marisol
said.


“I miss Dad,” Jorge cried. “I
wish I never played this stupid game.”


Roy braced himself for an
incoming tantrum.


It didn’t happen. Instead,
Jorge cried harder into the dirt. Uncomfortable and not knowing what to do for
a kid he knew for the better part of a half hour, Roy decided to volunteer and
make himself useful.


“I can get a health potion for
Mikhail,” Roy said. The sooner Mikhail recovered, the sooner they could get
more answers.


Marisol patted her brother’s
shoulder. “Get up, Jorge. We’re going to go with Roy and level up. We need to
get stronger so we can defend ourselves.”


The sentiment was a tad
worrisome, but he couldn’t blame her. They’d watched a guy get beat down in the
streets. Anyone would be motivated to get stronger after seeing something like
that.


Jorge refused to move.


“Jorge!” Marisol shook him.


“I can watch him if you want to
go,” Yvonne said. “I’m here watching Mikhail. I don’t mind watching your
brother.”


“Can I trust you?” Marisol
asked.


Yvonne looked taken aback by
that. “Yes, of course you can. I’ve worked in pediatrics.”


Marisol motioned her hand in
front of her. “What’s your User ID? Both of you.”


Yvonne rattled off her numbers.
It was too fast for Roy to catch. Roy brought up his system menu, checked for
his unique serial number, and read it off to Marisol.



 

[SYSTEM: You have a friend request from MARISOL.



 

Note
that you should never accept friend requests from strangers. Never give out
your personal details to anyone online. Accepting a friend request gives a user
access to view your profile details, but not your inventory, XP status, or G
amount.



 

Do you
accept?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy accepted the request. Yvonne
did the same, making a similar gesture as he did. Marisol then asked Jorge for
his. He barely lifted his head and arm to find his information. Once he did, he
gave out his User ID code, and then put his head back down once they were on
each other’s lists.



 

[SYSTEM: You have a group chat request from MARISOL.
The group chat name is “Jorge Report.”



 

Active
Users: 1 {MARISOL}


Inactive
Users: 0


Invited
Users: 3 {JORGE, YVONNE, ROY}



 

Do you
accept?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy confirmed the chat. Now
they had an active communication line for the four of them. It’d make it
possible for them to talk when they were further away from one another. It
functioned as a special voice and text channel.


The small chat window appeared
in his peripheral vision. He could drag it in front of him and maximize or
minimize it as he wished.


“I like the name,” Yvonne said
with a smile.


Marisol spoke on the group chat
line, her words being automatically transcribed onto the window as she talked.
“Don’t let him out of your sight, Yvonne. Ready, Roy?”


“Ready.”

















 

Chapter 3




Roy and Marisol walked further
into Vorsprung. Their sandals clacked against the cobblestone paths. Wooden
buildings lined the streets. People ran by them, rushing to get their quests
and missions finished as soon as possible.


A non-player character, or NPC,
welcomed them to Vorsprung. Roy humored the jovial fellow. Even though the
greeter was as artificially generated as any monster, Roy still thanked him
like he was any other real person. Marisol said nothing.


It was hard to talk to her.
Serious “don’t talk to me right now” vibes radiated off of her. She was a woman
on a mission.


Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to talk
a little? Some conversation would make things less awkward.


Off the group chat line, Roy
asked, “how old’s Jorge, anyway?”


“He’s 12,” she said.


“Really? I would’ve guessed
younger than that.”


“Why’s that? Because he’s not
afraid to cry about something like this?” Marisol asked. “His reaction’s
perfectly normal. We’re trapped in here. Do you know how serious this is?”


“Yeah, I know how serious this
is. I’m living in this, too. It’s not like I’m happy about it,” Roy said. “It
just doesn’t feel real. I don’t know, I might be in the Yvonne mode of shock.”


“You ever heard of that Five
Stages of Grief thing? Denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and then
acceptance? Some people work through the stages faster than others. Shock’s
somewhere around denial.”


“I’ve heard of it. It’s
cyclical,” Roy said.


Marisol nodded. “It can be. If
you can never accept things the way they are, you’ll be lost in a loop. Other
people may go through it differently, but that’s the way it basically goes.”


“The
way out will be clear if you follow my rules,” Roy
remembered the New Lead Admin saying to them. The current overriding rule for
everyone was to survive. Eventually, the Admin would grace themselves with his
(assuming he was a he—there
was no way of knowing for sure) presence again.


What would happen to the people
who didn’t want to bother with that, like the protesters or the people who were
too grief-stricken to play? Even inside the town, there were people who didn’t
look like they planned on participating. They weren’t doing anything to help
themselves.


That wasn’t Roy’s style. He had
to do something, even if that something sadly included following whatever the
Admin had in mind for them.


Roy and Marisol reached an NPC.
His name display showed he was called “[NPC] Engerran.” A green diamond hovered
over his head. There was a line of people in front of him. They went
one-by-one, talking to him and then getting out of line to complete his quest.


“Looks like everyone’s rushing
to finish off the beginner quests,” Roy commented.


“That makes sense. The playing
field’s been leveled so you’re going to be seeing lots of people fighting to be
the best in SSO 2.0.”


When they finally reached [NPC]
Engerran, he gave them a warm hello.



 

[ENGERRAN: Would you like to view the game tutorial? It
is highly recommended for new players to do so. It will teach you tips and
tricks about the game world and its systems.



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy declined.


“No tutorial?” [NPC] Engerran
said. He grinned, his friendly demeanor apparent. “That is fine! Would you mind
doing me a favor?”



 

[QUEST ALERT: Deliver the Letter to Alisa 1.



 

Engerran
needs you to do him a favor and deliver his letter to [NPC] Alisa. Alisa can be
found in the Inn.



 

Requirements:
None


Expiry
Time: None


Completion
Reward: 32 XP, 10G



 

Do you
wish to accept this quest?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

The chime of a “ding” sound
signified that the quest had been added to his Quests menu.


“Thank you for your kindness!”
[NPC] Engerran said.



 

[SYSTEM: Received [KEY ITEM] Engerran’s Letter]



 

“Got it,” Roy said to Marisol.


“Can you guys move already?
There’s a line,” complained a guy queued up behind them. The girl he was with
sighed in exasperation, her arms folded and her foot tapping.


Marisol shot them a look.
“Yeah, let’s get going.”


Roy and Marisol then strolled
through the town. As they walked, Roy took in the rush of energy around them.
No matter where he turned, he saw people running around and scrambling to get
quests done. He witnessed the bright glow of level-ups and the cheers of
friends congratulating one another.


Speed running through
everything left less time for introspection. Focusing on the game would keep
any sadness at bay for a little while longer. It was an understandable
defensive move, maybe one that bordered on the “denial” stage.


But
maybe some people are happy about this and aren’t playing as a coping mechanism.


Roy woke up that morning
without prospects. He was riding on the rails of a plain life without much to
look forward to. Now he had a future he could forge for himself in any way that
he wanted. If the dangers of the adventuring lifestyle weren’t for him, he
could settle down somewhere and survive a different way.


It was up to him. He set his
own limits and that was as exhilarating as it was terrifying.


And
it’s not up to you, anyway, Roy thought, everything’s by the whims of the new Admin.
The Admin’s limits are your limits. You’re not in control here.


“Do you have your map display
active?” Marisol asked.


“Nope. I play on the bare minimum
settings.” He preferred keeping his screen free of clutter. It helped his
immersion. “It distracts me too much.”


“You know about the auto-hide
mode, right? It slides the displays away when you’re fighting.”


“Yeah, but I’d rather keep
things off in the margins all the time. Makes things feel more real, you know?”


I never
wished for it to be this real,
though…


“The map’s so crowded,” Marisol
said. “There’s dots moving all over the place. I had to turn it off before it
gave me a headache.”


Already familiar with
Vorsprung’s lay-out, they headed straight for the Inn where [NPC] Alisa was
stationed.


It was packed wall-to-wall with
people. Roy took a deep breath to avoid drowning in the sea of bodies.


No such luck. Someone turned
and collided with him, knocking him flat to the ground. The corner of his
screen briefly lit up. Roy narrowly avoided being stepped on as a group of
people filtered into the building. They said “excuse me” as they passed.


The person who bumped into him
helped him back up, said something in a foreign language, and hurried off.


“That looked like it hurt,”
Marisol said. “Your player shield flashed.”


A player shield appeared
whenever someone tried hitting a fellow player or NPC. It was like a force
field that prevented any damage, an anti-PKer tool. If Roy’s was active and
functioning, then that meant…


That had to mean the new Lead
Administrator targeted Mikhail specifically, or worse yet, all of the GMs that
were out there. That explained how the crowd was able to pummel Mikhail. He’d
had his player shield revoked.


Roy was unable to voice any of
this to Marisol, who was slipping her way through the crowd gathered around
[NPC] Alisa. Roy followed her lead, taking advantage of the gaps she left
behind.


Other people squirmed in and
out of the cramped spaces around them.


An elbow to his side, another
light-up of his screen, and somebody sternly saying, “watch
it!”


Roy muttered an apology.


As soon as he got to [NPC]
Alisa, he handed over [KEY ITEM] Engerran’s Letter. It was a hard feat to accomplish
since everyone else around them was doing the same thing. They shoved their
items into [NPC] Alisa’s hands, face, shoulders, legs, wherever they could
reach.


The letters disappeared into
pixels.


“Thank you!” [NPC] Alisa said
on loop. She had to say it so often that she didn’t have a chance to go through
her standard dialogue. Thankfully, the next quest alert was triggered, and Roy
was able to quickly accept it.



 

[QUEST ALERT: Deliver the Letter to Alisa 2.



 

Now
that you have delivered the letter to Alisa, you must report back to [NPC] Engerran
for the second part of this quest. Alisa has a letter prepared for Engerran in
return.



 

Requirements:
Completion of “Deliver the Letter to Alisa 1” Quest


Expiry
Time: None


Completion
Reward: 32 XP, 10G



 

Do you
wish to accept this quest?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

[SYSTEM: Received [KEY ITEM] Alisa’s Letter]



 

As soon as he and Marisol were
out of the Inn and back into fresher air, Roy commented on the thing that had
bothered him in all of his months of playing Stalwart Souls Online.


“Isn’t it weird how Alisa
already had a letter for Engerran when she didn’t even read his first?” Roy
asked. “How do you go and reply to a letter that you haven’t opened? It doesn’t
make any sense.”


“You don’t know about Alisa’s
X-ray vision and +20 speed writing skill? Shame on you, Roy,” Marisol joked.


“Guess there are just some
things the game designers didn’t want to think too hard about,” Roy said. “And
+20? I’m thinking more like +50 with an anti-carpal tunnel buff.”


They got back to [NPC]
Engerran. There was still a line for him, so Roy and Marisol joined it and
waited their turn while debating [NPC] Alisa’s other skills and abilities.


Obviously, if she’d been real
she would’ve been the only player to bother boosting her speed writing skill,
and it would’ve been that skill that led her to becoming the most powerful
player in the game.


Skills in Stalwart Souls Online
were class-based, but somehow, Alisa would’ve discovered the hidden and
thought-to-be-useless skill of “speed writing,” and somehow, she would’ve
become super maxed-out OP, or over-powered, because of it.


Roy played a virtual game like
that once. It was a feature-rich MMORPG where PVP was permanently enabled.
Players could kill each other as they saw fit. Things were normal at first.
People were self-regulating and played the game as normal as it could be in a
world of talking dinosaurs, flying cows, and cartoon animals.


Then someone was randomly
gifted OP status and everything went to chaos. The other players didn’t matter
anymore. Roy had become a side-character in somebody else’s single player RPG.
The game was ruined and Roy never looked back on it.


Although, sometimes, he had to
admit, he did miss his blue duck-person character and his constant search for
grapes.


Finally, Roy and Marisol
reached the front of the line. They spoke to [NPC] Engerran to finish the
second quest.



 

[SYSTEM: Quest “Deliver the Letter to Alisa 2”
complete.


Received:
32 XP, 10G]



 

[SYSTEM: Congratulations! You have leveled up!]



 

Having reached the 64 XP they
needed, he and Marisol both leveled up. Roy checked his pitiful stats.



 

[STATISTICS: Roy, Trainee



 

HP:
11/11


MP:
11/11


STR: 2


AGI: 2


VIT: 2


INT: 2


SPR: 2


LUK: 2



 

LVL: 2


XP:
0/144


G: 20]



 

He cringed. His numbers would
be increased and developed on-rails until he could switch his class at Level
10. Class changing happened in the next city, Avalon, and after that he could
start manipulating his statistics to better serve his character class.


“They should’ve made it so you
can change your points from the start,” Roy said.


Roy and Marisol stepped off to
the side of the line to talk.


“They did it to be
beginner-friendly,” Marisol said. “It sucks for players who know what they’re
doing, but no one started off like that. We had to learn.”


“Good thing it’s not going to
take forever.”


Between all of the quests and
mob hunting they could do, they were bound to reach Level 10 in no time.


First, they’d have to embark on
the quest that’d give them a free club weapon so they could start hunting.
They’d be fools to fist fight any Raton monsters at a STR, or strength level,
of 2. A weapon would help them hit for greater damage.


AGI stood for agility. It
referred to a player’s accuracy, speed, and evasion rate. VIT was short for
vitality. It was SSO’s defensive stat, and also helped raise HP on level-up. In
other words, it was a player’s constitutional ability.


The INT, or intelligence score,
was something that Roy hadn’t focused much on figuring out since he’d been
playing as a Lancer who didn’t rely on it. INT helped with magical attack
power, boosted MP gains on level-up, and supposedly assisted against magical
damage.


SPR, or spirit, was similar to
INT, but added less improvements to MP when leveling up. It aided best with
passive magic and skills. Clerics and Brawlers typically added points into it.
Roy thought of it as something similar to will power. 


Lastly, there was the LUK, or
luck, skill, and that helped increase the odds of landing a critical hit,
finding better loot, getting monsters to drop rarer items, and avoiding random
traps.


Marisol checked in on the group
chat. “How is everything going?”


Roy dragged the chat window in
front of his eyes so he could read along as everyone talked. Although other
players could see him and Marisol talking, they couldn’t hear them due to the
privacy of the group voice channel.


“Jorge’s fine. He’s laying down
and doesn’t want to talk anymore,” Yvonne responded. “He had fun talking about ghost
movies with me for about a minute, though.”


“Yeah, that’s Jorge alright.
What’s going on with the GM?” Marisol asked.


“He’s awake. He said thank you,
but he doesn’t want the potion. He’ll get one himself some other time.”


“Is he sure about that?” Roy
asked. “We’ve got 20G each we can put together and buy him something small.”


“He’ll be alright. It’s not
like he has a massive amount of health to heal,” Yvonne said.


“Alright. We’ll come back when
we’ve reached Level 10,” Marisol said. “Message us if you want to join in at
any point. Talk to you later.”


Marisol waved her hand. Roy did
the same to minimize the chat window.


Off of the group communication
line, Roy said, “I’m surprised you want to hit 10 without your brother.”


“It’s not that surprising. How
else am I supposed to protect him? I’m not letting him step a foot near any
monsters,” Marisol said. “I’ll gain all the levels I can for him.”


“What class are you thinking of
being?”


“I’m leaning towards Lancer,
but to be real with you, I think that’s the one I hate the most. No offense.”


“Why would you pick it, then?”


“It’s either that or Cleric for
keeping Jorge alive. I make a worse Cleric than a Lancer.”


“Why don’t you pick the class
you know the best? If you’re going to be stuck as something for a long time”—he couldn’t bring himself to say
forever, not when everything was still so uncertain—“you should pick what
you’re the most comfortable with.”


“A Thief character’s not going
to be able to protect him,” Marisol said. She crossed her arms.


“There’s more ways to protect
someone than just fighting. I don’t know Thieves as well as you do, but from
what I know they’ve got lots of agility and smoke screen skills and things like
that. Poisonous darts, too,” Roy said. “If there’s a bad situation, you should
be able to pull him out of it. As long as Jorge plays something that blends
well with your Thief, you should be alright… And remember to buy teleportation
scrolls.”


“You’re right. Thanks. It’s
like I knew that, but I got way too caught up in my head. I went right to the
worst case scenario.”


“You’re welcome. Hey, do you
remember what level it was where we get our clubs?”


“It’s a reward for whatever
quest gets us to Level 5,” Marisol said. “Just a handful more seek-and-find
quests and maybe some item trading and we should get there.”


“And then there’s going to be
more quests ‘til 10.”


“We can skip them if you don’t
care about the item rewards. It could take us longer but I’d rather take our
frustration out on beating up a bunch of Ratons than beating up a defenseless
GM.”


What they couldn’t do was
abstain entirely. Killing monsters or completing quests, they were puppets on
the Admin’s strings, regardless. What else could they do besides participate?


Roy wondered if Emilio would
play along like this, or if he’d be like Oskar, rallying people together to
raise their morale. Was he doing alright out there, wherever he was?


“We should get going.” Roy
shook off his thoughts, then headed further into the town with Marisol to find
the next series of quests.

















 

Chapter 4




            Two
find-five-of-these-things, three give-this-item-to-that-person, and one
buy-me-this-item quests later, they’d reached Level 5. Roy’s current statistics
looked less than stellar, but they were in line with any other base Level 5
character.



 

[STATISTICS: Roy, Trainee



 

HP: 14/14


MP:
14/14


STR: 5


AGI: 5


VIT: 5


INT: 5


SPR: 5


LUK: 5



 

LVL: 5


XP:
0/576


G: 200]



 

The best part of being Level 5
was the quest reward, a free-of-charge wooden club. Roy raised it high above
his head, and struck it down onto the Raton at his feet.


Ratons looked like real world
rats scaled up to about ten pounds and the length of a small yappy dog. Slime
dripped from their mouths, their teeth so gnarled that they couldn’t close
their chapped lips around them. Ratons dropped Raton Tails and Raton Teeth,
which could be sold for pennies.


The sound of club swings echoed
around the area. This place was one of the first zones outside of Vorsprung.
Its inhabitants still only consisted of people from their respective starting towns,
however. Avalon City was where the player populations would converge, and until
Roy reached Level 10, he wouldn’t be able to activate the portal that would
take him there.


There was a grass ground floor
and eight floating platforms connected by ladders. Ratons crawled along the platforms,
their ugly eyes bulging as they met their demise under players’ blunt weapons.


No one stopped to chat.


Roy ascended a ladder to the
fourth level. Marisol was somewhere closer to the top.


He jumped off, landed near a
Raton, and swung his club with all his might. The hit connected, but it wasn’t
enough to kill it. The Raton screeched. It opened its mouth to take a bite out
of Roy.


Moving fast, he struck it once
more, and then a second time for good measure. It exploded into pixelated dust.


Another
one down.


He turned on his heel and
slammed his weapon onto a Raton.


It died in a single hit. A
Raton Tail appeared in its place.


“Huh?” Roy rapidly blinked.
“Sorry, didn’t see you there, man.”


It turned out that the Raton
had belonged to someone else. Roy had effectively stolen some very pissed off
looking guy’s kill. His hair was a dark crimson red, his bangs long enough to
shadow his eyes. He pushed them back so Roy could feel the full power of his
glare.


“Honest accident,” Roy said. “Take
the loot.”


The guy took the Raton Tail,
his hand going over it and dematerializing it so it went into his inventory. He
walked to the other end of the platform, his club held tightly in his hand.


Roy sighed in relief. That
seemed to have appeased the guy. Roy went back to fighting Ratons.


Just as he was about to deal a
killing blow to one of them, the guy came back. Roy watched in confusion as the
redhead bashed the Raton dead and picked up what it dropped.


“Okay…” Understandable. Roy had
earned that.


A chime sound alerted him to a
window that showed up in the corner of his vision.



 

[SYSTEM: You have received a trade request from
SPARKY.



 

Do you
accept?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy climbed up onto one of the
platform-connecting ladder. Sparky did the same on a ladder further away. The
ladders were safe spots for players to rest on if they needed to.


Maybe
he’ll give me the Tail back, Roy thought. He accepted the
request.


Two windows displayed
side-by-side, each player’s name written at the top to denote whose belonged to
who. The windows were filled with a grid waiting for whatever items or G they
wanted to swap. Once one trade was proposed, it’d be up to the other player on
whether or not to accept it.


“Interesting name you’ve got
there. How’d you get something like that through the name filter system?” Roy
asked in the trade window communication line.


“Go to hell!!”


“Wow. I didn’t mean it in a bad
way. Chill out.”


“Screw you. You suck! Dumbass
noob!” The insults ramped up, the expletives getting worse and worse. Every
word converted into text on the trade window screen, forcing Roy to listen and
read about how horrible of a human being he was.


“Okay,” Roy interrupted, “are
you going to give me my Tail back or not?”


“Suck my—”


That was enough. Roy cancelled the trade request window.


Not even a day into Stalwart Souls Online 2.0 and the game
was more of the same. Sparky was just another virtual tough guy, pretending to
be real intimidating when in real life he was probably some pasty corn
chip-dusted loser or an obnoxious thirteen year old kid. Either way, he wasn’t
worth Roy’s time.


Usually, when he ran into people like Sparky (griefers, they
were sometimes aptly called for their grief-causing), Roy would switch server
channels. He’d be in the same place, but the batch of people on that channel
would be different. Unfortunately, it looked like SSO 2.0 had flattened all of
the channels into one. That explained the massive amounts of people all over
the place.


Since the only GM he knew of in the area was in recovery
mode, Roy didn’t bother using the report button on Sparky. No one would come to
fix the problem if he did. The best thing he could do was get back to monster
hunting.


Roy climbed down the ladder.


“Come near me one more time,
and you’re going to regret it,” Roy warned Sparky.


Sparky took that as a
challenge. He got off of his ladder and walked right over to Roy, stopping only
to take care of a Raton that was in his path. Roy took a deep breath.


“You’ve gotta be kidding me,”
Roy said.


His intimidation tactics
weren’t going to work. Roy decided to ignore him. He went to attack a Raton,
moving his club in an arcing hook to hit the beast. Before the hit could make
home, Sparky jumped in the way.


Roy’s club bounced off of
Sparky’s player shield, the force field showing where he’d made impact.


His surprise caused him to step
backwards, right into a Raton’s waiting bite. Rather than pain, he felt a heavy
vibration in his ankle. His HP bar flashed, a visual sign of the damage he’d
taken. It dropped from 14/14 to 11/14. One bite was a whole 3 HP loss of
damage.


“Death
will truly be the end,” the Admin’s words showed clearly in his
mind.


Back turned to Roy, Sparky
destroyed the Raton Roy had been aiming for.


I’m not
dying because of this idiot!


Roy rushed at Sparky, his club
out in front of him. He whacked him hard enough to shove him down. This gave a
Raton the prime opportunity to take a chomp out of him. Revenge granted.


Sparky got back up, bashed the
Raton to death, and then turned his attentions towards Roy.


“What’re you going to do?” Roy
barked at him. “Just try me.”


Sparky reeled back to put force
into his swing. Roy did the same, and their clubs collided with a crack. He
lifted it out of the deadlock and went for a second hit, this time closer to
Sparky’s head. Sparky ducked out of the way.


Roy’s other ankle buzzed. His
HP bar flashed. 8/14 HP remaining. He spun around to take care of the Raton
that was biting him. When he moved to face Sparky again, he saw him running for
a ladder. He almost grabbed the back of Sparky’s tunic, but clarity shot
through him.


What was Roy doing?


He was losing his mind over
something as petty as kill stealing. This wasn’t SSO 1.0 anymore, where he
could mess around with people and it wouldn’t matter. What if one of those
Ratons had killed Sparky? He didn’t know how many health points Sparky had. It
would’ve been Roy’s fault if he died.


Roy wasn’t that kind of person.
Who was other than the new Administrator? Was there anyone in SSO 2.0 that
could do something like that? Roy hoped not. He’d forgotten himself for a
moment, but he’d never go as far as kill someone.


There had been those people who
beat Mikhail, but they wouldn’t have done that if they’d known he would’ve died
from it. Roy gave them more credit than that. People weren’t just going to
disregard their real world morals and sensibilities. They were still human.


He got onto a ladder, brought
up the trade request menu, and slid it over to Sparky.


Shockingly, Sparky accepted the
request.


“Asshole,” Sparky said, not so
shockingly.


Roy wasn’t inclined to
disagree.


“Sorry, hope this covers it,”
Roy said. He dragged a red potion from his inventory into the window.


Sparky offered 1 Raton Tail and
5G for it. Way under the going rate, but that was better than nothing. The best
gift of all was him shutting up. Roy accepted the trade, then jumped back down
to carry on fighting. Sparky stayed on his ladder and thankfully, out of Roy’s
way.


Pretending that nothing’s
changed, that the things you did in 1.0 were alright in 2.0… Reverting back to
those old habits… They were coping mechanisms, ways of pushing back and denying
2.0’s new system. Perhaps it hadn’t sunk in for them that this was it. Things
were different now.


“What’s up?” Marisol’s voice
broke through the private friend chat they were part of. “How are things
going?”


He stomped on a Raton’s head.
It squished into pixels. “Slow-going. Got held up by a griefer.”


“Sorry ‘bout that. What’s your
level?”


“Five, you?”


“Six, about halfway to seven.
Do you wanna party up?”


Roy stopped talking to kill a
crawling Raton. “But over half the XP will go to you since you’re a higher
level.”


“Does that matter? We’ll be
working together so we’ll level up twice as fast.”


“I guess.”



 

[SYSTEM: You have a party request from MARISOL. As a
party member, you will share XP and G gains, and have the ability to see the
HP, MP, and XP bars of your partner(s). Optionally, you can receive alerts when
your partners’ HP bars are at critical.



 

Do not
accept party requests from strangers.



 

Do you
wish to accept this request?



 

YES -or-
NO]



 

As soon as he accepted it,
Marisol’s HP, MP, and XP bars popped up on the top corner of his screen. From
what he could see, she was telling the truth. She’d be able to reach the
seventh level in no time at all. Trusting that she could handle herself
wherever she was, he dragged the bars off into the margins, and then leapt back
into the fray.


To his relief, it looked like
Sparky was gone. He was off being a nuisance to somebody else.


Good riddance.


The hours wore on. The sky bled
from blue to orange, transitioning into the afternoon.


The longer he fought, the more
aware he became of how much his arms hurt. Fatigue. The game didn’t have such a
feature before. He suspected that the new Admin had added a hidden stamina bar,
something to get SSO 2.0 closer to reality.


It affected his attacks. They
began to miss at a higher rate. The ones that did hit seemed to glance off of
the target. Roy was about to bring this up to Marisol on their private chat
when Yvonne’s voice suddenly chimed in on the group line.


“Hey, guys. Jorge’s feeling
better now. I can start taking him through Vorsprung if you’d like.” Her voice
sounded strained, like she was struggling to sound less tired than she truly
was.


Roy got onto a ladder. He held
onto its rungs as they chatted.


“Jorge, why didn’t you say that
for yourself?” Marisol asked.


“He asked me to,” Yvonne said.


“Yeah,” Jorge confirmed.


“Typical Jorge. Okay, that’s
fine, you can take him through Vorsprung, but no monster fighting,” Marisol
said.


“What’s going on with Mikhail?”
Roy asked.


“He’s with Oskar. Oskar and his
friends aren’t going to let anything happen to Mikhail. They’re good guys,” Yvonne
said. “I’ll be joining them later, actually.”


“Thanks for taking care of
Jorge,” Marisol said. “Just get him to whatever level you can and I’ll meet up
with you guys as soon as I’m Level 10.”


“As soon as we’re Level 10,” Roy corrected.


“Right.”


They said goodbye to the group
chat and returned to their Raton fighting.

















 

Chapter 5




It was early evening by the
time they maxed out their Trainee level to 10. Roy checked over his finalized
stats, a feeling of pride welling in his chest.



 

[STATISTICS: Roy, Trainee



 

HP:
20/20


MP:
20/20


STR: 10


AGI: 10


VIT: 10


INT: 10


SPR: 10


LUK: 10



 

LVL: 10


XP:
1600/1600


G: 500]



 

Roy and Marisol returned to the
heart of Vorsprung, their steps slow and their bones weary. The hustle and
bustle from earlier in the day had thinned out. Eager players were leaving
Vorsprung #3 in droves, itching to get onto SSO 2.0’s post-tutorial landscape.


They met up with Yvonne and
Jorge. Yvonne waved hello, happy to see them. Jorge copied her in a less
enthusiastic manner, a brief lifting of his hand and a nod. Marisol gave him a
hug. He groaned in embarrassment.


“So, he didn’t give you too
hard of a time, did he?” Marisol asked.


“No, no, Jorge was great,” Yvonne
said.


“I didn’t need a babysitter,”
Jorge mumbled.


“You’re my kid brother, of
course you do,” Marisol said.


As they argued back and forth,
Roy caught sight of a young woman across the way. She sat in the alley between
two buildings, her head down and knees huddled against her chest. Her long hair
hid her face from view.


Roy went over to her. He
stepped carefully, like someone approaching an injured animal would.


Gently, he asked, “are you okay? Do you need any help?”


She didn’t move.


“My name’s Roy.”


No response.


“Are you alone? Waiting for
someone? I’ve got friends if you need friends.” He cringed. That sounded awful.
“I swear I’m not creepy. Not trying to hit on you. Not that kind of guy, just
saying it’s hard to go at this alone when you don’t have to, you know?”


Silence.


“There’s girls with me if you’d
rather talk to them. I get it. Random guy comes out of nowhere trying to chat
you up and it’s kind of creepy, but I’m not a creep. I’m really not. That’s why
you’re not saying anything, right, it’s because you think I’m weird?”


“Yo, Roy, can you come here?”
Marisol called for him.


Not knowing what else to say to
get the girl to open up, Roy shrugged and went back over to his friend group.
They stood far away enough that the girl outside of the alley wouldn’t hear
them talk.


“What’s up?” Roy asked
casually.


“What are you doing?”


“I just wanted to see if she
was okay,” Roy said. “Maybe you or Yvonne can check on her.”


“Do you know her or something?”
Marisol asked.


“No, but don’t you remember
what the New Lead Admin said? We participate or we die. She can’t keep sitting
there, can she?”


“There’s a protest group
sitting out of the game,” Yvonne said.


“Yeah, not everyone’s on board
with the whole ‘participate or die’ thing,” Marisol said.


“I don’t blame anyone who
doesn’t want to do this. We’re traumatized,” Yvonne said, “and it’s safer for
some people not to play. We can’t respawn. We mess up once and that’s it.”


Roy thought back to his run-in
with Sparky. “I guess so, but…I couldn’t not do something. Something’s better
than nothing at all, and the only something we can do is play SSO, so that’s
what I’m going to do.”


“Playing or not playing,
they’re both choices,” Yvonne said. “If you don’t think you have the skills to
get through the game, then it’s probably best to stay in Vorsprung.”


“The skills or someone to help
you,” Roy said. He glanced at Jorge.


“And that girl isn’t up for
anyone helping her right now. Maybe she’ll shake out of it and wise up. I don’t
know. Is it any of our business?” Marisol asked.


“Can one of you just go and
talk to her?” Roy asked. “You or Yvonne.”


“It’s a waste of time,” Marisol
said.


“I’ll do it. It’s not a
problem.” Yvonne left them to talk to the stranger. He watched her crouch low
to get eye-level with her, but couldn’t make out what she was saying to her.


Marisol’s voice pulled his
attention away from their exchange. “You can’t force people to do what you
want. Sometimes they just do things that you’re powerless to stop,” she said.


“It’s not forcing her. It’s
showing her she doesn’t have to be alone if she doesn’t want to be,” Roy
explained. “Are you okay? You’re getting kind of upset.”


“Forget it.”


“Okay…” Roy had nothing more to
say to her. He didn’t want to offend her any more than he already seemed to. It’s not like I was doing or saying anything
bad.


After a short while, Yvonne
came back from her attempts. She had as much luck as Roy did. The girl was an
unreachable mute, as far as they knew. Roy thanked her for trying.


“What now?” Jorge asked.


“We could get you and Yvonne to
Level 10,” Roy suggested.


“Thank you, but I can handle
that on my own,” Yvonne said, her tone as polite as ever. “I’m joining Oskar’s
guild. Once we’re all Level 10, we’re going to Avalon City together. I can
introduce you guys to Oskar if you’d like to join us, too.”


“I know him,” Jorge said.


“I know you know him, but
Marisol and Roy don’t,” Yvonne said. “How about it, guys?”


“I don’t think I want to lock
myself into a guild so soon, sorry.” Roy didn’t have fond memories of his time
with any other guilds, after all. “I need to find my best friend and see what
happens from there. He’s basically a brother to me.”


“I’ve got to keep Jorge
protected,” Marisol said. “Being bossed around by a guild isn’t going to make
that easy.”


Jorge shrugged. “Guilds are
cool.”


Yvonne smiled, her perfectly
white teeth showing. “Guilds are cool! Guild mates are friends for life. Have
you ever heard of The Midnight Lions?”


“Who hasn’t? They crushed every
PVP tournament they were a part of,” Marisol said. “They were one of the
top-ranked guilds in SSO.”


Roy racked his brain for any
memory he had of them. He’d never hounded the player or guild rankings, so he
supposed it made sense he didn’t remember a single thing about them. To save
face, he didn’t say a word.


“Oskar and I were members,” Yvonne
said, her eyes lighting up. “I’m a Midnight Lion.”


“Whoa! You’re planning on
recreating The Midnight Lions?” Marisol’s excitement was so strong that Roy
felt himself convinced of their awesomeness. Her whole demeanor towards Yvonne
changed, like she’d just met a celebrity. “No way.”


“Not exactly. We’re leaving The
Midnight Lion’s revival to our old guild leaders, wherever they might be.
Hopefully they logged out before everything went down,” Yvonne said sadly. She
perked up. “What we’re going to do is make a new guild called The Order of the
Synergy.


“I’d like to invite you guys to
join. I didn’t want to have to flash my old membership to get you interested,
but oh well,” Yvonne said.


“I’ve never been the
guild-type,” Roy admitted. “So it’s not about you or anything. I just don’t do
guilds.”


“And as much as I love The
Midnight Lions, my plans haven’t changed,” Marisol said.


“Join them if you want to,
Marisol, I don’t care,” Jorge said. “I’m not a baby.”


“I’m taking care of you. Deal
with it.”


Roy interrupted them, “hey, Yvonne,
I wouldn’t mind meeting Oskar or whatever. I bet Marisol would love to have his
autograph.”


“I’m not that big of a fan,” Marisol defended herself.


Yvonne turned away from them,
covering her mouth. Her eyebrows bounced up as she not-so-secretly had a
conversation on one of her private communication lines.


Once she was done, she said,
“okay! Follow me.”


Yvonne led them to a small
house a few streets away. Like its neighbors, it was made out of wood. Every
panel was hammered in with the love and care of game programmers and artists.


Its chimney blew wisps of
dark-colored smoke into the sky, giving the house a winter holiday card type of
look. It just needed snow, a top hat-wearing snowman, and an evergreen tree to
complete the image.


From the outside, Roy heard
loud conversation.


They entered the cottage. A
hush fell over the room. He hung back near the entrance, waiting for someone to
say something. Roy counted eight or nine people sitting around, some of them
around a table and others by the fireplace. Stairs led to the second floor.


Roy recognized a couple of the
guys at the table. One of them was Mikhail, the GM. His appearance had
improved. The purple bruises were still there, but he didn’t look like he was
in as much pain before. The other one was Oskar


A brunette woman broke the
silence. She had a feather sticking out of her ponytail. “Yvonne’s home!”


This got the rest of the room
to cheer.


Yvonne waved her hands, her
cheeks reddening. “Okay, okay, that’s enough now.”


“And it looks like she’s
brought some friends,” said an older looking guy. His salt and pepper hair was
slicked back. He looked like he misplaced his business suit.


“Welcome,” Oskar said. He
leaned forward in his chair, his dark blue eyes regarding the three of them
carefully.


“These are my friends I was
telling you about,” Yvonne said. “Marisol, Roy, and Jorge.”


“Yes, I remember Jorge. He’s
the one who told me that ghost story. Nice seeing you again,” he said.


“Hey,” Jorge said, doing his
best to sound nonchalant about it.


Twelve
year olds and their obsession with being cool all the time…


“They wanted to hear some more
about your guild plans,” Yvonne said. “Mind talking to them?”


“Sure thing.” Oskar took a
breath. His future guild members stared at him, looks of wonder on their faces.
It was impressive how devoted they were to him. Was it because of his sheer
charisma or was it because of that whole Midnight Lions guild thing?


“It’s important for SSO to
maintain its order,” he began. “The GMs being stripped back to Level 1 along
with all of the other players is a clear message from the PKer. He’s waiting
for us to fall into chaos.”


“PKer’s an interesting choice
of words,” Roy said.


“I’ll never respect the hacker
as an Admin. If we’re to believe him, he murdered someone to get that position,”
Oskar said. “He’s a literal Player Killer.”


“AKA a murderer. Don’t dress it
up in cutesy game language by calling him a PKer. He straight-up killed someone,”
Marisol said.


“Semantics aside…” Oskar stood
up out of his chair for added effect. “We feel that it’s important to give
power and control back to the GMs. Standing alongside them, we are The Order of
the Synergy. We will address any problems that arise in SSO, and bring this
game back to the normalcy that it once had.”


“What about getting out of
here?” Marisol asked.


“We’ll tackle that concern as
soon as we’ve gathered the rest of the GMs.”


Roy had to hand it to Oskar and
The Order of the Synergy. Having all of the GMs in their pocket could lead to
them becoming the most powerful guild in the game. They would need that power
if they wanted people to respect them unquestionably.


“There’s something you need to
know, then,” Roy said. “I think it’s only the GMs who can take ‘friendly fire’
damage. I got into a minor scuffle, real minor thing, really, and my player
shield stayed up.”


“What?” Marisol asked in
confusion. “When did that happen?”


“The kill stealer,” Roy
explained.


“Thank you for telling us,” Oskar
said. “We actually put that to the test earlier ourselves and came to the same
conclusion. That’s why our first priority is securing the lives of the other
GMs out there.


“Unfortunately, Mikhail doesn’t
have contact with them so it’s going to take us some time to gather them and
get them into our care.”


Mikhail said, “once everyone’s together, we’re going to find a hole in the
programming. We’ll exploit it and get everyone out of here.” He wiped off the
dried blood under his nose. “Assuming that they were online at the time of the
server crash and freeze, there should be some staff members that can do that
sort of thing.”


“Unless they’re killed,” Oskar
added. “We’re going to move out of here at the crack of dawn tomorrow. We’ll be
training to Level 10 until then.”


“So, what do you think, guys?” Yvonne
asked, addressing Roy, Marisol, and Jorge. “Would you like to help us as
official members of The Order?”


“I want to,” Jorge said.


Marisol stood in front of
Jorge, the best she could considering his hulking stature. “I can’t let him,
sorry.”


“Why?” He whined.


“Because I’m not going to let
you put your life on the line for them. Sorry, but no,” Marisol said. “I wish
you all the best of luck, but me and Jorge can’t be a part of this.”


“You know we can help you
protect him,” Yvonne said.


“It’s better if I do this on my
own.”


“You’re no fun, Marisol,” Jorge
complained. He crossed his arms.


“First you’re crying about
being in this game and now you’re—you know what, never mind. You’re nowhere near getting to
Level 10 by the crack of dawn and you know it. You don’t qualify,” Marisol
said.


“We could make an exception for him,” Yvonne offered.


“No.”


“Understood.” Yvonne didn’t
dare try pushing after that. “How about you, Roy? Has your mind been swayed?”


“Sorry, it’s still a no go for
me. It’s like I said before. I have to find my best friend,” Roy said.


Since they’d known each other
for practically their entire lives, Emilio was the only one Roy could fully
trust in this situation. The people he met today were fine, but when it came
down to it, they were strangers.


A natural-born leader trying to
restore order, a nurse driven to help people, a beat-up GM who insisted that
everything would be okay, an older sister who would stop at nothing to help her
little brother, and a young kid (understandably) struggling to cope with the
circumstances…


These people weren’t his
friends on an Emilio level. Hours didn’t beat years. He and Emilio owed it to
each other to find one another and conquer this new game world side-by-side.


Begrudgingly, Jorge said
goodbye to all of the people in The Order, and then he, Marisol, and Roy left
the house. Jorge dragged his feet as he walked. Marisol called him out on it,
which resulted in Jorge mumbling something and putting slightly more effort into
lifting up his sandals.


Enough time had passed that the
sky had fallen dark. Was the day/night cycle moving faster or was it the same
as it always was?


“I wonder what time it is in
the real world,” Roy mused. “I think it was 2 or 3 AM when everything glitched
out.”


“Midnight for us,” Marisol
said. “We should’ve gone to bed. I shouldn’t have listened to Jorge when he
begged for one more hour, and now I’m never listening to anything he wants ever
again. I make the decisions for us.”


“Okay, talk about me like I’m
not even here, like you always do,” Jorge said, his tone defeated.


“That doesn’t sound very fair
to Jorge,” Roy said.


“I’m used to her being bossy,”
he said.


“It’s my bossiness that’ll keep
you alive. I don’t care how it makes me look,” Marisol said.


Roy didn’t want to prolong
their conversation long enough for it to ignite into anything worse than what
it was. He decided to change the subject into something more benign and less
Jorge-related.


“We should probably find
somewhere to sleep for the night,” Roy said. “I’m thinking the update added a
hidden stamina stat. If we don’t rest and take care of it, things may get worse
for us. You felt it, too, right? A tired and sluggish feeling.”


“Yeah, it’s the merging of
reality and virtuality. We have to sleep and breathe like normal people,”
Marisol said.


Jorge’s stomach growled. “And
eat,” he added.


“Ugh, now I’m feeling it,”
Marisol complained. “You know how you get so intensely into something that it’s
like your body’s somewhere else for a while?”


“It happens to me sometimes
when I’m gaming,” Roy said. “There’s a tavern we could go to. The stores are
all closed up, but the tavern should be open.”


“I don’t think this tavern
sells food, though,” Marisol said.


“We could get our Raton tails
fried up. It won’t be the best of meals, but it’ll be something on our
stomachs. After that, we can see if there’s any room at any of the Inns.”


If they didn’t do that, then
they’d be stuck sleeping outside for the night.

















 

Chapter 6




They couldn’t convince any NPCs
to soil their good pans with fried up Raton Tail meat. A few had been offended
by the prospect, actually. Roy, Marisol, and Jorge had to eat the tails the
old-fashioned, uncooked way.


Roy thought that eating a raw
Raton Tail would be like eating worms, which he thought would be like eating
spaghetti if you closed your eyes and chewed fast enough. The tails looked like
worms, so the thought process made sense.


It didn’t work out that way.
They were bitter, grimy, and disgusting. Roy couldn’t blame any of the NPCs for
not wanting to get those things near their cooking wares.


And since the Inn had been too
crowded, the three of them wound up sleeping outside under a tree in Vorsprung
#3. It was hardly a good night’s rest. He had rocks jabbed into his back. No
amount of rolling over relieved him.


Once they were awake and had
rubbed the sleep out of their eyes and fixed their bedrock head, they said
their farewells.


Roy held out his hand in a
fist. “Stay strong.”


Jorge bumped fists with him,
and said a small, “yeah. Bye.”


Marisol gave Roy a brief hug.
“Nice meeting you, Roy, and I mean it. Send me a message sometime.”


“Definitely will. Maybe we’ll
meet up again someday for a reunion.”


“That’d be fun. Good luck
finding your friend. What was his name again? I’ll keep an eye out for him.”


“Emilio. Thanks. I’ll see you
around.”


One last awkward pat on
Marisol’s shoulder because Roy didn’t know what else to do, and he went on his
way. He was never one for long goodbyes.



 

***



 

After exiting Vorsprung #3, Roy
made his way through several Raton-infested platform maps. For the most part,
he avoided the monsters and other players, not wanting a repeat of what had
happened between him and Sparky. He jumped onto ladders whenever he needed to,
and switched platforms whenever he suspected them to be crawling with one too
many Ratons.


His goal was to reach the map
that had the portal to Avalon City. Roy had lost count of how many grass maps
he’d gone through, seeing how they all looked practically the same save for
some foliage variations. The creators kept things simple for the beginner
players.


Simple
and underwhelming, Roy thought as he pulled himself up onto a
platform. He stretched his arms, imagining the cracking sound they would’ve
made if his current body wasn’t a stand-in for his real one.


“Duck!”


A Raton came hurling through
the air, right towards his head.


Roy dropped down, catching
himself on his hands and knees. It cleared over him. He got back up, to see the
girl who shouted at him smiling sheepishly. Her highlighter green hair was
pulled back into a sleek pony tail.


Behind her, closer to the other
end of the platform were two other girls. One girl with bouncing blue curls
picked up a Raton by its tail. She tossed it to the third girl in their crew
who used her club to swing at it with all her might. She sent it flying, her
red pigtails swishing as she craned her head to watch it go.


Their characters looked like
they were around the generic starting age look, that of an older teenager or
younger adult. Like Roy, they sported the Trainee outfit of a long sleeved
shirt, shorts, and sandals.


“What are you doing?” Roy
asked. “You could’ve hit me!”


“Sorry. We’re training up our
aim and swinging power for the real deal,” the green haired girl said. “We’re
maxed out but we wanted to get some practical experience in before we ship off
to Avalon City.”


“You can’t get any experience
from this if you’re maxed out to 10,” Roy said.


“That isn’t exactly what I
meant,” she replied.


Another rat got pitched to the
redhead. She cracked her club into it, the beast exploding into a shower of
pixels.


“It’s about preparation. This
is a mental game as much as a physical one,” the red-haired girl said. “Flinch
and you’re dead. Miss and you’re dead. Get distracted and you’re dead.”


She ended her last statement
with another powerful swing. The Raton flew off of her club and headed straight
towards Roy. With the right timing, he hit it, and to pixel dust, it returned.


It was then that he noticed how
many Raton Tails and Raton Teeth were littered along the platform. He guessed
that they’d been doing their batting practice for quite a while.


Seeing his gaze, the green
haired girl said, “you can pick those up if you want
them. Tails don’t sell for much, but at least you can snack on them when you’re
hungry.”


The blue haired girl said, “they’re so good!”


Roy nearly retched, remembering
their despicable taste. “No, thank you.”


“Do you want to give it a try?”


“I already had some last night.
I wanted to die,” Roy said. He had to will his stomach into calming itself.


She laughed at his misery. “No,
I was talking about Raton batting.”


“It’s more fun than it looks,”
said the red haired girl. “Here, you can take my spot.”


“Sure.” What did he have to
lose by trying?


Meanwhile, the green haired
girl took care of any Ratons that tried to sneak up on their game. She bashed
them apart with her club, cleaning up the area and giving the rest of them
peace of mind.


Roy felt like a baseball batter
on the plate, only instead of trying to hit a 100+ miles per hour ball he was
trying to hit a snarling, teeth-gnashing nasty rat-thing. He adjusted his
invisible baseball helmet, bent his knees slightly, and slid into proper
batting position. He also made a show out of chewing and spitting an invisible
wad of tobacco.


The red haired girl called him
nasty for that.


The blue haired girl giggled,
and then scooped up a Raton. She threw it at him.


Wham! A solid hit! The creature
erupted into sprinkles, dead from a single blow. The girls clapped for him. Roy
bowed like he was on a stage.


“Since you’re practicing this
so much, I guess you guys are becoming Warriors, huh?” Roy asked.


“I am,” the redhead said, “but
Rebecca’s going to be a Cleric, true to her name.”


“Who? Which one of you is
Rebecca?”


The blue haired girl raised an
eyebrow. “You don’t have name filters on? I’m Claire, she’s Jill, and she’s
Rebecca,” she said. “I’ll give you 10 Raton Tails if you can guess where we got
our names from.”


“No, I think I’ve got more than
enough of those.”


He knew they were from a retro
survival horror series that saw some fully immersive VR revivals, but he’d
never played the series for himself. Zombies and biological viruses weren’t his
cup of tea or a genre he liked to go near. Roy didn’t have the stomach for it.


“Did you know each other before
the server crash or did you just meet in Vorsprung?” Roy asked. “Your naming
scheme can’t be a coincidence.


“That’d make a good tell-all
novel: My Life before the Server Crash,”
Rebecca, the green haired girl, said.


Claire turned to hit another
Raton out of the way.


“We met each other yesterday,”
Jill said. “Once everyone started beating on the GM, we took off running and
happened to be running in the same direction. The rest is history.”


“They’re the ones who were Jill
and Rebecca by coincidence. I pointed it out and then switched my name to
Claire to match. Whoever joins us next will be our Ada,” Claire said.


“I like to think the obnoxious
hair colors helped us find each other,” Rebecca said. “This green’s a lot less
attention grabbing when you’re not stuck in newbie clothes.”


“I know, right? I can’t wait to
get out of this,” Jill said.


“We’ve got to buy matching
outfits,” Claire said.


“Ooh, we can color coordinate!”
Rebecca squealed.


They
sure are fast friends, Roy thought to himself. They were acting
like they’d known each other for years. He could see it in their mannerisms
towards one another. They just seemed so open and excited about their plans for
the near future, and they’d only met a day ago.


It was a wonder they could
trust each other that much. Who’s to say they wouldn’t backstab one another,
find someone better, or run off in separate directions as soon as things got
difficult? They didn’t have any sort of foundation for what they were doing or
how they were acting. Not that their friendship was frivolous, but…


He looked forward to some
friendly banter with Emilio once they met up, something on a similar level to
theirs, but better since it was grounded in more reality. They probably weren’t
going to go as far as color coordination, though.


“I’m going to get going to the
jump portal,” Roy said. “Thanks for the batting practice.”


The girls stopped their
conversation to tell Roy goodbye.


Then he was off on his way to
Avalon City, the place that all versions of Vorsprung would feed into. It was
truly the first starting zone of the game where classes could be picked. After
Vorsprung’s tutorial, Avalon City was the beginning frontier.


He walked into the portal, its
glow enveloping him.

















 

Chapter 7




Once the flash of light from
the teleportation portal cleared, Roy was in Avalon City. He stood upon the
cobblestone-lined streets and took in the sights around him. Buildings of wood
and stone were peppered along the road paths.


Mules passed by, dragging carts
behind them. Their handlers walked beside them, reins in hand. Chickens ran
amok. They pecked at the food crumbs, grass, and bugs they could find in the
cracks of the roads.


Everyone knew not to mess with
chickens. It was just a given in these kinds of mediaeval-lite fantasy video
game settings. He made sure to stay out of their way, for fear of incurring
their wrath.


Little NPC kids ran around in a
loop, playing a mapped-out game of tag. A player that looked to be about their
size and age took notice of this, and joined in with them. They openly acknowledged
him, a behavior Roy hadn’t seen happen before.


It used to be that you’d chase
after the kids and they wouldn’t give a care in the world about who you were,
and they couldn’t be directly talked to, either.


Before this, they were merely
NPC extras. Now they were actively including the real player character, who
looked so carefree and thankful to play with them even if they were bits of
data.


A woman in an ankle-length
dress leaned against a building. She sometimes turned her head to watch the
children run by. She had a diamond hovering over her head, indicating that she
had a quest to offer. Her name was [NPC] Esther.


She was busy talking to a small
group of players; a shirtless guy with a Mohawk wearing puffy pants, a girl in
the basic beginner clothes with a leather vest thrown on top, and another guy
with his hair up in tall spikes. The girl’s leather vest was two sizes too
large for her, a pair of dragon wings stitched on the back.


The trio made some gestures in
the air, and then took off running, presumably in the direction of wherever the
quest was supposed to take place.


Now that it was Roy’s turn, he
stepped up to talk to [NPC] Esther.


“Hello,” she greeted him
wearily. Up close, he could see the dark circles under her eyes.


“Are you alright?” Roy asked.


“I’m out of the ingredients for
a brew I need to make. My hired help hasn’t returned in a week,” [NPC] Esther
said. “I know not of what happened to him, but I do know that I must have those
materials. Sadly, I’m suffering a shoulder injury that prevents me from making
the journey into the dark forest myself.”


A text window appeared.



 

[QUEST ALERT: An Old World Remedy 1.



 

Esther’s
usual gatherer has gone missing. She would like you to venture into DARK FOREST
A for her and gather 20 SPIDER-LYNX legs.



 

Requirements:
Level 11


Expiry
Time: None


Completion
Reward: Unknown



 

You do
not meet the requirements of the quest.]



 

“Sorry, I’ll have to come back
to help you another time,” Roy said.


“That is fine.” She turned
away, staring off into space.


There was a zap sound, a
warning that someone was going to be teleported near where he stood. Roy got
out of the person’s way so they could talk to [NPC] Esther and feel as equally
disappointed as him.


It had been so long since he
ran through Avalon City that he’d forgotten that all of its quests were going
to require being Level 11. The only way to get to that level would be by selecting
a class: Warrior, Brawler, Thief, Lancer, Mage, or Cleric.


Roy walked through the town. He
stopped at a large map sign. It illustrated the lay-out of the town, pointing
out its various shops and landmarks. An icon floated in front of the signage, a
signal that there was something selectable there that he could interact with.
He did so.



 

[SYSTEM: You have received [KEY ITEM] Avalon City
Map.]



 

Since he now had the map, he
could look at it any time to make sure he was headed in the right direction.
Out of curiosity, he maximized his digital map view and switched its settings
so he could see the player-representing dots. There were so many of them
sprinkled throughout Avalon City, moving this way and that.


It was to the point that Avalon
City looked like a featureless blob in some areas. He turned off the player
indicator setting. Finding Emilio by investigating every single map dot would be
a Herculean task, not to mention a never-ending one.


Roy had to do things the
old-fashioned way, the classic “have you seen this person?” asked of anyone he
passed by. The problem with that method was that Roy didn’t have any
screenshots saved from before the server crash.


Come to think of it, he
probably should’ve taken screenshots of all the people he’d met before in and
around Vorsprung #3. They would’ve made for good keepsake mementos.


Well, more adventures awaited
him, and there were bound to be more people that he could meet. Since he didn’t
have a picture of Emilio, he had to settle for descriptions of him at his most
basic, and hope that he hadn’t changed his appearance in any way yet.


A violin player drew Roy’s
attention away from his musings. Eyes closed, she dragged her bow across the
strings of her instrument. Music poured out of her movements, ethereal and
soul-soothing in its nature.


She was barefoot, her shoes off
to the side of the hat she kept on the ground. Her skirt went to her knees, her
top simple with flowing sleeves.


A small group of people formed
to watch her performance. Someone clinked a handful of G into her hat. The
violinist smiled, and her song was reinvigorated. From a delicate, gentle
melody, it transitioned into a spirited ditty. The crowd clapped along.


Roy tried to follow the beat
and failed.


He’d always wanted to go for
music. It seemed like a relaxing hobby, and something he could get attention
for, as vain as that sounded. Everyone liked a guy with a guitar, didn’t they? But
then, Roy got into sports for a brief stint, instead.


His parents forced him to
choose one or the other, since there were scheduling conflicts with his
afterschool sports practice and music lessons. He chose T-ball because that’s
what he was doing with Emilio. He couldn’t just up and abandon him for an
instrument and a bunch of music sheets.


Since Roy hadn’t been that
great at sports, maybe he would’ve been better off pursuing his first interest.


But I’m
not that selfish.


Roy walked away from the performance
and headed into the nearest “Items” shop he could find. A bell chimed as he
entered. There was a bodyguard sitting in the corner, his beefy arms folded
across his chest. Named [NPC] Yuvo, he regarded Roy with a slight head nod.


The shopkeeper, a young guy
named [NPC] Alfred Jr. greeted him happily. “Welcome to Alfred’s!” He stood
behind his sales counter.


The shelves behind him were
full of numerous potions, scrolls, knick-knacks, and other items that might be
necessary for an adventure. [NPC] Alfred Jr.’s store appeared to be
well-stocked.


“Thanks,” Roy said back to him.


He had 500G to spend, but a ton
of Raton Tails and other things he’d like to unload. Roy didn’t want to buy
anything because he planned on doing that after turning Level 11. That way he
could purchase the things he would definitely need for whatever class he
decided on.


Roy checked over his inventory,
looking over the items he didn’t have equipped.



 

[INVENTORY: -All-



 

Red
Potion (S) x5


Red
Potion (M) x1


Blue
Potion (S) x5


Blue Potion
(M) x1


Pear x1


Raton
Tail x53


Raton
Teeth x31


Nearest
Town Teleportation Scroll x1


Leather
Scrap x1


[KEY
ITEM] Avalon City Map x1]



 

“I’ve got some things for
sale,” Roy said, putting on his best salesman’s smile.


“What do you have, friend?”
[NPC] Alfred Jr. asked.


“53 Raton Tails and 31 Raton
Teeth.”


[NPC] Alfred Jr. leaned his
elbow on the counter, his head in his hand. “I’ve got a deluge of those. So
many. I’ll take the Tails for 5G and the Teeth for 10G each.”


“What? A Raton Tail’s 20G and
the Teeth are 40G,” Roy protested.


The NPC shopkeeper laughed.
“Perhaps that was the case 20 years ago, but in today’s market, they’re worth
pennies.”


“I’ll take my business
elsewhere, then.”


“Hold on,” he said, standing
back up on his own. “I’ll settle for 7G a Tail and Teeth for 12G a piece.”


Since when was there an active
bartering system in this game? This had to be a feature of 2.0, alongside a
changing economy. Alfred Jr.’s pricing had to be affected by what the other
players were doing.


Roy pushed. “15G a Tail and 20G
a Tooth.”


“I’m doing you a favor. No one
else in Avalon City would offer you prices like that.”


“Fine.” Roy just wanted to get
rid of the damn things at this point. “I’ll take the deal.”


[NPC] Alfred Jr. took out a
drawstring pouch. [NPC] Yuvo watched Roy, his glare making him feel
uncomfortable. The shopkeeper counted out the correct amount of coin, and then
they made their exchange. Roy received 371G for the 53 Raton Tails and 372G
from selling the 31 Raton Teeth. That put him at 1243G in his pocket.


“Pleasure doing business with
you,” [NPC] Alfred Jr. said.


“Yeah…sure.”


Roy left, careful not to slam
the door behind him.


He could still hear the sound
of the woman’s violin. This time she was covering a catchy pop tune. Rather
than rejoin the crowd, Roy decided to walk further away from it. He travelled
down the rows of shops.


Blacksmiths. Jewelers. Food
stands giving off delicious smells of roasted meat and vegetables. Lots of
people walking by, some of them still in their beginners’ outfits like him. An
atelier. A salon. More places to buy things.


“Sir, could I offer you some
advice?” A man with a curly moustache called out to him from outside of a
clothing store. “You would look better in new clothes.”


“No, thank you.” Roy waved him
off.


A couple steps later, and
another shopkeeper got in his way. “Artwork to jazz up your home! Discount on
frames!”


“No, thanks.” Roy dismissed
that seller like the other. He’d never bought a home in Stalwart Souls Online.
Some people loved having a place of their own. They’d buy furniture and get
into decorating their homes with their 5000G couches and 200G poinsettias, but
Roy didn’t see the point in it.


SSO houses were just a money
sink. They were a competition of who could make the better glorified chat room.
Roy was more interested in playing the game for what it was, not the social
parts. Whenever he needed somewhere to store his extra stuff, he rented storage
lockers.


He escaped all of the
shopkeeper NPCs clamoring for his attention and went to the pub. There was
barely space to stand in its lobby area. The seats in the waiting area were
taken up. A line of people stood against the wall, out of the way of any
customers that needed to enter and talk to the hostess.


“My apologies,” the NPC hostess
said to Roy when he went up to her counter. “There may be an hour wait until
there’s a table available for you.”


“Alright.”


Roy shuffled off to the side.
He nearly bumped into a guy who looked like he’d modeled himself after a
typical fantasy story dwarf: short height, thick stature, and a long braided
beard. The pseudo-dwarf still wore the basic beginner outfit.


“Looks like everybody came here
with the same brilliant idea,” he said, talking out of the corner of his mouth.
“Everybody’s looking to get piss drunk at the end of the world.”


“It’s more like the start of
it,” Roy said. “I’m just here to get some juice and take a break before finding
my friend. It’s not the end of my world.”


He laughed. “You’re in a pub
for a juice box?”


“I’m probably going to order
some stew, too.”


“You’re killing me, mate.”


“What’s so funny about juice
and stew?”


“You’ll understand when you’re
older,” he said.


Roy doubted that. “What are you
getting, then?”


“I’m getting a boot of the
darkest beer they’ve got on tap. Gonna get stupid drunk and then go off
questing until I black out.”


“That doesn’t sound very smart…
You have to be coherent enough to click the accept button,” Roy said.


“You ever had a drink in your
life?” The dwarf-like man asked.


“Not even a drop. I never saw
the point in it, to be honest.”


Never mind the fact that Roy
was underage. Even so, virtual alcohol didn’t hold any enticement for him,
either. It supposedly held a similar buzz to the real thing, but he’d never
experienced it for himself.


“Today’s a great day to start. World’s
gone to pot. Drink to say goodbye,” the man said. “Say goodbye to nagging
wives, three hour long commutes, idiot bosses, and cold coffee. Those days are
gone.”


“I’m not 21, so I’m going to
pass on the say-goodbye drinking.”


“You’re shitting me. This isn’t
the real world. Have one on me, kid.”


“No, thank you.”


“I think you’re the only kid
I’ve ever met who’d actually refuse a drink until his 21st birthday,
and a pixelated drink, to boot. You’re a riot,” the man said. “How stiff are
you? Everything we ever knew is gone and you can’t let your hair down even a
wee bit.”


“I wouldn’t say everything’s
gone,” Roy said. “It’s too soon to be so pessimistic. What if there are people
on the outside working to get us out? We don’t know anything for sure, so how can
you be so sure that this is the end? This isn’t the time to say goodbye.”


“Because everything the hacker
says is true. I watched somebody die with my own two eyes.” He pointed at them.
“I saw everything. This kid climbed up the highest platform in the area and
jumped. He exploded into pixels and was gone. That’s proof that permanent
death’s been enabled, and if that’s true, then the rest has got to be. Someone
capable of making that happen has to be believed.”


“Do you think he wanted to die?
Was it an accident or a test of some kind?”


“No bloody clue. I didn’t even
get to catch his name before the little bugger went down. I can bet my arse
that his stunt put fear into everybody in the area. We were shook.”


“And so to get away from your
fear,” Roy said, “you’re just going to go drinking.”


“Drinking and game playing. One
final hurrah before running straight into the fire.”


Roy discreetly tapped his arm
to toggle on the name filter. He saw the man’s name hovering over his head:
Yorick. He then shut off the display, due to everyone’s names crowding out his
view of the pub.


“Alas, poor Yorick, I knew him
well,” Roy quoted from Shakespeare’s Hamlet.
“That’s where you got your name from, right? Hamlet.” They’d read the play at the start of the year in his
English class.


“You got it wrong. It’s not ‘I
knew him well.’ It’s ‘I knew him, Horatio; a fellow of infinite jest, of most
excellent fancy.’”


“Is that why you’ve got a
British accent, because of the Hamlet connection?”
Roy asked. “Are you supposed to be British like him?”


“My accent’s got nothing to do
with it. This isn’t a put-on. This is me. Hamlet wasn’t British, by the way. He
was Danish. How in the world did you miss that?” Yorick asked, annoyed.


“Are you a teacher?”


“I have to be a teacher to know
the basics of Shakespeare? No, I work in an office,” Yorick said. “Long hours
where I can barely see my kids and now I won’t be seeing them at all anymore.
Funny how one of the few things in life that kept me sane is going to be
responsible for turning me insane.”


“Sorry about that. I know
someone who’s been crying about the same thing in reverse. He misses his
parents,” Roy said. “I can put you in touch with him if that’d help anything.”


“Heh, the only talking I’ll be
doing is straight to a bottle, if you catch my drift.” In other words, getting
drunk was how Yorick planned on curing his ills, or at least temporarily
addressing them.


“I think I’m gonna skip the
line and go somewhere else. This place is starting to get depressing.” Too many
sad souls crammed into too tight of quarters.


“What’s the name of your
friend?”


“How do you know about that?”
Roy asked, surprised.


“You brought him up. It was the
first thing you said to me,” Yorick said.


“Oh. His name’s Emilio. I don’t
know what class he is, but in 1.0 he was a sword and buckler Warrior,” Roy
said. He strained his brain thinking about what Emilio’s
initial character set-up looked like prior to salon visits. “Short black
hair, tan skin, average build kind of like my character.”


“Mate, you just described a million
people.”


“Well, his name is Emilio. I
can’t do much better than that.”


Yorick closed his eyes and
exhaled slowly. “Actually, now that I’m thinking of it I did run into a guy
named Emilio recently. He was with a group over at Foster’s Inn, just lying
about in the lounge area,” he said. “I wouldn’t have remembered ‘em if we
hadn’t gotten into a bit of a spat. Pricks, the lot of them.”


“How long ago did you see
them?” Roy asked.


“Maybe ten, twenty minutes
before I got here. Around an hour and a half ago,” Yorick said.


“Thanks!” Roy was ready to bolt
out of the door, but Yorick put his arm out to stop him.


“Hold on a tick. Use some
common sense for a minute.”


“Yeah, that’s what I’m doing.
I’m rushing over there before he goes.”


“We should pass each other our
friend code details, in case Emilio winds up coming to the pub. I’ll contact
you if I see him,” Yorick suggested.


“Good idea.”


They exchanged their User IDs
in a private message to one another. Roy added Yorick to his list, which only
included him, Jorge, and Marisol thus far. Now that he was thinking of it, he
wished that he’d put more effort into adding Yvonne, Oskar, Claire, Rebecca,
and Jill. That was fine, though. There was no need for him to clog his list
with people that were unlikely to talk to him ever again.

















 

Chapter 8




By the time Roy reached
Foster’s Inn, Emilio was nowhere to be found. The inn was mostly empty. It gave
off the airy sense of a coffee shop. Had there been the smell of a warm brew,
he would’ve confused the lobby area for one.


Its few inhabitants sat by
themselves, relaxing on the couches and at the tables. They were messing with
their screens, waving their hands around as they participated private talks
meant only for them and their conversation partners. Someone silently laughed.


Foster’s Inn held a calmness
that Roy had been missing since the start of Stalwart Souls Online 2.0. He was
relieved to be somewhere that wasn’t bottlenecked with players. It may have
been an exaggeration, but this level of peaceful silence might as well have
been a slice of heaven.


[NPC] Francesca, a girl with
her hair in a high ponytail, was in charge of manning the counter at Foster’s
Inn. Roy approached her.


“Hello, good day, has there
been anyone named Emilio here?” Roy asked her, unsure of which greeting he
should start with.


“I’m not allowed to give out
that kind of information,” she said, “but maybe I can look the other way for
100G.”


The hacker must’ve been
possessed when he thought that adding rip-off mods to every NPC was a good
idea. Grumbling to himself, Roy fished out 100G and handed it over to the NPC.


“Thank you.” [NPC] Francesca
smiled. “Yes, I can confirm that there’s been an Emilio here.”


“I knew that already. When was
Emilio last here?”


[NPC] Francesca held her head.
“My memory’s fuzzy,” she complained. “100 more G would help it.”


“What? That doesn’t make any
sense.”


“Then I suppose I can’t help
you.”


“This is the worst… Okay, here,
take the 100G and tell me everything you know,” Roy said.


“Pleasure doing business with
you. Alright, there is a user that goes by Emilio who has rented a room for the
night,” she said. “That’s a guarantee that he’ll eventually show up here.”


“Thanks.” Roy’s pocket may have
been feeling lighter, but at least he had the information he was looking for.
He was another step closer to their reunion.


He was about to go sit down on
the couch and relax when he saw a familiar face coming down the stairs: Emilio,
decked out in the Warrior class starting clothing. Two guys followed behind him,
one with long hair and the other with his hair dyed an unnatural shade.


Roy turned to [NPC] Francesca,
his blood beginning to boil. “Did you know he was here the whole time?”


She shrugged. “Sorry, sir, I
have other customers to attend to. Can you please step aside so I can help
them?”


“You cheated me out of 200G!
Everyone in Avalon City is a crook.”


“Is that you, man?” The
commotion brought Emilio and the two guys that were with him over to Roy.
Emilio clasped his hand and pulled him in to bump shoulders. “What’s up?”


“I’ve been looking for you
everywhere. I got stuck back in Vorsprung 3 and I’ve been having a crazy time
ever since,” Roy said.


He could tell what classes the
other guys were based on their starter clothing. As expected, Emilio was a
Warrior.


The guy with long hair past his
shoulders wore a sword and broad shield strapped to his back. Usually, people
turned their weapon items invisible in non-combat situations, but he kept his
on display. His equipment hinted that he was a Lancer. Roy was familiar with
it.


“This is Adam,” Emilio
introduced him.


The other guy had short cropped
blue hair. He wore robes that were so long that they covered his hands. The
colors and style of his clothing pointed towards him being a Mage rather than a
Cleric.


“And this is Louis,” Emilio said.


Both of their characters looked
to be within the same age range as his and Emilio’s. They were generic build
types that didn’t deviate much from the default mold. Maybe they were people
who wanted to play Stalwart Souls Online as fast as possible so they didn’t
bother messing around with the sliders and other bits and bobs of character
customization.


“Hey, I’m Roy,” he greeted them.


“S’up?” Adam said. “Were you guys guild mates?”


“No, we’re friends in real
life. We never really liked the whole guild thing,” Roy said.


“That’s because we never found
one that didn’t suck,” Emilio said. “I met Adam and a couple other guys back in
Vorsprung and we grouped up. We figured if we wanted to get through all of
this, the smartest thing to do would be to team up.”


“Excuse me,” interrupted a
woman standing near the group. “You’re blocking the counter.”


“Sorry about that.”


Roy, Emilio, Adam, and Louis
stepped off to the side.


“Anyway, as I was saying,”
Emilio continued, “there is room in our group if you’re interested.”


“A group? Wait, do you mean a
guild?” Roy asked, not believing what he was hearing and seeing.


“What else would I mean?”
Emilio asked.


“We were on our way to meeting
up with the other guys,” Louis, the blue-haired Mage, said. “You should come
along.”


Roy found the situation
strange. Emilio hadn’t shown any interest in guilds before. If anything, he
seemed to have as much of a distaste for them as Roy did. Roy would’ve never
expected this kind of development, but if Emilio thought this guild was good
enough to join, then it had to be amazing. His judgment couldn’t be that bad.


“Okay, yeah, sure,” Roy said.


They left Foster’s Inn. Roy
trailed slightly behind them, allowing them to lead the way. As they walked,
they passed by other groups of people heading in all sorts of directions.


Roy was starting to feel like
he stuck out in his beginner outfit. He was seeing less and less people dressed
like him.


“It’s funny,” Roy said to kill
the dead silence that fell on them. “I just turned down a guild offer. There’s
a bunch of guys trying to restore power back to the GMs, like a justice and
order group. They’re kind of interesting.”


“How do they expect to do
that?” Emilio asked.


“They want to join up with them
and become a positive force in all of this mess,” Roy replied.


“They’re probably just trying
to establish early dominance. They’re going to use the GMs to make sure of it,”
Emilio said.


“That’s an ingenious idea. They
can use them as puppets,” Adam said, pushing his long hair away from his face.


“It isn’t like that. They’re
trying to protect them. Back in Vorsprung 3, one of them got beaten to a pulp.
For whatever reason, he could take damage like his friendly fire defense was
turned off,” Roy said. “Did you see any GMs in your Vorsprung?”


“There were three,” Emilio
answered. “Some kid threw a rock at one of them and they took damage. After
that, they huddled up and decided to run away. They didn’t even try to help
anyone after that.”


“People like that aren’t worth
protecting,” Louis said. He shoved his Mage sleeves up to his elbows.


“They were probably scared.
Wouldn’t you be scared if you were faced with an angry mob?” Roy asked.


“You weren’t there,” Adam said.
“Everyone was civilized and normal other than one idiot kid, but the GMs still
went off running with their tails between their legs. And they’re the ones who
know the most about what’s going on.”


“Mikhail—our GM—seemed as confused as
anyone else,” Roy said.


“You can’t trust them. How could one person be capable of
something like this?” Louis asked. “There has to be an organization, and what
better organization than the one who knows this game inside and out the best?
They might’ve planned this from the start.”


Roy glanced at Emilio, trying to gauge his reaction to what
they were saying. Since he didn’t reply, Roy took his silence for agreement. It
was a conspiracy theory, but theories were all they had to go on at the moment.


Until the new Administrator decided to talk to them again,
they weren’t going to have anything but that to go on. The only thing that they
knew for sure was that they were expected to play this game and survive.


If anyone was a puppet, then it would be them, the players.
They were toys set up for the new Administrator’s game. He did whatever he
wanted with them.


The group walked to a fountain near the center of Avalon
City. Three guys were sitting around the rim of it, speaking animatedly. They
cut off their conversation when they saw Roy, Emilio, Louis, and Adam show up.
Serious expressions replaced their friendly ones.


A blonde guy with green eyes and a bit of a hook to his nose
stood up first. The other two stayed seated. Judging by his outfit’s similarity
to Emilio’s, he was also a Warrior class character. He hardened his gaze in
Roy’s direction. It made Roy stand up straighter.


What’s with this strict
atmosphere?


“This is my friend Roy,” Emilio said. “I’ve known him for
practically my entire life. I’d like to vouch for him.”


The blonde held out his hand
for a shake. “Gerard.”


Roy took it and shook it. “I
take it you’re the guild leader?”


“You guessed right. What gave
it away?”


“I just had a feeling,” Roy
said.


“We’re not an easy guild to
join. We’re not open to just anyone. It’s a good thing that Emilio vouched for
you. That means something,” Gerard said, “but it isn’t a guarantee that you’ll
be in. No hard feelings but we have to ensure that everyone’s a good fit and
willing to have each other’s backs when times get tough.”


“I understand. It wouldn’t be a
good idea for you guys to accept just about anyone into your guild,” Roy
replied. “I was in a guild like that before and everything was chaotic. It was
just one big chat room that erupted into drama llama central. That’s the last
thing I’d want out of your guild.”


“Are you implying that you’re a
drama llama?” Gerard asked, a smirk forming on his face.


“No, I’m just saying that I
appreciate and respect the vetting process. It’s a good thing,” Roy said.


“Yes, and that’s a good point,
but it’s more than that. We’re a brotherhood. We don’t know how long we’ll be
trapped in this game for, but should it come to it being for a very long time,
we’re going to have a family here to rely on.”


“What’s the name of this
family?”


“We are known as The North Star
Vanguard,” Gerard said.


One of the guys sitting around
the fountain said, “we’re going to be getting
equipment masking uniforms made at the tailor’s. You joined just in
time…assuming you make it through the recruitment period.”


Players in SSO could get custom
clothing to wear over their equipment. That way, someone could do something
like wear a tuxedo and mask over heavy armor. It would look like they were only
in their fancy clothes when they were still taking advantage of the effects
that the heavy armor had, hence why he’d used the term “equipment masking.”


“Yes, thank you, Tim. We all
had to show distinction,” Gerard said.


“Wait, I’m not going to have to
pull out one of my nails, am I?” Roy asked.


The other guys started
laughing.


“Where’d you get something
twisted like that from?” Tim asked. His character was rotund and stocky, his
skin dark and his hair buzzed fresh with a nice fade. “This isn’t some gory
horror club.”


Emilio redirected the
conversation. “Roy, did you decide on your class yet? Louis is a Mage, Adam is
a Lancer, Tim’s a Thief, and me, Gerard, and Orson are
Warriors. We’re going to specialize in different kinds of weaponry.”


Orson must’ve been the name of
the only guy that hadn’t spoken so far. He had stringy, ink-like hair and deep
shadows under his eyes. He kind of reminded Roy of a
vampire.


“We’ve pretty much filled up on
our quota of Warriors for now,” Gerard said.


“Are you going to be a raiding
guild?” Roy asked.


“Yes. We’ll be doing party
quests and the like. We’re going to be doing whatever helps us to get
stronger,” Gerard replied.


“Another Mage could round out
your party, but what you’re probably going to need to do is get yourselves a
Cleric,” Roy said.


“You could be our Cleric,”
Emilio said.


“I’ve never played as one. I’m
not sure I’d like to spend what could potentially be the rest of my life as a
Cleric,” he replied.


“I encourage you to think about
it,” Gerard said.


Orson finally opened his mouth
to say, “I’m bored. We should go out and level. I’ve got more loot to pick up
from the dark forest.”


“Are you still stuck doing that
stupid Marjorie’s Mask quest?” Tim asked, elbowing him.


“Don’t touch me,” Orson warned.
“And yes, I’m still doing it. It’s a never ending scavenger hunt. I’m waiting
for that rare drop to happen.”


“Add more into your luck stat,”
Adam suggested.


“I’m not wasting points like
that,” Orson said.


“Then you’ll never get what
you’re looking for,” Adam shot back.


“I could go to the Auction
Square and try to buy it. I think I remember that quest. You’re looking for
Squalor’s Feather, right? I wound up having to buy it,” Roy said.


“Lazy,” Tim muttered.


“Heard that. It saved me hours
waiting around for something that has a less than 5% drop rate.”


Adam brushed his hand through
his hair. “It must suck for anyone who only just started this game. They’re not
going to be aware of tricks like that. They’re going to be stuck figuring
everything out on their own.”


“That’s how it was for all the
Beta users,” Tim said.


“There’s plenty left to
discover here. Things don’t seem like they’re as normal and easy as they once
were,” Roy said. “At least from what I’ve seen so far, the NPC mechanics are
different. I’ve never been so badly conned by NPCs as I was with the ones
here.”


“Even if you do find Squalor’s
Feather in the Auction Square,” Emilio said to get everyone back on track,
“it’s going to cost us a small fortune to buy.”


“We can pool our money together
and trade the mask around as-needed. It’s a nice overall stat boosting item we
can all get something from,” Gerard said.


“Or, we could buy a bunch of
Squalor’s Feathers and everyone could complete the quest that way. Or I guess
we could find someone with Marjorie’s Mask and buy it directly from them, no
questing needed,” Roy said.


“It’s unlikely that many people
have gotten a chance to complete the quest at this point…but we could try it,”
Orson said.


“Shortcuts are lame,” Tim said.


“Shut up,” Louis said. “We
can’t get held up over an entirely optional quest. It’s a nice-to-have sort of
thing, so let’s just get it and be done with it.”


“If it’s nice to have then why
are we bothering? It’s going to be a huge chunk of change wasted for something
that won’t make the biggest difference to us anyway. It’s a stupid noob scrub
thing to do,” Tim said. He made sure to look in Roy’s direction when he was
slinging his insults.


The more Tim talked, the colder
the feeling coming off of Gerard became. Gerard cracked his neck. “I don’t
appreciate the backtalking,” he calmly said, “especially in front of our new
recruit. Did I ask you for your opinion?”


“No.”


“It’s your arguing that’s
wasting our time. Roy, thank you for your suggestion,” Gerard said.


Tim fumed, his jaw clenching.
He looked away.


Gerard continued, “we’ll have Roy go to the Auction Square. He is going to buy
us one Squalor’s Feather, and Orson will use it to finish the quest and get us
Marjorie’s Mask. We’ll meet back at this fountain in two hours. The rest of us
will do some leveling up in the meantime.


“Set a timer reminder in your
control panel so you won’t forget to come back in time. I’m expecting everyone
back here in two hours sharp. Now, Roy, how much money do you have on hand?”


Roy checked through his menu
screen. “1043, but I could try selling some things to get some more.”


“No need for that. Everyone, give
Roy 500G.”


One by one, they opened up
trade request windows with him. By the time they were done, Roy had an extra
3000G to work with.


“You have 4000G to get
Squalor’s Feather with,” Gerard said.


“Shouldn’t it be 3500G?” Roy
asked. He did the math in his head. “If it’s 4000G then that means I’m putting
in double.”


“If you want to prove your
commitment to the group, you’ll make it 4000G instead of 3500G. But, if you
don’t, then 3500G it is. Your choice,” he said. “Let’s get going. You may begin
your timers now.”


With a
wave of Gerard’s hand, the group took off.

















 

Chapter 9




Stalwart Souls Online called
this section of Avalon City an Auction Square, but it was more accurate to call
it a buy/sell/trade screaming match zone. He could barely hear his thoughts
over the yelling.


Text windows lit up above
people’s heads, adding to the pandemonium. Electronic sign boards, they had
wanting to buy, or WTB, messages spammed all over them. It was a special
function of the Auction Square that players could become walking billboards for
what they were seeking.


Roy punched in a message for
his floating textbox that read, “B> SQUALOR’S FEATHER OR MARJORIE’S MASK.”
He started walking around, hoping that someone would see it and start making
offers.


It soon became apparent that
walking around with that signage wasn’t going to cut it. He would have to get
his hands dirty and wade through the sea of wanting to sell, or WTS, messages
that were out there.


Roy wasn’t the only one on the
hunt for those items. He saw a couple of girls talking to one another and
overheard one of them mention Squalor’s Feather. Roy tapped her on the
shoulder.


“Do you have any more?” Roy
asked.


“Yeah,” she said. Her pink hair
was done up in twin buns on top of her head and her lips were colored in a dark
purple lipstick.


“4000G,” he said.


“No.”


“Why not?”


“I’d rather have an
Antagonist’s Shield.”


“4000G’s a lot of money.”


“I don’t care. I want an
Antagonist’s Shield. Don’t you see my sign?” She pointed upwards.


“Where am I supposed to find
that?”


“Oh, wow, gee, I don’t know.
It’s not like you’re in the Auction Square or anything.”


“No need to be rude,” Roy said.


The pink-haired girl ignored
him. “My deal won’t be here forever. If you want the Squalor’s Feather, you
need to get me an Antagonist’s Shield.”


“That’s so specific… Alright,
can I put some money down? As long as you give me your word I don’t mind giving
you 1000G to reserve the Feather.”


“I’ll give you an hour, then.
If you’re not back in an hour, I’m going to pocket your money.”


Roy wouldn’t put it past her to
do that.


After giving the girl the
money, he went off to someone else’s WTS trade spot. The salesman had on black
cat ears that contrasted with his wavy silver hair. His outfit didn’t live up
to his hairstyle and headgear. It was much plainer. He suppressed a yawn.


“Do you have an Antagonist’s
Shield?” Roy asked.


“Nope,” he replied, “but what I
do have is a Wyrd Hide and 5 Leather Scraps.”


“That’s not even remotely close
to what I’m looking for.”


The silver haired guy raised
his shoulders, then lowered them in a shrug. “You can craft a decent cape with
it. 500G for the lot.”


“Fine.” Maybe he could upsell
it to somebody.


They completed the trade, and
then Roy checked on his inventory.
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Red
Potion (S) x5


Red
Potion (M) x1


Blue
Potion (S) x5


Blue
Potion (M) x1
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Town Teleportation Scroll x1


Leather
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[KEY
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It didn’t feel like he had much
to work with there. Roy went off to an area of WTB players who were milling
about. Now, he had to don his salesman hat to see if he could get something
better for his items.


He marched up to a boy who had
a “WTB 1000 RATON TAILS” sign. His outfit looked like he’d draped a bunch of
fine silk blankets on his body. Maybe
he’s got a lot of stuff and is some kind of eccentric collector? Why would
anyone want so many Raton Tails?


“Hi, do you have 10 Leather
Scraps? I’ll trade you a Wyrd Hide and 5 small red potions for them,” Roy said.


The boy didn’t acknowledge Roy.
He turned away from him and shouted at that he desperately needs Raton Tails.
Urgent emergency.


Someone shoved Roy out of the
way, ready to make a deal with the Raton Tail guy. Roy got out of their way.


Trading wasn’t his forte.


Not letting that deter him, Roy
continued to walk around the area. He did his best to avoid accidentally
bumping into anyone. A girl with a “Selling Shields” message caught his eye. He
ran to her, almost tripping in his hurry.


“Do you have an Antagonist’s
Shield?” Roy asked.


“I do!” She nodded, her hair
bouncing as she moved.


“Perfect! I’ve been looking for
that everywhere. How about 6 Leather Scraps and 1 Wyrd Hide for it?”


“Are you joking? Do you have
any idea how much an Antagonist’s Shield is worth?”


“A Squalor’s Feather, apparently.
You wouldn’t happen to have one, would you?”


“No.”


So, after having no luck with
her, Roy went off to another shield seller, and another, and another, until he
found a Mage who offered a decent price for it: 3000G, 5 Nearest Town Scrolls,
and 10 Leather Scraps.


His head spun. For this to work
in his favor, he’d need 457 more G, 4 more Nearest Town Scrolls, and 4 more
Leather Scraps to get the Antagonist’s Shield, so he can trade it for the
Squalor’s Feather.


Roy didn’t have a lot of money
to spare and he wasn’t exactly oozing in the charisma necessary for talking
down people’s prices. The items he had weren’t hot commodities in the Auction
Square, either, so it wasn’t like anyone was dying for trading offers. Nearest
Town Scrolls were about 500G each if he was buying them from a regular shop so
that was another 2000G he was going to need.


It felt like he was in the
middle of a hopeless battle naked with only a cardboard tube to fight with.


Roy changed his message to say,
“TRADING WYRD HIDE AND PEAR,” because desperate times called for desperate
measures. Desperate measures included throwing in a random piece of fruit in
the hopes that it’d make a difference.


This got someone’s attention.
An older woman with graying pin straight hair came over to him. She offered him
two Ogden Eyeballs for the pear.


“You don’t have any leather
scraps?” Roy asked.


“Two Ogden Eyeballs,” she
repeated her offer.


“This is the tastiest pear that
money can buy,” Roy tried. “It’s worth two Ogden Eyeballs and 50G.”


“Two Ogden Eyeballs. I only
want the pear because I’m hungry.”


“How about 20G instead of 50G?”


“How about ‘I’m about to walk
away?’”


Roy relented. “Okay, you got
it, then.”


They made their trade. He
switched his message to account for the change. “TRADING WYRD HIDE AND OGDEN
EYEBALLS,” his new sign said.


He wandered around the Auction
Square area some more, not having as much luck as he wished he had. Roy
eventually was able to sell his Nearest Town Teleportation Scroll and two small
red potions to someone for 550G. It may have been a terrible deal for him, but
it brought him back to 3093G…and still nowhere closer to the scrolls and
leather scraps he needed.


Roy went back to the Mage that
had an Antagonist’s Shield, the one he was working so hard for.


“Hey, you came back,” the Mage
said. “Do you have everything?”


“I have 3093G, 6 Leather
Scraps, 1 Wyrd Hide, and 2 Ogden Eyeballs.”


“That’s…not anywhere close to
what I asked for. The shield is more valuable than all of that put together.”


“Why don’t I throw in 5 small
blue potions and 1 medium blue potion? Please,” Roy said. He wasn’t above
begging to get what he wanted.


“Deal,” the Mage said, a little
too quickly for Roy’s liking.


They exchanged items, and Roy
got the Antagonist’s Shield that he needed. Hopefully
I didn’t get cheated in all of that. I hate the Auction Square so much.


Roy headed back to the
pink-haired girl. He held up his arms, glad that the whole ordeal was over
with. “I’m back!”


“You’re late,” she said. She
clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth.


“No way. An hour didn’t go by
that fast.”


“It did. Did you not have a
clock timer set?”


Roy checked for it. He saw that
it was nearing the time when he needed to meet up with the rest of The North
Star Vanguard.


“Alright…I guess you’re right.
You’re right and I’m completely broke,” Roy said. “Here, I have the
Antagonist’s Shield. I’ll send you a trade request.”


She swapped him the Squalor’s
Feather for the Antagonist’s Shield.


“I had the worst luck getting
that.” Roy sighed. “Never again.”


The girl pouted. “Aww, I feel
kind of bad for you. Accept my trade request.”


Rather than give him the whole
1000G deposit that he had lost for being late, she gave him 250G worth of pity
change.


At least it was better than
nothing at all.



 

***



 

Roy returned to the fountain
area. He was the last to arrive. The North Star Vanguard sat around the
fountain’s edge, Tim furthest away from the rest. His head was down, his eyes
fixated on his boot laces. Before Roy could dwell on his downtrodden appearance
any more than that, Emilio spoke to him.


“How did things go?”


“The Auction Square’s the tenth
circle of hell,” Roy said, “but I got the Feather.”


“Did you get into a bidding
war?” Louis asked him.


“Nothing like that. Just a lot
of pain and walking back and forth everywhere.”
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He accepted the trade request,
and gave Gerard the Squalor’s Feather for nothing.


“Thank you for your hard work,”
Gerard said. “I hope the trouble wasn’t too bad.”


“It was bad enough to wipe me
of practically all of my items,” Roy said. “It sucked.”


“Show us a screenshot.”


Although he didn’t have much
reason to, Roy hesitated for a moment. Of
course he can’t take me at my word. That’s fine. It’s understandable. Then why
do I feel so intimidated right now?


He pulled up his screen display
and scrolled through until he found the camera icon. Once selected, its symbol
appeared in the corner of his screen. With a press and hold of the icon,
another menu appeared beside it. The new menu detailed its various options,
like a “selfie” mode for front-facing picture taking and a “POV” mode for
point-of-view shots. Roy picked the latter.


He brought up his inventory,
then clicked the camera. A shutter sound played in his head, confirming that he
had properly taken the screenshot. Once that was done, he flipped his screen
menus over into his picture gallery. Roy chose the image, then enlarged it and
switched it into projector mode so they could all see it.


Roy held out the projection,
his palm cradling it. “Here you go.”


Gerard got up to see it closer.
The rest of The North Star Vanguard remained where they were.


“Thank you,” he said. “We pride
ourselves on honesty and functioning as a team. The North Star Vanguard is one
unit, mind, body, and soul.” Gerard tilted his head slightly in Tim’s
direction, as if he was aiming his words at him. “Now, everyone, give Roy
potions and G for his time. Show him your appreciation.”


By the time Adam, Louis,
Emilio, Orson, and Tim had followed Gerard’s order, Roy had 2750G and an
inventory that looked like:
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“You did a good job of proving
yourself, but there’s more to be done before we can fully accept you as a
member of The North Star Vanguard,” Gerard said. “You’ll owe us for the things
that you were given. I look forward to your charity.”

















 

Chapter 10




Charity came in the form of a
list of crappy things that Roy had to do for the group. Fetching water whenever
they asked for it. Booking rooms at the Inn for them. Acting as a bouncer (and
a bad one at that) for various spots that they wanted to claim in Avalon City.
Becoming Tim’s verbal punching bag.


Whatever was pissing Tim off,
he started taking it out on Roy. Roy didn’t say much to him, in order to keep
the peace and not add fuel to that fire. Once the other guys started noticing,
they started jumping in, too. They pushed him around, called him some names,
that sort of thing.


Roy put up with it for Emilio’s
sake, and because of Gerard’s encouragement that he was gaining steps closer to
becoming a full-fledged members. It wasn’t like their heckling lacked benefits.
He had their protection. They commanded respect as a group.


Once, when someone accidentally
tripped Roy and didn’t say sorry about it, Gerard and his crew forced an
apology out of the guy. A series of threatening words was all it took. And yes,
the violent nature of those words bothered Roy a bit (did someone deserve being
ripped apart by dire wolves over an honest mistake?), but it was nice to know
that he did have some people looking out for him.


Still, remembering those
upsides didn’t always help him. Roy nearly decked Tim and Adam when they’d
thought it’d be funny to pour water over his head. He had to mop it all up,
too.


And when he’d expressed
interest in becoming a Warrior, Gerard told him not to be hasty. He’d be better
off serving the team as a Cleric, and he could make his class change once he
was fully inducted into the guild. “Soon,” Gerard would say. Roy just needed to
continue proving his worth.


It crossed Roy’s mind a couple
of times to just change classes in secret, but Emilio would talk him out of it.
Emilio assured him that The Vanguard would get him up to the levels he was
missing out on in no time at all. Items, quests, all of that…they’d get him
through that in hyper speed. They did the same thing for Emilio and all the
rest of the guys, or so Emilio claimed. They just had to figure out how Roy
would best mesh in with the group.


In response, Roy had told
Emilio that The Vanguard was starting to push him towards his limit.


As time went on, it felt like
things were worsening. Tim, Adam, Louis, and Orson continued to shove him
around. They made games out of it. Without Gerard or Emilio’s intervention,
they ramped up their taunts and insults. They saved their harassment for whenever
Gerard’s back was turned, or when he was away taking care of other things.


Roy wondered if Gerard would’ve
joined in with them had he known. Maybe, he’d put a stop to The Vanguard’s
nonsense.


On a day when Roy had been
assigned to accompany Emilio to the store, he decided to bring up his concerns.
He complained about his harsh treatment.


Emilio dismissed it. “It’s just
trash talking among guys. You have to get used to it.”


“Whatever it is, it isn’t funny
anymore. I’m seriously about to walk away from this,” Roy said. “I don’t need The
Vanguard. I made it on my own before and I can—”


“No, you didn’t,” Emilio interjected. “You made it with me.”


“Yeah, we made it together without a guild. We can make it
again on our own just fine. We should ditch them.”


“I’m not leaving them. The North Star Vanguard’s been good to
us.”


“To you, maybe, but they’re treating me like a dog. I’m going
to talk to Gerard about them. I’m sick and tired of them making me out to be
some kind of Cinderella man. It’s like whenever Gerard’s away, they use that as
their permission to treat me like crap,” Roy said. “Isn’t this supposed to be a
family where everyone’s happy? A real brotherhood?”


It didn’t help that the one person who truly felt like a
brother to him didn’t stand up for him. Emilio didn’t join in on their bullying,
but he didn’t lift a hand to stop them, either. It was only when he and Roy
were alone that he seemed to care.


“Don’t talk to Gerard,” Emilio said. “I’ll talk to him for
you. There’s a better chance of him listening to me.”


Then, finally, after days and
days of this (and no improvement despite Emilio reassuring Roy that he
definitely talked to Gerard about it), The North Star Vanguard took Roy along
with them for some combat in the Dark Forest. Gerard had started their trek by
explaining to Roy that he wanted him to see The Vanguard in action, so he could
see for himself how they functioned as a team.


They traversed deep into the
forest, taking a winding way off of the path. True to its name, the forest’s
trees blocked out the sunlight. Their surroundings were shaded in purples and
blues, colors borrowed from the night sky’s shades. Gnarled roots poked out of
the earth. Menacing branches reached down overhead.


A cold chill set in. Roy
shivered, his breath appearing in front of him in light puffs. This part of the
Dark Forest was home to dire wolves and Spider-Lynxes, a creature that looked
like a hybridization of a ferocious wild cat and giant spider. From its lynx-like
head sprung eight spiny legs. Thinking about the beast made Roy shudder again.


If anything went wrong, he had
his club with him and plenty of potions thanks to The North Star Vanguard.



 

[SYSTEM: You have a party request from GERARD. As a
party member, you will share XP and G gains, and have the ability to see the
HP, MP, and XP bars of your partner(s). Optionally, you can receive alerts when
your partners’ HP bars are at critical.



 

Do not
accept party requests from strangers.



 

Do you
wish to accept this request?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy accepted his party request.
He was the seventh to join. Colored bars appeared above everyone’s heads.


“Get ready. Wolves, incoming!”
Gerard announced.


From a safe distance by some
bushes, Roy watched The North Star Vanguard take up their fighting stances.
Emilio raised the buckler shield in his left hand, his right hand holding onto
his sword. His light armor allowed him to be quick on his feet.


Gerard wielded his great sword
with both hands, its blade glimmering in the dim light. Their third Warrior,
Orson had a medium-sized shield and an axe. Adam, the Lancer, stood at the
frontlines of their group. He had his long hair fixed into a ponytail so it
would stay out of his eyes.


Louis took up a position in the
back, his staff ready for spell casting. Tim stood beside him, his throwing
daggers held in his fists.


Five dire wolves approached the
team. They snarled, their muzzles wrinkling. The group members stared at one
another, each person daring the others to start things off.


“Go!” Gerard called.


The Warriors charged forward,
their weapons meeting three of the wolves in decisive strikes. Adam took on the
fourth, using his shield to bash it in the face. Louis’ staff crackled with
electricity before he shoved it forward. His lightning blast hit the final
wolf. Tim laid down support fire, his daggers doing damage to all five.


They worked together well as a
team. As soon as his wolf had fallen, Gerard pivoted to assist Orson with his.
When it looked like Emilio was about to be struck by a wolf’s paw, Tim’s dagger
distracted it and made it miss. Louis’ bolts worked in tandem with Adam’s
attacks, lending his hits extra power.


The North Star Vanguard was
just missing a support class character. Maybe
all of the hazing was worth it.


Once they’d destroyed the rest
of the dire wolves, Gerard turned to Roy. “You can pick up the loot that the
mob dropped. That way, you can get something out of this since you’re not
getting any XP.”


The rest of the guys stood
around, glad to have a chance to catch their breaths after the fighting they
just did.


“Thanks.” Roy walked over. He
grabbed the teeth and hides that the dire wolves had dropped when they died.
The items disappeared, absorbed into his inventory.


“It’s about time for you to
become an official member. It’s been long enough, hasn’t it?” Gerard asked.


“Yeah. I was almost getting the
feeling you’d never let me join, like this was one big joke,” Roy said.


“You have one final test. What
do you think is different about you and the rest of the members of The North
Star Vanguard?”


The final test was a simple
question? Roy expected something much worse than that. It sounded easy enough,
but since it might’ve been a trick question, Roy took a moment to think it
over. He couldn’t give Gerard a cheeky answer like, “I’m a Trainee and you’re
not.” There was more to it than that.


Roy thought about The North
Star Vanguard’s positive qualities.


Tim may have picked on Roy the
most, but Tim made up for it by giving him potions. They all pretty much did
that. Roy was kept well-equipped.


Orson might have been a bit of
a downer of a person, but he had his good sides, too. Having a good memory for
the quests in the area meant that he was fast to come up with winning
strategies.


Emilio was Emilio. Gerard was
an obvious leader, able to get people to do whatever he wanted, no questions
asked. And Adam and Louis were good guys in their own rights. Roy hadn’t had
too much time to get to know them, so he honestly couldn’t come up with the
greatest of things to say about them.


“I think I’m different in that I’m
the kind of person you don’t have. I’m always thinking about the greater good,” Roy said. “I’m resilient. I don’t complain. I do
everything I’m asked and don’t mind doing the dirty work when I have to. I’m
also a diligent worker.”


Is this what job interviews
felt like? He hooked his finger in his collar, pulling on it to make it feel
less tight.


“That wasn’t the answer I was
looking for,” Gerard said.


Roy’s stomach dropped.


“…Can I try again? I didn’t
ruin everything, did I?”


“Listen, Roy. The difference is
that none of the men around you think we can do this solo. That’s what keeps us
as a strong team. A fraternity.”


Roy looked at Emilio, his eyes
growing wide. Emilio’s jaw was set, his expression cold and unreadable. He
must’ve told Gerard everything that Roy mentioned to him verbatim. No
cushioning, no making his words sound any better.


Just like that, Roy’s chances
at joining The North Star Vanguard had been crushed. All that wasted time.


Maybe he still had a small
shot. It was worth a try.


“This doesn’t mean I failed,
does it?” Roy asked. “I only said that stuff because I was frustrated. Anyone
would get frustrated if they were being kicked around, day in and day out. I
had to vent somehow. You have to understand.”


“I’m going to let you learn the
difference between being in this guild and not. You’ll see if you can truly
make it on your own,” Gerard said. “Vanguard, let’s get going.”


Tim, Adam, Louis, and Orson
took out scrolls. Tim shot Roy a wicked grin. Orson didn’t make eye contact.
Adam glared. Louis shrugged, his lack of pity apparent. They activated their
scrolls, a warm glow overtaking them before they disappeared in a flurry of
pixels.


“Wait!” Roy cried. “You can’t
leave me here.”


No skills, no abilities, not
even a class to rely on.


Roy took a step towards Emilio,
his hands raised for mercy. “I don’t have any teleportation scrolls. I can’t
make it back to Avalon City without one. I’m Level 10! This is…this isn’t fair.
You have to help me.” He grabbed onto Emilio’s shirt.


Emilio shook him off. “Roy—”


“You can’t let them do this to me!”


“You’ll make it.”


“You’re letting them kill me! I’m your best friend.” Roy made
a move to latch onto him. “What’s wrong with you?”


Emilio shoved him back and repeated, “you’ll
make it.”


Roy’s reply went unheard as Emilio took out his scroll and
teleported away.


Gerard was the last member of The North Star Vanguard
remaining. He was Roy’s final hope. Roy fell to his knees. He huddled over, his
insides churning painfully. His vision turned hazy from tears that threatened
to fall.


“This has to be a joke,” Roy said. The strength in his voice
had been stripped down to whisper level. “A cruel prank… You wouldn’t kill me
over something this stupid. You’re a better man than that. Let’s stop this and
go home, okay?”


“This is your final test, Roy. After you prove yourself with
this, no one in The Vanguard will dare try to push you around. Everyone’s gone
through a similar trial. This isn’t something new,” Gerard said. “Prove your
worth to us, and prove it to yourself.”


Roy didn’t look up. He couldn’t watch Gerard vanish like the
others.

















 

Chapter 11




First order of business?


Roy screamed his frustration to
the trees. He beat his fists into the dirt. Did The Vanguard not know they were
killing him like this? They were leaving him to a certain death.


He remembered the story Yorick
had told him, about the kid who jumped from a high height and killed himself.
Roy could be the next to go, except his death would be at the jaws of a dire
wolf or the venom of a Spider-Lynx. His stats would make his survival hard won,
if not impossible.



 

[STATISTICS: Roy, Trainee



 

HP:
20/20


MP:
20/20


STR: 10


AGI: 10


VIT: 10


INT: 10


SPR: 10


LUK: 10



 

LVL: 10


XP:
1600/1600


G: 4750]



 

[INVENTORY: -All-



 

Red
Potion (S) x16


Red
Potion (M) x12


Red
Potion (L) x9


Blue
Potion (S) x8


Blue
Potion (M) x9


Blue
Potion (L) x18


Leather
Scrap x15


Pear x3


Apple
x2


Sandwich
x1


Dire
Wolf Tooth x8


Dire
Wolf Hide x2


[KEY
ITEM] Avalon City Map x1]



 

Roy thought that seeing his
inventory would boost his morale, but it did the opposite. He felt more scared
and even more useless than he did before he checked on his things. Now he knew
the numbers plainly and clearly, the digits adding to his worries.


He sat with his back to a tree,
the bark scratching him through his shirt. Roy clutched his club close to his
body, as if hugging it could provide him some comfort. The wintry air caused
him to tremble, his intakes of breath shaky.


His exploration map was foggy.
Normally, players could view the areas they had already travelled through but
the forest’s darkness effect disabled that feature. All he could see on his map
was his player icon blinking in a black abyss. Roy hadn’t thought to memorize
the path that led from Avalon City to this part of the forest.


A low growling sound cut
through his thoughts.


I’m not
safe here. Roy held his breath.


He slowly crept away from his
spot, careful not to crunch any leaves beneath his shoes. It felt like the
further he moved, the louder the growling became. It amplified in his head, every
muscle in his body telling him to get up and run.


Roy fought that urge off.
Running would give away his position to any creatures lurking around. He
checked over his shoulder, thankful not to see anything following him. Roy got
onto his stomach and crawled into a bunch of bushes for coverage.


While hiding, he peeked out
between the leaves to see a dire wolf being encircled by a giant spider
monster. Its cat-like face hissed. The wolf reared up on its haunches. It tried
taking a swipe at the Spider-Lynx, but it stumbled in a daze.


The Spider-Lynx took advantage
of the wolf’s misstep. From its mouth, it blasted a thick web that pierced
through the wolf. Its howl of pain was the last thing it did before it was
obliterated into pixelated bits.


Nothing like that had happened
in Stalwart Souls Online 1.0. Enemy monsters coexisted, hardly interacting.
Somehow, they were playing a species versus species PVP game of their own. Was
this to increase the world’s realism? Could they gain experience through
fighting each other?


Roy heard a whine. He searched
for the source of it, his eyes landing on a small dire wolf puppy. If he didn’t
know any better, he would’ve confused it for a baby gray Husky dog.


That must’ve been why he was
compelled to save it. Without thinking, he grabbed a rock to throw and divert
the Spider-Lynx’s attention. His heroics shook the bush he was hiding in.


The Spider-Lynx turned towards
him, not caring about the rock’s trajectory. Its teeth chattered, its legs
skittering as it moved to his location. Roy scrambled out of the foliage, and
took off running as fast as he could.


Heart pounding, he didn’t even
spare a second to glance behind him. A webbed shot whizzed by his head. Roy
stepped to the side, lurching forward to avoid it. That was to his detriment.


Webbing hit him in the leg. Like
a whip, it wrapped around his limb. Roy fell, his body slamming to the ground.
The Spider-Lynx lifted its head to tug Roy backwards. Roy slapped his free hand
down into the dirt, his nails scratching for purchase. His other hand kept his
grip on his club.


Just as he was dragged close
enough to be bitten, Roy twisted around and whacked the Spider-Lynx in its
feline face. He kicked and thrashed to free himself, the Spider-Lynx roaring
from the sudden attack. For good measure, Roy hit it a second time, then tore
himself from the webbing.


Red eyes glowing in the
darkness, the Spider-Lynx cowered back. Roy leapt up and ran. Running was all
he could do to stay alive. Fighting would be a death sentence.


The Spider-Lynx fired a barbed
web at his shoulder. Roy took the brunt of it, the shock of it making him
stagger. His screen flashed red. 10 HP loss. Since he already had a red potion
gesture-map set up, he was able to easily activate it without losing his
stride.


Back to
20/20. Two hits like that and I’ll be dead.


That thought had him running
faster. The Spider-Lynx skittered behind him, its spindly legs clacking as they
pressed into the ground.


Roy narrowly avoided another
shot.


Ahead of him, the ground
sharply ended. Roy decided to take his chances on the cliff, hoping that the
drop-off would be survivable. He dove for it, going into a forward tuck roll.
Mud, dirt, and grass flew around his vision.


The cliff turned out to be a
hill. His screen pulsed as he hit the bottom of it, his body bouncing. That
maneuver cost him 3 HP of damage, but hopefully he’d have his life in exchange
for it.


…As long as the Spider-Lynx doesn’t follow me.


His prayers went unanswered.


It jumped down, a fair distance
away due to its leap. Roy got back onto his feet. He took another potion to
revive his health back to full.


The beast stalked towards him.
Venom poured from its mouth.


This is
it.


When The North Star Vanguard
abandoned him, they left him to die. When would they realize it? Would it be
days from now? A week? Would any of them care that they’d murdered someone who
didn’t deserve it?


Roy hadn’t done anything wrong
to them.


The Spider-Lynx came closer.
Roy shut his eyes, prepared for the worst.


When would it sink in for
Emilio that he’d killed his best friend?


Goodbye,
everyone. I tried.


A feral howl sounded over his
head. Roy opened his eyes in time to see a dire wolf leap over him. It landed
on the Spider-Lynx, tackling it to the ground. Its sharp teeth tore at the
spider, the arachnid’s carapace crunching between its powerful jaws.


Roy took that chance to get out
of there. He went in the direction of where he hoped Avalon City would be.


He’d never hated spiders more
than he did now.

















 


 

Chapter 12




Roy made it back to Avalon City
physically intact. His mental health was another matter.


The members of The North Star
Vanguard were sitting around their usual spot, the fountain. Roy imagined
pushing them into the water one-by-one. He didn’t know where to begin and
apparently, neither did they since they stopped
talking when Roy approached.


Tim coughed and took a bite of
his sandwich. Orson fiddled with his napkin. Louis took a long drink. Adam
looked at Gerard to see what he’d do. Gerard smiled as if he was taunting Roy
to say what was on his mind. Let us have
it, the look on his face said.


“Glad you made it back, man,”
Emilio said. He raised his glass jar of fruit juice towards him.


“Glad to see me
make it back!” Roy screamed at him. His hands balled up into fists at his
sides. “You guys are here eating and drinking and having a great time. I almost
died!”


“But you’re stronger for it
now, aren’t you?” Gerard asked. “Now you should understand why you can’t make
it as a solo player.”


“Aw, look at how red his face
is. I think he’s about to cry,” Tim said.


“Shut up. You’re the one who
actually cried when he went on his solo run,” Louis said.


Adam puffed out his cheeks and
drew a tear drop on his face.


“Shut the hell up!” Tim yelled.


They
don’t care. They’re just making jokes.


Roy snatched Emilio’s glass out
of his hand. He smashed it against the fountain. Rather than getting scared,
the other guys cracked up.


“Do something about your
girlfriend, Emilio,” Tim said.


“Screw you,” Emilio snapped at
him. “He’s not my girlfriend.”


“That’s embarrassing,” Orson
said. He put his napkin on his head.


Gerard narrowed his eyes, his
eyebrows furrowing. “Roy, get in the fountain and clean up the glass. Kids play
in here.”


“Hell no! I’m not doing
anything for you guys ever again. You can take the items you gave me, the
money, all of it. I don’t care,” Roy said.


Gerard patted Emilio on the
shoulder. “Go talk some sense into your boy.”


“C’mon, let’s go, Roy.”


Emilio led Roy away from the
area, to another building around the corner where they could have some privacy.
It was an unlocked shack no one had purchased yet. There wasn’t any furniture
for them to sit down on, so Emilio stood on the opposite side of the room from Roy.


Roy resisted punching his hand
through the wooden wall. Pacing back and forth, he took deep breaths.


“You’re going to give yourself
a panic attack,” Emilio warned.


“Oh, like you didn’t give me
one! How could you do that to me?”


“We do that to everyone.
Everyone’s got to prove their worth. It’s hazing,” Emilio said. “This isn’t an
open arms, accept everyone kind of guild. The guys here…they’re tough. They put
their lives on the line for each other every day.”


“Did you miss the part where
they almost got me killed? A Spider-Lynx does 10 damage a piece to a Trainee,
and I’ve only got 20 HP. How could you not have realized that?”


“They wouldn’t have done it if
you hadn’t come in whining about everything straight out the gate. Everything
got you upset, even things that weren’t that big of a deal,” Emilio replied.
“You’re lucky I stopped you from snitching to Gerard. You would’ve never fit in
if you had.”


Roy stomped on the floor. “What
happened to you? Did the glitch fry your brain? These guys don’t care about
anyone but themselves. Open your eyes.”


“That’s right, and you could’ve
been one of them, but you trashed that. You trashed it like every other friend
you’ve tried to make. You’ve always been overly sensitive. You get so emotional
every time someone does something you don’t like.”


“Forgive me for not being an
unfeeling robot,” Roy said.


“That’s the thing. You act so
self-righteous that anyone would have to be a perfect robot for you to get
along with them. Real people don’t work that way, Roy. No one’s perfect, and
that doesn’t make them evil or a monster.”


“I never said it did!” Where
was Emilio getting all of this from?


“You’ve said it in so many ways
over the years, man. You see the world as so black-and-white, you versus
everyone else. It’s unhealthy,” Emilio said.


“I don’t get what’s so wrong
about that. It makes sense to me.”


“This is why no one likes you.
You’re weird. You can’t see things from anybody else’s perspective.”


“What are you talking about?”
Roy asked. “People like me.”


Emilio crossed his arms. “Never
mind. You don’t get it. It’s not like it matters… Look, if we’re going to survive
we have to be part of a group that’s the most likely to do so. The GMs aren’t
running the show anymore. You learned that in your Vorsprung, and we learned
that in ours. We’re going to be the show runners.”


“You guys don’t deserve to run
anything. You’re the kinds of people who are ready to stab your best friend in
the back if your brotherhood requires it. You should’ve stood up for me,
Emilio. What kind of person does that?”


“Stop being a baby. This is
just how it is,” Emilio seethed. “It’s not like you were that far from Avalon City. That part of the forest we left you in has
the lowest spawn rate. If we wanted you to die, we would’ve done far worse to
you.”


“I can’t do this. I’m done.”
Roy threw up his hands. “If you want to poison yourself like this, go ahead.
I’m not going to do it. I’m not going to become a heartless psychopath like the
rest of you. Call me when you remember who you are.”


Roy headed for the door. Emilio
grabbed his arm.


“Wait,” Emilio said.


“Changed your mind?”


“No. You said you’d give us our
items back. Open a trade window with me.”


Roy pulled up his menu screen.
He scrolled through it and typed furiously in the air.


“What are you doing?” Emilio
asked.


“Deleting all of you from my
friends list.”


“There you go again, being a
baby about everything. Give us our stuff back.”


“No,” Roy said. He closed out
of his menu panels. “I’m keeping everything as payment for all the shit you
dragged me through. It’s only fair.”


“Fine! Make it on your own,
then. You’ve always been my shadow. You’re nothing more than a hanger-on.
You’ve never done anything by yourself, so best of luck doing it now. You won’t
know what hit you.”


Roy slammed the door on his way
out. He didn’t need to hear Emilio spew any more garbage. If Emilio wanted to
become like the rest of the assholes in The North Star Vanguard, he was doing a
good job of it. He’d lost himself as an individual. Now he was just another one
of Gerard’s soldiers.


Years of knowing each other
thrown away because of 2.0’s changed landscape.


But this was doomed to happen
eventually. Had life continued the way it was supposed to, Emilio would’ve left
for his fancy college and Roy would’ve stayed in town.
Roy was set to float through the rest of his days, letting life happen around
him. They would’ve grown apart. It was inevitable.


They’d always been different.
Roy had just done a good job of fooling himself into thinking they were closer
than they actually were.


I’m not
your shadow anymore.


I’m not
going to have anything to do with you and your new friends. Best of luck not
getting killed by them. You’re the one who won’t know what hit him when they
turn their backs on you.



 

***



 

Roy trudged through Avalon
City. He contemplated contacting Marisol. Even if he didn’t join up with her
again, at least they could have a bitter laugh about the whole situation he
just went through. Maybe she could relate to having a backstabbing friends, and
tell him how she recovered from a similar situation. He could use someone to
talk to, someone who wouldn’t force him to join a particular class or dump him
off into a dark forest to die.


Free of The North Star
Vanguard, Roy could create the kind of life he wanted. He was about to message Marisol
when he saw a familiar boy with a head of vampire red hair. It stuck out from
under his pointy Mage hat.


“It’s you,” Roy said.


Sparky, the jerk who messed
with him back at the Raton platforms. The robes he wore indicated that he
must’ve been a beginner Mage.


“What do you want?” Roy asked.



 

[SYSTEM: You have received a trade request from SPARKY.



 

Do you
accept?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy turned it down. He wasn’t
in the mood to be hassled by this guy.


Sparky dropped an apple. Roy
picked it off of the ground, wondering if it was supposed to be an apology
present or something. An apple-ogy.


“I’m not interested in partying
up,” Roy said. “I don’t have any more time to spare on assholes, alright?”



 

[SYSTEM: You have a party request from SPARKY. As a
party member, you will share XP and G gains, and have the ability to see the
HP, MP, and XP bars of your partner(s). Optionally, you can receive alerts when
your partners’ HP bars are at critical.



 

Do not
accept party requests from strangers.



 

Do you
wish to accept this request?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy declined. Another system
message appeared with the same thing, another party request for him to answer.


“One more time and I’m going to
block—you know what? Actually, I’m
tired. I’ve had a long day. I’m done with everything. I’m just going to accept
your request,” Roy said. He confirmed it, and saw Sparky’s bars appear over his
head. “I have no idea why you want to follow me, but you can do it if you want
to. It’s whatever. Just know that I’m not up for any more bullshit today.”


As long as Sparky didn’t launch into a tirade against him, he
was five steps above The North Star Vanguard in his mind.


And look, he came to me, which
means I can’t be as unlikeable as Emilio said. I’m not that weird. Or was he, for entertaining the
thought of becoming Sparky’s friend? Friendly
acquaintance, Roy corrected himself. Let’s
not get ahead of ourselves here.


They headed off to the Class Center. Speaking of The North
Star Vanguard, Roy was a little miffed that none of the guys came to check on
him. Guess that meant they’d truly abandoned him. Whatever. It’s not like he
would’ve been happy seeing them again, anyway. It was their fault he was gone,
and he was better off without them. They knew the score.


The Class Center reminded Roy of a college fair. It was a
large building that contained booths and signs dedicated to the game’s six classes.
NPCs at each table were trying to recruit for their respective jobs. Posters
and mannequins were set up behind them, illustrating their gear and starting
skill information.


Short lines of people queued up in front of the tables. There
was a booth where people could go to be interviewed and matched up with their
best-suited class. That line was the longest of them all.


Roy thought people would’ve had a handle on which class to be
by now. Didn’t they play SSO 1.0? Or maybe they were looking for something
entirely different this time around.


A sign hanging on the wall caught his eye. It read:


“Strength (STR) – Power! Higher damage!


Agility (AGI) – Speed! Better evasion! Better accuracy!


Vitality (VIT) – Defense! Better HP!


Intelligence (INT) – Magic! Better MP!


Spirit (SPR) – Spiritual Arts! Slightly better MP!


Luck (LUK) – Better critical hit chance! Mysterious bonuses!”


Since it was truncated, the nuances of each stat point were
glossed over. In a way, INT and SPR both dealt with magical things, but SPR
usually was reserved for more passive and buffing skills. INT was typically for
more active magical attacks, like energy blasts and the like. Roy hadn’t played
as a magic user so he didn’t know the finer details. That was his basic,
glance-at-a-guide-for-five-minutes understanding of the differences and
similarities.


He hopped into the Lancer line. The woman in charge of the
booth was in the middle of selling the class to the people waiting ahead of
him. She boasted about them being the high Vitality class. As tanks, Lancers
were expected to soak damage for people while drawing aggressive targets
towards them.


The more Roy heard her talk, the less he wanted to go through
that again. Roy decided to get out of line. He didn’t even consider looking at
the Cleric line. His brush with The North Star Vanguard had ruined that class
for him.


That left him with four to choose from: Warrior, Brawler,
Thief, or Mage. He’d never been one to pick magical characters, although the
Mage’s range would help him stay safer. What would happen if he ran out of MP,
though? He would be stuck there, weak and defenseless. He’d have to team up
with people in that case, or just get better at not being hit.


It was a hard switch to go from a Lancer with a high enough
VIT to shake off most attacks to a character that could go down in a few if he
ever got too reckless. It was better for him not to be a Mage, he decided. Roy
didn’t trust himself with a class like that.


Roy looked over at the Warrior
line. It was a straight-forward class that relied on STR and VIT. It wasn’t
that far off from a Lancer so the switch wouldn’t be as much whiplash as it
would’ve been going from a Lancer to a Mage.


It wouldn’t be a horrible
choice for a semi-solo class, but at the same time, Roy didn’t want to be
Emilio’s follower in any way. Besides, he wanted to be something a little more
exciting than that for the rest of his days, however long they’d be.


Next, he considered the Thief
class. For what they gave up in physical strength, they made up for in AGI and
LUK. Roy had seen them come in different types, the most popular being melee or
throwing dagger users. They focused on using their guile to sneak around in the
shadows and do other trickster-related tasks.


Judging by what happened with
the Spider-Lynx, though, he wasn’t all that good at sneaking around. Lacking
the necessary patience for it, Roy hadn’t been one for espionage-type games. He
would much rather go for the kill out in the open.


Roy’s eyes settled on the
Brawler line. Brawlers were the punchy-punchy class. They wailed on their foes
with their fists and utilized rage or spiritual power-ups. It was all about
getting up close and personal.


Brawlers didn’t cleanly fit
into the party questing image like some of the other classes. Selecting Brawler
came with the danger of relegating himself to the life of a semi-solo
player…but that was the kind of mood Roy was in.


He wanted something fresh,
something new to him. Roy could handle the situation on his own and not have to
worry about tanking or supporting other players. The class would help him learn
how to rely on himself.


“I figured it out, Sparky,” Roy
said.


The Mage had been so quiet he’d
nearly forgotten he was there. Sparky gave him a nod.


Roy got in line. Once it was
his turn, a system message appeared to introduce him to the class. Roy skipped
reading it. He confirmed his interest in becoming a Brawler, and then the NPC
manning the booth handed him his basic starting equipment. Changing his class
caused him to level up to 11.


He stepped aside to put on his
new gear. The pieces instantly appeared on his body, his old clothes being
replaced. The outfit was simple: a sleeveless leather top with a rounded
neckline, loose pants with leather greaves tied to them to protect his shins up
to his knees, and metallic gauntlets for his hands and wrists. Beneath those
gauntlets were padded gloves for added protection.


The Brawler automatically
started with three skills:



 

[SKILLS: -All-


Flurry
of Blows [Active]: deliver a barrage of punches against an enemy. [Lv 1]


Iron
Body [Passive]: strengthens the body to provide greater physical defense. [Lv
1]


Basic
Training [Passive]: increases regular attack power. [Lv 1]]



 

Because he leveled up, Roy had
five stat points to allocate as he wished. He could apply them to his STR, AGI,
VIT, INT, SPR, or LUK. Adding them to his VIT would further boost his HP, while
adding to his INT or SPR would help his MP. SPR would help less on that front
than INT would.


Roy decided to put three points
into STR, one point into his AGI, and the last one into his VIT. He figured
that focusing on these stats would serve him well as a Brawler.


He also had three skill points
to buy various skills with. Rather than upgrading what he already had, he
decided to get new abilities. Roy checked through the skills that were
currently available to him. There were numerous forms of attacks and buffs that
he could purchase, but he narrowed it down to the three that seemed the most
interesting.


Once he was finished, Roy
checked over his stats, inventory, and skills to see where he now stood.



 

[STATISTICS: Roy, Brawler



 

HP:
35/35


MP:
20/20


STR: 13


AGI: 11


VIT: 11


INT: 10


SPR: 10


LUK: 10



 

LVL: 11


XP:
0/1936


G: 4750]



 

[INVENTORY: -All-



 

Red
Potion (S) x14


Red
Potion (M) x12


Red
Potion (L) x9


Blue
Potion (S) x8


Blue
Potion (M) x9


Blue
Potion (L) x18


Leather
Scrap x15


Pear x3


Apple
x2


Sandwich
x1


Dire
Wolf Tooth x8


Dire
Wolf Hide x2


[KEY
ITEM] Avalon City Map x1]



 

[SKILLS: -All-


Charge
[Active]: charges forward to knock back opponent and deal damage. [Lv 1]


Flurry
of Blows [Active]: deliver a barrage of punches against an enemy. [Lv 1]


Counter
[Active]: fill up the counter gauge by blocking consecutive hits to deliver a
powerful counter blow. [Lv 1]


Basic
Training [Passive]: increases regular attack power. [Lv 1]


Iron
Body [Passive]: strengthens the body to provide greater physical defense. [Lv
1]


Primal
Rage [Passive]: unlocks berserker mode and the rage gauge. Increased attack and
defensive power when rage bar is full. Lowered accuracy. Gain rage through taking
damage. [Lv 1]]



 

So it would take him 1936 XP to
get to Level 12.


“We should get some quests
done. Do some leveling, yeah?” Roy said to Sparky. “You know what, let’s
scratch the questing thing. Let’s have a field day wailing on a bunch of
Spider-Lynxes.”


He needed to get revenge.


Sparky flashed him a thumbs up,
then the pair left for the Dark Forest.

















 


 

Chapter 13




Roy imagined the faces of The
North Star Vanguard as he fought. Every sickening snap of a Spider-Lynx leg as
it broke under his fist—that
was a hit to their bones. Every wail of agony—that was theirs to scream. Every
time a monster exploded into pixels—that transition from life to death was
theirs to make, some day and by another hand.


He and Sparky were quite a ways into the Dark Forest, laying
waste to any spider creatures that crossed their path. Their latest and current
fight centered on a Spider-Lynx that seemed stronger than the rest. Despite
taking two magical blasts from Sparky, it still scritch-scratched its way
towards Roy.


It reared back, rising on the tips of its legs. The creature
tottered forward, a webbed shot firing out of its mouth. Roy crossed his arms
over his face in an X-formation. His successful block caused the web to fall
into loose, stringy pieces at his feet. The counter gauge at the top of his
screen increased.


“I’ve got this one,” he said to Sparky.


Sparky, his hand lit aflame, nodded and went ahead to find
another Spider-Lynx to target.


The Spider-Lynx shot at him
again. Roy had to weave his body in a semi-circle to block it in time. The counter
bar increased. He took steps forward, decreasing their distance from one
another. Since they were closer, the Spider-Lynx attempted to bat him with one
of its pointy legs. Roy put his hand up, narrowly shielding his head.


That was enough to complete his
counter gauge.


Roy pulled back his hand, and
then slammed it into the Spider-Lynx’s cat-like face. It quaked from the force
of the counter blow, a portion of its own attack damage being used against it
in combination with Roy’s.


It erupted into digital bits,
netting him XP and a Spider-Lynx Leg drop.


Roy headed up the trail to join
Sparky. He met him just in time to see him take aim on an unsuspecting dire
wolf. Roy tapped him on his shoulder to get his attention. When Sparky turned
around, Roy had to squeeze his eyes shut to avoid being blinded by the searing
magical fire Sparky held in his hand.


“We don’t kill those ones,” Roy
said.


Sparky tilted his head.


“Long story,” Roy said.


Sparky angled his head in the
other direction.


“Okay, basically one of them
saved my life and I feel like I owe them one for that,” Roy said.


Sparky shrugged, his enchanted
flame dying out with a flick of his wrist.


“Thanks for understanding,” Roy
said.


Sparky never really talked, but
Roy felt like they were reaching a common understanding. They had their own way
of communicating with each other that included a lot of dialogue on Roy’s end
and noncommittal gestures on Sparky’s. It worked for them.


The dire wolf hurried off into
the darkness of the forest, undisturbed.


“There’s a dungeon nearby, if
I’m remembering right,” Roy said. He punched at the air, sensing a bit of lag
to his movements. The adrenaline pumping through his veins was keeping him
alert, but he knew he’d crash and burn soon enough. “I think we should go for
it after we rest up a little.”


Sparky waved his arms, sort of
like someone drowning on a beach who needed a life guard.


“What is it?”


Sparky’s arm flapping became
faster.


“What?”


So much for being on the same
wavelength. Sparks lit in the Mage’s hands, a crackle sounding as they ignited
into full-on flame. The heat licked at Roy’s arm, their close proximity causing
him to step backwards.


Teeth gnashed close to his ear.


“…There’s a Spider-Lynx behind
me, isn’t there?”


Sparky nodded.


Roy ducked. A horizontal wave
of fire flew over his head. He felt the singe of it, sweat forming near his
hairline. The eight-legged beast got the worst of the attack. It stumbled back
and unleashed a cry that had Roy covering his ears.


Mana bar getting dangerously
low, Sparky sent out another fiery crescent. The Spider-Lynx shrieked, then
readied itself for a webbed mouth blast. Roy was back on his feet before it
could get its shot off.


He swung at its front-most leg,
his fist meeting its limb with a sharp crack.


A different leg swept at him.
It slapped his back, hard, the damage shaking his screen. His rage bar moved
up. Once it filled to capacity, he’d be able to go into berserker mode.


Not
yet!


Roy activated his Flurry of
Blows skill. His punches rapidly smashed whatever he could reach on the
Spider-Lynx. It gave out one last yelp, then perished. A couple Spider-Lynx
legs were left in its wake.


“Yeah,” Roy said, breathing
hard. “I could really use a nap right about now. I think we’ve been at this for
long enough without a break, huh?”


Now, where was the Dark Forest
Dungeon again? They came to a fork in the path. Roy ran his hand through his
hair in thought, his hand coming away sweaty. He winced at the gross realism of
it. Did the new stamina feature have to come with sweat, too?


“Did you do the Dark Forest
Dungeon? Do you know where it is?” Roy asked.


Sparky walked to the left
without saying anything. Roy had no other choice but to follow, trusting that
Sparky knew the right way.



 

***



 

After they made it to the
exterior of the Dark Forest Dungeon, they decided to make camp outside of its
entrance. Sparky used his magic to light them a fire to roast food and stay
warm by. Bitter and disgusting, the Spider-Lynx legs tasted worse than the
Raton tails. At least the tails had more of a chew to them.


It was in quiet moments like
these that Roy’s thoughts drifted to the real world. What were his parents
doing? Had they lost all hope of him ever waking up from this game? The media
storms about this had to be intense. The SSO tragedy, or whatever label they
were going to give this, would be the story of the century. Who knew VR systems
could be overtaken and corrupted this easily?


Counter-hacker groups had to be
working around the clock to free them. They couldn’t be sitting idly by while
people suffered.


But,
are we suffering? Look at us, playing the PKer’s game as asked.


They were in the midst of
constructing and living in their brand new reality.


There had to be people out
there enjoying this new development.


“I’ll take the first watch.
I’ll wake you up if I see anything weird,” Roy said.


Sparky set his pointy Mage hat
aside, then curled up by the campfire. Roy tossed some sticks into the fire,
feeding it to keep it alive. He couldn’t watch it directly. The light hurt his sensitive
eyes.


He must’ve dozed off shortly
after that, because it was Sparky who shook him awake some time later.


“Whuzzat?” Roy wiped the drool
off his face.


Sparky pulled out his wand,
something he used for particularly devastating spells. He pointed it at the
three people who were standing a little too close to them, threatening them to
back off. The trio, two girls and a guy, held out their hands in a surrendering
pose.


“Bandits?” Roy asked.


“Would bandits show themselves
to you so clearly?” One of the girls asked. She wore a backwards baseball cap
(how she got one in this setting, Roy was unsure…he assumed that was the work
of trip to a custom tailor’s shop) and a striped shirt over shorts and
sneakers. Roy wasn’t sure what off-setting object annoyed him more: the hat or
the shoes. Her dark hair reached her shoulders, contrasting with her pale skin.


“Nessa Lindblom here. Warrior,
not bandit,” she introduced herself.


“Gryphon Windstorm, Cleric,”
said the guy. He was of smooth black complexion, his beard a faint stubble on
his face. Gryphon wore white robes trimmed in red, as expected of someone in
his class. Over his shoulders was a shawl of a darker red color.


The third member of their group
had on a more feminine version of Roy’s Brawler outfit, but with a flowing red
cape attached that he envied. Her eyes were rimmed in a midnight black eyeliner.
“Kaidra Landstorm, Brawler.”


“Roy and Sparky. No last names,
just Roy and Sparky,” he greeted them.


“Have you ran the party quest
in the Dark Forest Dungeon yet?” Gryphon asked.


“We were planning on it after
we got some more rest. You guys kind of interrupted us,” Roy said. “Um, do you
want something or something, ‘cause we don’t have a whole lot to spare?”


“Something or something,”
Kaidra repeated, amused.


“See, I told you we should’ve
waited longer,” Gryphon chided them.


“But the longer we waited, the
creepier I felt.” Nessa shuddered. “I’m not a stalker!”


Roy balked at that. “Were you
watching us? For how long?”


“An hour,” Gryphon answered.


“There’s no better way to put
it,” Kaidra mumbled.


“Okay, what do you people
want?” Roy asked. “Are you looking for advice? I did this dungeon before the
update in the 2 Player, 4 Player, and 5 Player variations. I can help you out
if you want some tips.”


“We do need you to help us out,
but not with tips,” Nessa said, grinning. “We want to do the 5 Player one but
we haven’t found anyone who wants to work with us.”


“Maybe you should work on your
approach and be less cree—”


Nessa interrupted Roy, talking like he hadn’t said anything.
“Usually people show up with their own teams or are only interested in taking
Gryphon along with them, since he’s a Cleric and all. You know how people are
about Clerics! So yeah, it’s been totally hard to get a 5P team going. Help
us!”


Her excited yelling wasn’t helping their case any. “We’re
going to have to pass. Sorry, but I can’t head into a 5P dungeon without
knowing the people I’m fighting with. That’s just asking to get screwed over,”
Roy said. “You guys should understand.”


“This is your fault, Gryph. You had to go and mention the
stalking thing,” Nessa complained.


“You weren’t much better. You should’ve taken it down a
couple of notches,” Kaidra said.


“I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I was just being friendly!”
Nessa said.


“I don’t think we would’ve liked working together, anyway.
They’re giving off a standoffish vibe. I don’t like it,” Kaidra said, as if Roy
and Sparky weren’t present.


Is she calling me unlikeable based
on a minute of conversation?


“We could try looking for people in Avalon City. We might
have better luck forming a larger party there,” Gryphon suggested.


“Yes,” said a voice that Roy couldn’t believe he was hearing.


That was the first word Roy heard Sparky say out loud, in
public space for everyone to hear.


“Yes to us having better luck recruiting in town or yes to
you guys changing your minds and wanting to do the 5P dungeon with us?” Nessa
asked for clarification.


“Yes,” Sparky said.


Gryphon scratched his jawline. “That didn’t help clarify
anything.”


“…You know what? Sure, we’ll do the dungeon with you,” Roy
decided. “Sparky wants to do it for some reason, so why not?”


“Because you’re afraid of us doing something bad to you?
Isn’t that what you said earlier?” Kaidra asked. “You made your reasons for not
helping us pretty clear.”


“I changed my mind! Is there something wrong with me changing
my mind?”


“I guess the speed in which you did it is surprising,” Kaidra
said.


“Speed shmeed, what matters is that they’re going to do the
dungeon with us. Yay!” Nessa pumped her fist in the air.


“Yeah, that’s right,” Roy said. See, I can’t be that weird if I was able to make her cheer like that. “I
only just got to Level 13, though. Sparky’s Level 16. Is that okay?”


“The dungeon’s range is about Level 12 to 20, so that should
be fine. I’m Level 14,” Kaidra said.


“The monsters should scale appropriately to our average level
as a team, so it shouldn’t be too much of an issue with anyone,” Nessa said.
“I’m Level 17.”


“Level 15. Do you guys need to sleep more or do any more preparations?”
Gryphon asked.


Roy looked over at Sparky for
confirmation. He nodded.


“We’re ready,” Roy said.


“I’ll be the party leader since
I’m the highest level. That should be fair. I think I remember most of the
tricks to this dungeon,” Nessa said.


Roy disbanded his two-member
party, and then saw the system message with Nessa’s invitation.



 

[SYSTEM: You have a party request from NESSA. As a
party member, you will share XP and G gains, and have the ability to see the
HP, MP, and XP bars of your partner(s). Optionally, you can receive alerts when
your partners’ HP bars are at critical.



 

Do not
accept party requests from strangers.



 

Do you
wish to accept this request?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy accepted their request.
Colorful bars appeared stacked above their heads. He could tell by their
numbers that they weren’t lying about their levels.


Nessa led their group in a
line. She lifted the underground dungeon’s door, and then they headed down its
steps to its lobby area. Cobwebs clung to the corners. Torches propped up
against the walls provided the light.


A few other players were
sitting around the area, no doubt resting for the journey to come. Someone was
crying softly. Roy wanted to reach out to him, but he didn’t want to hold up
the rest of his group.


They went to the door marked
5P, activated the Dark Dungeon’s party quest, and walked through it.

















 


 

Chapter 14




There was the faint sound of
dripping off in the distance. Coupled with the sickly smell permeating the
passageways, it added to the dungeon’s grungy ambiance. The stone walls were
slick. Roy had made the mistake of brushing his bare arm against it, a sticky
substance coming off onto his skin.


The narrowness of the paths
forced them to walk in a chain formation. Nessa was at the front, waving a
burning stick to see. Roy was second, Gryphon was third, and Kaidra was fourth.
Sparky took up the rear. He held his fire-enchanted hands aloft to provide them
lighting from the back.


Their maps were disabled. Until
they found the proper item, they had to move about solely on their wits and
memories.


“Left turn ahead. There’s a
treasure chest with red and blue potions in that room,” Roy instructed.


“Was that the one with the
large and XL ones?” Nessa asked.


“Yeah.”


They kept moving, not stopping
as they talked. The party rounded the corner. They’d yet to encounter any
monsters, but Roy knew their luck would run out soon enough.


“What the hell? There’s no door
here,” Nessa said.


“There’s supposed to be a room
here,” Roy said. “Tap the wall.”


She banged her fist against it.
“Nope.”


“Maybe Roy forgot where it’s
supposed to be,” Gryphon said.


“No, I definitely remember it,
too. This is different,” Nessa replied.


A whoosh sound caused everyone to turn around. Roy had to lean
against the wall to see around Gryphon and Kaidra behind him. Light burst down
the hallway, a sign of Sparky using one of his fire attacks.


Kaidra edged around him. She
punched at the monster Roy couldn’t see, bashing it down with her
gauntlet-wearing fists. A cackle and a hiss of pain, and the beast perished.


“We should switch spots,” she
said to Sparky. “Those things are fast.”


“The skeletons?” Roy asked.


“No, they’re snake-things,”
Kaidra said.


“Hydras? The Dark Forest
Dungeon’s not supposed to have hydras,” Nessa said. “What’s going on?”


“It’s like the structure of the
dungeon has changed,” Roy said. “Things aren’t the way they’re supposed to be.”


“So we’re in here and neither
of you know what’s going on?” Gryphon asked.


“Um…that would appear to be the
case,” Nessa said. She laughed nervously.


“This isn’t funny! You said you
knew this dungeon,” Gryphon snapped.


“Hey, how was I supposed to
know that things changed? It’s not like I’m the only one in shock here. Look at
Roy. No one expected this,” she said.


“L-let’s just keeping moving,”
Gryphon said, stammering slightly.


They moved on ahead. Roy had to
be deliberate with his steps, careful not to slide on the slippery flooring. He
put out a hand to brace Nessa in case she fell, but it looked like she wasn’t
having the kinds of struggles that he was.


The group stopped at a crossway
that diverged off to the left and the right. Roy breathed in the musky air,
glad to be somewhere where he wasn’t shoulder-to-shoulder with the tight walls.
The dungeon would’ve given a claustrophobic person a heart attack.


A sign was posted in the center
of the space. Layers of dust obscured its written message. Nessa wiped it away.


“Salutate in colubrum,” she read out loud. “Huh, shouldn’t it be coluber?”


“You did not just read the random,
mysterious Latin inscription out loud…” Gryphon said.


“She probably summoned
something that’ll kill us all,” Kaidra said.


Gryphon didn’t catch the joke
in her tone. “Don’t say that.”


“What does it mean?” Roy asked.


“Something like say hello to
the snake,” Nessa translated, “but I haven’t done anything with Latin in years
so I don’t know for sure.”


The unmistakable rattle of a
snake’s tail echoed through the room.


“I’m out!” Gryphon raced down
the hall, choosing to go right.


Stunned at his sudden scream,
the rest of the group stood around looking at each other. No one knew exactly
what they should do. Who knew which passageway was the right one? Half go one
way and half go the other? It wasn’t his decision to make, so Roy waited for
Nessa to make the choice.


Sparky stepped towards the left
direction. Nessa shook her head to stop him.


“We can’t split the party,”
Nessa said. “C’mon, what are we doing standing here? Let’s go!”


They ran after Gryphon, their
footsteps thudding loudly against the floor. Roy slowed himself to Sparky’s
pace, knowing that as a Mage, he was slower than the rest of them. Nessa and
Kaidra powered on ahead, Kaidra even faster than Nessa was.


Gryphon’s HP bar dropped by a
quarter.


Kaidra used a skill to get
further ahead, her MP decreasing. She disappeared around a sharp corner in the
path. Nessa’s weapon materialized into her hands, a baseball bat. Then she took
the same turn Kaidra had.


By the time Roy and Sparky went
around the corner, Nessa and Kaidra had already found Gryphon. He had arrows
sticking out of his arm and side. Grunting, he limped his way towards the
group.


“What happened to you?” Kaidra
asked.


“The ground is booby-trapped.
Arrows came out of the wall and hit me,” Gryphon said. “Not like I didn’t
deserve it for acting up like that. I needed a wake-up call.”


Gryphon’s hand glowed brightly.
He waved it over his arm, the arrows pixelating off of him and his health
restoring. His MP bar fell from the action, but a couple of blue potions topped
him back up.


“We’re going to have to be
careful about where we go,” Roy said. “No more running off.”


“Yeah, I hear you loud and
clear,” Gryphon said.


“It could’ve been worse,”
Kaidra said. She gave him a hug. “Don’t make us worry like that again.”


“I won’t.”


They returned to the fork in
the path, the place that had the ominous sign. Nessa led them down the other
way. The walls started closing in on them once more. Roy stiffened his
shoulders, not liking the feeling. Combat would be difficult like this.


“Enemy spotted!” Nessa called.


Of course there’d be an enemy
as soon as Roy complained about the difficulties of fighting in such close
quarters. That was the way life worked, wasn’t it?


It hissed as it slithered. Roy
got into a boxing stance, prepared to assist Nessa if she needed it. He backed
up to give her more room to bring her bat back over her shoulder. She bashed it
into the hydra monster. The impact knocked it into the wall.


The snake beast coiled. It
wound itself up, then leapt at her like a bouncy spring. Not having enough
space to swing, she leaned over to get out of the way. It sailed through the
space she left behind, heading straight for Roy.


He used his charge skill on it,
ramming into it with his shoulder. This knocked it forward again. Although the
angle was strange, Nessa managed to hit it as it flew past her. It pulverized
into pixelated nothingness.


“Woohoo!” Nessa cheered. “We
did it! That was awesome.” She held out her hand for a high-five.


“A little warning next time
would be appreciated,” Roy said. He clapped her palm with his.


Since their party was so large,
the XP gains were distributed amongst them. The highest level characters took
most of the share, a certain percentage slice going to each group member.


“Our turn,” Kaidra said.


A snake-beast crawled their way
from their side. Roy and Nessa had to play audience as Kaidra and Sparky teamed
up to fight the monster. Kaidra went in for a grapple, her arms interlocking
around the serpent’s neck. Its body squirmed in her crushing hold. She stepped
on its tail for further damage.


“Finish it,” she said as she
dropped its crippled form. Close to death already, it laid limply on the
ground. Sparky put it out of its misery with a blast of fire.


Nessa clapped for them. “These
snakes have nothing on us.”


“Nope, they sure don’t.” Kaidra
wiped her hands.


“Hey, there’s some doors down
this hallway,” Nessa said. 


“Watch out. There could be
traps,” Gryphon warned. “Did either of you guys dump any points into your luck
stats? Whoever has the most should go first.”


Sparky held up his first two fingers.


“I’m at 10,” Roy said.


“We should’ve hunted for a
Thief,” Gryphon said with a sigh. “I know Kaidra and I don’t have much luck.
How about you, Nessa?”


“Hm, I guess I do have the
most, then,” she said. “Looks like I’m still the Captain of this ship. Not like
it matters, since any one of you could trigger the trap and cause us all to
die.”


“Can you stop it with the death
talk? It’s terrifying how you can be so casual about it,” Gryphon said.


“It’s fine. We’re fine. Wait
here and I’ll go ahead,” Nessa said.


She shuffled down the hallway,
making sure to walk in a zigzag pattern. Nothing happened. No holes full of
arrows appeared in the walls and the ceiling didn’t start dropping to crush
them. Once she was to the first door, she tested it.


“Locked,” she called back to
the group.


Nessa went to the other. It
opened for her without her touching it. “Um, I think there’s a ghost in charge
of this one.” She beckoned everyone to join her. “Do you think this is the room
with the treasure chest? They may have rearranged the dungeon.”


Roy peered into the doorway. It
was too dark to see anything.


“I hate this already,” Gryphon
complained.


“Cheer up,” Nessa said,
clapping him on the shoulder. “Avast, ye maties. Onwards to our doom.”


“You go first,” Kaidra said.
She gave Nessa a shove forward.


As soon as Nessa entered the
room, it lit up. The others filed in after her. The door shut closed behind
them. It clicked. Roy turned around, trying to turn the knob but it wouldn’t
budge. They were trapped inside of the room until they fulfilled whatever
requirements it had.


He put up his fists. “Monsters
or a puzzle?”


“A puzzle! The room’s empty.
Check out this sign over here.” Nessa strolled over to it.


Roy followed her, then selected
it to see its words pop up onto his screen.



 

[SIGN: You have the colors yellow, green, cyan,
magenta, red, and blue. Which three would make white? Which three would make
black? Speak the correct color combinations out loud after saying the word
“answer.” If you are correct, the door will open.]



 

“Okay, let’s think about it
first,” Gryphon said.


“Answer: black is yellow,
green, cyan, magenta, red, and blue,” Nessa said. “Answer: white is none.”



 

[SYSTEM: Invalid input. Please reread the
instructions and try again.]



 

“What did I just say?” Gryphon
asked.


“It’s not like I was wrong,”
Nessa said. “White’s supposed to be the absence of all colors.”


“The prompt’s looking for three
colors. I’m surprised they don’t have a paint bucket where we can mix them,”
Roy said.


“That wouldn’t do it. This is a
different blending process,” Kaidra said. “I’m going to say that cyan, magenta,
and yellow make black. CMYK is what printers use. The K stands for black.”


“Why wouldn’t it be a B?” Roy
asked.


“Probably because that letter’s
taken by the blue of RGB,” she answered.


“Process of elimination means
that RGB must form white,” Gryphon said.


“Why, though? Whenever I’ve
mixed red, green, and blue, it’s always been a globbity brown color,” Roy said.
“This could be a trick question and both of the answers are black.”


“This isn’t about mixing paint.
It’s about blending them in a certain way. What do you get when these colors
overlap?” Kaidra asked.


“Black,” he said.


“Great. Okay, answer: black is
yellow, green, and cyan. Answer: white is magenta, red, and blue,” Nessa said.



 

[SYSTEM: Incorrect response. You must fight 5 Flying
Hydralings.]



 

“Why did you say that?” Gryphon
yelled at her.


“Where did your white answer
come from?” Roy asked. “Both were supposed to be black.”


“It needed one answer for each.
I didn’t think it hurt to try.” Nessa shrugged.


“You’re an idiot,” Gryphon
said. He held out his hand. His clerical staff materialized into it, his grip
on the wood tight. An orb rested at the top of it, which glowed as he cast his
spell.


Roy felt an energy surge
through him. It tingled down to his toes. His vision sharpened. A symbol
appeared in his peripheral screen. It represented the temporary AGI buff that
Gryphon had blessed the party with.


The flying snakes came in from
above. Fangs bared, they dove for the party. Their only ranged fighter, Sparky
hurled fireballs at them. The creatures broke their flight formation to swiftly
dodge out of the way. He tossed another at them, the streak of flame obscuring
the snakes from view.


“Heads up!” Nessa cried.


The beasts took advantage of their
obscurity. They ducked under the fire trail and barreled into Kaidra. She
flailed her arms, trying to rip them off of her. They were like starved bats
out for blood, their wings furiously flapping as they took bite after bite.


Roy rushed in. Using his Flurry
of Blows skill, he was able to strike at every Hydraling at once. Kaidra’s
player shield kept her from taking any damage from any of his wayward punches.
Although he wasn’t able to kill them, he was able to give them someone new to
chew on—him.


He twisted his body this way
and that way, trying to fling them off of him. His screen flashed red. Nessa
ran to him, and pivoted to put more force into her swing. Out of instinct, Roy
fell to the side to avoid getting cracked over the head by her bat.


Fire overwhelmed him. He
couldn’t feel more than a bearable heat from it, but he could see he was being
washed over in a white hot blaze. Through it, he watched Nessa standing over
him, her weapon raised above her head. She slammed it down on him, or rather, on
top of the Hydralings that were still swarming him.


They flew off of him. Two had
died. The remaining three circled the party. Sparky tried taking shots at them,
but the closest he got was a minor brush of their wings. Roy could feel the
anger and frustration radiating from Sparky’s eyes.


“Kaidra! Roy! Vault off of my
back!” Nessa called out to them. She got down on all fours.


There wasn’t any time to
question it. Kaidra stepped on her and used her as a platform to leap up from.
With the boost of an ability that had her flipping through the air, she smashed
her leg through a Hydraling. It exploded, dead.


Roy took a running start for
added momentum, then sprung himself off of Nessa’s back. He used his Charge
skill to boost himself shoulder-first into a Hydraling. It fell along with him,
Roy landing on top of it. A one-two punch combination was all it took to finish
it off.


That left one last flying
nuisance.


Nessa flung her bat at it. It
missed, ending up somewhere in parts unknown. She shook out her hand and her
weapon reappeared in her grasp, a function of the game world.


“It was worth a try,” she
mumbled.


Sparky pulled his wand out of
his sleeve. The majority of his spells seemed to be hand-based, but there were
certain ones that required the help of his weapon. He muttered an incantation
that was most likely the mystical equivalent of you better damn well hit and took aim at the creature.


A bolt of electricity zapped
out of it. The Hydraling screamed, its body convulsing before it poofed away
into a cloud of shimmering pixel dust.


Smiling, Sparky picked up the
Hydraling Wings item that it dropped.


“Whew, we did it, team.” Nessa
readjusted her hat.


“We wouldn’t have had to do it
if you didn’t run your mouth,” Gryphon said. “What were you thinking?”


“I don’t know. I thought Roy
had a good point about the black thing!”


“Let’s not keep arguing about
this. Nessa, I love you, but you’re going to have to stay away from puzzles
from now on,” Kaidra said. “Answer: white is red, blue, and green. Answer:
black is cyan, magenta, and yellow.”



 

[SYSTEM: Correct response. The door has opened. You
have earned 1 XL Blue Potion, 1 XL Red Potion, and 1 [KEY ITEM] Gray Key.]



 

“Ugh, how are we going to split
this stuff up?” Nessa asked.


“Kaidra’s the one who got the
answer. She should get the red potion. As for the blue potion…Sparky or
Gryphon, that’s up to you,” Roy suggested.


“Sparky should have it. Look at
how low his MP bar is,” Gryphon said.


Sparky nodded in thanks, then
took the item. Kaidra grabbed hers.


“I know I messed up and all,
but I’m still your party leader, right? So I’ll take the Gray Key,” Nessa said.


“Yes, just promise me you’ll be
more careful when it comes to puzzles,” Kaidra said.


“Will do!”


They left the room, returning
back to the hallway. The first thing Nessa did was try the Gray Key on the
locked door. It slid into the lock, but it refused to turn. With a cry of
frustration, she pounded on the door.


“We’ll have to come back
later,” Roy said.


“Yeah…” Nessa replied.


She kicked at it, and then took
up point position. The party trailed behind her, stopping only to dispatch any
enemies that crossed their paths. The further they traversed the dungeon, Roy
felt his stamina waning. Without any other choice, he pushed through it.
Gryphon’s buffs helped take the edge off, but Roy was still feeling the strain
in his arms and legs.


Roy was thankful that the New
Lead Admin hadn’t done anything to mess with the pain feature. It would’ve made
SSO unplayable. In the game, there was vibration feedback whenever a player
took a hit. The sensitivity and strength of it could be adjusted in the main
menu. Optionally, the player’s screen could also flash as an added warning of
them taking damage. Roy played with that option switched on.


They fought through random
encounters of snake monsters. Sparky needed to reserve his magic, so it was up
to Nessa, Kaidra, and Roy to handle the majority of combat. Roy and Kaidra worked
in tandem, knocking monsters between each other until they were dead.


Eventually, the party found the
door the Gray Key belonged to. Funny enough, it was a door that had gray
streaks painted over it.


“Why does the X have a door on
it?” Gryphon asked.


“Don’t you mean, ‘why does the
door have an X on it?’” Kaidra asked, smirking.


“Yes. Getting tired, sorry,” he
said. “This new system’s hard for me to get used to.”


“Agreed with you there,” Roy
said. “I hate feeling tired like this.”


Nessa inserted the key. The
door opened on its own, widening to accept them inside. Darkness awaited them,
much like the puzzle room.


“Magic or ghosts?” She asked.


“It doesn’t matter. Just go
in,” Kaidra said.


They stepped over the
threshold. The door shut behind them. When the lights turned on, Roy took in
the strangeness of the room. They stood on solid land attached to the walls. It
abruptly ended a few feet ahead, finishing in a clear drop-off. Waiting for
them over the edge of that cliff was the blackness of a sure-fire death.


Further out were floating
platforms. Well-timed jumps would make them reachable. Roy counted five of
them. Dangling above the fourth was a hook on a rope. From there, they could
swing out onto the fifth and final small platform.


Another jump from that one and
they’d reach an expanse of land that contained a steep hill to climb. Its size
made it impossible for Roy to see around. All he knew was that it looked like
their mission required someone to make it from their side of the room to the
other.


“I can do this,” Nessa
volunteered. “This is a Warrior’s task if I’ve ever seen one.”


“Aren’t Brawlers the agile
ones?” Gryphon asked. “But then again, if you’re itching to go, then by all
means, go. I’m staying right here.”


“Hold on, there’s a sign posted
here,” Roy said.



 

[SIGN: All members of the party must make it to the opposite end of the room.
You will receive the Boss Room Key when you complete this requirement.]



 

“I’m about to cry,” Gryphon
said.


Sparky slapped his hands over
his face.


“It’ll be okay! The platforms
aren’t even moving,” Nessa said. “I’ll go first so I can catch you guys if you
fall.”


“No one’s going to fall,”
Kaidra corrected her. “They wouldn’t have made this dungeon unbeatable.”


“Oh, but this part wasn’t here
in the last version, so who knows how hard it’s going to be?”


“Nessa, I was trying to calm
them down.” Kaidra sighed. “Okay, Sparky can go second, I’ll go third, Gryphon
will be fourth, and Roy will be last. We’ll watch out for each other and take
it slow. There’s no need to rush.”


“Yep, fight on! Let’s do this!!”
Nessa whooped.


Roy wasn’t sure where her
energy was coming from, but he wished he could borrow some.


Nessa stepped up to the edge.
She stretched out her limbs to make sure she was as limber as she needed to be.
Then, she leapt for the first platform. She easily cleared the empty distance.
The rest of the party applauded her on her performance.


“You’re up, Spark—whoa!” Nessa fought to regain her
balance as the platform moved. It slid backward to meet the second platform before
floating back to its starting point. “Um, it’s moving now, guys. Doesn’t look
like it’s going to stop.”


“We can see that!” Gryphon yelled.


Roy counted in his head. “There’s a simple rhythm to it. On
one, it’s safe to jump, and on four it’s up against the next platform. One,
two, three, four, three, two, one. I’ll count it out loud for you.”


Sparky got to the jumping off point and hesitated. He looked
back at the group.


“You can do it,” Roy encouraged. “It can’t get worse than
this. One, two, three, four, three, two…”


Sparky jumped.


He made his landing. Everyone
congratulated him, doing their own form of celebratory cheering.


Kaidra went next. She didn’t
have any issues.


Gryphon mistimed his jump. He
went on the second beat instead of the first. Nessa reached out and grabbed him
in time. She yanked him back up onto the platform by the front of his robes.


“Thanks for that,” he said.


“No problem. No one’s dying
here, remember? And if you’re going to die, don’t make it be on the first
platform!” Nessa teased.


Things went off without a hitch
after that. None of the other platforms moved, so it was quite simple for the
group to make it to the fourth one that had the swinging hook above it. Nessa
closed her hand around it, testing how much weight it could potentially carry.


“We’ll have to do this one at a
time,” she said. “Who wants to go first?”


“Shouldn’t it be you?” Gryphon
asked.


Nessa laughed nervously.
“Well…I totally would, but the hook’s not all that sturdy. I’m afraid I’ll
break the rope.”


“Why would you break it?” Roy
asked. From what he could tell, she seemed rather petite.


“You can’t see it because of my
equipment masking, but I’m in full armor. I’m like a knight without her horse.”


“I don’t get it. You were running
around and jumping just fine,” to the point where Roy never noticed the
possibility of her being a heavy armor user. “What’s got you scared now?”


“Armor weight doesn’t have a
huge effect in this game,” Kaidra added. “Everyone’s the same.”


“I’m sorry, but have you ever
played as a character who has a whole lot of mass? How we affect the
environment is way different. And my natural walk cycle’s different! There’s
definitely an effect. You just probably never noticed it because you’ve been,
like, a Brawler and a Mage,” Nessa said. “You don’t get it.”


“Okay, there’s no need to
fight,” Roy said.


“No one’s fighting. I’m just
saying… It’s safer if the rest of you go before me. I don’t want to risk
anything,” she replied.


“That’s surprisingly sensible
of you,” Gryphon said.


“I’m full of surprises,” Nessa
said, returning back to her smiley self.


“Alright, let’s decide on our
order, then. I can go, then Gryphon, Sparky, and Roy. You can go last,” Kaidra
said.


“I’m cool with that,” Nessa
said.


“No objections here,” Gryphon
said.


Sparky nodded.


“Yeah, let’s get this over
with,” Roy said.


Kaidra stepped up to the hook.
She took hold of it, bent her body into an L shape, and kicked forward to get
it moving. Momentum caused it to swing back and forth. The arc she made was
small at first, but it widened the longer she stayed on.


Finally, she let go at the top
of the swing. Her red cape flew out behind her. Kaidra tucked herself in to
slow down her descent. It kind of reminded Roy of what a diver would do. She
came out of the curl at the right moment and stuck her landing on the platform.


The hook swung back. Roy waited
for it to slow down before he grabbed it to steady it for Gryphon.


“You’ll be okay,” Kaidra called
out to him.


“We’ll see about that,” he
mumbled to himself. “One of you should push me.”


“I’ll do it!” Nessa shouted.


Her enthusiasm was worrying.
“No, it’s okay, I’ll do it,” Roy said. “Hold on tight.
Let go when you’re closer to the top.”


With a squeal and a wail,
Gryphon completed his journey across. Sparky’s trip was quiet in comparison. It
took him a shove to get started, but once he had, he was able to successfully
make it to the other side.


That left Roy to go next. Nessa
offered to push him. He declined. Using his own force and power, he swung
forward, backward, and forward again. The hook moved like a pendulum, his hands
clutching onto it for dear life. He looked down, seeing his feet dangling in
the air.


This was all about the timing.
He had seen three people go through it before, so he knew all he had to do was
let go at a certain point. Although Roy hadn’t done his standard counting off
for the rhythm of the movement, he felt like he knew it well enough to know
what to do without that.


Wind ruffled through his hair.


The hook shuddered in his
hands.


Roy looked up. The rope had
thinned. Threads splayed out of it, the knots coming undone. There wasn’t
enough time for him to scream before it snapped. Suddenly, he was falling
through the air, heading straight for the darkness below.


That was until his player
shield started flashing erratically. His body got knocked forward onto the
platform where Kaidra, Gryphon, and Sparky stood.


“Nessa!” Kaidra yelled.


Roy focused on Nessa in time to
see her complete a spinning bat attack mid-air. Her whole body twirled, her
weapon held out. That explained how he’d been rescued—she hit him to help him get to
the other side.


Horrified, Roy could only watch as the blue of her MP bar
shrunk with every spin she did. Nessa wasn’t getting enough distance. She
gained inches every time, but she needed a yard.


Gryphon cast an AGI boosting spell on her. It didn’t seem to
help anything. Roy contemplated tackling into her with his charge skill, but
that would’ve only resulted in them both falling. All they could do was watch
as she dropped, like a spin-top that lost its power.


Nessa was gone.


“No!” The shriek in his ear jolted Roy. “Why did she…why did
she do that?”


“She saved me,” Roy said in disbelief. “She didn’t even know
me.”


“She’s dead.” Losing the strength to stand, Gryphon sat down.


“Nessa…” Kaidra joined Gryphon on the ground. She wrapped her
arms around his shoulders and buried her face in the crook of his neck. Her
sobs were muffled against him.


“I-I’m so sorry,” Roy started. “She was your friend, and
I—the rope, the rope broke and Nessa just—she just knocked me over without
hesitation. She could’ve let me fall.”


“She couldn’t have,” Gryphon said. He rubbed circles into
Kaidra’s back to comfort her. “That’s not who Nessa was. She had a terrible
sense of self-preservation. She never thought ahead to the consequences.
That…that was probably another split second decision of hers.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be. Just be grateful,” Gryphon said.


Sparky cleared his throat.


“What is it, Sparky?” Roy asked.


Sparky made a rectangle shape with his hands. “Bars.”


Nessa’s HP and MP bars hadn’t disappeared. She could’ve been
in free-fall. Who knew how far down the abyss below went? Roy peeked over the
edge of the platform, staring into its infinite blackness. If he focused, he
could hear a girlish scream. He put his hands over his ears and shut his eyes.


The scream grew louder. It overtook Kaidra’s sobbing in
volume.


In fact, it wasn’t just getting louder. It felt like it was
becoming more present, like the source of the sound was approaching them at a
fast rate.


Roy opened his eyes in time to catch someone torpedoing
straight upwards from down below. Arms and legs scrambling in the futile hope
of slowing down, the figure crashed butt-first onto the platform. Her HP bar
dropped. Had this been the real world, the force of the landing would’ve no
doubt been the cause of a broken bone or two.


“N-Nessa? You’re alive?”
Gryphon asked.


Kaidra let go of Gryphon and
switched to hugging Nessa. “You’re alive! I thought you were dead.”


“Nope, but can you squeeze me a
little less tightly? Kinda hard to breathe,” Nessa wheezed.


“What happened?” Roy asked.


“Turns out there was a
trampoline at the bottom,” she replied. “I knew putting points into Luck wasn’t
a mistake.”


“Maybe I should start doing
that,” Roy said. “I don’t know how to begin to say this, but thank you.”


Words weren’t enough to express
how he felt. It shocked him how easygoing Nessa was acting after her near-death
experience. Her lack of reaction made Roy wonder if the other four party members
were just overreacting.


And,
no, I definitely know that we’re not. Nessa’s just unique.


“It’s cool. Everything worked
out the way it was supposed to. It’s funny ‘cause I thought I’d be the one to
break the rope and look how things turned out,” Nessa said.


“Don’t do that again,” Kaidra
warned. “No more puzzles and no more death defying stunts. We’re putting you in
a bubble once we’re out of here.”


“Heh, if you can find a bubble
big enough to contain me, then, sure. Now, let’s clear the rest of this room,”
Nessa said. She stood back up and dusted herself off. “Looks like we have a
giant slide to climb. Race you guys to the top!”



 

***


They received the Boss Room Key
after clearing the room. Once they had it in hand, they were instantly
teleported to what could only be the Boss Room. Short stone walls were randomly
placed throughout the area, providing spots where they could take cover. There
was a single tower that stretched its way to the ceiling. It was a jumping-off
point they could potentially take during the fight.


Already waiting for them was
the Mother Hydra. A giant snake monster, she made the party members look like
toy soldiers. One flick of her tail and they could get swept far across the
room. Her size gave them a lot of surface area to hit, but getting close was
made more difficult by the ranged spit attack she had.


Hissing, the Mother Hydra
reared her head back. Her golden-green scales shimmered in the well-lit room. An
X was painted on her forehead. She rested on her belly, her neck held high in
the air so she could use her head and tail equally in the fight.


“Great. I love being thrown
into the middle of the action,” Gryphon said, his sarcasm obvious. “Buffs
coming your way.” His hands glowed as he cast his spells, granting everyone
temporary boosts to their STR and VIT stats.


“Pattern! Watch for a pattern!”
Roy shouted. Every boss in SSO relied on one.


The Mother Hydra struck her
head forward. To get out of the way, the party mates dove in separate
directions. They scrambled for the barricades. Roy edged around it to watch what
the Mother Hydra would do next.


The monster’s eyes burned a
bright red. She shot metallic barbs from her mouth. One pierced through the
wall Roy hid behind, splintering the top of it and rendering it ineffective.
Her prey now revealed, the Mother Hydra pulled back to strike him.


He rolled out of the way,
narrowly missing her.


Sparky tossed fire balls at the
Mother Hydra. She wobbled, her reptilian face twisting from the damage.


Kaidra ran towards it, her gauntleted
fists ready to hit the creature. The monster recovered in time to swipe at Kaidra
with her massive tail. Kaidra backflipped over it. She’d been the decoy, the
distraction that Nessa had needed to attack the beast from the other side with
her baseball bat.


The Mother Hydra shuddered,
then flopped herself over to lay completely flat. Like a train out of a tunnel,
she shot forward. Kaidra and Nessa were both knocked back by the wind force the
Hydra’s movement generated. The creature’s short trip ended against the
opposite end of the room, her head bashed into the wall.


Since it was closer to him now,
Roy took the chance to fight the Mother Hydra’s tail. He swung at it, his fists
meeting hard, shiny scales. It wriggled to avoid him, but he was fast enough to
land four hits in succession.


Sparky’s fire exploded
overhead. The Mother Hydra broke out of her daze and whipped herself around.
Roy took the weight of her tail as she pivoted. It smacked him into the air.
The stone flooring did nothing to cushion his fall or his bruised ego. Ignoring
his HP loss, Roy crawled for cover.


Nessa raced for the target.


The Mother Hydra hunched up. An
angry hiss filled the room. She brought her head back, then slammed it towards
Nessa. Nessa slid out of the way in time. Kaidra leapt out from behind the
nearest barricade and delivered a solid strike to the monster’s jaw. The
creature pulled away, her mouth widening to unleash her barbed attacks.


“Take cover!” Roy warned
everyone.


A seethed grunt indicated that
Nessa got hit. From where he was hiding, Roy watched her run for another wall.
She wasn’t the only one scrambling to change positions, though. Gryphon popped
out of his hiding spot—now
obliterated by a well-aimed barb spike—and went for a more intact blockade.


Sparky laid down fire to distract the Mother Hydra. She screamed,
twitching from every hit.


Back into safety, Gryphon cast a minor spell to restore Roy
and Nessa’s HP.


Kaidra ducked. Despite her
being in the open, she’d missed out on getting hit by any of the Mother Hydra’s
lance-like barbs. What she didn’t miss quite as well was the swipe of the
Mother Hydra’s tail. Like Roy, she got hit into the air, but unlike him, she righted
herself with her charge skill and divebombed back onto the monster to deliver
more strikes.


The snake beast quaked under
the onslaught of blows. It went flat. Kaidra ran out of its path. It rushed
into the far wall, stopped by its head. This left the Mother Hydra’s tail free
to wiggle around and attack its opponents.


“Watch for its tailspin,” Roy
said as he joined Kaidra.


She glowed from the healing
spell Gryphon cast on her. “Got it!”


Nessa came in from the left,
her chest heaving as she did her version of a downward slash on the tail. The
tail dodged and headed towards Roy. He punched at it, getting in a right hook
before it thrashed away to its third target, Kaidra. Kaidra kicked it to knock
it off course, back to Roy.


Before he could do anything,
the snake began to move.


“Spin! Go!” Roy called.


They got out of its way, ending
up vaulting over the same wall for protection. Sparky arced fire attacks over
his blockade, sending blasts at the snake beast. The earlier boosts having worn
off, Gryphon cast a new VIT buff to replace them.


“Did you guys catch the
pattern?” Roy asked.


“Too busy fighting to think
about it,” Nessa said with a shrug. “Sorry.”


“Head strike, barb, tail swipe,
train thing, tail fighting, then a spin,” he said.


“You’re sure that the pattern won’t
change?” Kaidra asked.


“Yep, it’s been that way twice
already,” Roy said.


“Head strike, let’s go!” Nessa
rushed out from their cover. Kaidra and Roy had no choice but to follow.


Spotting Nessa first, the
Mother Hydra trained her gaze on the Warrior. Nessa gestured at the Mother
Hydra and ran in a zigzag pattern that made the Hydra’s head swerve around.


“Come at me!” Nessa taunted.


The Mother Hydra answered
Nessa’s plea. The creature’s head struck for her, acting as a hammer. Rather
than run from it, Nessa blocked the blow. She held her bat horizontally, the
muscles in her arms straining as she deadlocked the creature.


Roy and Kaidra struck the
creature from opposite sides, the Mother Hydra stuck in the middle of their
fury. They rained fists and kicks upon it. Flashes of fire pelted the beast
further up her neck.


Nessa’s bat slipped from her
hands, the Mother Hydra freed. The beast rose, its shadow blanketing the three
fighters. Sparky’s fire kept them from becoming lost in its heavy shade. The
barb visibly moved in the Mother Hydra’s throat, a spear-shaped bump that was
soon spit out.


Sparky ceased fire, most likely
halting so he could get himself to a safer position. Roy, Nessa, and Kaidra
moved for one of the few walls that was left. 


The blockade next to theirs was
pulverized into dust, destroyed beneath a barb. Roy shielded himself from
getting hit by chunks from the broken wall. Another shot whizzed over their
heads.


“We’ve got to get to the
tower,” Kaidra said.


“How’s the tower gonna help?”
Nessa asked.


“The X on the Hydra’s head has
to be a critical hit zone,” she said, her words hurried. “We can jump off of
the tower and reach its head.”


“Sounds like a plan,” Roy said.


“You guys go. I’ll distract
it,” Nessa said. She ran out, baseball bat gripped in her hands as she faced
the Mother Hydra. According to the pattern, it would be doing its wide tail
swipe.


Roy didn’t have the time to
wait and watch that. He broke out into a run, Kaidra outpacing him to the base
of the tower. It was made out of crosshatched wooden posts, a rickety ladder on
its side. At the top rested a platform that they could vault from.


Kaidra gripped the first rung.
“This doesn’t look all that safe.”


“As safe as anything else.
Ladies first,” Roy replied. He waited until Kaidra had climbed up a decent
distance before getting on the ladder.


In his top periphery, he saw
Nessa’s HP flash as she took damage. Gryphon worked fast to heal it, but his MP
reserves were getting low. Magical flames whooshed through the air as Roy and
Kaidra continued their ascent.


“Problem!” Nessa screamed into
the party chat comm line.


An explosion of sawdust and
wood bits poured over them. The tower rumbled, swaying from its structural
damage. Roy leaned to balance out the weight, and to see what happened above
them.


A barb stuck out of the tower,
dangerously close to Kaidra. She looked over her shoulder at Roy, eyes blown
wide with the same fear he felt.


It
broke its pattern! Bosses weren’t supposed to do that.


“Do something!” Gryphon yelled
into the line.


“I’m trying!” Nessa shouted
back.


“We’re closer to the top than
the bottom. Let’s go,” Roy called to Kaidra.


A second barb javelined the tower.
The entire structure flinched. More chunks of wood came down over them. Roy had
to hug the ladder closely to make sure the wood would only skim him. A piece of
debris cut him, chipping his HP.


Kaidra pushed onwards and
upwards. Roy followed.


As long
as we make it to the top—


The third barb hit closer to the base. The tower creaked. He
didn’t know who squealed, him or Kaidra.


As long as we make it to the top,
we’ll be okay.


And as soon as he managed to finish that thought, a fourth
barb fell the tower. It came tumbling down around them, bits and pieces flying
in all directions. Parts slid apart. Out of reflex, Roy squeezed himself close
to the ladder as it toppled backwards.


If he’d ever wondered what it would be like to cling to
safety on a man-sized falling block game tower, Roy didn’t have to wonder
anymore. Horrifying didn’t cover it. Terrifying wasn’t a good enough word,
either.


The ladder rung snapped off in his hands.


Air rushed out of his lungs as he smacked to the ground. He
rolled over, throwing his arms over his head to protect himself. A jagged plank
landed on his legs. He winced from the flash of red on his screen.


A billow of sawdust prevented him from seeing what was going
on. The bars at the top of his peripheral screen gave Roy a hint. Sparky took
some hits that knocked his health into a critical range. Nessa wasn’t faring
much better. Gryphon used the last of his MP to heal Sparky halfway to full.
Kaidra seemed to be hovering around 40% of hers. 


“Hey!” Roy had to spit dust out
of his mouth. “Are you okay?” He dragged himself out from under the plank.
They’d gotten separated during the drop-down. She was a few yards away, a
distance he could easily run if he wasn’t feeling so dazed.


Kaidra rested on her knees, her
body caked in dust and splinters.


“I’m alright. We’ve got to—”


She didn’t get to finish her
sentence.


A barb streaked by her. It
clipped her side, rotating her from the force of it. Her HP meter went down.
That wasn’t the worst of what happened. What was worse was the barb hitting
what remained of the tower.


It fell and crushed her.


Pixels filtered up from the
wood.


“K-Kaidra?” Roy asked. He
reached out, not knowing what else to do. Everything had happened so fast. One
moment, she was talking, and the next, she was gone. It was like she’d never
been there at all.


Gryphon’s voice blared over the
comm line. “What happened?”


Roy choked, unable to speak.


“Roy, you’ve got to move!”
Nessa shouted.


“Where’s her health bar?”
Gryphon asked, voice breaking.


What if
I’d been in her place?


“Roy, move!” Nessa shouted
again.


“Kaidra…no, not Kaidra,”
Gryphon sobbed.


What if
I’d refused to go with her plan?


I
should’ve been the first one up the ladder.


“Roy!!”


It was Nessa’s last shout that propelled
him away from the tower’s remains. He passed Gryphon hurrying to Kaidra’s final
resting place. Roy ran back to the battle zone, his head down so he wouldn’t
have to meet Gryphon’s teary eyes.


He reached Nessa in time to see
her take a swing at the Mother Hydra. The hit caused the creature to flash. As
long as that wasn’t a trick, the Mother Hydra was well on its way to being
defeated.


Sparky’s flames burst out over
the monster’s body in a line. It hissed out. Needing to recharge, he ducked
back behind a wall fragment.


The Mother Hydra’s tail whipped
at Roy. He brought up his arms to block it. His counter gauge went up. Nessa
moved towards it.


“I’ve got it. Fall back,” Roy
said. He blocked another hit, his HP decreasing but not as much as it would
have if he wasn’t blocking.


“No, I’m not falling back for
anything,” Nessa said. “I’m helping you.”


Another block, and another
addition to his counter gauge. “I said I’ve got it!”


“Watch out!”


The Mother Hydra’s tail cracked
him over the head. His screen flashed red. A ding noise called his attention to
the bar he’d forgotten about: his rage gauge. Having taken a sufficient amount
of hits to fill the bar, he could activate his Berserker mode.


“Help me, then,” Roy shot at
Nessa.


Roy knocked his fists together.
A red aura ignited around his body. His veins pulsed, white hot rage flowing
through him. There was nothing to him besides that fury. He was the embodiment
of anger, so much so that he wanted to tear himself out of his skin. Roy needed
to rid himself of it.


Everything he’d bottled up came
pouring out of him. He powered his fists with his emotions, his strikes beating
heavily into the Mother Hydra’s side. The metal of his gauntlets clanged
against the monster’s scales.


Out of the corner of his eye,
he could see Nessa working on the monster, her bat delivering swing after swing.
Sparky’s fire joined their assault.


The Mother Hydra shrieked. It
flashed rapidly, switching between its normal coloring and a murky rainbow.
There was nothing it could do to help itself. Everywhere it turned was another
bat swing, fire ball, or fist.


Roy hadn’t realized when it
ended or who landed the final blow. It was like he’d been lulled to sleep and
suddenly woke up in the dungeon’s lobby, his teammates gathered around him. He
rubbed the blurriness from his eyes.



 

[SYSTEM: Congratulations! You have leveled up!]



 

He shook off the notification
like he seemingly had the others. Roy wouldn’t have been in the mood to read
any of the after-quest messages, even if he’d been fully conscious of them. He
probably would have waved them off, more concerned with checking in with the
rest of the team as soon as possible.


As it was, he read none of the
post-dungeon texts.


The party looked beat, entirely
worn down. None of them had anticipated the changes to the Dark Dungeon Party
Quest, and no one had expected the tragedy that had happened.


I
should’ve done something differently. Roy tightened his hands into
fists, the tension painful enough to distract him from the sadness welling up
behind his eyes. Kaidra didn’t deserve to
die that way.


Nessa sat on the ground. She
was busy picking at some lint on her shorts, or perhaps she was doing the same
thing Roy was trying to do. They couldn’t openly cry. They needed to keep
themselves together for Gryphon’s sake. The man looked like he was hanging on
by a thread.


Sparky thumbed at his Mage hat,
turning its wide brim as if he couldn’t find a decent fit to it.


“I’m sorry about Kaidra,” Roy
said.


The party was standing off to
the side. Player groups streamed into the lobby, not knowing what horrors could
befall them on the Party Quests. A couple of other groups hugged the corners.
They looked as haggard as their four-person collective.


“You’re sorry? That’s all you
can say? This is your fault!” Gryphon snapped at him. “You should be down on
your knees begging for forgiveness.”


“Hey! This isn’t Roy’s fault,”
Nessa argued.


“Kaidra’s dead. Don’t you give
a damn about her?” Gryphon asked. “Roy should’ve helped her.”


“Of course I do, but you can’t
blame Roy for this. If you’re going to blame anyone, blame the new Admin. He
screwed up the dungeon.”


“If there’s anyone to blame,
it’s you,” Gryphon said. “You were too absorbed with leveling up and getting
loot. You knew Kaidra wasn’t ready for this quest, but you pushed ahead acting
as recklessly and foolishly as you always do.”


“She chose to go to this
dungeon. We all did. Don’t forget that,” Nessa said.


Gryphon threw up his hands. He
walked away from the group and sat down, facing a wall.


Sparky tapped Roy on the
shoulder. He pointed his thumb towards the exit.


“Wait, don’t go,” Nessa said.
“Do you…do you guys want to team up? We weren’t so bad together in the dungeon,
you know. There are so many more of them out there and so much more of the game
to see. It’s better to see it with people you make a good team with and,” her
voice softened, “and we just lost our Brawler. We need you.”


“I don’t think he’d like that,”
Roy said, glancing at Gryphon’s back. “He’s pissed.”


“He’s just taking his pain out
on everyone. He doesn’t mean it,” Nessa said.


“I feel terrible. I really do.
I was right there when it happened.”


“Don’t beat yourself up over
it. There’s nothing any of us could do.” She took in a breath. “It’s crazy. I
was half-expecting to see her respawned in the lobby, but no. That’s not how
things work here anymore. She’s gone.”


“Did you know her from before?”
Roy asked.


Nessa shook her head. “Gryphon
did. I’d only just met them in Avalon City. We happened to be in a crowd
together, watching some girl playing violin. I overheard them saying they
didn’t know how they were going to get one of their quests done, so I decided
to help them out, and the rest was history.”


“Oh, her, the violin player. I’ve
seen her. I didn’t stick around to listen.”


“We could’ve known each other
sooner if you had,” Nessa said. “I don’t know how long Gryphon knew Kaidra for,
but yeah, they were close. You could tell, couldn’t you? They looked out for
each other a lot better than they did for me.”


“They looked out for you, too.
You should’ve seen how they were when they thought you’d died,” Roy said.
“Thank you again for rescuing me like that.”


“No problem. Heh, I wonder what
would’ve happened if I actually died. Would you guys have forfeited the quest?
Would Kaidra still be here?”


“It will be okay,” Sparky said,
catching Roy off-guard with the smooth clarity of his voice. It was so rare to
hear that Roy thought he might never get used to it.


“Thank you. I sure hope so. I’m
gonna send you guys friend requests, okay? Can you tell me your User ID
numbers?”


Roy opened up his menu screen
and rattled it off to her.



 

[SYSTEM: You have a friend request from NESSA.



 

Note
that you should never accept friend requests from strangers. Never give out
your personal details to anyone online. Accepting a friend request gives a user
access to view your profile details, but not your inventory, XP status, or G
amount.



 

Do you
accept?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy accepted the request. To
his surprise, that request was followed up by another one from Sparky, which he
also accepted.


Gryphon’s grief kept him from
participating in this friend list exchange. Roy was fine with that. Gryphon
could take as much time to mourn as he needed. Roy choked up just from
picturing himself in Gryphon’s place.


A group of five headed towards
the 5P door, helmets on most of their heads. The pack included a mix of
Warriors, a Lancer, and a Thief. They were laughing, pulling on each other’s
arms and looking wholly unprepared for what was to come.


Roy couldn’t stop himself. He
called out to them, “hey! The dungeon’s not the same as it was before. It’s
different.”


“Yeah,” said a girl in the
group. “We know. The dungeon changes every time.”


A younger boy added, “every party that it faces makes it stronger. It’s like it
gains its own experience.”


“Oh.” That was all Roy could
say to them before they opened the door and were teleported away.


Could the dungeon have been
outfitted with an intelligent heart or core? Something like that could have
been programmed in, along with other artificial intelligence-related
enhancements. In that case, the dungeon would be a more responsive environment,
but that would put it in danger of becoming impossible for any late players to
defeat.


Was it procedurally generated
to ensure that it would never be the same way twice? That, coupled with
adequate scaling, would keep the experience unique enough for every party that
entered. The new Admin could have done either of those things.


A notification ding alerted Roy
to an incoming system message.



 

[SYSTEM: You have a group chat request from NESSA.
The group chat name is “Chatroom #98075378.”



 

Active
Users: 2 {NESSA, SPARKY}


Inactive
Users: 0


Invited
Users: 2 {ROY, GRYPHON}



 

Do you
accept?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy accepted the request, then
took a look at the old “Jorge Report” chat room. All of its users (him, Yvonne,
Jorge, and Marisol) had been marked as inactive. It hadn’t seen any use in a
long time.


He was tempted to send them a
message to check up on them, but he stopped when he saw Gryphon approaching the
group. Gryphon’s eyes were red. He dried his face against his sleeve.


“We should get some rest in
Avalon City,” Nessa said. “I think we’ve more than earned a day off.”


“Yeah,” Roy agreed.


“After that, we can do a bunch
of quests in the town. Get our minds off of things. Have a good time…maybe head
out to another town. What do you think of that, Gryphon? Sparky?”


Sparky nodded.


Gryphon’s voice was quiet.
“Okay.”

















 


 

Chapter 15




A full night’s sleep hadn’t
made a huge difference for Roy. He woke up in a fog that he couldn’t shake off
until breakfast time. Shoveling food into his face kept the thoughts and
memories of the prior day at bay.


Conversation was kept light and
generic. Nessa took care of the majority of it, talking enough for the four of
them. She planned on them embarking on an adventure. They needed to push
themselves to do something, or else they’d get too “stuck in the muckity muck,”
whatever that meant.


As soon as everyone finished
their meal, they left the diner-style restaurant. Roy’s eyes drifted towards
the sky and its fluffy clouds. The wind carried a leaf that slapped him in the
mouth. He spat it away.


“Is that any way to treat a
lover?” Nessa teased.


“It was a dirty leaf,” Roy
said. He dragged his hand across his lips.


“Like attracts like,” she
replied.


“Very funny…”



 

[SYSTEM: Look up. All monsters and NPCs have been
frozen for your convenience.]



 

Roy obeyed the sudden message.
A blank textbox hovered in the air, stretched along the sky. Words soon
populated it, each letter typed out one at a time.



 

[SYSTEM: It has been some time since my last
message. I hope you have found Stalwart Souls Online 2.0 to be far superior to
its predecessor. Your life is truly a test of survival. At this point, many of
you know that firsthand.



 

Hundreds
have died. Hundreds more may join them. Will you triumph or perish?]



 

Reading that shook Roy to his
core. A shiver went down his spine. He looked at his companions for their
reactions. They seemed as disturbed as he was. Nessa was stunned to silence. Had
he possessed laser powers, Gryphon would’ve been staring hard enough at the sky
to bore holes into it. Sparky took off his hat and held it in his hands.


A group close to theirs
whispered amongst themselves, no doubt discussing what was going on.



 

[SYSTEM: I see that some of you are having
difficulties adjusting. I remind you that 2.0 presents a different experience
than 1.0. You cannot get by solely on old world knowledge. You must learn and
adapt.



 

Up
until now, there has only been one way to leave SSO 2.0, and that is through
death. For those interested in leaving by other means, I have enabled an
optional Quest that will allow you take advantage of the same exploit that I
once used.]



 

“Does that mean we’ll be able
to hack the game and get out of here?” Roy asked. The question jumped from his
brain and out of his mouth before he could fully examine it.


Roy didn’t know where to begin
when it came to hacking. Even if the Admin told them that freedom was a couple
of rounds of hacking away, Roy wouldn’t know what to do. He wondered if any of
his teammates knew how to.


“No, the new Admin wouldn’t do
that for us. Letting everyone hack the game doesn’t make any sense,” Gryphon
said. “He wants us to stay in the game.”


“He would let us if he wanted
to trick us,” Nessa said. “We could try doing the exploit and then, I don’t
know, we encounter a game breaking bug or something.”


“Like walking straight into a
trap,” Roy said.


The message overhead changed.



 

[SYSTEM: There are 37 GMs left in SSO 2.0. The GMs
are special in that they are currently the only players who can be hurt by
another player. Standard player versus player actions are not a threat to the
rest of you.



 

In this
new world, you will learn to govern yourselves. The GMs are not your leaders.]



 

“What? That can happen?” Nessa
asked.


“Yes, I saw a mob beat on one
of them.” Roy thought back to Mikhail’s bloody face. “It was bad.”



 

[SYSTEM: I have given each GM a special mark. It is
an icon floating above their heads that indicates that they can be player
killed. You may call this symbol the Player Killer’s or PKer’s Mark.



 

Memorize
this. It will be the ticket home for 37 of you.]



 

A red skull with an X-shape
through it displayed on the screen.



 

[SYSTEM: Kill a player with this mark above their
head and you get to wake up in the real world. Your prize is that you can leave
SSO 2.0. I repeat that there are 37 GMs out there and thousands upon thousands of
regular players, many of them ready for a chance to break out of 2.0. This is
their chance.



 

If a GM
does not die every 12 hours, then a new optional quest will be unlocked.



 

I
expect this to be an entertaining bloodbath.



 

I will
display a message in the sky for every death, along with a running count of the
remaining marked GMs.



 

Good
luck!



 

Love,


Your New
Lead Administrator]



 

Once the textbox cleared away,
it was replaced with a 10 second countdown timer. At the end of it, the world
around the players resumed. There hadn’t been any NPCs in the area they were
standing in, but Roy assumed that if there had been, they would be moving
again.


“So…all we have to do is find a
GM and get out of here,” Gryphon said. He smoothed his hand over his hair.


“They’ll be dead in no time at
all,” Nessa said. “Thousands versus 37.” She whistled lowly at the odds.


“That GM I just told you guys
about,” Roy started, “he’s actually part of a group that’s trying to gather
them all up. I met them back in Vorsprung #3. They’re called The Order of the
Synergy.”


“A group that’s trying to
gather up GMs?” Nessa asked for clarity.


“Yeah, so they can restore
power back to them. I was going to join up with them, but it’s a bit of a long
story,” Roy said.


“If they were successful, then
that means that guild will take care of them,” Gryphon said. “No one will be
able to get to them.”


“‘Take care of them’ as in kill
them, you mean. I’m predicting three days tops.” Nessa sighed. “We’ll never get
lucky enough to find one. I bet you people are swarming all over the place for
them already.”


“You want to murder someone?!”
Roy cried.


“It isn’t like that,” Gryphon
defended her. “No one wants to kill anyone, but if it’s the only way we can go
home without dying then, well, you start considering it. It sounds horrible,
but what if it’s the only way?”


“Then I hope no one else is
thinking the same way as you guys,” Roy said.



 

[SYSTEM: Today *Aria* the Level 31 Lancer was
killed.



 

They
were TEYONNA JOHNSON.



 

Today
PATTERSON killed TEYONNA JOHNSON and left the game.



 

36 GMs
remaining.]



 

Two pictures appeared above the
ominous message, one of her in-game character and the other of her real life
self. Neutral-faced, Teyonna Johnson’s photo looked like it was taken from her
Passport or an Employee ID badge.


She
looks like she could’ve been someone’s Mom, Roy thought.


Sparky bowed his head.


“Nessa’s prediction’s going to
come true at this rate,” Gryphon said.


“This confirms that the GMs
can’t be working with the new Admin,” Roy said. “I used to be with a bunch of
guys—different ones from The Order—who
insisted that they had to be working with them. The GMs are being held hostage
in here just like the rest of us.”


“Hostages?” Nessa echoed.


“They have to be hostages or else one of them would’ve shut
this system down by now.” Roy said. “They’d be able to hack the system.”


“So we have nobody around to help us. That’s great,” Nessa
sarcastically said.


“Maybe there’s a counter-hacking agency working to get us
out, but the problem is that our lives are at stake here,” Gryphon said. “Say
that the system gets shut down. We might all get shut down along with it. The
only thing anyone on the outside can do is monitor things and wait.”


Nessa hugged herself. “I wonder what’s going on with our
bodies. What happens if somebody unplugs us? Do we die? Does anyone on the
outside know about that, and if so, how much do they know?”


“They know enough not to bother us. That must be why we’re
still in the game like this,” Roy supposed.


“Those are questions we might never know the answer to,”
Gryphon said.


“Unless we somehow get out of here through, I don’t know, a
certain optional side quest,” Nessa said.


“Don’t even,” Roy said.


“Hey, I was just saying that that’d be a good way to find out
about everything. Anyone else thinking about home and what’s happening there?”
Nessa asked.


“I try not to,” Gryphon said, “and I’m trying hard not to
think of everyone who will never see their homes again. The people who won’t
wake up from this…” His voice trailed off.


Like Kaidra…


Nessa pushed gently on Gryphon’s arm to keep him from
slipping back into his sadness. “Anywho, no point in dwelling on this sort of
thing, is there? We should take off on our adventure. Let’s forget about the
rest of the quests here in Avalon City. Who cares about them?”


Sparky put his Mage hat back on.


“Does that mean you care?” Nessa asked.


Sparky shook his head: no.


“Good! They’re not as exciting as the other ones out there,
and there’s way more XP to be gained in the world-at-large. Avalon City should
be renamed the seek-and-find quest city,” Nessa said. “Everyone cool with
that?”


“With leaving Avalon City? Sure,” Roy said.


“I’d be okay with that,” Gryphon said. “I could use a change
in scenery.”


“If you don’t mind, though, I’m going to send a message out to
some people from The Order. I want to see how they’re doing,” Roy said.


“Go ahead,” Nessa said.


Roy pulled up the old group chat, the “Jorge Report” chat
room. He would’ve messaged Yvonne directly about Mikhail, but they’d never
traded contact information. Roy brought up the on-screen keyboard and typed
something short to everyone.



 

[ROY: How are you?]



 

Short, simple, and straight to the point.


When they didn’t get back to him within the next minute or
so, he figured that they had to be busy. Maybe fending off creatures in Marisol
and Jorge’s cases, or protecting Mikhail and other GMs in Yvonne’s case.


“We can head to Rocha City,” Nessa said. “We’ll have to cross
into Adventurer Fields and go up the spiraling mountain thing to get there.
Pretty sure there are some awesome quests around there.”


“But the monsters around there are out of our range,” Gryphon
said.


“A couple of days camping out in the fields and we’ll be fine
to take on Rocha Mountain,” Nessa said.


“We’d be better off going to Montera Village. Shorter
journey,” Gryphon replied. “We get to the Adventurer Fields and head east.
There’s a bridge over the river there that’ll give us a direct route to Montera
Village.”


“Isn’t there a ferry to Montera Village?” Roy asked. “Or am I
confusing that for another town?”


“You’re right. There’s a ferry,” Gryphon said.


“It could be an even shorter trip if we go for the ferry,”
Roy said.


“Isn’t that the ferry with a bunch of sea creatures that jump
up and attack you from the water?” Nessa asked.


“It is, and that’s not the path that we’d take. We’d go for
the bridge. After what happened to Kaidra, I don’t want us taking any
unnecessary risks,” Gryphon said.


Roy addressed Sparky. “Are you okay with all of that?”


Sparky nodded and gave him two
thumbs up.


“That looks like he voted for
both options, so it’s up to you to break the tie, Roy,” Nessa said.


“Why me? I thought you were the
party leader,” Roy said.


“What kind of party leader
would I be if I bossed everyone around?” Nessa asked.


“If you did that, you’d fit
right in with the last group I was with. They basically wanted everyone to be
the leader’s little lap dog. And the worst part was that they pulled someone I
really respected right into that crap,” Roy said. “Guilds suck.”


“If The Order sucks so bad, then why’d you bother sending them a message?” Nessa
asked him.


“Not The
Order of the Synergy. They’re fine. I’m talking about The North Star Vanguard.
I met them after I got to Avalon City. They’re assholes.”


“I’ve never heard of them,”
Gryphon said.


“You will if Gerard, their
leader, has any say about that. They’re going to try to become one of the top
guilds in 2.0.”


“We should start our own
guild,” Nessa said. “We’ll call ourselves the N double A: no assholes allowed.”


“Sticking to our party is fine
by me. If I wanted to be in a guild, I’d join The Order,” Roy said.


“Yeah, especially now when
they’re going to be all about protecting those GMs,” Nessa said. “They’ve got
‘em all rounded up for the picking, not that I’m calling them evil or anything
like that. It’s just that they can do whatever they want to do with them.”



 

[SYSTEM: Today *Dawn* the Level 43 Cleric was
killed.



 

They
were AARON CHAN.



 

Today
PROTO killed AARON CHAN and left the game.



 

35 GMs
remaining.]



 

Like the last GM, the
announcement system message was joined by Aaron Chan’s real life photo and a
screenshot of his character, an attractive girl sporting lilac-colored hair.
Had she had a halo, she would’ve looked like an angel.


“Another one,” Roy said. “We
should get going.”


He checked on his stats and
inventory. As he scanned over his items, he told himself that he’d be able to
fetch a better price for his things in Montera Village. Everyone in Avalon City
had shortchanged him, after all, so hopefully things would be better elsewhere.



 

[STATISTICS: Roy, Brawler



 

HP:
75/75


MP:
37/37


STR: 20


AGI: 16


VIT: 13


INT: 10


SPR: 11


LUK: 10



 

LVL: 14


XP:
876/3136


G:
7310]



 

[INVENTORY: -All-



 

Red
Potion (S) x14


Red
Potion (M) x12


Red
Potion (L) x9


Blue
Potion (S) x8


Blue
Potion (M) x9


Blue
Potion (L) x18


Leather
Scrap x15


Pear x3


Apple
x2


Sandwich
x1


Dire
Wolf Tooth x8


Dire
Wolf Hide x2


Spider-Lynx
Leg x38


Rattle
Tail x13


Snake
Fang x21


[KEY
ITEM] Avalon City Map x1]



 

[SKILLS: -All-


Charge
[Active]: charges forward to knock back opponent and deal damage. [Lv 2]


Flurry
of Blows [Active]: deliver a barrage of punches against an enemy. [Lv 2]


Counter
[Active]: fill up the counter gauge by blocking consecutive hits to deliver a
powerful counter blow. [Lv 1]


Doppelganger
[Active]: confuses the opponent by creating a double image of yourself. [Lv 1]


Shout
[Active]: increases rage gauge and draws aggressive enemy attention. [Lv 2]


Basic
Training [Passive]: increases regular attack power. [Lv 3]


Iron
Body [Passive]: strengthens the body to provide greater physical defense. [Lv 3]


Primal
Rage [Passive]: unlocks berserker mode and the rage gauge. Increased attack and
defensive power when rage bar is full. Lowered accuracy. Gain rage through
taking damage. [Lv 1]]

















 


 

Chapter 16




Jackalopes—jack rabbits with antelope
horns—were the main enemies of the Adventurer Fields. Floppy-eared fluff balls,
they were as adorable as they were deadly. Their horns were sharpened to
maximum stabbing potential. Hopping on their hind legs, they were capable of
quickly clearing distances.


Their four-man party was in the
middle of fighting a small grouping of jackalopes, brought down to a trio. The
grassy clearing stretched out around the team in all directions. Off in the
distance, Roy could see a mountain range and the bridge that they needed to
reach. Hours of travelling had brought them to this point.


Gryphon cast a healing spell on
Roy, reviving his lost HP.


Tossing a “thank you” over his
shoulder, Roy charged towards the nearest jackalope. It brought its head down
to ram him, but to its surprise, its attack met open air. What it had thought
to be Roy turned out to be his after-image, the result of his recently acquired
Doppelganger skill.


Behind the jackalope, the real
Roy delivered a fierce kick to the beast’s backside. His foot scooped the
jackalope, knocking it upwards to Roy’s eye-level. A well-aimed right hook and
left uppercut pulverized the monster into pixel dust.


Meanwhile, Nessa took care of a
jackalope of her own. Her bat cracked against the jackalope’s horns. She
brought it away from the parry and swept it downwards. It hit the jackalope
cleanly in its side, the blow harsh enough to shove it off its feet. She
finished it off by smashing it over the head.


Roy looked over at Sparky in
time to see him preparing a fistful of fire. Gryphon formed a triangle with his
hands. A beam of concentrated light shot out from it. The jackalope screeched
in pain from the blinding flare, stopped in its tracks.


Sparky followed that up with a
short barrage of fire. Nothing was left of the jackalope when the fire ended.


“Nice work,” Roy complimented
them.


“Ugh, we’ve been doing this for
hours. When’s this going to end?” Nessa walked around, collecting item drops
and G to be shared with the others. “We should’ve had a tent crafted at the
tailor’s.”


“I don’t think the tailor can
do that,” Gryphon said. He reached back and fixed his Clerical hood.


“It’s just a big sheet of
stitched-together fabric. I don’t know why a tailor wouldn’t be able to handle
that,” Nessa said.


“We’re almost at the bridge,
anyway,” Roy said. “We can rest in Montera.”


They continued walking,
stopping a few times to dispatch jackalopes along the way. Once they reached
the stone bridge to Montera Village, they realized that their passage wouldn’t
be as simple as they thought.


Guards stationed on the bridge
blocked the party’s path. With their long spears and polearms, they seemed to
be lancers. Some of the guardsmen had masks and sunglasses on to cover their
faces.


The bridge connected the cliff
to the other side over a roaring river. There was quite a drop to the bottom,
one that would make survival dicey at best.


A man barked at them through
his cartoon wolf’s mask. “Thou shalt not pass without payment!”


“What’s with the mask?” Nessa
asked, grinning.


“Too much fun with the face
sliders,” he mumbled. “I didn’t think I’d get stuck with this fugly mug for the
rest of my life.”


“There’s a plastic surgeon in
one of the cities. They’ll let you customize your avatar again,” Gryphon said.


Such a thing was a break in the
immersion of the setting, but the game makers had to include it to fit in with
the other trending virtual reality games. It would have been worse for them not
to include it at all. Faces, hairstyles, clothing, and all sorts of other
things could be changed at a whim.


It was because of that that SSO
was heavier on the fantasy than the medieval in its medieval/fantasy setting.
Players did what they wished with their designs, which was how people could get
away with striped shirts and backwards hats like Nessa, or funny animal masks
like the man blocking the bridge.


“What are you guys doing here?”
Roy asked.


“No one is allowed in Montera
without paying for it,” the wolf masked man said.


A younger girl in dark
sunglasses added, “consider it a toll booth fee.”


“This is cheap and you know it.
Move,” Roy demanded.


“Price has gone up! It’s 5000G
a head,” another Lancer said. The entire blockade group nodded in agreement.
That meant the party would need a whopping 20,000G to pass through.


“C’mon, Roy! Why’d you have to
go and be rude to them for?” Nessa whined.


“They’re the ones being rude
and cheating people out of their money. Who blocks people like this?” Roy
asked.


“Intimidating Lancers with
giant shields and weapons,” Gryphon answered.


“We’re walking through. Put the
price on our tabs,” Roy said.


Roy attempted to get past them.
He put on a brave face and marched forward, heading between where a couple of
them stood. A Lancer shoved his shield at Roy. It smacked into him, knocking
him against the bridge railing. He had to grip it to keep from falling.


“What the hell?” Nessa snapped
at them. “You could’ve killed him!”


The Lancers said nothing. They
pointed their weapons at the group, warning them not to try anything.


Roy peered over the railing, at
the raging waters far beneath them. Even if he was able to hit the water just
right and not take as much damage because of it, who knew where the river would
take him?


“Guess we’ll have to go for the
ferry. I’m not giving them 20,000G,” Nessa said.


Sparky spat near one of the
Lancer’s shoes.


“The ferry’s too dangerous. We
need more people for it,” Gryphon said, shaking his head.


“We can handle it,” Nessa said.


“We should’ve been able to
handle the Dark Forest Dungeon, but things were different. What if the ferry’s
the same way?” Gryphon asked.


“Okay, we’ll just have to get
going to the ferry.” Roy clapped his hands together, an odd smile playing on
his lips. “I’m sure our new friends here are doing us a favor by forcing us to
get on the ferry, so let’s go and do that.”


“What? We’re not even going to
attempt to negotiate with them? We could set up a trade,” Gryphon said.


“Nah, let’s get going.” Roy
placed his hand on Gryphon’s shoulder. “Time’s a-wasting.”


“I’m not sure I like your
tone,” Gryphon muttered. “You’re sounding like you did when we convinced you to
do the Dungeon quest.”


“Maybe Roy’s a thrill-seeker
for danger. This is his adrenaline junkie voice,” Nessa said.


“It’s weird,” Gryphon said.


Sparky tilted his head in
confusion.


“Let’s go.” Roy hurried off so
fast that his party mates had to run to catch up to him. Away from the bridge
and its guardsmen, he whispered, “I’ve got an idea that’ll get those Lancers to
move. I’m calling it the Sparky strategy.”


Sparky perked up at that.


“The Sparky strategy? Tell me
more,” Nessa said, rubbing her hands together maniacally.


“Do you know what kiting is?”



 

***






Kiting involved attacking a
monster and running from it. The point is to get the monster to chase you down,
thus making the monster the “kite” and the game player the holder of the kite
string.


That is what the party did with
a large grouping of jackalopes. They amassed a herd of them. They would poke
and prod at the beasts, then they would use various skills to dart away from
them.


Nessa and Roy led the charge,
with Gryphon healing them whenever a jackalope got in a bite or a headbutt.
Sparky blasted at the perimeter to ensure that the jackalopes would continue to
follow in a proper line.


A jackalope crowd trailing
after them, the party brought their “gifts” to the guardsmen at the bridge.


“What the—?” A Lancer cried out.


“Are you insane?” The girl with dark sunglasses asked. She
swung her polearm in front of her.


“Kill them!” The guy in the wolf mask screamed. 


The Lancers broke formation to fight the incoming jackalopes.
While they were preoccupied, Roy, Nessa, Sparky, and Gryphon edged their way
around the combat taking place. They raced into Montera Village, not sparing
another glance back at the Lancers.


Success!

















 


 

Chapter 17




Montera Village had a more home-like feel than Avalon City.
Spare huts of thatch and mud clay dotted the area, their impressive statures
the perfect size for families or extravagant bachelors.


Players had the option of shaping and creating their own clay
homes with the guidance of NPCs, or purchasing an already made one. In the
first version of the game, Montera Village was a popular location for people
who didn’t want to partake in SSO’s monster fighting aspects. It was a prime
location for community building.


Smoke rose from the chimneys of houses. A perfume dealing NPC
waved for Nessa’s attention, trying to entice her into buying a jasmine-scented
vial. Its gentle floral smell brought a smile to Roy’s face, but it made Nessa
gag so she passed on it.


They passed a cabbage salesman whose stand broke as soon as
he stacked one too many cabbages on it. The green vegetables bounced onto the
dirt-paved streets. Sparky helped pick them up and got a discount for it when
he went to buy one.


Although none of the Lancers had followed them into Montera
(from what they could tell, at least), Gryphon kept looking over his shoulder.
Nessa told him to relax. He replied that one could never be too careful.


To Roy’s chagrin, none of the shopkeepers wanted the
adventurers’ wares. Roy explained to them what a fine delicacy Rattle Tails and
Spider-Lynx Legs were, but they weren’t buying it. The NPCs of Montera Village
were too used to their fire pit roasts, collected herbs, and freshly grown
fruits and vegetables. They didn’t want disgusting monster bits, and Roy found
it hard to blame them.


“Guess we should’ve sold our stuff in Avalon City, after
all,” Roy said to his party mates on their way out of the sixth shop they’d
tried.


Burning incense wafted through the air, the heady aroma
reminiscent of roses. An NPC sitting on the roadside had the stick on his cart.
Bundles of straw goods laid in the bed of it. He smiled a toothless grin in the
party’s direction.


“Anyone else think it’s weird we haven’t seen any players
here?” Nessa asked.


“Those Lancers have been doing a good job of keeping people
out,” Gryphon said. He checked behind them, and sighed in relief when he saw
they were alone.


“I would’ve expected people to go for the ferry, instead,”
Roy said.


“They’re probably stationed there, too,” Gryphon said. “I
don’t get why they’re making sure no one gets in, but you have to hand it to
them that they’re not slacking off.”


“And you know what else is weird? None of the NPCs have any
active quests. What happened to the Chief or whoever he was?” Nessa lifted her
hat to scratch near her hairline in confusion.


“It’s like a ghost town here,” Gryphon said.


“Maybe Rocha would’ve been the better choice,” Roy said.


“Told you we should’ve gone to Rocha! All that’s in Montera
is us, a wall of haters, and some random girl over there,” Nessa said. “She’s
gotta be rich as mess if she paid those losers to get in.”


There was a girl hard at work on a clay house. She had her
sleeves rolled up as she stacked bricks of clay to build her foundation. Her
long dark hair was in a ponytail to keep it out of her face, the sun shining on
her brown skin.


“Not gonna lie, but that looks kind of fun,” Nessa commented.


The builder leaned down to grab a spatula-looking tool. She
smoothed the walls. A non-player character approached her, his arms struggling
to hold onto a clay block. They said something to each other, then she pointed
to where he could set down the material.


“Hold on. I know that girl,” Roy said. “That’s…”


“That’s who? You can’t leave us hanging!” Nessa said.


“Is that his friend that joined the asshole guild?” Gryphon
asked.


“I was picturing a dude, but maybe,” Nessa replied.


“No, that was Emilio. That’s Marisol from Vorsprung #3,” Roy
said.


“From The Order of the Symmetry?” Nessa asked.


“Synergy,” Gryphon corrected.


“Synergistic, not symmetrical. I’ll try remembering that,”
she said.


“She’s not in it. I’m going to go say hi. Come with me.” Roy
walked over to where Marisol was working, the rest of his party following
along. Marisol jumped when she saw him, her body jerking in surprise.


“Hey, funny finding you here. Why’d you never reply to my
message?” Roy asked.


“You haven’t seen her in this long and that’s the first thing
you say to her? You’re tactless,” Gryphon said.


Roy shrugged.


“Oh, hey,” Marisol said. She wiped her hands off on her
pants. “Sorry, I muted every chat I was in. No hard feelings. Yo, Beauregard,
you can take a break. Go have lunch with your fiancé.”


The NPC bowed, then walked off without another word.


“Whoa, how’d you do that? How’d you get the NPC to listen to
you like that?” Nessa asked.


Marisol smiled. “I’m a boss, that’s how.”


“Teach me your ways!” Nessa begged.


“Is Jorge with you?” Roy asked.


“Nah,” she answered. “He’s with Yvonne, Oskar, and the rest
of The Order.”


At that point in the conversation, Roy caught the necklace
she was wearing, and the symbol stitched near the collar of her clothes. It
resembled two right angle triangles fit together to form a dual-toned square.
Marisol’s necklace was a metallic version of the emblem on her shirt.


“Is that what I think it is? I thought you said you weren’t
joining any guilds. I thought you said you wanted to keep Jorge safe on your
own,” Roy said, confused.


“Sounds like there’s trouble in paradise,” Gryphon murmured
to Nessa and Sparky. Sparky grinned at the joke.


“I thought more about it and joining The Order seemed like
the best idea,” Marisol explained. “You met up with that friend you were
looking for? That’s good. Hi, Roy’s friend.”


“No, he’s not any of these guys. Emilio joined an asshole
guild and became a jackass,” Roy said.


“What guild?”


“The North Star Vanguard.”


“Them? I think someone mentioned something about them on our
guild party chat. They were acting up in Rocha City,” Marisol said. “I haven’t
checked the chat rooms in a while, but I get pinged whenever someone says
Jorge’s name on it and nobody’s said anything about him so, yeah. Not much
motivation to check.”


Sparky cleared his throat.


“Oh, sorry, I guess I should’ve introduced everyone. This is
Marisol. We met in Vorsprung #3. She’s one of the first people I talked to in
2.0,” Roy said.


“Yeah, we knew that much already,” Gryphon said.


“What class are you?” Nessa asked.


“I’m a Thief. Dagger-wielder and caltrops user, high in Luck
and Agility,” Marisol said.


“Ooh, are you a trap master Thief type?” Nessa’s eyes
widened.


“That’s me. Nice outfit, by the way. I see what you did
there,” she replied.


Nessa adjusted the brim of her hat. “Yep! Thanks, I thought
nobody would notice!”


“You know your hat’s supposed to be turned to the side and
not backwards, though, right?” Marisol asked.


“Shit! Are you serious?” Nessa fixed it. “Thanks!”


“This is Sparky,” Roy continued with the introductions. “I
met him back in Vorsprung 3. He was the griefer at the Raton place, but he’s
actually not a bad guy. We’re bros now.”


Sparky nodded in agreement.


Roy gestured to Nessa and Gryphon. “That’s Nessa and that’s
Gryphon. I met them outside of the Dark Forest Dungeon. Did you bother doing
that one?”


“Yeah, I speed ran it with members of The Order,” Marisol
said.


“If you’re with The Order then what are you doing here
building clay houses with NPCs? Where’s the rest of your team?” Nessa asked.


“We’re spread out. We’re trying to set up home bases across
SSO. They’re going to be safe houses for the GMs. Did Roy tell you anything
about us?” Marisol asked.


“You’re the ones saving the GMs from the Player Killer’s Mark
quest,” Gryphon said.


“That’s us. We were saving them before that, but…it’s going
to be especially hard now. The GMs are going to be more impossible to find. We
got five of them into our ranks already,” Marisol said. “Normally, we’d have
the GMs openly travelling with us, but that’s not going to work anymore. They
have to go into hiding.


“Of course, I’m only telling you all that because I trust
Roy. If Roy trusts you then you have to be okay,” she finished.


“There you are!” A deep voice bellowed.


Where have I heard that voice
before?


Uh oh.


The Lancers approached the group, teeth gritted and boots
stomping. The girl with the dark sunglasses pushed them up her nose from where
they’d slid. The man with the wolf mask on hung his head low.


“I’m sorry we let them get through, Marisol,” he said. He
lifted his head, the tension in his bulging bicep apparent. “They kited a mob
right over to us.”


“It’s alright.” Marisol waved her hand dismissively.


“These are your goons? They’re not members of The Order, are
they?” Roy asked.


“Huh? The Order? I don’t know what you’re talking about,”
Marisol said. “Order of what?”


“Watch who you’re calling goons!” The girl in the dark
sunglasses shouted.


A third guardsmen said, “how about you face us in a real
fight instead of hiding behind a bunch of jackalopes?”


“Come to a PVP zone and we’ll show you what we’re made of,”
Nessa challenged.


“You’re on!” A fourth Lancer yelled.


“You can return to your posts now,” Marisol said.


The Lancers saluted her in unison. “Yes, ma’am,” the one with
the wolf mask said. They marched back to where they came from.


Once they were out of earshot, Nessa whistled and said, “wow, boss lady. You’ve got them hooked around your finger.”


“What the hell was that?” Roy asked. “They don’t know you’re
part of The Order?”


“Well…no, they don’t,” Marisol said.


“So you lied about this being a GM safe house?”


“Not exactly. That’s something that The Order’s doing, but
Montera’s my project. I bought the deed,” Marisol replied.


“What happened to the Chief?” Roy asked.


“He’s still around. I didn’t kick out any of the NPCs, but I
did give them breaks from their quest giving. They’re on vacation until I get
the town fully set up,” Marisol explained. “I hired a bunch of guys to block
the bridge and ferry port while things are under construction.”


“But why keep it a secret from The Order?” Gryphon asked.


“As far as anyone else knows, Montera Village is still ran by
the Chief. And my guild’s going to know that I have safe houses for them when
everything’s finished here. Owning Montera Village was a bonus,” Marisol said.


“Does that mean someone could buy Avalon City? That feature wasn’t
in the last game,” Roy said.


Marisol shrugged. “If someone paid a high enough price, then
probably. It’d be hard to control a big city like that. You’d be better off
taking over a village or starting your own settlement community if you’re
feeling tough enough. You’d probably have to buy the land, though, and who
knows which NPC owns what land?”


Her speech was interrupted by the ding of a system message.



 

[SYSTEM: Today *Gunter*
the Level 39 Warrior was killed.



 

They were TAE-MIN KIM.



 

Today ANABELLE killed TAE-MIN KIM
and left the game.



 

34 GMs remaining.]



 

“One of yours?” Nessa asked.


“No,” Marisol said, “but they’re dying at a fast rate.”


“I wonder what the second optional quest will be. The Admin
mentioned something about there being one after 12 hours without a kill,” Roy
said.


Marisol made a gesture in the air, then clicked her teeth in
annoyance. She started typing something on her arm. “Sorry, looks like I’ve
gotta go. It was nice seeing you, Roy, and meeting all your friends and
everything, but I’ve got to get to the guild.”


“Wait,” Sparky said.


“Sparky spoke. He never talks,” Gryphon said.


“And when he does, you have to listen,” Nessa added.


“What is it, Sparky?” Roy asked.


“We should go with her,” Sparky said. He tilted up his Mage hat
to get its shadow off of his face.


“But we just got to Montera,” Gryphon said.


“I can give you scrolls to come back here for free, if you
want,” Marisol offered. “What do you want to tag along for?”


“I’m guessing…so that we can help you guys,” Roy said.


“Did you change your mind about joining us?” Marisol asked,
her surprise evident in her voice.


“Didn’t you say you didn’t want to be in one? I thought we were
going to be the NAA Club,” Nessa said.


“No assholes allowed,” Gryphon clarified for Marisol.


“It’s not about joining a guild. It’s about seeing if they
need any help. Sparky has the right idea here,” Roy said. “GMs are losing their
lives left and right. They’re being hunted down by people, and that’s sick.
It’s wrong. This is our chance to do something.”


“You’re such a bleeding heart. Are you sure that’s what
Sparky was getting at?” Gryphon asked.


“Eh, why not? Let’s tag along,” Nessa said. “We can see if The
Order is as chivalrous as they sound or, heh, as stalwart as they come.” As bad
as it was, she laughed at her joke.


“If you’re going, then I’ll go, too,” Gryphon said. “Someone
has to keep you out of harm’s way.”


“You can’t split the party,” Roy said.


“Hey, that’s my line,” Nessa said.


“You’re all in luck, then. I’ve got enough scrolls to
Sternwood City for all of you,” Marisol said. “They’ll take you right to our
Guild Castle.”


She handed them the appropriate scrolls, then the five of
them teleported to The Order’s Guild Castle.

















 


 

Chapter 18




When Marisol said Guild Castle, she really meant it. The
design was beautiful and ornate. Golden trimmed tapestries hung on the walls,
each adorned in The Order’s symbol. A red carpet ran across the hall, the plush
walkway looking as regal as it was soft.


It was a place fit for the Knights of the Round Table. The
stone-laden walls were brightly washed. Light streamed in through the windows,
and lantern lights affixed to poles were ready to be lit in the nighttime.


Players in capes and elaborate armor passed them by. They
regarded Marisol with warm greetings, their demeanor reflecting their profound
respect for the Thief. Their attitude was extended to her guests. Welcoming
smiles were freely given. People wished them a pleasant stay.


“Are you a high ranking general or something?” Nessa asked.


“Something like that,” Marisol said. She had switched out of
her mud-ridden clothing and into a high-collared white jacket over a black
dress shirt. Her necklace was on full display, the metal sticking out in
contrast.


Roy wondered if he had made a mistake in leaving her and
Jorge back at the starting town. He could have joined The Order, and had the
same rank and treatment as her. Everything she had could have been Roy’s, too.
He’d have people looking up to him and seeing him as someone special.


But then, I wouldn’t have ever
seen Emilio for who he was.


And it wasn’t like the respect and reverence that Marisol was
getting was all there was to being in a guild. All of that came hand-in-hand
with worse things. Roy shook his head, trying to rid himself of the delusion of
his surroundings.


The Guild Castle’s flashiness wouldn’t fool him. Every guild
had its downsides. Roy couldn’t forget that, even if the shininess of The Order
threw him off of his steadfast anti-guild mindset. This guild was as much of a
farce as the others. Just because he liked and accepted their ideals didn’t
mean he had to kneel to Oskar.


No point in getting jealous over
smoke and mirrors.


“We’re almost to the throne room,” Marisol announced.


“Ooh,” Nessa said excitedly. “I can’t wait. This is so cool!”


Sparky reached out to touch one of the oil paintings on the
wall. Gryphon swatted his hand away.


“Control yourselves, children,” Gryphon warned.


They entered the double doors that held the throne room. It
wasn’t the standard style that Roy had expected. There were four royal chairs
on one side, and a long table on the other. Rather than sitting in the throne
chairs, Oskar was waiting at the head of the table. Yvonne sat on his right.


“Roy, long time no see.” Oskar, their guild leader, shared a
similar clothing style with Marisol. Unlike her, however, he had his
high-collared white jacket buttoned to the top. His blue eyes were piercing,
the rest of his face passively neutral.


Yvonne smiled and gave Roy a small wave. Her uniform jacket
hung on the back of her chair.


Marisol closed the doors.


“Take a seat,” Oskar said.


Everyone standing followed his request. Gryphon leaned back
in his chair, apprehensive. Nessa had her elbows on the table, sitting
forwardly on the edge of her seat. Sparky took his hat off and set it aside,
then combed his fingers through his messy red hair.


“Yeah, you guys really did what you said you would,” Roy
said. “You got your guild together and everything.” He clasped his hands to
keep them from shaking. Something about this entire situation intimidated him.
Perhaps it was the overwhelming sense of leadership that was coming off of
Oskar.


“Hard work and dedication to a cause pays off,” Yvonne said.


“What brings you here? Were you getting a tour from Marisol?”
Oskar asked.


“Roy and his friends want to help the GM protection effort,”
Marisol said.


“In other words, you would like to join The Order as our
newest recruits,” Oskar said.


“I wouldn’t say that. We’re only here to help,” Roy said.


Oskar leaned his head on his hand. “Do you understand my
hesitation in accepting help from someone unaffiliated with our guild?”


“Especially given recent events,” Yvonne added. “We have to
be careful.”


“What’s there to be careful of? You know me,” Roy said.


“Do I?” Oskar asked.


“You were inviting me to join your guild before. I don’t get
what’s changed,” Roy said.


“The PKer’s new message, for one. For two, I can’t have you
working in such an important capacity. Protecting GMs means knowing them and
seeing them. I can’t take that kind of risk on people who haven’t sworn
allegiance to The Order of the Synergy,” Oskar said.


“I’ll vouch for them. Whatever problems they cause will be on
my head,” Marisol said.


“Marisol, I’m sorry, but they’re not in our guild,” Oskar
said.


“How would being in your guild change anything?” Roy asked.


“It’s an insurance policy that gives us better protections.
You’d be easier for us to track, among other things,” Oskar said.


“Maybe we should join,” Nessa said. “I don’t see what’s so
bad about it. Look at this sweet castle they’ve got.”


“We join them and they own us. Is that what your insurance
policy’s about?” Roy asked. “There’s something in your guild constitution that
you’re going to stick us with. I’m not falling for that.”


“Roy, it’s not like that,” Yvonne said.


“You can give them a trial period. They can go on a searching
mission, and if you feel like they’re trustworthy, they can start doing other
things. It’ll be like how we treat all of our recruits,” Marisol said. “We
can’t turn down their help, Oskar. You know we need more people on our side.”


Oskar sighed. “Then they might as well join The Order.
Someone has to budge on this. I’m not having them help without them joining us.
That’s non-negotiable.”


Someone has to budge, and I bet
it’s going to have to be me. Roy rubbed the bridge of his nose.


“This is the only way you’re going to let us do anything?”
Roy asked.


“Yes. Think of it this way. If you don’t join the guild,
you’ll lack credibility, and anything you would do for us on your own would be
pointless. You understand our mission and you’re obviously wanting to do
something good for this world, so why not do it under our flag?” Oskar asked.


“He’s got a point there with the whole credibility thing,”
Nessa said.


“We’ll walk, then,” Roy said.


“Give us a break, Roy,” Marisol said. “Let whatever hang-ups
you have go. Joining a guild isn’t going to kill you. Damn, with the way you’re
acting you’d think a giant guild smashed your house and ate your mother.”


“You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t interested in making a
difference,” Oskar said. “Let’s stop wasting everyone’s time here. If you’re
going to help, then you’re joining. There’s no getting around that.”


“If we do join…we’re not going through any hazing. If we’re
in your guild, then we’re in your guild and that’s it,” Roy said. “No one’s
proving their distinction or anything like that.”


“We don’t haze,” Oskar said.


“Are there any catches?” Roy asked.


“There aren’t any,” Oskar answered. “Marisol can show you our
constitution, if you’d like.”


Gryphon spoke up for the first time in their conversation. “I
have a question. What’s in it for us? Roy may be on board with your GM
protection plan, but we hardly know you. How do we know you’re not going to
screw us over?”


“We don’t do that to our members,” Yvonne said.


“You’d be in our protection. You wouldn’t be screwed over.
It’d be the opposite, really,” Oskar said. “As for what’s in it for you if
you’d join, you should follow me. I’ll show you the perks of being in The
Order.” He stood up from the table.


Oskar led them on a tour of the building. Yvonne added her
opinions in to fill any gaps he left. He showed them their training facilities,
which consisted of rooms containing dummy posts, exercise equipment, and
sparring mats.


The gear room was vast. Members’ old equipment were available
for newer members to rent out. Weapons, armor, anything that someone would need
were stored in that room. It was hard not to be impressed by the guild’s
collection.


There was a common room where members could relax, a sauna,
meeting rooms, a dining hall with its own chefs, and plenty of bedrooms for
everyone. Yvonne told them that they were always open for suggestions for new rooms.
Everyone had a voice in The Order of the Synergy, she said.


Each personal room was decorated with The Order’s symbol, and
each bed was plush and full of fluffy pillows. Marisol had been the one to push
for the pillows, apparently. The beds were a far cry from the grassy floors
that the party had been sleeping on lately. They even beat the ones back at the
Avalon City inns.


They ended their tour in the garden, where members grew
various fruits, vegetables, and flowers for beautification purposes. A green
house on the garden grounds held more plant life. It was bursting with
liveliness. Roy looked through its glass windows, in awe of the rows and rows
of herbs inside.


“I hope seeing our amenities has helped your decision. What
did you say your names were again?” Oskar asked.


“Gryphon Windstorm,” Gryphon said. “Your place is great. How
long did it take to put this all together?”


“We bought the space and then added some more onto it bit by
bit,” Yvonne said. “It was a group effort.”


“The effort shows,” Gryphon said.


“I’m Nessa Lindblom,” Nessa said. “This loudmouth guy to my
left is Sparky.”


Sparky waved.


“So, do you feel like you have an answer for me? Will you
join The Order? I’ve made my case to you,” Oskar said.


“You should do it,” Marisol said. “Like I said, we need the
numbers.”


“There’s extra pressure on us now with the Admin’s games
happening,” Yvonne said.


“I’m in!” Nessa cheered.


“Me too,” Gryphon said. “You won me over.”


Sparky nodded.


“And you, Roy?” Marisol asked him expectantly.


“…Sure, I’ll do it.”


“Great! Congratulations, you’re officially members of The Order.
I’ll send you a formal guild request in a moment,” Oskar said, a smile on his
face. “There’s a tailor in town you can visit to get your proper uniform. It’ll
overlay the equipment you already have on. We’ll send you the items you’ll need
to craft your uniforms.”


“Do I have to?” Nessa asked.


“I think we can bend the rules a little in her case,” Marisol
said. “Would it be okay if she only wore the jacket? She’s working a
character.”


“What character’s that? A paper girl?” Oskar asked.


Gryphon cracked up at that.


Nessa puffed out her cheeks.


“What, she’s got a cap on and a striped shirt…” Oskar
mumbled. “Isn’t that what paper girls wear?”


“I’m not a paper girl!” Nessa shouted.


Yvonne covered her ears. “Volume.”


“Sorry,” Nessa said.


“Oskar, I think you’re going to have to give her some leeway.
Look at her, she’s all torn up. She’s broken,” Marisol said. “You bullied her.”


Nessa covered her face and fake-sobbed.


Oskar sighed. “Alright, you can wear the jacket over your
clothes. I’m not making any exceptions for anyone else.”


“Thank you,” Nessa said, dropping her hands and grinning
widely.


“You’ll depart on your first mission tomorrow morning. Time
is of the essence so I have to get you working fast,” Oskar said.


“That’s what we’re here for,” Roy said. “Working, not
socializing.”


“Right. You’ll be on a seek-and-find mission, where you’ll be
searching for GMs. We’ll give out more details during tomorrow’s
debriefing, but you’ll be accompanied by more senior members of The Order who
can show you the ropes,” Oskar explained. “For now, you may pick out your rooms
and I’ll send out your guild requests.


“Welcome to The Order of the Synergy.”

















 


 

Chapter 19




Breakfast the next morning was the best Roy had ever tasted,
virtual or otherwise. The scrambled eggs were whipped to perfection, the
breakfast sausages roasted properly, and the toasted bread was as crunchy as he
liked it.


Nessa’s plate was stacked high with syrup-slathered pancakes.
Gryphon had sunny-side up eggs on top of toast, the egg running when he cut
into it. To the side of his slices of toast were diced tomatoes and hash
browns. Sparky was having a ham and bacon omelet with a cold glass of chocolate
milk.


The dining hall was full of conversation. Breakfast items
were laid out buffet-style, hired NPCs present to oversee the proceedings.
Members of The Order were sitting at the cafeteria tables, enjoying food and
drink before their work began.


Marisol and Jorge joined them at their table. Jorge had a
bowl of oatmeal with eggs and crumbled bacon laid on top. Marisol was having
bacon, eggs, and a single pancake. She sliced the pancake and pierced a piece
of it into her mouth.


“It’s been so long since I’ve had food like this,” Nessa said
with a happy sigh. “This guild is awesome.”


“Way better than Raton Tails, huh, Roy?” Marisol asked.


“Don’t remind me,” he muttered.


“Or Spider-Lynx Legs,” Gryphon said, shuddering.


“We wanted to make this place feel more like home for
people,” Marisol said. “Food like this helps the homesickness.”


“Is this everyone in the guild?” Roy looked around the
cafeteria. “Big place for 20 or so people…”


“You haven’t looked at our guild member list? You can check
that,” she replied, “but I’ll save you some time and say nope. Most of us are
away on missions.”


“Do the GMs eat at a different time?” Gryphon asked.


“Normally they wouldn’t, but they’re having their food
delivered to them for now. It’s your trial period. Everyone’s going to be a tad
suspicious of you guys,” Marisol said.


“Got it,” Gryphon said.


“How have you been holding up, Jorge? Any adventures to
share?” Roy asked between bites of food.


“No,” Jorge said darkly. “I don’t get to do anything. All I
do is stay here.”


“Sounds like a good life to me. You get to kick back and live
in this amazing place,” Nessa said. “I’ll trade you.”


“Who are you?”


“Nessa, Nessa Lindblom. I’m a Warrior. That’s Gryphon
Windstorm. He’s a Cleric. And that guy’s Sparky. He’s a Mage. And Roy right
there is a Brawler. We’re the newest members of The Order!”


“I can see your names,” Jorge said, “and I know Roy already.”


“Vorsprung 3,” Roy explained. “Jorge is Marisol’s little
brother.”


“Little brother?” Gryphon repeated.


Built like a steam engine, Jorge was far from the definition
of little. He hardly fit in his chair. “Yeah,” he said.


“I don’t know if it’s a good thing or a bad thing to have
family here with you,” Gryphon said. “I’m sorry.”


Marisol slowed her fork. “I don’t know, either. I’d say it’s
more bad than good.”


“It’s bad,” Jorge said.


“He shouldn’t be here. If there was a way for him to go home,
I’d take it.”


“But there is. He could kill a GM,” Nessa said. “You’ve got a
bunch of them, don’t you?”


“Nessa,” Roy warned. “They’re not killers.”


“You better not let anyone else hear you make jokes like
that,” Marisol said. “You’ll be kicked out of the guild.”


“It’s not a joke. It’s something he could do.” Nessa
shrugged.


“Drop it,” Roy said. “The Order is about helping people, not
hurting them. There’s no way any of them would do something like that.”


“If anyone in The Order did, then that means something went
very, very wrong,” Marisol said. “They’d have to be pushed to the brink and
feel like they don’t have any other options.”


“In other words, they’d have to be insane to do it,” Roy
said.


“Something like that,” Marisol replied.


“Good to know The Order has integrity,” Gryphon said.


Sparky lifted his glass to that.



 

***


Following breakfast, they headed into the debriefing room.
The room was simple: a round wooden table with chairs around it, and a
projector screen where users could display images and messages.


Oskar stood at the head of the room, his hands behind his
back. Roy recognized the other two Order members from back in Vorsprung. He
hadn’t gotten their names before. They were the girl with the feather tucked in
her ponytail holder, and the guy with the slicked back salt and pepper hair.


The fourth person already in the room was Mikhail, whose
starred name appeared over his head despite Roy’s name filter being turned off.
The PKer’s Mark floated above his name.


“Please, take your seats,” Oskar said. “Jorge, glad to see
you joining us for this.”


“Hi,” Jorge said. He sat the furthest away from the group.


“We spoke about this briefly last night,” Oskar said, “but
your mission will be to explore this land area and search for GMs. You will
gather information and follow any leads that may crop up.”


He waved his arm towards the projector screen he stood by. A
picture of a cross-section of the world map appeared on it.


“Remington and Wavy here will be in charge.” He nodded
towards the gray haired man and the young woman respectively.


Marisol cleared her throat. “Actually, I’d like to lead this
one.”


“You’ve been ducking out on missions this whole time and now
you suddenly want to go as soon as these new people show up?” Remington asked.


“They’re friends of mine,” Marisol said.


“Which means you definitely shouldn’t lead this one,”
Remington said, “especially since Mikhail’s coming along. Your judgment will be
clouded.”


“Roy over there was one of the people who helped me back in
Vorsprung 3,” Mikhail said.


“Oh, I think I remember him,” Wavy said, pointing at Roy.


“And what about the rest of them? We shouldn’t risk having
them go with Mikhail,” Remington said.


“It would be worse for the mission if I wasn’t there,”
Mikhail said.


“Mikhail will have scrolls to get out of there if things get
dicey. Besides, you and Wavy will also be there. I can trust you to keep an eye
on everything,” Oskar said.


“What if we go somewhere where scrolls are deactivated? They
don’t work everywhere, you know,” Nessa said.


“Then you will have to guard him with your lives. You’ve got
monsters and other players to worry about. This is a serious endeavor,” Oskar
said.


Wavy said, “ideally, Mikhail’s not
going to be seen by anyone since we’ll be hiding him in our caravan. It’s a
horse-drawn carriage. We’ll use it for our travels.”


“Marisol, I’ll accept your request to lead this mission. This
doesn’t mean that you can boss Remington or Wavy around, however,” Oskar said.
“Remington and Wavy, I expect you to give Marisol the utmost respect.”


“Will do,” Wavy said.


Remington grunted.


“Thank you,” Marisol said.


“Sorry for butting in, but, how are we supposed to find a GM
like this? It doesn’t sound like we have much of a plan here,” Roy said.


“The entire world isn’t on your shoulders, Roy. Your caravan
is one of many that we have deployed. Take as much time as you need and report
in daily. I wish you the best in your mission, and whatever you do, remember
that the GMs come first,” Oskar said. “Wavy and Remington, can you lead
everyone to the caravan? Jeeves should have it prepared by now. I’d like to
chat with Marisol and Jorge about something before you go.”



 

***


Remington and Wavy weren’t the chattiest members of The
Order. They talked amongst themselves in low tones. Remington’s displeasure was
obvious. He sat at the front of the carriage, commanding the horses’ reins.
Wavy was on his right, in the companion seat.


The rest of the passengers rode in the back with Mikhail. The
caravan, modeled after a transport vehicle, didn’t have any windows for them to
look out of. They shared the space with blankets and storage boxes to make them
look like they were on a delivery run. As to not arouse suspicion, Remington
and Wavy were wearing clothes devoid of The Order’s signature.


“There’s not a whole lot of room in here,” Gryphon
complained. He balled himself up by one of the boxes.


Sparky hunched in the corner. He had his hat off.


“Yeah, it’s cramped, but you get used to it,” Mikhail said.


“Pretty tough of you to go out like this,” Nessa said. “If I
were you, I’d stay in the castle.”


“I’m not afraid.” Mikhail shook his head. “If we’re going to
rescue my friends and coworkers I have to be there to convince them to come
with us. They wouldn’t trust The Order otherwise.”


“Hey, are you the GM that got his ass beat?” Nessa asked.


“Nessa,” Gryphon said. He sighed at her tactlessness.


“That would be me,” Mikhail said.


“And you still want to go out in public. That’s great of
you,” Nessa said. She stretched out and put her feet up on a box. “Even with
that target on your back, you’re still doing what you can. Great.”


“I can’t tell if you’re serious or if you’re having a go at
me,” Mikhail said, his eyebrows knitting together.


“I’m serious,” she said.


“It is great. This is what everyone should be doing,” Roy
said. “We can’t give in and play into the new Admin’s game. He’s just trying to
make us become killers like him. We’re better than that.”


“If everyone thought that way, we wouldn’t have as much to
fear,” Mikhail said. “But reality says that there are people out there
desperate enough to do anything to get home.”


“If they’ve got a home worth fighting for,” Roy said.


“Do you?” Nessa asked.


“Not really. I don’t know. I haven’t thought much about it. It’s
not like I don’t think we’ll ever get rescued from this, but if that never
happened? I wouldn’t be shocked if my parents would be relieved,” Roy said. “They
wouldn’t have to waste any of their money sending me to college. They could
sell their house and move to Florida like they wanted. They wouldn’t have to
fight and argue so much. They’re better off without me heading back.”


“No, man, I promise you that your parents wouldn’t be
relieved,” Gryphon said. “They’re probably worried sick. I know mine would be.”


“Mine probably haven’t noticed. I don’t live with them, so...”
Nessa shrugged.


There was a knock at the back of the caravan. Sparky pulled
the tarp aside to let Marisol climb in. She pushed a box out of her way, then
took a seat between Gryphon and Sparky.


“Jorge isn’t coming?” Roy asked.


“Nope, this isn’t his thing,” Marisol said. “He helps around
the castle. It’s the best place for him.”


“I guess I get that. Stone walls and gallant knights. It’s a
castle fit for a prince,” Roy said.


The caravan started to move. They heard the horses’ hooves
beating against the ground as they pulled the vehicle along. They hit a bump in
the road that knocked Gryphon back against a box. He grumbled to himself.


“Do they know how to drive this thing?” Gryphon asked.


“Remington and Wavy are experts,” Marisol said. “They do this
sort of thing all the time.”


“We’re going on an adventure! This is so cool!” Nessa
cheered. “We’ll rescue all the GMs and be heroes and stuff.”


“Yeah, this is pretty cool, isn’t it?” Roy said with a smile.
They were going to make a difference in people’s lives.

















 


 

Chapter 20




It was less cool by their third day of searching. More GMs
had died in the interim, and they hadn’t had any luck in locating others. The
group ran across some players who mentioned vague rumors, but following those
leads hadn’t resulted in anything fruitful. No one was certain about anything.


Because it was unsafe for the whole group to spend a night in
town, they opted for sleeping around a campfire. It was a whiplash of a
transition to go from roughing it in the fields to a Guild Castle bed and then
back to roughing it. Sleeping inside of the caravan was only marginally better
than sleeping in a tent, due to how cramped it was.


Wavy passed out meat skewers to the group. She’d been
roasting them over the fire for everyone. High up in a tree, Remington stood
watch. Mikhail remained hidden in the carriage. The horses rested, dozing
softly.


Roy tore into his beef stick. “Is this typical for you guys?”


“Food like this?” Marisol asked.


“No, I mean being this unlucky.”


Wavy grimaced. “If you’re going to complain this early, then
you should just quit.”


“Hey, he wasn’t saying anything bad about you,” Nessa said.
“It wasn’t a complaint. It was a question.”


“We don’t have room for people who aren’t willing to put in
the work. It’s not about being lucky or unlucky with us,” Wavy said.


“Sorry, just making an observation,” Roy mumbled.


“Don’t bother apologizing to her,” Nessa said. “She’s had a
problem with us since day one. She and Remington both.”


“I don’t know what Oskar saw in you that had him expedite
your recruitment process this much,” Wavy replied, “but I’m waiting to see it.
New recruits don’t normally get to do missions like this this early, and for
good reason.”


“Wavy and Remington wouldn’t be who they are if they didn’t
hate on the newbies. It’s part of their charm. You’ll learn how to deal with
it,” Marisol said. Sitting by the fire for warmth, she leaned back on her hands
to lounge out. “The moon’s looking bright tonight.”


“Almost makes you forget it’s not real,” Gryphon said,
adopting a similar posture to Marisol.


“I remember when VR games didn’t look like this,” Nessa said.


“Did that hurt immersion?” Gryphon asked.


“Nah. Blocky or not, you really felt like you were in the
game. That’s the main point,” she replied.


Roy stared into the crackling flames as Nessa, Gryphon, and
Marisol talked. Every time he thought of something to say, he’d hear it in his
head and cringe. His words were like empty filler, just useless confirmations
of things already said or repetitions that lacked substance. He had nothing
novel to add.


It wasn’t like they were talking about physics or brain
surgery. They were having a simple conversation about computer graphics and
yet, Roy couldn’t find the voice to join in. He couldn’t come up with anything
that sounded good.


Isn’t this familiar?


Dread welled up in his chest.


You’re fading into the background.


That was what happened whenever he tried making friends. At a
certain point, Roy wouldn’t know what to do and instead of trying and making a
fool of himself, he would give up. Interacting people was easier when it was
accompanied by an objective (complete this quest, finish this homework
assignment, score these points in a game) than when it was open-ended like
this.


Shooting the breeze around the fire, laughing and coming up
with jokes…he didn’t know how to do that. He was as good as Sparky
in that regard, but the biggest difference between him and Sparky was that
Sparky didn’t seem at all bothered by it. Sparky was used to being silent.


They’ll see through you and know
that you’re boring.


They’ll realize you’re not a
normal person.


This is why no one likes you, Roy heard Emilio say in his mind.


The flames suddenly froze. Roy couldn’t move, couldn’t say
anything in concern to the rest of the group. Everything had stalled. What
happened? At first, he suspected lag, but his question was soon answered by the
new Admin’s latest system message.



 

[SYSTEM: It has been 11
hours since the last GM death. I told you if 12 hours went by without one, the
second optional quest would be activated.



 

I will grant a Mark to every
player still in the starting towns if a GM isn’t killed within the next hour.



 

That will get you lazy lay-abouts
moving. Everyone must play.



 

Love,


Your New Lead Administrator]



 

Following the message, a countdown timer appeared. When it
hit zero, the world resumed moving. Everyone’s expressions had tensed. Wavy’s
face in particular had become grim. She looked towards where Remington was, and
her lips flapped without sound. They were blatantly having a private
conversation. Roy rolled his eyes.


“Whoa,” Nessa said. “Are you guys going to sacrifice a GM?”


“They can’t do that. That’d defeat the purpose of their
guild,” Gryphon said. He sat up to eat more of his meat-on-a-stick.


“Hopefully there won’t be anyone in the starting towns by the
time the hour’s up,” Roy said.


“Who knows if they can finish everything in an hour? You have
to be Level 10 to leave and if you were staunchly against the game, then, well,
you’d be screwed,” Marisol said.


“What the hell?” Roy asked. “He’s not giving them a real chance,
then.”


“And they’re going to have the Player Killer’s Mark. They’ll
be like lambs to the slaughter,” Gryphon said.


“The Order’s going to go back and protect them, right? We can
head back to Avalon City,” Roy said. “I remember where they teleport in.”


“If anyone’s still in Vorsprung after the hour, they’ll be
safer if they stay there,” Marisol said. “They’d be idiots if they came into
Avalon City.”


Wavy stopped talking on her private line to say, “protecting them isn’t our mission. We’re here for the GMs.”


“Isn’t The Order’s ultimate goal to protect everyone? You
want to gather the GMs and restore power back to them so that SSO can be more
like the way it used to be,” Roy said.


“That’s part of it. Things have changed since the PKer’s
Mark,” Wavy said. “I’m going to message Oskar about this and see what he plans
on doing.”


“Include me on the chat,” Marisol said.


“I’m using the chat we already have. The one that has
Remington, too,” she replied.


They started speaking silently. Roy looked away from them to
give them a bit of privacy. Sparky gave the rest of his skewer to Nessa, who
graciously ate it. Gryphon tossed his empty wooden stick into the fire.


Roy coughed to cover up his mouth movements. He accessed
their old four-person chat room, from back when they were a party. No one
outside of their chat room could hear their conversation.


“What are you guys thinking?” Roy asked through his coughing
fit.


Nessa pretended to sneeze. “The Admin’s a psycho!”


Gryphon put his head down. “You guys are too obvious.”


Sparky gave them a thumbs down.


“It’s nasty how he signs his messages with ‘love, your New Lead
Admin,’” Nessa said. “Gross.”


“I can’t believe they’re not going back to Avalon City,” Roy
said.


“You’re still on that?” Gryphon asked.


“They’re supposed to be the good guys. They need to do
something about this.”


“The only thing they can do is kill off one of their GMs, and
they’re not gonna do that. You know what Wavy said,” Nessa replied.


“They can wait outside the portal and whisk anyone off with a
Mark to their castle. They can save them. It’s the right thing to do,” Roy
said.


“But that’s not what they’re about. They’re about the GMs,”
Gryphon said, frowning.


“I don’t know. Marisol’s probably asking Oskar about it. Let’s
see what they say,” Roy said.


“Would you drop this mission for that one?” Nessa asked.


“Maybe if they asked me to,” Roy answered. “It feels more
important. I think I’d rather be doing that.”


Marisol cleared her throat for attention.


Roy, Sparky, Nessa, and Gryphon stopped talking on their
private line. Likewise for the others.


“What did Oskar say?” Roy asked.


“We’re not losing any of our GMs,” Wavy said. “They’re too
valuable.”


“What about heading to Avalon City?”


“We’ll cross that bridge if it comes to it. Someone else will
probably get rid of a GM before it comes to that,” Marisol said.


“Let’s talk about our plans. It’s time to get to work. Switch
to the party line,” Remington said from his spot in the tree. Spoken through
the party’s chat room, his voice came in as clear as if he was sitting at the
campfire with the rest of them.


“We’re not gonna get to take naps?” Nessa complained.


“You were napping earlier on the caravan. You don’t need any
more sleep than you’ve already gotten,” Remington said, not an ounce of
sympathy in his voice.


“It’s still dark out,” she argued.


“It doesn’t matter what time it is. We’re working,” he said.
“We are going to separate into teams and explore Rowellville. It’s the town
over the hill over there. We’re not far from it.”


“I’ll be staying back at the caravan with Mikhail,” Wavy
said.


“I think it should be me and Roy and Sparky on a team,”
Marisol said. “You can go into town with Nessa and Gryphon.”


“No. Switch that around. I’ll be with those two, and you’ll
be with the others,” Remington said.


“Is it that big of a deal?” Marisol asked.


“I was with Nessa the last time we went to a town. I refuse
to team up with her this time.”


“Hey, I wasn’t that
bad,” Nessa said.


“Subtlety’s not your strong point,” Gryphon said.


“Fine, I’ll take her. I can do a better job of controlling
her than you can,” Marisol said.


“I’m right here, you know,” Nessa said.


Gryphon patted her on the shoulder. “There, there.”


“I’ll show you, Remington! I bet our team will come back with
better information than yours,” Nessa challenged him.


“We’ll see about that,” Remington replied.


Preparations complete, the six members of The Order of the
Synergy headed off into the town. Wavy kept them updated on Mikhail’s status,
and let them know that no one had approached their caravan. Knowing that their
GM was in safe hands, the team breathed a little easier.



 

***


Lore stated that Rowellville had been initially established
as a transient community. Because of this, the buildings were made in a way that
would be easy for its inhabitants to break down in case they needed to head
off. Still holding onto the old ways, many NPCs lived in tent homes.


Players often considered Rowellville to be a pit-stop, some
place where they could rest before going on their next series of adventures. If
Roy’s memory served him right, Rowellville offered a few interesting quests,
but other than that, it was an entirely skippable location.


Someone, perhaps a player that shared Marisol’s
entrepreneurial spirit, had expanded Rowellville. Without losing its tent-home
motif, the town had doubled in size since its 1.0 incarnation. Stores that
hadn’t been around in the last version of the game had sprung up in the town.


Remington pushed Roy forward, steering him towards a woman
who was off by herself. “Go talk to her.”


“Her? But she’s reading. She looks busy,” Roy said.


The woman was sitting cross-legged in the grass, a thick novel
in her lap. She had her dusty blonde hair in loose curls, her eyes intent on
the pages she was devouring. Every time she’d turn to a new one, she’d pinch
the paper carefully between her thumb and forefinger.


“Sparky and I are going to talk to the gentleman over there.
Report back when you’re done.” With that, Remington strode away.


Sparky shrugged, but left with Remington.


Roy approached the woman. The headband she had on across her
forehead reminded him of a martial artist. She was either a Brawler like him or
a Thief that modeled herself off of ninja cartoons.


Too absorbed in her book, she didn’t look up at him.


“Hey,” he said. His voice cracked. “What are you reading?”


“I’m not interested. I’m married,” she said.


“Huh? I’m not trying to pick you up.”


“I saw you and your friends staring at me like you wanted to.
I wasn’t born yesterday. I know that look when I see it.”


“That’s because we thought you might know something.”


“I don’t know anything.”


“Nothing about the GMs?”


“Why would I tell you?”


“You haven’t heard a single rumor?” Roy asked.


“Chasing GMs is like chasing leprechauns. Everyone’s got a
story to tell. I haven’t heard any worth believing,” she said, finally looking
up from her novel.


“Can you tell me one?”


“Climb a tree upside down, do a backflip off of it, and land
in a waterfall. Dive to the bottom and you’ll find a treasure chest with a map
to a secret hideout with a dozen Moderators inside.”


“How do you climb a tree upside down?”


“I told you that it wasn’t worth believing.”


“Have you seen any GMs?” Roy asked.


“Not since Vorsprung. They did a good job of disappearing
before any of this PK Mark shit started.”


“PKer’s Mark,” he corrected.


“What’s the difference?” She asked.


“One’s the right way to say it and the other’s the wrong
way,” Roy said.


“You ought to work on your manners. How old are you?”


“Sorry, did I say something offensive?”


“Post-millennials are the worst. You don’t know the first
thing about respect.”


“Okay, I think I’ll be going now. Sorry for interrupting your
all-important book reading time. Bye.”


The woman didn’t say goodbye back to him. Roy shuffled off to
where Remington and Sparky were. They were standing by a sign post. Someone had
hammered a WANTED poster onto it. Too embarrassed by what had just happened to
make eye contact with them, Roy waited for Remington or Sparky to report in
first.


“He didn’t know anything,” Remington said.


“She didn’t, either,” Roy said. “I have no idea how you found
any of your other GMs.”


“It was simpler before. We have to get more creative now,”
Remington said.


Sparky pointed at the WANTED poster. There was a 50,000G
bounty out for a trio of thieving girls. The bottom of the poster was signed by
Rowellville’s Mayor, and had his stamp of approval—a winking puppy dog—on it.


“I know those girls!” Roy said, a little louder than he
intended.


Claire, Jill, and Rebecca’s smiling faces stared at him from
the poster. He had met them right before he came to Avalon City. They had been
the girls who were doing batting practice with the Ratons.


“Really?” Remington’s disapproval rang loud and clear.


“I don’t know them that well. I just met them back at the
start of the game. I wouldn’t have expected them to become criminals,” Roy
said. “I never added them to my friends list so I can’t turn them in.”


They would’ve deleted him by now, anyway. They seemed rather
social for his tastes.


“Or for you to join them,” Remington said.


“No, that’s not me at all. I’d never screw anybody over. If
they’ve got a bounty like this then that means they did something terrible,”
Roy said.


“Or they crossed the wrong person.”


“Or that. I wouldn’t do anything like that. I don’t hurt
people. I’m a good person.”


“That’s your criteria for who’s good
and who’s bad, not hurting people? Everyone’s hurt someone before. No one’s an
angel, so by your logic that must mean everyone’s a bad person,” Remington
said.


“You’re oversimplifying it,” Roy said. He tried to laugh to
lighten the mood, but it came out more like a choking sound. “Is there
something wrong with thinking of things that way? I mean, I had someone yell at
me before about my thinking being too black-and-white, but I don’t see that as
such a bad thing. Bad people are bad and good people are good. I’m good.”


“You shouldn’t have to call yourself a good person. You
should just be one and let other people notice it. Otherwise, it’s like you’re
trying to convince everyone of who you are and doing a poor job of it.”


“Why don’t you and Wavy like me? Is it because of that? I’m
not taking things personally, I’m just wondering so I can work on—”


“Stop,” Remington cut him off. “I think a few days on the
road have gone to your head. We’re looking out for the best interests of the
guild. Excuse us for not being teddy bears. Would that help you? I’m your forever friend.”


Sparky jumped at that.


Remington’s last sentence was a spot-on impression of a smart
toy bear Roy had seen in a commercial. He didn’t know the name of it, but its
squeaky voiced slogan was the thing of nightmares. Add an orchestral score and
dark lighting, and the commercial would’ve made for a good horror movie
trailer.


“How’d you do that? Are you the bear?” Roy asked.


Sparky backed away.


“Only in the mobile game,” Remington said. “Whatever pays the
bills.”


“Who else are you?”


“We’ll talk about that some other time. We’ve got work to
do.”


“You should try that voice on people. I bet it’d get them to
open up.”


Sparky violently shook his head.


“Never mind. I take that back,” Roy said.


Sparky was still in mid-headshake when everything froze
again. His head was a streaked blur of paused movement, like he’d been caught
on camera.


How did an hour pass by so soon?



 

[SYSTEM: I see that none
of you heeded my warning.



 

I am true to my word.



 

Everyone currently in a starter
town has been given a Player Killer’s Mark. Kill them and you’ll be able to go
home. Your quest to eliminate the Game Moderators continues.



 

One must die in the next 12 hours
or you will face my next challenge.



 

Love,


Your New Lead Administrator]



 

Once the game resumed, Roy said, “maybe it’ll be like Marisol
said and his message won’t matter. If the protestors weren’t playing the game
in the first place, why would they now?”


“Because they can go home. Whatever perfect society they were
trying to build will come crumbling down,” Remington said.


“It can’t. It won’t.”


“You didn’t think those girls would be on a Wanted poster,
and that’s what happened. You’re going to live your life in a perpetual state
of surprise.”


Is it that weird to think the
Vorsprung players wouldn’t kill each other?


Roy kept his mouth shut.


“Let’s get back to it, then. Sparky, you pick out our next
target,” Remington said.



 

***


After another hour of talking to various people in
Rowellville, the group returned to the campfire. Roy, Remington, and Sparky
hadn’t gotten much information. They learned where the best fishing spot was
and how to salt a fish without diminishing the flavor, but that wasn’t going to
help them out on their main mission.


Gryphon, Marisol, and Nessa had had a better go of it. Nessa
made sure to rub Remington’s face in it, taking verbal jabs at him whenever she
got a chance. He crossed his arms and avoided her smug “I told you so” looks.


They spoke on the party line, so Mikhail would be able to
join in even though he was hidden away in the carriage.


“And who said I was bad to do talky missions with?” Nessa
asked, smirking.


“Okay, that’s enough,” Gryphon said.


“What did you find out?” Remington asked, making a point to
ignore Nessa as much as possible.


“There’s a group harboring a GM somewhere nearby,” Marisol
said.


“That sounds a lot like us,” Roy said.


“It’s not us. Theirs sounded more like a hostage situation,”
Gryphon said.


“Did they say anything about who the GM was?” Mikhail asked
from his place in the caravan.


“No, sorry. That’s about as much as we got,” Gryphon said.
“They may be heading west. They may have left yesterday or the day before. No
one was sure about that, or even about how many people were in their group.
Everything was a maybe.”


“I don’t know how much stock we can take in it. It could be
useless gossip for all we know,” Marisol said with a sigh.


“It’s a start and a direction, at least,” Wavy said into the
communication line. “Let’s get ready to go. The system messages are going to
make people antsy. If there’s any chance of that rumor being true, we need to
quickly act on it.”


The group took off as soon as they could.

















 


 

Chapter 21




Roy and the others were jostled along with the fake cargo as
the caravan made its way across the plains. It was like Remington and Wavy went
out of their way to drive over every bump and hill they could find. That
could’ve been Remington’s revenge for Nessa’s sass.


A sharp turn had everyone and everything sliding. Mikhail
held onto Marisol to keep from hitting his head into one of the boxes. She
wound up getting hit, instead, and had no problem cursing him out for it. Roy
did his best to calm her down, but another turn had him rolling away from the
squabbling pair.


He banged into the carriage wall, vibrations going through
his back.


“Really? I took damage from that?” Roy couldn’t believe it.


“Shhh, we’re supposed to be quiet,” Nessa said.


“Nessa telling people to be quiet? That’s new,” Gryphon said.


“She’s right, so you can stop yelling at me now, Marisol,”
Mikhail said, frowning.


“Okay, okay, I’m cool.” She brushed her hair back.


The caravan pulled to a stop. Wavy spoke to them through the
party line. “We’ve got bogies.”


Sparky tilted his head in confusion.


“If you’ve got bogies, then you need to blow your nose,” Roy
said. “Do you need a tissue?”


“Bogies, not boogies. Everyone but Marisol, get out!” Wavy
shouted.


Roy, Sparky, Gryphon, and Nessa hopped out of the caravan.
Gryphon wobbled on his landing, unsure on his feet after having been scrunched
in the carriage for so long. Sparky helped him get steady, then the quad squad
made their way around to the bogies, or monsters, Wavy warned them about.


At Level 15, Roy was more confident in his stats. He was
still a long way from his Lancer character, but he felt like he was becoming a
more effective Brawler. 



 

[STATISTICS:
Roy, Brawler



 

HP: 90/90


MP: 45/45


STR: 21


AGI: 16


VIT: 14


INT: 10


SPR: 12


LUK: 11



 

LVL: 15


XP: 116/3600


G: 7310]



 

[SKILLS: -All-


Charge [Active]:
charges forward to knock back opponent and deal damage. [Lv 2]


Flurry of Blows
[Active]: deliver a barrage of punches against an enemy. [Lv 3]


Counter [Active]:
fill up the counter gauge by blocking consecutive hits to deliver a powerful
counter blow. [Lv 2]


Doppelganger
[Active]: confuses the opponent by creating a double image of yourself. [Lv 2]


Shout [Active]:
increases rage gauge and draws aggressive enemy attention. [Lv 2]


Basic Training
[Passive]: increases regular attack power. [Lv 3]


Iron Body
[Passive]: strengthens the body to provide greater physical defense. [Lv 3]


Primal Rage
[Passive]: unlocks berserker mode and the rage gauge. Increased attack and
defensive power when rage bar is full. Lowered accuracy. Gain rage through
taking damage. [Lv 1]]



 

Roy and Gryphon crested the right side of the caravan as
Nessa and Sparky went around the left. This allowed them to launch a two-pronged
attack on the cluster of goblins that were in the middle of the carriage’s
path.


The green monsters cackled wildly, their razor-sharp teeth
splitting their faces in expressions of mania. Their weapons resembled leg
bones, their clothing made from bits of randomly shaded repurposed leather. A
worm-like tongue peeked out of one of their mouths.


Snout-like noses snorted in excitement for the combat to
come. Standing on two feet, each goblin was shorter than the average human.
They made up for that in bloodthirst and speed, the ones with red streaks on
their faces being able to move faster than the others.


Gryphon fired off his blinding light spell at the nearest
goblin. It squealed, its face screwing up from the sudden brightness. Roy
launched into his charge skill. He collided with the stunned goblin, knocking
it back and dealing damage.


It shook off the blow and ran at Roy. His increase in Agility
allowed him to dodge out of the way of the goblin’s bone-club. The monster’s accuracy
was still affected by Gryphon’s spell. Roy ducked down, and then sprung his
fist upwards. The uppercut hit the goblin solid in the chest.


“Behind you!” Gryphon called.


Roy spun around, his fist out to attack the goblin sneaking
up on him. His punch knocked the creature in the jaw, but that didn’t deter it
from cracking Roy in the side with its club. Screen vibrating and flashing, he
saw his HP drop accordingly.


He activated his Doppelganger ability to escape his placement
in the goblin-Roy-goblin sandwich. It put him off to the right of them, a prime
spot to watch both goblins attack the after-image Roy left behind. Their clubs
went through and they wound up clonking each other in the head.


Bristling from the trick, the two goblins turned to Roy.


Gryphon cast a spell to boost Roy’s STR.


With the addition to his damage multiplier, his Flurry of
Blows attack brought the goblins back to pixel dust.


Since Sparky and Nessa had their hands full fighting their
own group of goblins, that left Roy and Gryphon to handle the rest. Gryphon
rotated his wrist, then blasted off a dizzying spell in the direction of the
two goblins approaching them. The goblins lost their balance.


By the time they recovered, Roy was upon them. He came in
swinging, smashing his fists into them from the left and the right. After four
punches, he jumped back to get out of the goblins’ swinging range. The beasts
advanced forward, and Roy went back in for more.


He mistimed his block. The goblin’s club got him in the
shoulder. His HP fell to 63.


Roy returned that hit with a punch of his own. He followed it
up with another, and another, until the first of the two goblins dissolved into
pixel dust. As he did this, Gryphon took care of healing their party mates.


The second goblin took a swing at Roy. He weaved out of its
path, missing its attack by inches. Roy pivoted on his heel. His punch met open
air, the goblin stepping out of the way. He pursued it—another hit that went
nowhere. Miss. Miss. Miss.


Block, then a weak counter from how empty his counter gauge
was. Roy twisted his body into his next punch. It connected, hard enough for
the goblin to stagger backwards.


A fireball exploded in its face. Roy turned to Sparky, who
gave him a go-ahead signal, and then Roy rushed in to finish the goblin off.
Its health critical, it was no match for Roy’s next series of punches. Its
artificial life ended in a pixelated flurry.


“Done, all dead!” Nessa said. Combat finished, her bat
disappeared from her hands. “And you guys didn’t lift a single hand to help us,
as usual.”


“We’re driving the caravan,” Wavy said. She and Remington had
watched the entire fight, not moving from their places at the front of the
carriage.


“Why don’t you let someone else drive for a change?” Nessa
asked.


“If you let her drive, I’m leaving,” Gryphon said.


“You don’t actually mean that, do you?” Nessa pouted.


“I’d leave, too,” Remington said.


Sparky raised his hand.


“You can’t drive, either. It’s for senior members of The
Order only,” Wavy said.


Sparky lowered his hand and kicked his shoe into the dirt.


“How about me?” Roy asked.


“I’ll think about making an exception for you,” Remington
said.


“No fair!” Nessa cried.


Sparky fumed.


Even though Roy had a feeling Remington only said that to get
a rise out of his teammates, he still let out a triumphant cry.


Roy’s cheering was interrupted by the appearance of a system
message.



 

[SYSTEM: Today Gratis the Level 2 Trainee was
killed.



 

They
were BENTLEY FREEMAN.



 

Today
JAQ killed BENTLEY FREEMAN and left the game.]



 

The sky showed a picture of Bentley Freeman’s character, a
demure-looking girl in the basic beginner clothing.


“Level 2,” Roy numbly repeated. “They’re doing it. They’re
actually killing each other in Vorsprung.”


“They’re not safe no matter where they go,” Gryphon said.


“Maybe that was a one-off?” Nessa asked.



 

[SYSTEM: Today Mourn the Level 2 Trainee was killed.



 

They
were LEONARD JAMES.



 

Today
ARIES killed LEONARD JAMES and left the game.]



 

“Never mind, then,” Nessa said.


Leonard James’ character joined Bentley Freeman’s in the sky.
After a minute, they both faded.


“What’s wrong with everyone?” Roy asked. “How can they just
not care? Are they…do you think they’re sacrificing themselves? Could they be
giving up and letting their friends kill them?”


“I don’t think anyone would be that selfless,” Gryphon said.


“It’s better than them fighting and killing each other. They
went this whole game without playing and now they’re going to listen to the
Admin? It doesn’t make sense,” Roy said.


“You can’t predict what people are going to do,” Marisol’s
voice came through on the party line. She was still in the back of the caravan
with Mikhail.


“But now they’re going to have to live with what they did. Is
it worth it?”


“Yeah, it obviously is to them,” Marisol said.


“We’re not part of the game. We’re real people.”


“And that’s why people are cracking. They can’t stay here.”


“So they think they’re that much better than everyone else,
that their lives are worth so much more than everyone else’s? How much is a
life worth?”


“Have a little heart. Some of us want to go home. You have no idea what that’s like.”


“Who said I didn’t want to go home?” Roy asked.


“You did. I heard you say you’d be okay with it because your
parents could go to Florida or whatever. That’s not how it is for everyone,
okay? We want to get out of here. We need to.”


“I’m not okay with it, I’m just… You’re making it sound worse
than it is.”


“For you to be so ‘whatever’ and blasé about this entire
situation, you’re one of the lucky ones, Roy. The rest of us, we have things we
have to get back to. We have lives. Real lives. You don’t get it.”


What did Roy have waiting for him, if he did manage to make
it back? A life… He would return to a life of nothingness, a floater’s
existence where he’d let life’s tides drag him around. There was hardly a
future in that.


But here in SSO, here he was making a life for himself like
the New Admin had told them to. Sure, his life wasn’t perfect here, either, but
whose life was? Even with the risk of death, this was still better than
whatever future he was heading towards in the old world.


The old world: was that what “real life” had become?


“I’d hate to interrupt, but we should get a move on before
another mob spawns,” Wavy said.


“Yeah,” Roy said.


Nessa and Sparky got back onto the caravan first, neither
knowing what to say about the exchange they just heard. Gryphon spoke to Roy as
he passed him, asking if he was alright. Roy nodded, mumbled that he was fine,
and followed Gryphon aboard.


Roy didn’t look Marisol’s way for the rest of the night.

















 


 

Chapter 22


Twelve hours crawled by without fanfare or reason to
celebrate. Pushed hard without adequate resting time, the group was beginning
to unravel. Nessa got into an argument with Remington that nearly resulted in
him sending her back to the Guild Castle. Gryphon had to step in and defuse the
situation. He promised to help keep Nessa under control, something that she
didn’t appreciate.


Things were awkward between Roy and Marisol. Sometimes, it
felt like she was going to apologize, like the words were right on the tip of her
tongue, but they refused to come out. She’d pull him aside, wanting to talk and
instead of talking about their spat, she’d change the subject to something
random. Roy wasn’t going to get his hopes up for a real apology.


Speaking of hopes, Sparky was putting more effort into his
“let me drive the caravan” campaign. He volunteered to brush the horses, fill
their feed bags, and ensure that their gear was tethered the right way. Wavy
seemed to notice this. She’d give him the slightest of smiles whenever he was
being helpful.


Mikhail spent his time reading a book. Unfortunately, no
matter how much Nessa prodded him to, he didn’t give up any secrets about SSO’s
development process. He claimed that that wasn’t his realm of expertise.
Mikhail had been hired to look after the community, not create in-game
material.


One thing he did share, though, was his love and respect for
Louis Thompson, SSO’s former Lead Administrator. He didn’t have a single bad
thing to say about him. Although they’d never met in-person, Mikhail said Louis’
enthusiasm for Stalwart Souls Online was contagious. It was a thing to behold,
and that kind of passion was rare to find. Or so said Mikhail.


Roy wouldn’t have been able to pick Louis Thompson out of a
line-up if he tried. He never saw his picture. It wasn’t like VR Game
Administrators were celebrities that anyone could recognize on the street. The
average person had probably never heard of Stalwart Souls Online, let alone its Lead Administrator.


Who was the New Lead Administrator, and why was he so driven
to create SSO 2.0? Was he related to Louis Thompson—a colleague, a rival from
another company, a jealous ex-partner, a scorned relative, a deranged fan, or
someone else related to him in some way? Or did this game happen to be the
easiest for the New Lead Admin to hack and take over?


It hurt Roy to think about it so much. These questions didn’t
have readily available answers. He’d have to somehow meet the New Lead Admin to
get anywhere on that.


At the end of that twelve hour spread of time, a system
message appeared detailing the next optional quest.



 

[SYSTEM: Is anyone trying
anymore? It doesn’t look like it.



 

A Mark will be granted to any
player who at the end of this countdown timer doesn’t have their hands on their
head. This Mark will be a different color than the usual one.



 

Those players marked will not give
you the ability to go home, but you will get 4x XP for killing them. Anyone
killed with this new mark will respawn in Vorsprung at Level 1.



 

Love,


Your New Lead Administrator]



 

They did as instructed, thankful that they weren’t in the
middle of fighting any monsters. All members of the party passed, none of them
receiving a PKer’s Mark. In Mikhail’s case, he didn’t gain a second one.


“He’s toying with us now,” Marisol said through gritted
teeth. “He knows he can have us eating out of the palm of his hand if he
wants.”


The caravan moved ahead as they talked. Wavy and Remington
pushed the horses forward. Roy heard the snap of the leather reins, or maybe a
riding crop, as they spurred them on. Their galloping hooves became ambient
noise in the background of their conversation.


“This can get worse. First, it’s your hands on your head and
next it’ll be something impossible,” Mikhail said. His throat bobbed when he
swallowed.


“How many players are there? He’s wiping people out left and
right,” Nessa said.


“He mentioned something about hundreds or thousands,” Gryphon
said.


“That’s wrong. I can’t tell you the true count, but I can say
millions,” Mikhail said.


“He can say it but he can’t confirm it,” Marisol said. “NDA?”


“A non-disclosure agreement, yes, you could say that. Our
exact figures aren’t for our players to know,” Mikhail replied.


“You say that like everything’s normal,” Nessa said. “I feel
like you’re hiding something. NDAs shouldn’t matter anymore. Things have gotten
way past that.”


“I don’t have anything to hide. I’ve been honest with you,”
he said.


But you weren’t, back in
Vorsprung… You kept acting like everything would be okay, and it hasn’t been.


Roy refrained from voicing his thoughts.


“If the Admin wants to kill off the GMs, then why doesn’t he
just do it? Not that I want you to die or anything, but why is he dragging
everyone else into this? Why didn’t he go for more conventional methods?” Roy
asked.


“Maybe this is his way of proving something,” Nessa said,
“like he’s the world’s #1 ultimate hacker.”


“I can think of better ways to do that,” Gryphon said.


“Better than hacking into an entire game and all its system
links?” Nessa asked.


“It’s a waste of talent. He could’ve done something special,
like—” Mikhail started.


“His talent doesn’t mean anything. Don’t talk about him like
he’s someone to be looked up to,” Marisol said.


“It’s a lot of fluff for something that should be simple. He
killed Louis Thompson so why not everyone else?” Roy asked.


“Ooh, what if he can’t? What if he’s pulling the strings from
the outside and can’t interact with us directly?” Nessa asked.


“Does anyone else think more than one person has to be
responsible?”


“It’s possible,” Gryphon said.


“One person or hundreds of people, I don’t care. They’re
going to pay for this,” Marisol said.


The caravan lurched to a stop, the horses whinnying from the
abrupt halt. Roy looked towards the crack in the tarp that kept them covered,
seeing nothing but a sliver of daylight through it. Normally, pauses like this
would be accompanied by Wavy or Remington commanding them to get out and fight.
The order never came.


Instead, there was a party line whisper from Wavy. “Don’t
make a sound.”


Roy froze, cursing himself for choosing to sit in a position
that strained his knees. Sitting like that for a few minutes wouldn’t be so
bad, but if they weren’t going to be allowed to move for a long time, then
things were going to become painful.


“Why, hello there,” Remington said in a jovial tone. He spoke
on the public, open communication channel. “We nearly didn’t see you there.”


“My husband and I were beginning to think we’d never run into
other players around here, but there y’all are. Howdy,” Wavy said, her
impression of a Southern accent spotty and forced.


Remington cleared his throat as if to tell her to cut it out.


Whoever had approached the carriage hadn’t noticed Wavy’s
fakeness. “I was thinking the same thing,” said the man Roy couldn’t see. He sounded
like his voice had been put through a pitch dropper, a vocal modification that
could be found on the system menu.


“What brings you here?” Remington asked.


“One of our horses ran off on us during the night. I was
wondering if you’d seen or heard anything,” the stranger said.


“Nope. Can’t say I have,” Remington said. “How about you,
dear?”


“What did I tell you about calling me dear? You make me feel
like a lass twice my age when you call me that,” Wavy said with a giggle that
made Roy cringe. “No, I haven’t seen hoof or tail or mane of any horse other
than ours.”


“Do you have any to spare? I’ll buy one from you,” the man
said.


“I’m afraid not. We need them for our cargo. I’d consider
trading one for an ox, but I haven’t been able to find one of those,” Wavy
said.


“Or whatever an ox would be in this game,” Remington said.
“At least these horses remind us of home. This one’s named Charles, after our
boy. We’d never give any of our horses up, no matter the price. They’re like
family to us.”


Roy glanced at Marisol, an eyebrow raised.


Marisol shook her head and rolled her eyes.


Guess it’s all an act then, Roy thought.


The man paused before speaking. “I’m sorry to hear that.”


“Rotten luck this game’s been, but we’re making the best of
it,” Wavy said. “Well, if that is all, we’ll be off. We’ve got a delivery to
make.”


“Where to?” The man asked. “If we’re headed the same way, we
could hitch our wagon to yours and combine horse forces.”


“A town you’ve never heard of. It’s a new settlement,”
Remington said.


“I know the area well,” the man pressed.


“Have you heard of Riverdeep?” Remington asked.


“No,” he replied.


“That’s where we’re headed. Like I said, it’s a new
settlement. We have some important business there and we must be heading off
soon,” Remington said. “We have supplies to bring to the builders.”


“Isn’t it amazing how quickly things can be built in this world?”
The man asked. “Construction that could take months can be completed in days.”


Wavy didn’t entertain that line of conversation. “Sorry we
can’t help you. We really must get to driving. Y’all run along now and be well,
y’hear?”


“Why not join us for a meal? We have plenty of food to offer.
One of my men could take a look at your wheels for you. Your spoke’s damaged
right here,” the stranger said. “I wouldn’t want something bad to happen to you
on your travels.”


“No, thank you. We’re full,” Remington said.


“We have a spare wheel. Our caravan’s the same model as
yours, so it shouldn’t be a problem. It’s the best brand for carrying precious
cargo, as you very well know,” the man said. “May I see your supplies? I’ve got
some of my own for you to check out. We may be able to trade.”


“Unless you’re planning on building a town with yours, then
no, we’re not interested,” Remington said.


“We have lumber you could use, and plenty of other materials.
Why don’t one of you come with me and see what I have to offer? It could be
worth your while and then some. Who knows, we could be in the same business?
I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors of a group hiding a certain rare item.”


“Items can be hidden in your inventory,” Wavy said.


“So can building materials,” the man countered.


“We don’t like clogging up ours with that sort of thing. This
brings us back to the way things used to be, back on our ranch,” Remington
said. “I tip my hat to you, sir, but we have to get back on the road. I hope
you find your missing horse.”


“Allow me to fetch a spare wheel for you. It’s the least I
can do for holding you up.”


“That’s alright.”


“No, let the man be nice to us, dear,” Wavy said, stressing the last word. “I’ll go with him. You
stay with the caravan and rest. I know you’ve had a hard morning.”


“Call me if you need anything,” Remington said.


One of the horses snorted.


There was some movement as Wavy got down from her seat. Roy
listened to her leave with the stranger. Nessa had her hands over her mouth.
Gryphon stared at the split in the tarp the same way Roy had earlier. Mikhail’s
eyes darted around the carriage, the most visibly nervous of everyone.


They waited.


Once Wavy returned, sounding like nothing bad had happened to
her, everyone in the back of the carriage breathed out a collective (but
silent) sigh of relief. She said something chipper to Remington, sending
compliments in the man’s direction. Talking like that, she sounded much older
than Roy had assumed her to be, but then again, that was probably all a part of
her act.


The caravan rolled, moving along again. No one in the back
dared to move or speak, not until Wavy or Remington gave them the all-clear. It
wasn’t like anyone else could hear them speaking on their private channel, but
they didn’t want to risk distracting the senior Order members.


“They’ve got precious cargo, alright,” Wavy said, her voice
back to normal. She spoke through the party line for added clarity.


“They made that obvious,” Remington said, “and they’re
suspicious of us, as well.”


“What gave us away?” Roy asked.


“Probably that accent Wavy was doing,” Nessa said.


“It wasn’t the accent,” Wavy said, unamused.


“It was the caravan. It’s hard not to be suspicious when
you’re driving something like this. Those rumors in Rowellville screwed us
over,” Remington said.


“Are we going to abort the mission, then? If they’re
suspicious then that means they’re going to follow us,” Gryphon said.
“Mikhail’s not safe like that.”


“We have to stick to it,” Mikhail said, full of resolve. “If
they have someone, then that means we have to stay.”


“That’s right,” Roy agreed. He liked Mikhail’s determination.


“I don’t like risking him, but I don’t like jumping the gun,
either. Mikhail knows what to do if things go awry. He’ll be alright. That
other GM, though, I’m not sure,” Remington said.


“He was practically waving it in my face when I went to get
the wheel,” Wavy said. “I don’t know what he was trying to get at with an
open-faced taunt like that.”


“Our advantage is that he only thinks we’re two people,”
Remington said.


“How many people did he have with him?” Marisol asked.


“One other,” Wavy said.


“Then we don’t have an advantage. We’ve got unknown factors
fighting unknown factors.” Marisol sighed. “We don’t know anything.”


“They sound like our evil twins,” Roy said.


“Ew, are they going to be like our palette swaps, or like our
evil parts personified? I call fighting Nessa’s Nightmare,” Nessa said.


“Only you would get excited about something like this. Did
you forget that somebody’s life is at stake?” Gryphon asked. “We can’t play
around here.”


“That’s why I’m having some of you tail them. The rest of you
will stay in the caravan in case anyone follows us, like I think they will,”
Remington said. “This is our best option if we want to rescue that GM.”


“If they really do have one,” Nessa muttered. “This could be
a fake-out.”


“We’re pursuing this and that’s final,” Remington said.


“Did you forget who’s in charge of this mission?” Marisol
asked. “Nothing is final until I say it is.”


“Well, is it or not?” Remington asked, his annoyance clear.


“You’ll head on with this group. I’ll handle sneaking up on
their caravan. I’ve got the skills for it.” Marisol was their only Thief
character.


“I’ll go with you,” Roy volunteered. “You’re going to need
someone to watch your back.”


“I can watch myself just—” She caught herself, and redirected
her statement. “No, okay, you can come with me. Why not?” Marisol relaxed her
posture.


“I can think of a few reasons why not,” Wavy said.


“Rhetorical question,” Marisol said. “Alright, Roy and I will
tail the caravan. What did it look like?”


“I’ll send you a screenshot of it. Einar’s his name,” Wavy
said.


Marisol made some gestures in the air, receiving the picture.
“He’s blurred to hell.”


“It was the best I could do taking it secretly,” Wavy said.


“How come we’re stuck doing the lame job?” Nessa whined.


“Deal with it,” Remington said.


“Protecting Mikhail is the most important job of all,” Wavy
said. “Brace yourselves.”


The caravan turned, the contents and its inhabitants in the
back sliding around. A box hit Sparky in the chest, forcing an “oof” sound out
of him. Nessa laughed. Mikhail looked like he was going to be ill.


“Roll out at the next turn,” Remington said. “Here it comes.”


Marisol leapt out. Roy followed soon after. His landing
wasn’t as smooth as hers. In fact, instead of rolling to a gentle stop, he
bumped and bounced the whole way out. He ended up sprawled out on his back, his
head spinning.


The horses’ hooves carried the caravan onwards.


Marisol stood over Roy, her hand out for him to take. “Are
you okay?”


“Never been better,” he said, blinking the stars out of his
eyes. He accepted her hand and pulled himself back up onto his feet. “Thanks.”


“No problem.” She hesitated. “…We need to talk, don’t we?”


“Save it. Isn’t there something more important we need to
start doing?”


“This is important, too.”


“You weren’t able to say anything before. You’ve been
start-and-stop with me this whole time.”


“I’m not good at saying sorry,” Marisol said. “I was pissed
off and took it out on you. It’s not like I think you’re a no-life loser. Of
course you have a life. Everyone does.”


“What’s new? I’m either nobody or I’m somebody’s punching
bag,” Roy said. “You can yell at me or ignore me all you want. I’m used to it
at this point.”


“Used to it?”


“Nobody likes me. I’m making peace with that.” Roy shrugged.


“What the hell? How do you explain Nessa, Gryphon, and
Sparky, then? If they didn’t like you, they wouldn’t be hanging around you.”


“We went through something horrible together, that’s all.
They’ll get tired of me eventually. I’m not whining about it or anything. No
complaints here. I’m just saying.”


“Is this because of what I said? I’m sorry.”


“It’s not your fault. It’s something I’ve been thinking about
for a while. Maybe you just pushed me over the edge of realization. Thanks, I
guess. Now, which way do you think our evil twin caravan went? Somewhere over
there?”


They walked, tracing the steps or grooves, rather, which
Einar’s caravan had left behind. Walking the distance took a longer time than
Roy expected it to. The silence that fell on them only made the journey feel
longer.


Again, Marisol kept opening her mouth as if she wanted to say
something, but ultimately decided on keeping it shut. Good, Roy thought. It wasn’t like she could reason him out of his
mindset. It was constructed from years of thinking—compounded interest of being
a loner who didn’t “get” people the way everybody else seemed to.


Throughout his life, Emilio had been the only one he’d
managed to connect with. Everyone else turned out to be a temporary friend.
Well, at this point, Emilio was a temporary friend, too. Roy didn’t have real
friends nor did he know how to make them and keep them.


It wasn’t as sad as it sounded. Roy was coming to terms with
it. If there was one good thing about his SSO experience, maybe it was that he
was figuring the type of person he was.


“Goblin,” Marisol warned. Throwing daggers with circular ends
materialized between her fingers. She held them up.


The goblin reared its ugly head in their direction. It
snorted through its snout, a deep and frightening oink of a sound. Its
bone-club was as big as its crusty green head.


Roy flexed his fists, his metallic gauntlets appearing over
them.


Marisol tossed out a wave of daggers. They hit, plonk, plonk,
plonk into their target. The goblin stomped its feet, then charged forward to
fight them. Roy stepped in front of Marisol, taking his frontline role.


Just as the goblin slammed its bone-club at him, Roy punched
forward. He parried it, redirecting the club upwards. Undeterred, the goblin
took another attempt. Roy countered that swing, as well, then reeled back for a
jaw-busting Haymaker.


His wild punch clipped the goblin in the chin, the beast
wheeling out of the way of the brunt of the attack.


A series of daggers flew in its direction. Unable to dodge
both things at once, it took the daggers to the knee, the chest, and the head,
and wound up dead in a pixelated dust cloud.


“Good job,” Roy said. “You should take the drop. It looks
like a Leather Scrap.”


“Thanks.” Marisol moved past him to get it. “Look, Roy…”


“If you’re going to talk to me about what we were talking
about before, we can just drop it. I’m not going to keep running from who I am
anymore. I’m accepting it. I don’t have a problem with it so you don’t have to
keep bringing it up.”


Emilio was right about me. He’s
always been right.


“You don’t know who you are. You can’t see yourself,” Marisol
said. “You’ve got your head so far up your ass you don’t know which way is up
or down anymore. Get a hold of yourself.”


“That’s nice,” Roy said sarcastically. “You should become a
motivational speaker. It’ll really work out for you.”


“Hey, I’ve been where you are before. I know what that’s
like. Hating yourself. Thinking that you’re not worth a damn. Believing that no
one cares about you. Maybe you won’t listen to me right now, but eventually—”


“We’re not the same,” Roy interrupted her. “You’ve got people
who respect you here. I’ve got nothing. Nothing here, nothing back at home.
Nothing.”


“You’ve got people who care about you! You think The Order’s
a fun guild to be in? You think they care about things other than their
missions? Everything’s about the GMs. The Order’s not as good and selfless as
you think they are. They’re a bunch of regular everyday people with their own
agendas.”


“I think, I think their caravan took a turn this way,” Roy
said. He tracked the path the wheels had made, following it along as they
talked.


“You’re not this unlikeable person that you’ve made yourself
out to be. Obviously you’re not, or else I wouldn’t make an idiot out of myself
like this. I wouldn’t bother.”


“There’s a goblin up ahead. I think it’s coming our way,” Roy
said.


“Are you listening to me? My best friend talked just like
you. She said all of these things about how worthless she was and how no one
cared and she…she…” Marisol stumbled on her words.


“She what?”


He turned and looked at her, and immediately wished he
hadn’t. Tears collected in Marisol’s eyes, threatening to fall. She took in a
shuddery breath.


“She’s not here anymore,” Marisol managed to say. “I thought
she wouldn’t do it, but she did. I can’t help thinking there’s so much more I
could’ve done for her. You want to talk about feeling worthless? Try being left
behind after something like that.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Life’s precious. That’s why I’m fighting so hard here, for
me and Jorge. I’ve seen what happens when people stop fighting, when they start
thinking they don’t matter to anyone,” Marisol said. “I’m not giving up.”


“I’m not going to do anything like that. I wouldn’t even
think of it, so you don’t have to worry about me,” Roy said. “I mean, you
barely know me. You don’t have to be nice to me.”


“I know you. I know you have a heart of gold and look for the
good in everyone. You’re sensitive and caring and you want the best for
everyone. People take advantage of that, but don’t you dare lose that part of
yourself. It’s what makes you you. You’re a good person.”


“I’m not that perfect.”


“You don’t have to be perfect to be a good person. Good
people, sometimes they don’t do the best of things, but that doesn’t change who
they are. It’s okay to be good and imperfect. That means you’re human.”


“I feel like I’ve been hearing that a lot from people,” Roy
said.


“Everyone wants to put their two cents in. Pretty sure I gave
you the business about you trying to help that girl back in Vorsprung. Sorry
about that. I think I was projecting a bit,” Marisol said.


“It’s okay. I wonder if she ever made it out,” he said. “I
hope she did.”


“And I hope you’ll remember our conversation. Plenty of
people like and respect you. You’re not alone. Whenever you feel like that,
send me a message. Call me, no matter what time it is. I don’t care. I’ll
listen when you need it.”


“Thank you. I wish I knew what to say. Thank you sounds
so…weak. Plain. I don’t know the right word.”


“Thank you’s good enough for me.” Marisol wiped her face.
“Now, do you want to take care of that goblin, or should I do it?”


“We’ll kill it together. You take the left and I’ll take the
right.”



 

***



 

Sometime later, they traced the dirt tracks back to the caravan
itself.


Marisol’s words were fresh on Roy’s mind. Whenever a dark
thought came creeping back in, he remembered what she said to him. It didn’t
work every time, but for the most part her kind-hearted voice overpowered Emilio’s
insulting onr.


Roy wasn’t an unlikeable nobody who didn’t even deserve the
respect of his best friend. He was a work-in-progress somebody, and he’d keep
on proving that to himself and everybody else he crossed paths with.


Their conversation wasn’t a quick fix to his issues, but Roy
was on his way towards a truer form of peace.


“Caravan spotted,” Marisol said into the party chat line.


“Where did their horses go?” Roy asked on the same
communication channel.


Hidden behind a tree, their eyes roamed the enemy carriage.
It appeared to be empty of people and animals.


“This is either an ambush about to happen or they’ve
straight-up abandoned it. Dammit,” she swore.


“They must have spotted you,” Remington said, voice coming
through the line.


“Or they knew we were going to do something like this,” Wavy
said. “They were one step ahead of us.”


“Does this mean we get to go back to the castle?” Nessa
asked. She giggled at something Roy wasn’t around to see. Knowing her, she
probably spotted a funny looking beetle.


“No, not yet,” Remington said.


“Awww,” Nessa said. Roy could picture her pouting.


“Hold on, there are dots moving over that hill. Do you see
them, Marisol?” Roy asked.


“Kind of. They look like chocolate chips,” she said.


“Let me take a screenshot and zoom in.” It was the closest Roy
could get to having binoculars without actually owning a pair. Doing this, he
could make out blurred shapes that were more than likely the missing horses
from the caravan. “They cut the horses loose. They’re trying to throw us off.”


Marisol grabbed a rock from the ground. “Yeah, it could be a
trick. Let’s see if this gets anybody whose lurking’s attention.” She tossed it
at the caravan. It hit so hard that it bounced off the wooden frame with a
bang.


They waited. There was no movement in response. Just to be
safe, Roy threw a rock of his own. It soared over the carriage. Marisol had to
bite her lip to keep from laughing. Roy grumbled, then tried a second time.
That one hit where he’d hoped it would. Still, there wasn’t a response.


Marisol looked off into the distance. “I think those
chocolate chips are turning.”


“Which way?” Remington asked on the line.


“Back where we came from,” Marisol said.


It clicked in Roy’s head. “They didn’t cut the horses loose.
They’re riding them!”


“Tricky, tricky,” Marisol said. “Remington, Wavy, they’re
headed your way. Send Nessa, Gryphon, and Sparky out on the horses and stay
with the caravan and Mikhail. Teleport him back to the castle if they get to
you.”


“We get to ride the horses?” Nessa asked.


“This is going to be bad,” Gryphon said. “I don’t know how to
ride a horse. I don’t want to. Horses are mean.”


“Today’s your day to start,” Wavy said. “Pull yourself
together.”


“I can’t teleport to the castle. I need to stay here,”
Mikhail said. “I need to see who that GM is. Let me ride with them.”


“No, you’re not leaving the caravan,” Marisol commanded.


“I’ll go with them. Wavy, you stay with Mikhail. It’ll be
faster if I lead them,” Remington said.


“Yeah, block them off. Sending you screenshots of their
movements now,” Marisol said. She made fast gestures in the air, and typed
something on her invisible-to-Roy’s-eye keyboard.


Switching off of the party line, Roy asked, “what are we going to do? How are we going to catch up?”


“Did you ever roll down a hill when you were a kid?” Marisol
asked, also off of the party line.


Roy grimaced, remembering the hill rolling he had done to
escape the Spider-Lynx. “I did it more recently than that. Don’t you have a
shield we could use as a sled?”


“I’m a Thief, not a Warrior. C’mon, this will be the fastest
way. It will be over before you know it.”


Marisol was right. It was over before Roy knew it, but he
felt every bump and uneven corner in the hill as he rolled down it. The pain
stayed with him even as he downed HP potions to make up for his lost health. It
was a frantic and pain-filled journey to the bottom that he was glad to be done
with.


“You’re not good at this rolling stuff, are you?” Marisol
commented. She took his hand and tugged him up to a stand.


Roy brushed himself off. “No. I’m not.”


“There’s a rolling skill for Brawlers.”


“I’m staying away from that skill. Now what do we do?”


“We run as fast as we can towards the chocolate chips in the
distance and hope the others slow them down in time. Do you need an AGI boost?
I’ve got a spare booster you could use.”


“Yes, please.”



 

***



 

By the time they got to them, they were in a stand-off.
Remington, Nessa, Gryphon, and Sparky were on one side and a group of other
players were on the other. Marisol and Roy approached, announcing their
presence as to not startle anyone into action. They held out their hands to
show they weren’t up to anything funny, and joined their team on their side.


Einar, the man from before, stood at the front of the pack.
He held the reins to a horse that had a GM sat on it. Her head was down,
covered by a hood that kept her face in shadows. Above her floated her starred
name—Kimber—and a PKer’s Mark.


Einar’s cronies included a tall blonde girl who seemed to be
channeling a Fantasy-style elf cliché, a honey-colored hair boy in a bathrobe,
a trollish-looking muscle man, and a little boy who couldn’t be older than ten.
He aimed his magical wand at them, daring someone to make a wrong move. The
muscle man took care of holding the rest of the horses’ reins.


Meanwhile, Remington and Gryphon had that job for their team.
One of the horses stomped its hoof in the dirt. No doubt that it could sense
the rising anxiety of this moment. Gryphon looked sick, his hand clutching the
reins shaking.


“You’ve got leaves in your hair,” Nessa pointed out.


“Thanks.” Roy pulled them out.


“What did we miss?” Marisol asked.


 “Nothing’s happened,”
Remington said. “We’re at a standstill.”


“Do any more of your men plan on coming out of the woodwork?”
Einar asked. His crimson hair was long enough to hang over his shoulders.


“Only those two that we told you about,” Remington said.


“We watched you guys run over here. You sure took your time,”
Nessa said.


“We rolled down a hill. Give us a break,” Roy said.


“And you guys were on horses,” Marisol pointed out.


“You’re here now. Great. Let’s get back to our negotiations,”
Einar said.


“Someone’s mad,” Nessa muttered. “Woke up on the wrong side
of bed?”


“Not now, Nessa,” Gryphon said.


Sparky grinned.


The muscle man who reminded Roy of a retired wrestler spoke
up, “Einar, get to it.” He spoke kind of like one, too, his voice all deep and
scratching and booming.


“I’m on it. Hop off,” Einar said.


This made the rest of their group laugh.


“I don’t get it,” Remington said.


“You will when you’re older,” Nessa said.


Sparky pointed downwards.


“Oh,” Remington said. He shook his head, and fixed a
twice-as-serious expression on his already gravely serious face. “Okay,
obviously, we can’t duke it out here. That could get Kimber hurt. What do you
want for her?”


They’re setting up a trade for the
GM? That’s bizarre, Roy
thought.


“What do you have?” Einar asked.


“An entire locker of weapons and armor, and more G than you
would know what to do with,” Remington said.


That got the blonde elf-like girl’s attention. “Pics or it’s
not real,” she said.


“One moment.” Remington turned away to say something on a
private line. His lips moved, but no one else could hear him. He then held out
a square projection. A hologram of a picture appeared. He expanded it to show a
portion of the equipment room. “That’s as much as I can show you.”


“Ah, but this is a GM. This is your chance to go home.
Surely, you can come up with something better than that,” Einar said.


“Einar!” The boy in the bathrobe cried.


Einar shushed him.


“What do you think you’ll do with Kimber?” Roy asked. At the
mention of her name, the woman looked up. “Holding onto her only makes you into
a target. Why don’t you finish her off?”


“Don’t do that, by the way. We’re working out a deal here,”
Marisol interjected.


“We finish her off and we leave the game.” Einar threw his
free hand, the one not holding the reins, up. “We’re not interested in that.
We’re not the kinds of players who want to leave, but there’s other people out
there that would. That’s something they’d be willing to kill for.”


“Tell me your price and we’ll pay it,” Remington said. “We
are from The Order of the Synergy, a group dedicated to protecting the
well-being of GMs. This trade can work out in both of our favors.”


“It can be that easy,” Marisol said.


Einar asked, “how do I know you’re
not lying? That screenshot could have come from anywhere.”


“It’s your choice not to believe it but I assure you that it
is real,” Remington said. “Whatever you could want can be yours.”


“How do you know that we’re not The Order of the Synergy?”
The little boy with the wand asked.


“We know you’re not from The Order. Don’t even try to pull
that crap,” Marisol said.


“Let’s even up the trade. Kill one of yours for the chance to
kill this one,” Einar said.


“No deal,” Marisol said.


“Wait,” Remington said.


“You’re going to consider it? No way.” Marisol shook her
head.


“You know what our mission is. Oskar has explained it to you
ad nauseam. We need that GM,” Remington replied.


“I am not sacrificing someone,” Marisol said.


“We don’t plan on killing her. This isn’t a fair trade,” Roy
reasoned with them. “Just take the stuff and we’ll take Kimber.”


“I’d rather you prove yourselves this way,” Einar said. “Show
us how much you want her. We’ll take the riches and that or else… Well, you’ll
lose Kimber and no one will win.”


“That’s not fair,” Roy said.


“Nothing’s fair. This is how it is. Jerry Porter, point your
wand at her,” Einar ordered.


Jerry, the little boy Mage, did as he was told. Sparky’s
hands lit up with magical fire. Nessa’s bat appeared in her hands. Gryphon’s
staff materialized in front of him. He whisked it into his hand, a glare in his
eyes.


“Stop it,” Remington warned. “We’re not doing this.”


“You’re not going to do anything to her. She’s your prize,”
Marisol said to Einar and his gang. “You wave her around and pretend like
you’re so powerful because you have a GM with you. Tell me, how many people
have you killed tricking people like this?”


“Kimber’s here. This isn’t a trick,” Einar said.


“One of us will die and you’ll teleport away,” Marisol said.
“That’s what you do, isn’t it? Keep it up. One day you’ll run into a group that
won’t be as nice as us. I could snipe her from here and you’d lose your trophy.”


“You have quite the imagination,” Einar said, laughing softly.


Roy’s hands tightened at his sides. His gauntlet weapons formed
over them. “You didn’t deny it.”


“Why would I admit to anything?” Einar asked. “That’s not
very smart.”


“This isn’t worth it. They’re not going to kill Kimber, and
we don’t have any leverage to work with here. There’s nothing we can do to get
the upper hand, so…” Marisol said, trailing off.


“I’m not abandoning this mission. Listen, Einar, you should
take this deal,” Remington said. “This is as good as it will get for you. Give
up whatever games you have been playing and take the deal.” He looked at everyone
in the group, searching for someone he could break through to.


“I’m with Remington on this. We get Kimber and we stop them,”
Roy said.


“You know what we want.” Einar waved his free hand.


“We’re not doing that,” Marisol said. “We’re done here.”


“Me, I’ll do it. I’ll be the tribute or whatever.” Nessa
raised her hand high, her other hand loosely holding her baseball bat. “We’ll
get Kimber and everyone will be happy.”


“No!” Gryphon snapped at her. “I lost Kaidra. I’m not losing
you.”


“It’ll be okay. The end’s gotta come
sometime. Why not let it happen beautifully and heroically?” Nessa asked.
“Gonna go with style.”


Sparky grabbed her arm. Nessa shook him off.


“Nessa, don’t do this,” Roy said.


“Let her do it. We need Kimber,” Remington said.


“Screw that!” Gryphon shouted. “Don’t make me tackle you to
the ground.”


“It’s going to be okay. Relax,” Nessa said.


“I can’t relax! You’re marching to your death and you expect
me to be okay with it? We haven’t talked about this at all,” Gryphon said. “You
can’t do this without talking to us first. You can’t die for The Order.”


“We’re walking from this,” Marisol said. “Remington, prepare
the horses.”


“But—”


“That’s an order,” Marisol cut Remington off.


Nessa smiled. “There’s that boss lady, being awesome and
stuff. I’m going to miss that. Hey, Roy, mind going with me to my grave?”


“Me? Why me?” Roy asked.


“Because Gryphon is being all you-know,” Nessa said.


How can she take this so lightly?


“Nessa,” Gryphon growled.


“Sparky, do me one last favor and hold Gryphon back,” Nessa
said. “Everything’s going to work out just fine.”


Sparky nodded, his eyes sad beneath the brim of his Mage hat.
He stood in front of Gryphon, his hands full of flame. Gryphon’s player shield
wouldn’t allow him to be hurt by it, but it would stop him from interfering.


“What are you doing? No one asked you to do this,” Marisol
said.


“Please let me. I don’t say please very often so you know I’m
being real serious here!” Nessa flashed her a peace sign, her index and middle
fingers in a V formation. “C’mon Roy, I know you’re going to help me out here.
Let’s do the right thing.”


“Is this right, though?” Roy asked.


He looked at Einar and his crew, at the twisted smiles on
their faces.


“There’s something wrong with you people,” Roy said. His
gauntlets hadn’t gone away.


Neither had Nessa’s bat. “Okay, Einar, take me to wherever
the monsters are.”


Gryphon tried to step forward. Sparky got in his way.


“Move!” Gryphon yelled at him.


Sparky wouldn’t.


“It’ll be this way,” Einar said.


Nessa and Roy walked to Einar’s crowd. Once they were close
to the horse Kimber was on, Nessa glanced at Roy and nodded. The horse neighed
at them. Einar tightened his hold on its reins, his smile not wavering from his
face.


Einar and the others (the elf-ish girl, the wrestler, the
bathrobe wearer, and the youngest one) stood in a line. They were attentive,
almost salivating at the thought of Nessa following Einar’s orders.


The boy wizard, Jerry, had his weapon aimed at Kimber and her
horse.


That was who Nessa attacked.


In one swift movement, she took her bat into both hands and
swung at the kid. His player shield activated, his body falling backwards. The
horses reared up on their hind legs, frightened by the flurry of activity.
Their reins were let go of.


Roy punched at Einar, not wasting any time. Einar’s player
shield went up. He slid back from the blow.


“Get Kimber!” Nessa screamed.


Sparky fired off flame blasts at the elf-like girl and the
muscle man. They put their arms up, their anti-PKer shields also going up to
protect them. Remington and Marisol rushed forward. Springing into action,
Gryphon prepared a blinding light spell to throw Einar and his comrades off.


Einar launched bladed stars at Gryphon to stop him. It
worked. Instincts kicked in and Gryphon dropped his hands to turn away. As was
the case for everyone involved in the fight, his player shield took care of
him. Not missing a beat, Einar threw more stars.


Remington deflected them with a swipe of his sword. This
slowed the Warrior down. Marisol stayed on the attack. She tossed daggers to
meet Einar’s stars, both projectiles clattering and spinning off-track as they
collided.


Kimber’s horse regained its footing. Eyes blown open wide,
she clung to its mane to keep from falling off. Her hood had fallen down, her
hair wild.


The boy in the bathrobe flanked Roy. His twin swords struck at
him. Roy flinched from the brightness of his player shield flashing. He pivoted
on his heel, and slammed his fist at what he could reach of the boy.


Sparky’s fire kept the blonde girl and the hulk at bay, but a
glance at his MP bar told Roy that he was running out of magic. Gryphon
concentrated a beam of light at Einar, just as Roy made the mistake of looking
at him. He cried out, his vision filling up with a bright white light.


That works on players?!


Someone knocked into Roy. He shook off his visual impairment,
recovering faster than a monster probably could, and got back to fighting the
person nearest to him. His metal glove met force field after force field.


Remington made it to Kimber’s horse. He urged Kimber to take
off, that he would follow her and find her.


A crackle of electricity shot towards Remington. He blocked
it from hitting Kimber’s ride. The boy wizard had gotten back up. Nessa took
another swing at him to keep him busy, her attack missing from their height
difference. He zapped at her, her player shield soaking the magic spell.


“Run!” Remington yelled over the fray. “Get out of here!”


Marisol laid down a wave of daggers, all aimed at Einar.
Einar’s player shield caused them to disappear and for him to get rocked to the
side. Seeing Kimber about to get away, he screamed and threw a medley of stars
of various sizes.


Not at Marisol, Remington, Roy, Gryphon, Nessa, or Sparky.


He threw them at Kimber and her horse.


Kimber screamed.


She and Einar vanished into pixel dust simultaneously.



 

[SYSTEM: Today *Kimber* the Level 12 Warrior was
killed.



 

They
were ANDREA CHAKRABARTI.



 

Today
EINAR killed ANDREA CHAKRABARTI and left the game.



 

29 GMs
remaining.]



 

“Damn,” Marisol breathed out in disbelief.


Andrea’s employee ID picture appeared in the sky side-by-side
with Kimber, her player avatar.


“What the heck happened?” The boy wizard cried. “What did you
have to go and do that for?”


“This is your fault!” The blonde girl shouted, pointing at
Roy’s group.


“No…” Remington patted the space that Kimber once occupied.
Her horse’s saddle was empty.


“This isn’t our fault. You could’ve listened to Remington,”
Gryphon said.


“Yeah, we didn’t have any other choice,” Nessa said.


“That’s what you think,” the overly-muscular wrestler man
said. “Blast off!”


One by one, the other players disappeared in streaks of
light. They’d used teleportation scrolls. Left behind, their horses idly hoofed
at the grass. Roy was surprised that they hadn’t ran off during the fight.
Maybe it was their game mechanics that kept them from doing so.


“So…that didn’t work out the way I thought it would,” Nessa
began.


“Of course it didn’t,” Remington growled. He spun his anger
onto her, flecks of spit flying out of his mouth as he talked. “You! What were
you thinking, pulling a stunt like that? You should’ve done what you told them
you would do. Kimber would be alive!”


“Hey, man, back off of her,” Gryphon threatened him.


“You’re not as mad as I am at her? That dirty manipulation…
And you, you played into it. I’ve got words for you, too,” Remington said to
Roy.


“I didn’t know what she was going to do until she was doing
it,” Roy said, “and you know what? It didn’t work out, but at least she tried.
You were going to give one of us up without a problem.”


“Gryphon, I wasn’t actually going to do it, by the way. Did
you think I was going to give up that easily?” Nessa asked, fixing her hat back
into its side-tilt position. All the fighting had knocked it off of its casual
angle.


“I caught on. I knew the whole time.” Gryphon laughed a
definitely forced laugh.


He didn’t know shit.


“We’re down to 29 GMs because of your antics,” Remington
said.


“That’s enough, Remington. Stand down.” Marisol stepped in.


“This mission’s over. I’m phoning in to Oskar and Wavy. I
knew it was a bad idea to go on this mission with you guys. You can’t be
trusted,” Remington said. He walked off for privacy.


Marisol rubbed the edge of her eyebrow, like she was trying
to ward off a headache.


“You’re not mad at us, are you? It was an accident. The ones
you should be mad at are those guys for holding Kimber hostage for so long.
Then, they went and killed her in the end. They tortured her for nothing,” Roy
said.


“Who said anything about torture?” Nessa asked.


“No one did. It’s just, being kidnapped and whisked around
like that for so long must’ve been torture,” Roy explained.


“I don’t think Einar meant to kill her. He looked shocked
right before he disappeared,” Gryphon said.


“Hard to tell with all the player shield stuff going on. I
could barely see my hand in front of my face,” Nessa said.


Sparky nodded in agreement. His MP bar spent, he sat down to
take a break to regenerate.


After some time of rubbing her eyebrows, Marisol said, “yeah,
I’m not mad at any of you. I get why you did what you did. It was a last ditch
effort that didn’t end in the best of ways, but I get it.” She frowned. “Just
don’t do something like that again without your mission leader’s permission.
Anyone other than me never would’ve let that fly.”


“Sorry, boss lady,” Nessa said.


“It’s not sorry to me. It’s sorry to Andrea Chakrabarti for
getting pulled into that psycho murderer’s game. If there’s anyone to blame,
it’s him,” Marisol said.


“Einar?” Gryphon asked.


“The New Lead Administrator.”


Remington joined the group, his conversation finished.
“Oskar’s officially called off the mission. We’re going to journey back on the
caravan.”


“What’s our grade?” Nessa asked.


“This isn’t school,” Roy said.


“I’d give you an F,” Remington said, “for failure.”

















 


 

Chapter 23




It felt like that F-for-failure was stamped on their foreheads.
When they returned to the Guild Castle, the treatment Roy and his friends
received was less than golden. It was like they had become social pariahs, all
for one tiny (okay, huge, because someone lost their life for it) mistake.


Oskar gave them an earful for it. Apparently, Remington and
Wavy had sent him a report detailing their transgressions. Nessa’s
insubordination was at the top of the list. He explained to her in no small
words that if it weren’t for Marisol’s insistence, he would’ve dropped her from
the guild. They didn’t have room for recklessness.


Had her plan worked, she would’ve been celebrated for it, but
that didn’t happen.


Nessa spent her time after that locked in her room. It was
hard for Roy to see someone who was so full of life get the energy snuffed out
of her. Oskar’s yelling had done a number on her. Out of all of them, she got
the worst of people ignoring her and looking down on her. Her plan; her burden
to bear. The rest of them were just accomplices.


Roy came up with an idea to cheer Nessa up: a present related
to the game series she so dearly loved and dressed herself up after. He got
help from Marisol on what it should be. She sketched it out. Gryphon thought it
looked nasty, and Roy found it hard to disagree with him.


The thing looked like a round head with two stubby legs,
thick eyebrows over two tiny dot eyes, one long hair on the top of its head
held up by a red bow, one giant nose, and whiskers coming out of its cheeks.
Body? No, the head was its body. That was it for whatever the spherical thing
was.


They bought fabric and fluff from the town’s tailor, and got
to work on sewing round plushies for Nessa. Marisol’s looked the most normal, a
near exact replica of the sketch she laid out. Roy’s seams were puffed out. Something
went wrong during the stitching process and the whole thing looked pretty
hacked together, but he was proud of it all the same. It had its charms.


Gryphon swore his creation didn’t have blood on it, but it
definitely did. The red speckles near the stitches had to have come from
somewhere. Even with the war wounds, his ball creature thing looked adorable.
The way he slanted its eyebrows made Roy think of an irresistible puppy dog
begging for scraps at the kitchen table.


An overachiever, Sparky made his twice the size of everyone
else’s. He wanted it to be big enough for Nessa to use as a pillow. No one
could fault him on that. It was a good idea that Roy honestly wished he’d
thought of himself.


Plushies in arms, they knocked on Nessa’s door. She opened it
up, and was overjoyed to receive her presents. At first, she pretended like
they had magically gotten her birthday right, but she soon dropped that farce
and graciously accepted the gifts. In return, she pulled everyone in for a
group hug and selfie moment. That snapped her out of the funk she was in.


No amount of mopping, dust sweeping, or any other chore
seemed to change the negative attitude they got from the other Order members,
though. And Roy tried. He’d get on his hands and knees, polishing stone after
stone, only for someone to grumble that they had NPC maids for that.


Cleaning wasn’t going to fix The Order’s unhappiness.


Nor was it going to stop the NPCs from handing them burnt
plates of food. No one let them serve themselves at the dining hall buffet
anymore. That was part of their mission failure punishment.


Roy didn’t know how much more of this could take.


Things lightened up for them on the day that the Admin’s
latest system message came out. That became the newest subject for people to latch
onto. Their mission flub soon became old news, and people went from hating them
to mostly ignoring them.



 

[SYSTEM: I would like to
announce an exciting new development for 2.0. Tournament events were a hallmark
of 1.0. We are going to have our first in 2.0! This is a Player Versus Player
(PVP) tournament.



 

The winner of this tournament will
receive three Anti-Marks. This will block them from getting a PKer’s Mark or
cancel a Mark that they already have.]



 

[SYSTEM: Thank you for
testing my system as I work out all of the kinks. My games and challenges are
bound to get more difficult from this point forward. Kudos to any of you stalwart
worrywarts (lol) out there who were able to catch onto what was happening here.]



 

[SYSTEM: To make things
more entertaining, this will be a guild members only
tournament. You must be affiliated with a guild to enter. One entrant per
guild. As a reminder, the winner gets three Anti-Marks.



 

This is a tournament that’s about
technique. All levels and stats will be scaled appropriately for your match-ups.
It will take place in three days at the Tournament Square. I’ve marked the
location on your world maps.



 

Registrations required. Don’t
worry, no one will actually die in this tournament.



 

Love,


Your New Lead Administrator]


 


“Who do you think The Order will send up?” Nessa asked some
time after the arrival of the system messages. She chomped into her apple, the
juice of the fruit running down her hand.


The friend group was sitting outside, around the corner from
the greenhouse. The sun shone down from the pleasant blue skies. A simulated
breeze picked up every so often, gentle and warm. It brought a liveliness to
their picnic scene.


Roy had his shoes off. He took turns slicing off pieces of
apple for Sparky to enjoy, practicing his knifing skills.


Gryphon laid down in the grass. His eyes were closed. Nessa
shook him awake.


“What’s that?” Gryphon asked, his words slurred from
sleepiness.


“The system message from the other day,” Nessa said. “You
know, the one about the tournament? We all saw it.”


“No one forgot it,” Roy said. “Everyone’s talking about it.”


“I’d do it if they asked me.”


“No, no more risky adventures for you, Nessa,” Gryphon said.
“I’d rather it be Roy.”


Sparky nodded.


“Me? I don’t think a Brawler’s The Order’s best shot,” Roy
said.


“But everyone’s going to be scaled the same. It’s about
technique,” Gryphon reminded him.


“I say we march over to Oskar’s office and demand he puts Roy
in!” Nessa cheered.


“I don’t think he’d go for that…”


“C’mon, last one there is a rotten
nastiest-thing-you-can-think-of,” Nessa said.


“It’s supposed to be an egg,” Gryphon said.


“Eggs aren’t nasty,” Roy said.


“Rotten eggs are. Bye!” Nessa raced away.


The rest of the group gave chase. They ran back into the
castle and down its winding hallways. They had to jump and duck and dodge to
avoid crashing into any one in their way. Their laughs and playful screams
accompanied them the entire way.


Gryphon boosted his AGI to beat Nessa.


Roy came in third place, arriving outside of Oskar’s door. It
was open a crack. They could hear Oskar chatting with someone familiar, another
close friend of the four. Out of breath, Sparky made it to the door and slid
down to take a seat on the carpet.


A third voice joined in on the conversation happening inside
of the office space. “I’m sorry, Marisol, but you can’t be the one,” Yvonne
said gently.


Nessa turned to the group, excitement dancing in her dark
eyes. She put a finger to her lips.


“Why can’t I?” Marisol asked, her tone tense and sharp. Roy
imagined her seething face. “Let me fight for The Order. I have the talent, the
skills, the know-how. I’ve done PVP fights before. I’m
good at it.”


“No,” Yvonne said, not budging.


Something slammed, maybe Marisol’s hands on a table. “I need
to get an Anti-Mark for Jorge!”


“I’m the one who’s fighting for The Order. It’s best that I
handle this,” Oskar said.


“Oskar’s our leader. He was one of the best in The Midnight
Lions,” Yvonne said.


The Midnight Lions being their former guild from 1.0.
Supposedly, they were one of the top-tier guilds back then and especially good
at PVP tournaments. Roy knew this secondhand from the fangirling that Marisol
did when she initially met Oskar and Yvonne back in Vorsprung.


“And it’ll be the leader who
gets an Anti-Mark, won’t it? It’ll be you, Yvonne, and one of your other
cadets,” Marisol bitterly spat out.


“It’s going to our GMs. We’re
going to beat the Admin at his own game,” Oskar said.


“The Admin could just as well
put another Mark on them. It’s a waste,” Marisol said. “He’s not going to let
them have and keep an Anti-Mark.”


“This is what our guild is about:
the protection of the GMs. The Anti-Marks will go to them,” Oskar said.


“What about our protection?
What about the people that the GMs are being protected for?” Marisol asked.
“We’re supposed to help the GMs so they can help the regular players.”


“The GMs are the most
important. We have to save them first,” Oskar replied.


“That’s all you care about!”


“I know you care about your
brother, but—Marisol, wait!”


Marisol slammed the door on the way out. Fuming, she came
face-to-face with her four eavesdroppers. She glared at them, her hand out like
she was getting ready to tell them off for listening on her.


“Um…we can explain,” Roy said.


She didn’t say anything. She stormed down the hall, turning
around the corner and disappearing from their view. Roy moved to follow her,
but Nessa grabbed his arm to stop him.


“Let go,” Roy said.


“Don’t you know what this means?” Nessa asked. “Switch to our
group chat line so no one can hear us.”


“What are you planning now?” Gryphon complained.


They spoke on their private communication channel.


“We’re going to have to leave The Order and make our own
guild,” Nessa said.


“We can’t do that. We have to keep helping them,” Roy said.


“But if we want those three Anti-Marks this is the only way
to do it. We can tell Oskar that it’s only gonna be a temporary thing,” Nessa
said.


“Say we do win. Who’s going to get the Anti-Marks?” Roy asked.


“Whoever the first three of us gets Marked gets them first.
We don’t know what the Admin’s going to come up with, so, we can just go with
that plan for now,” Nessa said. “It’s genius!”


“Okay, I guess that sounds good. A temporary guild of our own
to get those three Anti-Marks, cool. Who’s going to be in the tournament?” Roy
asked.


“I thought we established that you would do it,” Gryphon
said.


“Yeah, but that’s when it was for The Order,” Roy said, “and
I didn’t think we were totally serious, anyway.”


“I’m a Cleric, so not me,” Gryphon replied.


“I’d crack under the pressure,” Nessa said. “I’d be a
terrible guild representative!”


“Even though you wanted to do it for The Order?” Roy asked.


“That’s a guild with tons of people, though. Our guild only
has four. Way too much pressure for me!”


“Got it. Sparky, how about you?”


Sparky shook his head, pointed to Roy, and flashed a thumbs
up.


“I take it that that’s a vote for me, then,” Roy said.
“Alright, let’s run this by Oskar and Yvonne and see what they think.”


Roy knocked on the door. In a gruff voice, Oskar told them to
come in. His arms folded across his chest, he didn’t look happy to see them.
Yvonne looked incredibly tired, her shoulders slumped.


“Is this a bad time?” Roy asked.


“No. Say whatever it is you want to say,” Oskar said.


Nessa pushed Roy forward.


“Okay, we were thinking of forming a temporary guild to take
part in the tournament,” Roy said.


“Get out,” Oskar said.


“Get out?” Roy repeated.


“Someone’s pissed off,” Nessa muttered.


“If you leave The Order, you won’t be allowed back in. I’m
not letting anyone leave to compete in this tournament,” Oskar said, glaring.
“Do you plan on taking Jorge and Marisol with you?”


Marisol appeared in the doorway behind them. She showed up
right on time. Roy wondered if she’d been lingering around the hallway the
entire time, listening in on what they wanted to say to Oskar. “No, I’m not.
I’m staying with The Order.”


“That’s good. Someone has some sense,” Oskar said.


“I’m sorry for my outburst earlier. I can help guard the GMs
while you’re away at the tournament,” Marisol said.


“What? Marisol, you should come with us. You can compete in
the tournament for our guild and get an Anti-Mark for Jorge, guaranteed. Why
would you stay with The Order when you know they’re not going to give you
anything?” Roy asked.


“I thought you believed in our mission, Roy. I didn’t take
you to be this selfish,” Yvonne said. She sounded disappointed.


“It’s not about being selfish. It’s about giving The Order
more chances to win.”


“Don’t kid yourself. You’re not giving any of those
Anti-Marks to us. You’d take them for you and your friends,” Oskar said.


“What makes you say that?”


“Because just now, right in front of us, you told Marisol to
join your guild so she could give an Anti-Mark to Jorge. We’re here to protect
the GMs,” Oskar said. “If you’ve forgotten that, then maybe you should leave.
Considering the results of your recent mission, you’re already on thin ice with
me.”


“Fine, you got us there,” Roy said. “But the tournament isn’t
the only reason why we’re quitting. It’s because way back at the start of this
game you said you’d make this guild to help people. You’d get this world back
to the way it was before 2.0 and you haven’t done that.”


“Change doesn’t happen overnight,” Yvonne reasoned.


“I know it doesn’t, but it’s like you’re not even trying to
do that. GMs were supposed to be one part of that greater plan and now it’s
like they’ve become the plan. They’re
your ultimate goal. They’re your everything, and I
don’t think that’s the way you should go about doing things.”


“So you’re going to start your own guild with the lofty goal
of protecting people? There’s no clear, definitive objective in that. It sounds
nice, but you’re going to fall apart without a specific purpose,” Oskar said.
“You don’t know the first thing about running a guild.”


“Marisol, you should get Jorge and leave The Order,” Roy
said.


“Yeah, you needs a pretty castle and oodles of cash when
you’ve got this all-star cast?” Nessa asked, gesturing to their four-man party.
“All we’re missing is you and your brother to take us straight to the top.”


“I’m not leaving,” Marisol said. “This is the smartest
decision for Jorge. It’s not about me.”


“It is about you! Don’t you hate it here? You told me you
hated how The Order puts the GMs first,” Roy argued. “This isn’t good for
Jorge. When it comes down to Jorge or a GM, who are they going to choose?”


“Sometimes, people are faced with hard decisions that they
don’t want to make,” Marisol said.


“What? Are you hearing yourself right now?”


“Hopefully you’ll understand what I mean later.”


“Just come with us, please,” Roy said.


Marisol sharpened her resolve. “No. Jorge’s protected here.
Even if he gets a Mark, I know Oskar will keep him safe.”


“I promise I will,” Oskar said. “Roy, Nessa, Gryphon, and
Sparky, you can stop making fools of yourselves and get out.”


“I’m sorry things had to go this way,” Yvonne said. “I liked
having you around.”


“Yeah, we’re sorry, too,” Roy said.


“I’m booting you from the guild. Go get your things from your
rooms and leave,” Oskar said.


“You’re not booting us. We’ll quit on our own when we’re done
getting our stuff,” Nessa said. “Bye!”


“Goodbye.”


“And one more thing, I am NOT a paper girl! Get educated!”
Nessa had the final word. They followed her to the door.


Roy avoided looking at Marisol on his way out.



 

***



 

No one saw them off. Not a goodbye nor a good luck was given
to them. It was like people went out of their way to avoid seeing the four of
them go. Either no one cared or they were so happy to see them gone that they
were too busy partying to notice.


On their way out of the castle, the
now-guildless-until-they-came-up-with-a-good-name-for-theirs group got into a
minor argument. Getting to the Tournament Square would be a long and arduous
journey on foot, one that would be rife with monster encounters. The adventure
would take far less time if they had horses.


“We can’t steal from them,” Gryphon said. “They’ll come after
us.”


“What about those horses from our evil twins? No one cares
about those,” Nessa suggested. “They might not have added them to their horse
inventory list thing.”


“They weren’t our evil twins. Last time I checked, we don’t
have an elf, a guy on steroids, a ten year old, or a bathrobe Warrior,” Roy
said.


“But we do have a red-haired broodish guy,” Nessa said.


“Speaking of our red-haired broodish guy, where’s Sparky?”
Gryphon asked.


Sparky whistled for their attention.


The group turned to see him walking over, guiding a horse by
the reins in each hand.


“The stables? You broke into the stables?” Nessa asked.


Sparky shrugged, and passed the reins over to Nessa and Roy. The
more likely story was that The Order kept the stables unlocked, not expecting
any ex-guild members to go in and take horses from them.


These horses formerly belonged to their so-called “evil twin”
group from the GM caravan fiasco.


Sparky left to get another two, and then their group took off
for the Tournament Square, hoping that no one in The Order would wise up to the
coincidental disappearance of four horses and four ex-guild members.

















 


 

Chapter 24




Along the way to the Tournament Square, they took time to
prepare Roy. At random times, Nessa would launch surprise attacks that he’d
have to rely on his reflexes to dodge. Sparky set up agility courses for Roy to
run. The hoops of magical fire didn’t hurt Roy, but his “don’t get burned, you
better not get burned” instincts kicked in and helped him successfully jump
through them.


Gryphon’s training was similar to Nessa’s in that it happened
at the most random of times. He would cast a status effect spell on Roy, and
then follow it up with a simulation of said spell to ensure Roy was feeling the
worst of it. For instance, if he cast a blinding light spell on him, he would
throw a bag over his head so he was well and truly blinded.


Roy had to fight and deal with monsters on top of his
training regimen. They didn’t have much time until the tournament, so his
training had to be put into warp drive. He hardly had a moment to rest.


His party mates slept in shifts. When two were sleeping, the
third would fight Roy. There wouldn’t be a true player shield in the
tournament, but sparring like this was the closest he could get to the real
thing. They pushed him to fight through his fatigue, only letting him sleep and
regain his stamina when he was at his limits.


Nessa claimed they did that because there was no rest for the
wicked, but Gryphon had the more sensible answer. They didn’t know how the
tournament would be structured. There was the possibility of participants being
thrown into combat against each other without much of a break. To prepare Roy
for that, they needed to work him to the bone.


They had him balance a stack of plates on a stick while
running away from Sparky’s fire attacks. That didn’t turn out so well. Actually,
it got them kicked out of the roadside restaurant they stopped at. Why they had
to do their training while inside, Roy had no idea. As an apology, Roy gave the
NPC restaurant owners a sizeable handful of G to replace the broken plates,
furniture, and windows. The session had gotten intense.


Although levels wouldn’t matter in the tournament due to the
scaling system that they used, Roy was happy to make it to Level 16 during
their journey. His MP went up by 5 from the level up, bringing him to 50/50;
and his HP went up by 10, bringing him to 100/100.


After a discussion with his teammates, he decided to spread
his 5 AP (ability points) into STR, AGI, and VIT. To VIT, he added 1 point.
This gave him a +5 bonus to his HP. 2 points went into his STR and 2 into his
AGI.



 

[STATISTICS:
Roy, Brawler



 

HP: 105/105


MP: 50/50


STR: 23


AGI: 18


VIT: 15


INT: 10


SPR: 12


LUK: 11



 

LVL: 16


XP: 12/4096


G: 9037]



 

With his 3 skill points, Roy
decided to purchase two new skills and power up one of the old ones that he
had. New skills would allow him for greater variations in his fighting techniques.
As for which skill to power up, Roy went with his Doppelganger skill. It seemed
like it would come especially in handy at the tournament. He raised that one to
Level 3.


He settled on purchasing a
“Tornado Kick” skill and a “Wind Up Punch” skill. The
former was a kicking technique that would have him spinning around, delivering
kick after kick in a row. For the “Wind Up Punch,” he
could rapidly swing his arm around, generate power, and punch forward for a
devastating attack. Roy ripped that description straight from the skills page.



 

[SKILLS: -All-


Charge [Active]:
charges forward to knock back opponent and deal damage. [Lv 2]


Flurry of Blows
[Active]: deliver a barrage of punches against an enemy. [Lv 3]


Counter [Active]:
fill up the counter gauge by blocking consecutive hits to deliver a powerful
counter blow. [Lv 2]


Doppelganger
[Active]: confuses the opponent by creating a double image of yourself. [Lv 2]


Shout [Active]: increases
rage gauge and draws aggressive enemy attention. [Lv 2]


Tornado Kick
[Active]: perform a series of consecutive spinning roundhouse kicks at your
opponent. [Lv 1]


Wind Up Punch [Active]: rapidly swing your arm around to generate
power for a devastating punch. [Lv 1]


Basic Training
[Passive]: increases regular attack power. [Lv 3]


Iron Body
[Passive]: strengthens the body to provide greater physical defense. [Lv 3]


Primal Rage
[Passive]: unlocks berserker mode and the rage gauge. Increased attack and defensive
power when rage bar is full. Lowered accuracy. Gain rage through taking damage.
[Lv 1]]



 

Roy was thankful that Marisol had opened his eyes to the
friendships he had. These people he was with, they did wild things like bust
barrels over his head and blast him with fire at random opportunities, but
there was no one else he wanted to travel with. They cared about him, and it
was for them that he would try his damnedest at the tournament for.


If he lost, the tournament attendants would have to scrape
him off the stage. He refused to go down without a fight, without his body
busting down to tatters and seams. Nessa, Gryphon, and Sparky were worth that
kind of effort. Marisol, too. He owed her in so many ways.


Even if she hadn’t joined their guild, he still considered
handing an Anti-Mark over to her.


The day of the tournament arrived. The Tournament Square was
crawling wall-to-wall with people, some of them combatants and others
spectators. Crowds formed at the concession stands. Someone was selling posters
of fighters Roy had never seen nor heard of before.


There were several stadiums for people to compete in, and
projector screens set up at various corners for anyone who didn’t get a seat to
watch from. Finding a place to sit would be an ordeal. People were practically
climbing over each other on their way up the stairs.


“Can you smell it?” Nessa breathed in deep. “There’s so much
excitement in the air!”


“The only thing I can smell is piss,” Gryphon said. “I think
that kid peed himself.”


Roy felt like he was about to, too. Combatants were expected
to meet in the holding zone. He’d have to separate from his guild mates and be
left out on his own. When it was time to fight, he’d be teleported to the
appropriate stage.


“Where’s your first fight?” Nessa asked. “I wanna get a good
seat.”


An older man bumped into her on his way through the stadium
doors. Gryphon grabbed her to keep her from falling over.


“People sure are pushy. You’d think it was Black Friday here
or something,” she said.


“We might be better off standing here and watching on that
big screen. There’s some room in the grass,” Gryphon said.


“That’s not as fun,” Nessa replied.


Sparky pointed at the doors, indicating his preference.


“See? He wants to go up. It’s the stadium or nothing!”


“Alright. We’ll brave it for you, Roy,” Gryphon said. “We’ll
do our best to make it up those stairs alive.”


“I’d expect nothing less from you.” Roy saluted him. “Hold
on, let me double check my system notification and get that location for you.”



 

[TOURNAMENT ALERT: Roy of
The Raspberry Cupcakes will fight Juniper of XOXO Scoutzz in 00:18:06. Refusal
to be in the holding zone on time will result in a forfeiture.



 

The battle will be in Stadium A,
Stage 9.



 

Your assigned holding zone is Zone
A1.]



 

The time counted down, ticking away until the moment he would
have to face whoever Juniper was. 18 minutes remained. Roy looked around the
area, eyeing the people he could potentially fight later down the line.
Tournament Square was set up so that every entrant had a symbol above his or
her head. That way, participants stood out from the audience members.


“Stadium A, Stage 9,” Roy said.


“Did you see the tournament seed screen? It’s massive,” Nessa
said. “We’re going to be here forever.”


“I didn’t want to look. I don’t want to psyche myself out,”
Roy said.


“The good thing is that you won’t have to fight all of those
people. Just the ones you get matched up against,” Gryphon said. “I remember
when I used to bet on these things, back in the old game. Those were good
times.”


“I bet you there are bets going on here.” Nessa laughed at
the way that sounded. “We should go find a bookie.”


Sparky gave her a confused look.


“A bookie! A bookmaker who you give the money to when you’re
betting and stuff like that,” Nessa said.


“Don’t do it,” Roy warned.


“Don’t tell her not to do something. That only makes her want
to do it more,” Gryphon said. “That’s how our guild name ended up being The
Raspberry Cupcakes.”


“It would’ve been The Raspberry Tarts if Roy didn’t like
cupcakes more than tarts.”


“I didn’t know you were asking me that to name our guild!”


“Hey, I’ll have you know that raspberries are one of the best
fruits there is. And you can’t disagree with me that we’re going to have an
amazing color scheme. Raspberry’s a great color,” Nessa said.


Roy sighed. “I’m going to have to get to the holding zone.
We’re changing the name after this is over.”


“Before you go, there’s something I want to give you,”
Gryphon said. 



 

[SYSTEM: You have received a trade request from
GRYPHON.



 

Do you
accept?



 

YES
-or- NO]



 

Roy accepted the request, unsure of what to expect.


Out of everything he could’ve gotten, he received the last
thing he would’ve thought of.


“A-are you sure?” Roy asked, stammering. “This was Kaidra’s
cape…” Gryphon must have grabbed it from her dropped items after she perished
in the Dark Dungeon boss battle.


“Yes, I’d like you to wear it in the tournament,” Gryphon
said. “She might not be with us anymore, but she’s a Raspberry Cupcake like the
rest of us. Do her proud.”


“I will,” Roy said. He equipped it, the red cape flowing down
his back.


Nessa pulled him in for a hug. “We’re rooting for you. You
can do it!”


In a rare showing of speech, Sparky said, “good luck.”



 

***



 

“I like your cape,” greeted the boy sitting next to him.
“Where did you get it?”


“From an old friend,” Roy answered.


The holding zone should’ve been renamed a holding cell. Half
of the room was empty of furniture, providing a space in which tournament
entrants could get in a bit of sparring. The other side of the room had benches
upon benches. Well, that wasn’t exactly right. More like there were a ton of
benches that players assigned to Stadium A were sitting on, not benches
literally stacked on each other.


Motivational posters hung on the four walls. The models on
some of them looked familiar to Roy. He was going to ask his bench mate about
it when the boy streaked away, teleported to wherever his fighting stage was.
Roy patted his knees, then got up to look at the pictures more closely.


He was tempted to get some last minute practice in like some
of the other fighters in the room, but he didn’t want to risk entering combat
with less-than-perfect stamina. Not having a visible stamina bar hurt.


“You’re Roy,” said a raspy, feminine voice behind him.


He turned to look at her. “That’s me.”


“Our fight starts in a few minutes. Juniper,” she said. Her
dark blue hair was short, cut in a cute, casual style. She wore something that
reminded Roy of overalls, only they ended in a skirt rather than the standard
pants, and they were made out of fabric instead of denim. Under it, she had on
a long sleeved shirt.


“I like your overalls dress thing,” Roy said.


“It’s a jumper,” she said. “Are you a Brawler or a Warrior?”


“Brawler.”


“This is going to be fun.”


“What are you?”


“You’ll see.” Juniper cracked her knuckles.


“Oh… I guess I will. Does this model look familiar to you?”
He pointed at the motivational poster picture. A smiling girl stared back at
him along with a generic message about shooting for the ultimate goal.


Juniper nodded. “That’s a GM. Dawn, I think. She died a long
time ago.”


“The GMs must’ve done a photo shoot, huh? They look like they
had fun.” Roy scanned the walls for Mikhail’s picture.


“Why are you a Raspberry Cupcake?” Juniper asked.


“Something wrong with cupcakes?” Roy countered.


“Nothing. It’s just a terrible name.”


Was she trying to get under his skin?


“It’s a better name than XO Scout. You sound like a middle
schooler,” Roy said.


“I’m in Grade 7.”


“Yeah, a middle schooler. That’s 7th grade.”


“It’s my first year of école secondaire. High school.”


“You’re French? That’s cool.”


“Canadian.”


“Nice. Okay. I’m American.”


“You will be crushed,” Juniper said, tone deathly serious. “I
am going to eat you alive, cupcake.”


“Bring it. The only thing you’re going to be scouting is last
place when I beat you.”


“That doesn’t make any sense,” Juniper said.


“The only thing you’re going to sense is last place when I
beat you.”


“You just said that!”


“Last place is yours!”


“Die!”


“Excuse me,” an older woman said, interrupting their
screaming match. “I’m trying to meditate over here. Could you do that somewhere
else?”


“We’re about to leave, anyway,” Roy said. “Sorry.”


Juniper walked away to talk to someone else in the room. Roy
sat back down on the bench and waited to be whisked off to Stadium A, Stage 9.
Fights were happening concurrently throughout the stadiums and their numerous stages.


I hope Nessa won’t be right about
this taking forever. How many people joined this thing? There should’ve been
better qualifications than having a guild affiliation.


Roy checked on how much time was left.



 

[TOURNAMENT ALERT: Roy of
The Raspberry Cupcakes will fight Juniper of XOXO Scoutzz in 00:00:46. Refusal
to be in the holding zone on time will result in a forfeiture.



 

The battle will be in Stadium A,
Stage 9.



 

Your assigned holding zone is Zone
A1.]



 

This is it. Roy gulped. Just have to beat a middle schooler. How hard can that be?



 

***



 

Terribly hard. Juniper was a crafty player. As a Mage, she
took full advantage of the range she had on Roy. Roy ducked low, barely missing
the whoosh of magical wind that went over his head. It brushed through his
hair, a small vibration hinting at the damage he would’ve taken had it hit him
full-on.


The battles happened with modified versions of their stats.
This was to make the fights more entertaining and fair for players and viewers alike.
Attacks and defense were scaled as necessary, so that the importance of player
technique would be stressed. Their HP and MP bars were relegated to percentage
values, the true numbers unknown.


Dropping from 100% HP to 0% HP would be an immediate loss.
The loser would be teleported outside of the stadium, and the winner would be
sent to his or her next holding zone area. This was to decrease the downtime
between fights.


Stage 9 was a flat, raised platform surrounded by grass.
Protected by an invisible force field, their audience watched from the stadium
bleachers. Somewhere in that cheering and roaring crowd sat the other Raspberry
Cupcakes.


We have got to change that name.


Roy threw his hands up to block Juniper’s next attack. The
magical wind hit him as hard as a blunt weapon. He slid back from the force of
it. 96% HP. He needed to find Juniper’s weak point. If she was a good Mage,
she’d be able to wear him down before her MP emptied out.


She stood at the far end of the platform, keeping as much
distance between them as she could.


His vision blurring around him from his high speed, Roy
charged at her. At the last moment, she cast a spell to spring into the air.
Her attempt to soar over Roy’s head was short-lived. He reached up like a
basketball player guarding the basket, and slapped his hand around her ankle.


The momentum of her flight dragged him backwards along with
her. Crying out, Juniper tried to shake him off. She angled herself this way
and that way, doing all she could to drop him. He tightened his grip on her.


“Let go!” Juniper yelled.


Roy kicked out his leg, his body rotating to add force to his
roundhouse. Rather than end its arc, he followed the motion through for a
complete spin. Over and over again, he kept up the hurricane-like movement. His
Tornado Kick skill activated, he spun Juniper as he held onto her.


Then, he listened to her demand. He let go.


Her body launched through the air without a way to slow down.
She collided with the invisible roof high over their heads. Roy cringed at the cracking
sound her skull made. Like a fly that met a bug zapper, she fell out of the sky
and crash-landed below.


Juniper was still.


Roy hesitated to approach her. “Are you okay?”


Juniper mumbled something incoherently.


“Hey, I think she might have a concussion!” Roy shouted. Not
knowing where to direct his voice, he looked all over the stage and the front
steps of the bleachers for a referee or announcer person.


Some NPCs sat at a table close to the stage. They were
protected behind the invisible force field wall. They spoke into their
microphones (yet another anachronism in SSO), smiles on their faces and regal
attire on their bodies (at least their clothes were setting-appropriate). He
couldn’t hear what they were saying, but one of them was laughing whole-heartedly.


“Why is no one listening—gaaah!”


A torrent of wind overwhelmed Roy, Kaidra’s cape whipping
around him. He bent his knees to adjust his center of gravity, and braced
himself to not be blown away. Juniper was fine and well, and she was taking this
battle back into her own terms.


The powerful winds grew dark and cloudy, a fog settling in
that masked Juniper’s whereabouts. Roy punched at random, not knowing where she
might pop up or what she might send at him. What he did know was that he didn’t
like whatever she was preparing.


I can’t see like this!


Something in the wind and fog cut into Roy’s shoulder. His HP
dropped. Something else cut into his leg. Another drop of his HP. Roy brought
up his arms to block the spell she was using to snipe at him with. It took some
of the edge off of the attacks, but like this, he was as good as a sitting
duck.


Each of those hits, like all of Juniper’s others, fed into
his rage meter.


Roy ran as fast as he could to the edge of the stage, only
knowing where it was when he ran out of platform to stand on. Juniper made sure
to blast wind blades or whatever they were the whole time he ran. Whirling
around, he realized that if he figured out the direction her attacks were
coming from, he could find her at their source.


He repeated what he did before and ran to the other end of
the stage, making sure to watch where her blades were being thrown from. They
parted the dark fog every time they blasted through at him. It was a subtle
difference, but that, coupled with knowing where they were hitting him, allowed
him to pinpoint where she was hiding.


Over there!


Pretending to be disoriented, Roy raced around the stage.
When he was close enough to where he thought she was standing, he created a
double image of himself. Juniper’s wind blades cut through the fake Roy, in
time for the real Roy to charge at Juniper.


He hadn’t perfectly guessed her position, but he had guessed
well enough to clip her in the side. It spun her around, causing her fog
enchantment to drop. The air cleared up immediately. Roy figured that the fog
enchantment was a move that she had to have her hand perfectly still to use,
but he didn’t know how the Mage class worked nor did he have time to muse on
it.


Juniper hurled a bright blue ball of wind at him. Roy blocked
it. She fired off another one and instead of blocking it that time, Roy punched
straight through it. She was just out of his striking zone, so he took a step
forward and performed a Flurry of Blows despite the flurry of wind spells she
was sending at him.


The hits connected in quick succession. Juniper shoved him
away with a heavy gust of wind, preventing him from following up the attacks
with anything else. He used his charge skill to narrow their distance. Another
well-timed wind gust knocked Roy off of his path, redirecting him off to her
side.


Roy kicked out.


That was a mistake. Without both of his legs on the ground,
Roy was easily knocked off of his feet by Juniper’s next wind attack. He fell,
landing on his tailbone and taking damage. His HP bar was getting low. He’d
been playing too fast and loose during the fight, letting Juniper take one too
many shots.


A bright blue swirl appeared in Juniper’s hand. She held it
over her head. It grew in size, forming into a hefty ball of magic and
wind-infused energy.


“You’re done,” Juniper said.


His risk would have to pay off.


“No, you’re done,” Roy said.


He shielded himself with his arms, not bothering to dodge the
spell as Juniper’s attack hit him.


His rage gauge maxed out and his HP nearing critical levels,
Roy bounced up to a stand. He slid into his fighting stance, his berserker mode
aura flaming out around his body. Anger ignited through his veins. His muscles
tensed from his increase in power.


Roy wound his fist back, and moved forward to throw his whole
body into the punch. A second punch, a jab, joined that one, and then an
uppercut to her jaw.


Juniper brought her arm to block Roy’s onslaught of attacks.
She stepped backwards to prepare what Roy assumed would be a flying spell. Roy
reached out and grabbed the front of her jumper before she could get away.


Wham!


Fist met face repeatedly.


In a desperate attempt to rid herself of him, Juniper sent
out wind blasts. They went wild, missing their target. They probably would’ve
hit if her face wasn’t so busy getting pummeled. She would’ve needed to be able
to see to get him.


A bell rang out.


Roy was suddenly holding onto open air. Juniper had
disappeared.



 

[TOURNAMENT ALERT: Congratulations!
You have won your bout.]



 

[TOURNAMENT ALERT: Roy of
The Raspberry Cupcakes will fight Tiago of Sunshine Squad in 00:23:34. Refusal
to be in the holding zone on time will result in a forfeiture.



 

The battle will be in Stadium A,
Stage 16.



 

Your assigned holding zone is Zone
A3. You will be transported there shortly.]



 

“I did it!” Roy pumped a fist into the air. He looked around
him, at the audience and hoped that they were as proud and happy for his
victory as he felt. Soon, he was whisked away in a beam of light to Zone A3.



 

***



 

Zone A3 was a carbon copy of A1, plus the addition of an NPC
manning what looked to be a concession booth. Jars of colorful liquid laid out
across [NPC] Lylou’s table, ready to quench the thirst of anybody who was
interested.


The post-fight fatigue lifted from Roy’s body as he watched
his health points crawl back to fullness.


Other tournament entrants in the room chatted among
themselves. Someone was practicing on the sparring mat while talking to
everyone about what happened in her match. Her friend clapped for her, excited
by her dramatic tale.


Roy got in line for a juice bottle. His head was pounding,
his heart still not having calmed down from the recent fight. He stared down at
his hands, free of his gauntlet weapons.


“Hi there!”


Roy turned to look at his enthusiastic greeter. He came
face-to-face with a green-eyed, dark-haired brunette teenager. His loose pants
looked like they were made out of silk. Over his otherwise bare chest were two
leather straps, crossed over in an X formation.


“Are you Tiago?” Roy asked.


Tiago smiled. “We’re fighting in about 20 minutes. I just
wanted to wish you luck.”


“Thank you,” Roy said. “Good luck to you, too. You’re a
Brawler?”


“You got that right.”


“Me, too.”


“This’ll be fun.” Tiago punched his fists together.


“So…the Sunshine Squad, huh?” Roy was referring to Tiago’s
guild name. “Did an overly energetic girl name your group or what? That’s how I
got stuck as a Raspberry Cupcake.”


He reached the front of the line and swiped a jar of orange
juice off of the counter. Beneath it, etched into the wood was the phrase gnomes rule. Roy ran his thumb over it.
He wondered where the carved sentence had come from.


Tiago frowned. “No. I named the guild,” he said, bringing
Roy’s attention back to him.


“Oh, well, I didn’t mean anything bad by that. It’s a cool
name,” Roy said.


“No, you meant something bad by that. You definitely did.
What’s so bad about our name?” Tiago’s frown deepened.


“It’s not bad, really. It’s, um…cute? Adorable? It’s got an
element of surprise to it, just like our name. No one would expect to lose to a
Cupcake, just like how no one would expect to lose to the Sunshine Squad, which
I don’t plan on doing, either, by the way.” The more Roy talked, the more he
felt himself sink into the proverbial hole he was burying himself in.


“I’ll see you on the battle field.”


Tiago grabbed a lemonade from the table, huffed at Roy one
last time, and walked off.


If Roy had known Tiago would be that touchy about his guild
name, he wouldn’t have said anything. Roy took a seat on one of the open
benches, and tuned into the Chatroom #98075378 group chat line that
held his fellow guild mates.


“Hey, my next fight’s going to
be on Stage 16. The stadium’s the same,” Roy said into the line.


Nessa’s voice blared at him. “What
the hell were you doing in that fight? Did you forget your training?”


Roy rubbed his ear. “What do
you mean?”


“You were this close to
losing,” Nessa said. “You can’t see me right now but I’m holding, like, a
centimeter’s worth of space between my index finger and thumb.”


“She’s not kidding,” Gryphon
said.


“Juniper was a Mage. What else
was I supposed to do?”


“You need to play better
defense. You can’t rely on your berserker mode thing. You lucked out there,”
Nessa said.


“My next fight’s against a Brawler.
I won’t have someone taking potshots off of me this time,” Roy said. He sipped
on his orange juice, appreciating the richness of its flavor.


“You can’t let him hit you.
Stay light on your feet and keep on moving,” Gryphon said. “Sparky’s agreeing with
me here. You have to stay loose.”


“I’ll try.”


“Float like a butterfly; sting
like a bee!” Nessa shouted.


Roy nearly dropped his drink at
how loud she was. “Do you have to scream everything?”


“Sorry, it’s super loud where
we are. I can’t hear myself at all,” Nessa said.


“That’s what the optimized
microphones are for. I can hear you and you can hear me and that’s what
matters.” Roy closed his eyes. “I get the feeling this is going to be a hard
one, harder than the fight against the Wind Mage. Tiago’s going to have it out
for me.”


“For what? Why do you say that?”
Gryphon asked.


“I might have accidentally
insulted his guild name. I was making conversation and he took it the wrong
way.”


“Big deal,” Nessa said. “Tiago
would’ve had it out for you anyway. You’re his competition. Don’t get down in
the muckity muck because your opponent doesn’t seem to like you. That’s the
point! He’s your enemy and you’re his.”


“Yeah, okay, I see what you
mean,” Roy said.


“Now, chin up, and get ready to
fight this dude. Don’t psyche yourself out before the fight’s even begun.
You’ve got this,” Nessa encouraged him.


“Make him bleed,” Sparky said,
catching Roy off-guard.


“Thanks, guys. I think I’m
gonna sit here and relax for a bit. I’ll check in with you after the fight.”


“Break a leg,” Gryphon said. He
chuckled at his own joke. No one else joined him.


“Bye!” Nessa chirped.


Roy drank the rest of his
orange juice until it was time for the match to start. He hoped that he would
be able to keep his friends’ words in mind during the fight. Their tips sounded
like they would serve him well. He couldn’t afford to be as risky with his
health points this round, not against a Brawler who’d be capable of catching
Roy in a fierce combination of attacks.


One wrong move and it could all
be over.


The fight would depend on the
martial art that Tiago built himself around. His clothes didn’t give a clear
indication of what his fighting style might be. Roy himself was more of a boxer
build, slowly starting to branch out into other styles.


I just
have to try my best. They’re counting on me.



 

***



 

Stage 16’s appearance was
similar to the last stage he fought on, only instead of the stage platform
being encircled by grass it was surrounded by shallow water over a tiled
ground. Its waves lapped at the edges of the stage, moved along by jet streams
that kept it from receding.


Tiago bowed. To be polite, Roy
copied the motion. He bent low at the waist, then stood back up.


Roy took a wide stance. He
brought his fists up, one closer to his body than the other. His gauntlets were
equipped and combat-ready.


Tiago bounced on his feet. He
had one fist near his chin, the other further out. It was as if he was the one
who heard Gryphon’s advice about staying loose and took it to heart. He wore
padded, fingerless gloves on his hands.


Numbers floated in front of
Roy’s vision. They chimed as they appeared and disappeared. Three, two, one…
Go!


Tiago ran at Roy. He took a
flying leap, his foot out to kick him. Roy stepped back to avoid it, then
pivoted to the side as Tiago made his landing. He struck out, attempting to
make an uppercut. Tiago pulled his body back in time for it to miss.


Roy stayed on him. He punched
at him, using his left and right fists in a fast combination. Hands over his
face in time, Tiago blocked the hits. Roy ducked lower. He swiped at Tiago’s
side. Tiago twisted out of the way.


The attack was swiftly followed
up by another swing. That one managed to get Tiago in the stomach. Putting his
shoulder into the movement, Roy punched at Tiago’s head. His fist collided with
his cheek, the hit snapping Tiago to the side.


Roy transitioned that attack
into a combination of punches. He one-two-three punched Tiago, the third in the
combo hitting Tiago so hard that it knocked him off of his feet. Tiago fell
backwards, his back meeting the platform for a second before he
gracefully rolled back onto his feet.


Tiago bounced on the tips of
his toes, his fighting stance slightly adjusted.


Not wanting to lose out on the energy
he was feeling, Roy charged forward. He swung his leg out. Tiago strafed to
dodge the kick. The enemy Brawler kicked low, at Roy’s ankle. With his other
leg, he aimed higher, his whole body spinning around as he kicked.


Roy blocked that, but was less
successful at blocking Tiago’s next set of spin-kicks. He got him in the neck,
the shoulder, and then ended the combo with a powerful kick to Roy’s chest. The
strength of it shoved Roy backwards.


Still standing, Roy moved in to
continue the fight. Tiago jumped up, his back to Roy. Before Roy could so much
as block, Tiago kicked him from that backwards position, the taps of his feet
hurting Roy more than he expected. Roy backed off for distance.


His head thrown back like he
didn’t have a care in the world, Tiago taunted Roy with a grin. He beckoned him
to come forward for more, his body in its bouncy stance.


Roy had to take a short running
leap to clear the space between them. He swung for Tiago’s head as he dropped
from his jump. Tiago put his hands up to block it. The strength of the hit cancelled
his block, his arms lowering from the force. Roy tried for another punch, but
Tiago weaved out of its path.


From the position that that
weaving put him, Tiago stood on one leg and kicked at Roy with the other. Tiago
got a solid hit on Roy’s side. The others, Roy backed out of the way for, his
arms rising to protect his head.


Tiago stayed on the offensive. He
leapt up, delivering a high, a medium, and then a low kick as he fell. Roy only
had the time to block the first of the three attacks. The third of those kicks
got Roy in the back of his legs. His knees buckled, his body getting into a
crouch to keep from hitting the floor.


Roy sprang back up. He feigned
a punch for Tiago’s torso, knowing that Tiago would dodge it. He had his left
hand ready. It crossed over to connect with Tiago. The hard blow knocked Tiago
over.


Tiago recovered quickly, back
up to a stand like he hadn’t gotten wrecked at all.


Roy stepped in close, his upper
body swaying in case he needed to dodge. He went in for a right hook. Tiago
blocked it, then went in for some short punches of his own. Roy blocked them,
his counter gauge filling from the consecutive attacks.


When Roy rotated to hit him
back, Tiago jumped up again. Tiago’s leg swung in an arc. Roy threw up his arm
to block it. The second kick like that, Roy didn’t have any luck against. He
took it, its power sending Roy to one knee.


Tiago attempted a jumping kick.
Roy scrambled to his right. That put him right by Tiago, in the perfect
position for Roy to stand and do a Flurry of Blows on him. None of his punches
missed, all of them getting Tiago square in the chest.


Roy finished the combination
with an uppercut.


A bell rung.


Defeated, Tiago disappeared
like Juniper had.



 

[TOURNAMENT ALERT: Congratulations!
You have won your bout.]



 

Breath heaving and heart pounding, Roy raised his hands into
the air in celebration of his victory.


His excitement was short-lived, however, when he saw the name
of his next opponent. It was someone he hadn’t seen in a long time.



 

[TOURNAMENT ALERT: Roy of
The Raspberry Cupcakes will fight Emilio of The North Star Vanguard in 00:21:16.
Refusal to be in the holding zone on time will result in a forfeiture.



 

The battle will be in Stadium B,
Stage 35.



 

Your assigned holding zone is Zone
B9. You will be transported there shortly.]



 

***



 

“That’s what I’m talking about!
In and done,” Nessa said into their group chat line. “Keep doing that and
you’ll make me a millionaire.”


Roy kept his head down as he
talked, not wanting to make eye contact with anyone else in Zone B9. The space
was identical to the other holding zones, same amount of players and
everything.


“You bet on the fight?” Roy
asked.


“Um…no, forget I said
anything,” Nessa said.


He stretched, cracking his
shoulders. “Sure. My fight’s in Stadium B this time, Stage 35.”


“Is this the Emilio?” Gryphon
asked.


“Wow, I didn’t even notice
that! This is going to be awesome. Is he in the holding zone with you?” Nessa
asked.


“He is, but he hasn’t gotten up
to talk to me. I think we’re both waiting for the other one to say something
first,” Roy said. He drank from his lemonade jar, the drink cool and
refreshing. “I don’t know what to say.”


“Tell him you’re going to slap
the mess out of him,” Nessa suggested.


“Don’t say anything and leave
it for the fight,” Gryphon said.


“Maybe I’ll just bite the
bullet and say hello. If we don’t talk now, we’re never going to.” Roy winced.
“This is going to be awkward.”


“It’s only as awkward as you
make it. That’s my motto in life,” Nessa said.


“Is it weird to say ‘my name is
Roy, you killed our friendship, prepare to die?’”


“Don’t do that,” Gryphon said.


“I’m going to talk to you guys
later.”


“Good luck! Knock him dead,”
Nessa said.


Roy switched off the group chat
line. Clutching his drink, he walked over to where Emilio was sitting. His face
was void of emotion, except for maybe a bit of anger. It seemed like something
akin to rage was brewing behind his eyes. His vibe was wholly a go away and get out of my face one.


“My name is Roy. You killed our—”


“I know who you are, Roy. It’s not like I forgot we were
friends.”


“Sure felt like it.”


“Whatever you want to say to me, you can save it for the
fight,” Emilio said. “Heh, I had a feeling you wouldn’t be able to make it on
your own. Do The Raspberry Cupcakes suit your style better than we did?”


“They’re not a pack of assholes, so yes.”


“They sound like they’re more your speed.”


“Did Gerard order you to fight in this tournament or did you
have to beg him to let you do it?”


“Gerard’s dead. He died saving us in a raid.”


“Oh… I’m sorry to hear that,” Roy said.


“Don’t pretend to be sorry.”


“I really am. It doesn’t matter what I thought of him. It
still sucks that he’s dead.”


“Yeah, it does. He died for his brothers. We wouldn’t be here
if it weren’t for him. You don’t know a single thing about brotherhood,” Emilio
said. “Are those Cupcakes your friends or did you whip a guild out of thin air
just for this tournament?”


“They’re my friends, and they know a lot more about
brotherhood than The Vanguard ever did!”


“Getting angry now, are you?”


“Of course I am. I thought you
would’ve changed, but we’re just picking up where we last left off.”


“You’re the one who walked
away. You couldn’t hang and you ended up blaming me for it,” Emilio said. “I
didn’t do anything wrong to you.”


“The fact that you still think
that…that’s why I can’t respect you anymore. I used to look up to you, man, but
now it’s like, who the hell was I looking up to? This game changed you for the
worst.”


“I can say the same thing to
you. You’re going to wish you stayed in our guild. I’m going to win those
Anti-Marks.”


Roy forced out a laugh. “Doubt
it. I know how you fight. This’ll be as far as you go.”


“I’m the leader of The North
Star Vanguard for a reason. My character’s better than it was in the old SSO.
I’ve corrected my shortcomings. You won’t recognize me.”


“Yeah, sure. We’ll settle this
during the fight. I’m going to get more lemonade,” Roy said.


He left for the juice table.
His hands were shaking.


Roy didn’t return to continue
their conversation. He waited, alone, in the opposite corner from Emilio.



 

***



 

Stadium B’s Stage 35 was
similar to the other stages Roy had fought on in that it was on a solid, flat
surface. What made it different was that the platform floated high up in the
air over a pool of darkness that spelled a sure-fire knock-out.


Stay
away from the edge and you should be okay, Roy told himself. He
ripped his eyes away from the darkness and focused them on his opponent, his
enemy, his rival, his ex-best friend.


Emilio had his buckler at his
side, his light sword held up in his other hand.


The countdown started.


Roy got into his fighting
stance.


At go, he rushed at Emilio, his
fist charging forward. Metal clanked against metal as Emilio used his buckler
to block Roy. Emilio swung his sword at him. Roy staggered back, the tip of
Emilio’s blade skimming him.


Emilio pressed on. His speed
was impressive. What sword thrusts Roy couldn’t dodge, he had to block and take
on damage for. Roy moved back, turning on his heel. Emilio then struck him with
his buckler, the rounded shield bashing into Roy’s arm.


I can’t
keep this up.


Roy activated his doppelganger
skill and side-stepped out of Emilio’s path, an afterimage being left behind.
Emilio twisted to hit him. Roy ducked low in time and jabbed at him in beats of
four. Emilio swatted at him with his shield to push him away. Roy had to back
off to avoid it.


Emilio kept up with him. He
slammed his buckler into Roy, then slashed at him with his sword. Roy brought
his arms up to shield himself from the sword, only to be bashed by the buckler
from the other direction. He stepped back to grant himself some more range,
then jumped at Emilio to do a revolving Tornado Kick.


The kick dropped Emilio to his
knees.


Not relying on the skill he
just used, Roy kicked at Emilio again. Emilio deflected Roy’s foot. Roy fell to
the side, knocked off balance. Emilio got up. His body glowed as he leapt above
Roy, his sword out for a Downward Slash attack.


Roy rolled out of the way.
Empty of a target, Emilio bounced off the surface of the platform. Roy moved in
to attack him, his punches swift and his movements
fluid. Emilio blocked what he could of the higher hits, but he had trouble at
the mid-range.


With a frustrated cry, Emilio
drove his shoulder forward.


Roy skidded back, his attention
thrown back on defending himself.


Emilio cut at him, his blade
slicing into Roy’s HP every time it landed a hit. Roy returned those hits with
ones of his own, his mind on overdrive. He couldn’t lose this fight, not like
this and not so early.


Roy used his Charge skill. He
rocketed into Emilio, both of them flying forward from the hit. Emilio crashed
onto the platform. Roy had the softer landing. He remained standing, while
Emilio groaned and pulled himself back up to his feet.


They were nearing the edge of
the platform.


“What was that about me
losing?” Roy asked.


“This isn’t over,” Emilio
seethed.


Emilio spun his body, his sword
out. Like a toy top, he spun towards Roy. Thinking quickly, Roy did a Tornado
Kick, his body also spinning. They met, knocking each other to the left and
right respectively.


Now this landing was less
smooth than the one Roy had to do before. He rolled, bounced, and ended up
sprawled out on his back. His head spun from the way his camera flipped around
through it all.


Roy got up in time for Emilio’s
buckler to crack him in the face.


Down he went, his screen flashing in warning.


“You may be good, but I’m better,” Emilio said. “This is how
it’s always been. You haven’t changed.”


Emilio brought his sword down on Roy. Roy clapped Emilio’s
wrist between his hands. Before Emilio could attack him with his buckler, Roy
yanked Emilio to the ground. He wailed on him with his fists, trying to get as
many hits in as he could.


“I’ve changed!” Roy yelled through his fury.


Emilio flailed his arms. He shoved Roy back.


“You haven’t,” Emilio countered. He slammed his buckler at
Roy, meeting his next punch in a parry. “You’ve always been weak and you’re
staying that way.”


Roy disconnected from Emilio. He wound his fist back to
charge it up.


Catching onto what was going to happen, Emilio got to his
feet. He didn’t move in time. He caught Roy’s Wind Up
Punch in his leg, the attack ripping a swear out of his throat. Roy knew that
sign. Whenever Emilio was losing a game, he cursed and screamed like that.


Emilio had to be running low on HP. Roy wasn’t doing much
better, but he still had a chance.


Roy made it to a stand. His MP bar limited, he decided
against going into rage mode. He needed to save what he had left for his final
attack.


“You never knew me,” Roy spat out. “You never cared. I was
your back-up when everyone else was too busy. I was always your fourth or fifth
choice. Who treats someone like that? We were never friends.”


“Shut up! I was a better friend to you than you were to me.
Now you’re just making shit up to make yourself feel better. I never ignored
you or treated you like dirt, man. You’re making me into the bad guy so you can
feel sorry for yourself.”


“No, you’re wrong. I did a lot of reflecting and—”


“I don’t care! Finish the fight. Keep making me out to be
some kind of bad person when you’re as bad as me. Go ahead.”


Roy rushed at him. Emilio dodged his series of punches. He
pushed his buckler into Roy, the attack knocking Roy’s HP down further. His
damage reaching critical, Roy didn’t have much choice but to take advantage of
their environment.


Using up the last of his MP, Roy activated his Charge skill.
He tackled into Emilio, both of them going clean over the edge of the platform.
Roy spun them around as they went into free-fall, trying to make sure that
Emilio hit the bottom first.


Emilio squirmed out of Roy’s grasp. He did an upward slash
attack, his body moving up to follow-through on the skill.


“No!”


Gravity did the rest of the work.


Everything went black.



 

[TOURNAMENT ALERT: Sorry!
You have lost your bout.



 

You will be teleported outside of
the stadium.]



 

A beam of light and a crushing sense of disappointment later,
Roy teleported to the exterior of Stadium B. He fell to the ground and beat his
fists against the pavement. His HP and MP bars filled back up, and the
post-fight fatigue left him as he laid in prime tantrum-position.


“Roy? Hello? Where’d you get beamed off to?” Nessa’s voice
sounded in his ears.


“Not now…” Roy mumbled. He had half a mind to mute their
group chat, but he didn’t have it in him to move.


“Emilio sure was something,” Gryphon said. “At least you gave
it your best shot.”


“He kicked my ass,” Roy said.


“I wouldn’t have called it an ass kicking. Not totally,
anyway! You put up a fair fight,” Nessa said. “Probably didn’t have to leap off
the stage, though. You probably shouldn’t have done that.”


“Desperation,” Roy explained. “I wouldn’t have done it if it
weren’t for desperation.”


“Where are you?” Gryphon asked.


“Outside of the stadium.”


“Stay there. We’ll meet you for some post-loss burgers and
fries,” Nessa said.


“Where are burgers and fries?” Gryphon asked.


“Um, we’ll have whatever food is available in the Tournament
Square,” Nessa corrected. “That’ll cheer you up, Roy.”


“You guys aren’t mad at me? I was our chance to get those
Anti-Marks,” Roy said.


“Of course not! I was here for the experience more than
anything. You represented The Raspberry Cupcakes and you did well,” Nessa said.


“You gave it your best shot and that’s all that matters.
We’ll be with you in a minute. We’re stuck in a crowd heading out the door,”
Gryphon said.


“Thanks, guys.”


Roy sat up and waited for Nessa, Gryphon, and Sparky to
arrive.

















 


 

Chapter 25




Roy had to lick his wounds through guzzling non-alcoholic
drink after drink. On Nessa’s recommendation, he stuffed his face full of
whatever food he could get his hands on, not caring that it wasn’t doing
anything for his health points. The sensation of eating gave him solace. Greasy
food was a comfort like no other.


His latest plate was a large fried onion, cut into strips
with a dipping sauce. Since he was a reasonable person, he shared it with the
others even though it was tempting for him to eat it alone. It was a wonder how
bits of code could be such a good stand-in for the real deal.


The tournament went on. As a way to recuperate, Roy decided
to stick around and watch the matches. It hurt knowing that he didn’t even make
it to the third round, but there was a part of him that was glad to be free of
the pressure. Now he understood why Nessa wiggled her way out of fighting for
The Raspberry Cupcakes.


Gryphon sent Roy pictures of his performances. Most of them
were blurry, or foggy in the case of his fight against Juniper, but Roy
appreciated them all the same. Even he had to admit that he looked cool
pummeling Tiago. The photos from his fight against Emilio, though, he hesitated
to look at. That scar was too fresh.


They relaxed around the town attached to the Tournament Square,
filling their time up with matches and random shenanigans. There weren’t quests
available for them to do, so they invented their own. None of their fake quests
gave them XP, of course, but the garnered fun was worth it.


Sparky contemplated a hairstyle change. In the end, he stuck
to the crimson locks he always had.


Roy almost considered doing something similar, but he thought
hairstyle changes were usually reserved for big time transitions (break-ups,
college, things like that) so he decided not to. That plus he didn’t know what
to do with it. His hair was longer in SSO, but in real life, he went with a simple
buzz cut. No fuss, no muss, just get up and go.


Outside of the hair salon, the group got into a conversation
about what was happening to their real life bodies.


“Do you think we’ve been, like, transferred to hospitals or
something?” Nessa asked.


“How could they do that without disturbing our game systems?”
Roy asked. “Won’t getting unplugged kill us?”


“Did he say something about that?” Nessa whistled. “No
getting out of this, then. Ew, what do you think
happens when we have to go? Are we just lying in piles of you-know-what?”


“Some gaming rigs come with built-in toilets. There’s an
automatic spray,” Gryphon said.


“Get out! A gaming bidet? That’s hilarious,” Nessa said.


“That’s some dedication right there,” Roy said. “I know some
suits come with diaper padding in case there are accidents, but they would’ve
needed to be changed by now.”


Who was doing that for him? The thought made him shudder.


“Collection bags. Ass tubes. There are things that can be
arranged,” Gryphon said. “Don’t ask me why I know that.”


“Wasn’t planning on it,” Roy said.


The final day of the tournament arrived. Emilio had gotten
knocked out close to the end. Roy hadn’t watched the match, but according to
Gryphon, it could’ve gone either way.


The crowds had shrunk down in size from the first day. Less
entrants remaining meant less people around to root for them. Nessa told them
that a friend of a friend of hers (yeah, right) was about to make a killing on
one of the final fighter’s victory.


The group would’ve left earlier if it weren’t for Nessa’s
supposed friend-of-a-friend. Gryphon was a tad miffed, saying that a friend of
a friend of his could’ve joined whatever betting pool Nessa’s
friend-of-a-friend was in.


Alas, things didn’t end well for Nessa’s definitely imaginary
friend-person. Her fighter, a powerful member of the Steel Valkyries guild,
went down in a literal blaze of fire. Sparky had to console Nessa when she
cried about her lost G.


Roy had to stop himself from telling her that that was
exactly why she should’ve never bet anything in the first place.


Then things got worse. She revealed that she didn’t quite
have enough money when she was betting. Someone would be coming around to
collect her debt.


“Someone?” Gryphon barked through the noise of the audience
around them. People were leaving their seats, eager to get to Stadium C for the
next match. “Who’s this someone?”


Sparky glared at Nessa.


“Um…let’s just say I took out a nice loan that I was going to
pay back with what I was going to win in this Steel Valkyrie fight,” Nessa
said. Her eyes were red near the edges from crying, but she was still smiling.
“Oops.”


“Oops? You can’t say oops about gambling debt,” Gryphon said.
“The people involved in this sort of thing can be rough and tough.”


“Do they know where to find you?” Roy asked.


“They’re on my friends list, but…I don’t think so.” Nessa
shrugged. “Maybe on their mini-map display. I’ll just delete them real quick.”


“Do they know what guild you’re in?” Gryphon asked.


“Yeah, I had to tell them that. They even wanted your
pictures so I sent them one of our selfies.”


“Then they’re going to come after us,” Roy said. “Sparky,
prepare the horses.”


Sparky shook his head. He made a gesture in the air, and held
up a finger.


Gryphon made similar motions in front of him. “Would you look
at that? Oskar’s still competing. He’s heading into the last battle.”


“Really? I wasn’t tracking him at all,” Roy said.


“He’s there and he’s been winning. The Order’s going to get
their Anti-Marks. They weren’t kidding when they said they were skilled at
this,” Gryphon said.


“I should’ve bet on Oskar,” Nessa mumbled.


“Yeah, you should’ve, but you had to go with Steel Valkyrie
Kurumi. I can see our Wanted posters now.” Roy sighed. “They’re going to blame
your debt on all of us.”


“Hey, they might not know who the rest of you are! It’ll just
be me and it looks like they haven’t caught on yet. No one’s coming this way
and nobody’s sending me any messages. We’re cool,” Nessa said.


“For now,” Roy said. “When do you need to pay off your debt?”


“Maybe in an hour,” Nessa said.


“I don’t like how you don’t know,” Roy said.


Sparky put his head in his hands.


“My thoughts exactly, Sparky,” Gryphon said. “Let’s get out
of here. We’ll have a head start on getting away from whoever’s going to come
for us. Thanks, Nessa, you always keep life exciting for us.”


“You’re welcome,” Nessa said.


“I was being sarcastic,” Gryphon said.


“Oh.”


Not keen on meeting Nessa’s debt collector, the party hurried
off to the stables where they stationed the horses. Perhaps because of the
crowds, they were lucky not to run into anyone from The Order of the Synergy
along the way. No one had messaged them about the missing horses, either,
almost like they didn’t care about them or they knew something they didn’t
know.


Roy hoisted himself onto his horse. “Good thing horse
riding’s so automatic. It feels like you run into it and you’re just boosted up
onto it in the proper position and everything.”


“Yeah, it’s a lot harder in real life,” Gryphon said. He
smoothed his horse’s mane. “I got thrown off of one when I was a kid.”


“So that’s why you were afraid to ride,” Roy said.


Gryphon nodded. “Something like that. I’ll tell you guys more
about it when we don’t have a debt collector breathing down our neck. Thanks
again, Nessa.”


“When did you find the time to do all of that betting?” Roy
asked.


“Well, you know when I kept leaving to prepare another fake
quest for us to do?” Nessa asked. “I was texting the bookies and checking out
the tournament live feeds.”


“I had a feeling that’s what you were doing,” Gryphon said.


“Collect fifty triangular shaped rocks,” Roy said. “That
explains that quest.”


Sparky tsked at Nessa.


“Sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t help it! After seeing The
Order’s Guild Castle and living in something like that, I wanted to get the
same thing for The Raspberry Cupcakes. I tried.”


“You weren’t mad at me for losing the tournament, so I can’t
be mad at you for losing your bets. It’s going to be okay. We’re in this
together,” Roy said.


Gryphon sighed. “I guess I have to agree with that. There
will be more tournaments. Just next time, let us all in on whatever you’re
planning.”


“Will do,” Nessa said. She lifted herself onto her horse.


A system message interrupted them.



 

[TOURNAMENT ALERT: A
winner has been crowned.



 

Congratulations to Oskar of The
Order of the Synergy. Oskar has been granted three Anti-Marks to give out has
he/she/they wishes.



 

We hope you will join us for the
next Tournament Event!



 

Tournament Square will shut down
to the public in 23:59:27. Please take care of your business before then. Thank
you for your participation.]



 

“He did it,” Roy said. “I’m kind of feeling…numb.”


“In a bad way? Do you need to lie down?” Gryphon asked.


“No, it’s like this came out of nowhere, but it was also
expected in a way. It’s like this was a thing that happened, and I have no
other reaction to it. It’s meh.”


“I think you’re going into shock,” Gryphon said.


“But I’m not shocked. I’m just meh. Oskar got what he wanted.
I lost. We’re about to run across the countryside to get away from debt
collectors and life will go on until the new Lead Admin comes up with another
game for us to play. We’re on a hamster’s wheel here.”


“Do we need to get you some greasy food again?” Nessa asked,
poking Roy in the side. “Food therapy’s the best kind of therapy.”


“Maybe,” Roy said.


“We’ve got plenty left to do. We’ve got to get our guild
established. I want a castle, a town, and a million other things for our group.
We’re going to prove we’re twice as good as The Order or Emilio’s group of
jerks. No one messes with The Raspberry Cupcakes and gets away with it,” Nessa
said.


“The only ones messing with the Cupcakes are the people you
enticed to mess with us,” Gryphon said.


“That’s beside the point I’m making,” Nessa said. “What about
the enemies Roy made? I bet there’s a ton of those.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Roy narrowed his eyes.


“The Sunshine Squad and whatever guild that Wind Mage was
from! We’ve got some guild warfare on our hands. Can’t you guys feel it?
Something big’s coming our way. We’ve got to get ready for it,” Nessa said.


Sparky yanked on his horse’s reins to make it rear back. It
neighed, then stomped its foot down.


“Sparky knows what I’m talking about. Questing, guild
warfare, and town building, here we come.” Nessa grinned.


“I don’t know about all that, but I guess you’re right,” Roy
said. “Before we fight anyone, can we talk about getting a new name?”


“I was thinking N.G.R.S.,” Gryphon said. He spelled the
letters in the air. “It’s everyone’s first initials put together.”


Roy, Nessa, and Sparky looked at Gryphon, horrified.


“C-can we not?” Nessa asked.


Sparky coughed and turned to the side.


“We’ll think about it. N.R.G.S. might be better,” Roy said,
laughing nervously. “Looks more like Energies.”


“That’s rather close to The Order of the Synergy, though,”
Gryphon said, “and I’d rather be the second letter than the third.”


“Guess we’ll go back to the drawing board,” Nessa said. “Too
bad, what a shame, guess we’re stuck as The Raspberry Cupcakes for now.”


Roy changed the subject. “So, Oskar won. There’s going to be
some lucky GMs out there.”


“Three, to be exact,” Nessa said.


A message from the New Lead Administrator appeared.



 

[SYSTEM: I would like to send a happy congratulations
to Oskar of The Order of the Synergy for his victory in our first tournament!
He has been given his award and a series of instructions on how to use them and
give them away.



 

Choose
wisely, Oskar.



 

Everyone
else, don’t worry – you will get your chance in the future!



 

Love,


Your
New Lead Administrator]



 

“Now everyone knows about it,” Roy said.


“People are going to swarm their Guild Castle,” Gryphon said.
“Their missions may be harder for them to do now. They’ve got a beacon on
them.”


“That’s probably why the Admin put out that message. He’s
stirring the pot like he always loves to do,” Nessa said. “What’s he going to
do to us next, another game of Simon Says?”


“First thing tomorrow,” Roy said.


“Want to bet on it?”


“No more betting for you, Nessa,” Gryphon said. “We need to
get going. I almost forgot about your little problem.”


“Our problem,” Roy said. “She gave them our pictures.”


“Hey, they weren’t going to let me bet without one. I thought
it was a cute picture. Sparky had a great smile on his face,” Nessa said.


“If it’s the one I think you’re talking about…weren’t my eyes
closed in that?” Roy asked.


“It works! It looks like you did it on purpose.”


“Yeah, yeah, sure.”


“Maybe you can use that to your advantage when they come to
get us. Keep your eyes open nice and wide and they won’t recognize you,” Nessa
said.


Sparky tapped his foot against his horse’s side to get it to start
moving. The other party members followed suit, their horses at a gentle trot
behind Sparky’s. They were going to go wherever their next adventures would
lead them.


Roy never would have guessed that his journey in SSO 2.0
would bring him to this point. He had friends, people he could rely on, and was
heading towards a future he wanted to welcome in with open arms. These people
had his back.


He had lost Emilio, but he had gained Sparky, Nessa, Gryphon,
and Marisol. The latter of that bunch just needed to come to her senses, and
along with her, they’d get Jorge for their party. The six of them could survive
Stalwart Souls Online 2.0 and then some.


They exited the Tournament Square, their horses entering the
grassy plains. The sun beamed down on them, its warmth reminding Roy of the
beginning of summer vacation.


New beginnings.


Roy glanced at his friends.


New—



 

[SYSTEM: Today *Mikhail* the Level 14 Mage was
killed.



 

They
were MICHAEL SMITHDALE.



 

Today JORGE
killed MICHAEL SMITHDALE and left the game.



 

28 GMs
remaining.]



 

Roy halted his horse. It squealed at the abrupt stop, its
hooves skidding as it attempted to gather itself. Gryphon had to tug on the
reins to keep his horse from crashing into Roy’s.


Michael Smithdale’s picture displayed in the sky next to
Mikhail’s.


“Jorge?” Roy’s voice was a whisper, two breaths of sheer
disbelief.


“No way,” Nessa said. The color drained from her face.
“You’re joking.”


Sparky’s horse circled theirs. He pursed his lips, his eyes
glaring.


“That’s why Marisol didn’t join us,” Gryphon said. He sounded
like he was processing the situation out loud. “She was planning this the
entire time.”


“That’s just… No, she wouldn’t do that. Something must have
happened,” Roy said. “She’s not that kind of person.”


“She’s not, but her brother is,” Nessa said. “The system
messages don’t lie.”


“He’s a kid!” Roy pulled at his horse’s lead.


“Marisol probably put him up to it. She guarded Mikhail and
as soon as the news came out—”


Roy cut Gryphon off. “No! There’s got to be a reason for this.
I know her. I know what kind of person she is and she’s not…she wouldn’t just
go and do something like this for no reason.”


“Not to get her brother home?” Nessa asked.


“No,” Roy said resolutely. “She’s…”


Could she have?


Roy hesitated. “She’s better than that. She’s not evil.”



 

[MARISOL: Go to Montera
Village ASAP. Don’t teleport there.]



 

“What’s with that freaked out look on your face all of a
sudden?” Nessa asked.


“He just learned his friend isn’t who he thought she was.
Give him a break,” Gryphon said.


“It’s not that. I got a text from her. She wants us to go to
Montera Village,” Roy said, “but not to teleport there.”


“What’s with that?” Nessa whined. “It’s going to take us
forever.”


“There has to be a good reason for it. Let’s hurry,” Roy
said. He spurred his horse forward, its hooves galloping as he checked his map
to make sure they were headed in the right direction.


Sparky’s horse pulled ahead of his. The Mage looked over his
shoulder, and threw a reassuring nod at Roy.


Whatever your reason for doing what
you did, Marisol…


I’ll find out what it is.


I know they’re wrong about you.


Please let them be wrong…


Gryphon and Nessa rode alongside Roy. Roy kept his head and
shoulders down, determined to get his horse to go faster. Marisol’s message was
scant, but seemed urgent.


“Wait for us,” Roy spoke under his breath. “We’ll be there as
soon as we can.”

















 


 

Afterword



 

The adventure continues in the second book!



 

Thank you for reading the first book of the
Stalwart Souls Online series. Whether or not you enjoyed the story, please
leave a review. Every review is appreciated.



 



Visit www.kayefairburn.com and
follow Kaye Fairburn on Facebook at www.facebook.com/kayefairburn for
more news about upcoming releases.



 

Be the first to know! Subscribe
to be notified of new releases, special offers, and story previews from Kaye
Fairburn and friends: http://bit.ly/kayelitrpgnews
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