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Chapter 1: Fall

 

Riley smacked into an older gentleman with a barrel chest and thick arms. The boy of sixteen years stumbled away from the large man and looked up to him, a tinge of fear in his eyes.

“Sorry! Really sorry!” Riley fumbled for words as he side-stepped around the man who was glaring daggers at him.

Without waiting to see if the man was going to get upset with him, he turned and dashed down the street, his arms pumping to close in on his destination and put as much distance between him and the man he’d ran into.

Enormous display screens hung on various portions of the nearby buildings. Some were seven stories high, others were dozens. The large displays all had one thing in common. No matter the ad or the service they were depicting, they all referenced something called ‘Sigil Online.’

Riley weaved around other pedestrians, doing his best not to run into anyone else. The last thing he needed was to get into an actual fight in real life. His chest burned. Damn he hated running!

He stopped at the outside door to the stairwell for his apartment complex. He tapped in his keycode and pulled it open. He dove inside and ran as fast as he could up the steps, taking two at a time until he almost slipped.

He swiftly ascended to the floor his apartment was on and ran down the hall. He probably shouldn’t be running! But he didn’t care.

When he got to his door, he fumbled for his keys and unlocked it. He rushed in and swung the door closed behind him with a loud ‘clunk.’ He locked it and turned to the kitchenette. His chest rose and fell rapidly. The apartment he lived in wasn’t anything extravagant. It was only a single room, with a bathroom. Within that room, was a small kitchenette, a full-sized bed, a dresser, a television in front of a recliner, and a computer with a monitor on a desk.

Riley opened the fridge and tossed the entire bag of groceries inside. Why did the store have to be so far away? Why did he have to take a cab? Why did there have to be traffic? Who the hell could live with traffic every single day? He was going to be late!

He unzipped his gray hoodie and checked a digital clock on his desk. “Already late!” he growled as he partially sat down on the chair by his computer. A quick keystroke of his password gave him access to the system.

“C’mon, c’mon,” he murmured as the system booted up and ran the starting applications, which were predominantly news based, along with any recent activity for updates on the game called ‘Sigil Online.’

He scanned the news feeds. Nothing too vital there. The usual mentions of certain in-game events, along with the demise of a couple ‘tier two’ players which must’ve operated in a different part of the game-world than he did, because he didn’t recognize their names. Maybe they were new and hadn’t been around long?

He shook his head. Nothing worth reading. He shouldn’t have wasted his time. He pulled his shoes from his feet and quickly changed into a pair of  green plaid shorts, since pants were always a bit constricting. He pulled his hoodie off, leaving him in a gray t-shirt. Once he’d finished changing his attire, he grabbed a crescent-shaped visor from his desk, which had wires running over to his computer. He crawled into bed, visor in hand. He didn’t worry about his comfort this time around, he just needed to get into the game quickly. He pulled the strap on the back of the visor and situated it around the base of his skull. He flipped a switch on the side of the visor which caused a dull mechanical hum to emanate from it, which subtly tightened the strap against his head, but only enough for a secure fit, while the visor itself rested over his eyes and forehead.

Having flipped the switch on the side, he’d already initiated the bootup sequence of the visor itself. There were two small displays on the inside of the visor. As they lit up, they depicted the number 10, then 9, then 8. Riley used this time to calm himself and shift around to get comfortable. 5...4.

He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Hopefully he wasn’t late.

2...1

 

When his eyes opened, he was no longer laying in bed staring at a visor. He was still inside an apartment, but this one was located within the virtual world of Sigil Online. It was easily ten-times larger than his real-world apartment. He was able to set his in-game apartment as his spawn point, which allowed him to appear directly inside of it upon logging in. If he didn’t own an apartment, he would’ve had to of found an inn somewhere.

Now that he was in the game, he rushed to the door and opened it, which took him out into a hallway. He ran down the hall and entered an elevator which took him to the ground floor. The elevator opened up to a large spacious lounge where numerous other players were milling about, talking, eating, watching the news and even playing various gambling mini-games which were coded into the virtual world.

He was no longer dressed in shorts and a t-shirt. That’s because in the game world, he was no longer Riley. He was a paragon known as Radiance.

He had short-cut gold hair and a white form-fitting jacket with gold trim. On the side of his partially exposed neck, was a gold tattoo with the letter ‘R’ and a silver circle around it.

He had on a pair of dark gray denim pants with silver stitching. A pair of black boots, and a pair of silver and gold chain bracelets on his wrists, which he happened to be very proud of. Not simply because of the stat boost they gave him, but because they matched his entire ensemble as well.

On the right side of his jacket, he wore a black pin that looked like a plus sign made of two lightning bolts.

This, was Radiance.

He walked through the lounge, his sights set on an older man who wore a fine black suit. His head was shaved bald and his attention appeared to be on one of the news-reporting televisions on the side of the wall.

Radiance made his way over, but was stopped by a guy who appeared to be around eighteen or so, which made him several years older than Radiance’s apparent age.

“Hey Radi, are you available for a boss on Saturday?”

Upon hearing the shortened version of his name, ‘Radi’ looked over to the casually-clothed player, and several heads nearby turned to look at him as well.

“Uh, I don’t know,” Radi replied. “Kinda busy right now! Check with me later, alright?” he said as he quickly dodged around the player who had spoken to him.

“Alright!” the guy called back. “I’ll catch up with you later!”

Radi wanted to roll his eyes, but he had to upkeep is ‘nice guy’ persona, which meant that he couldn’t go acting like a complete douchebag, when he really felt like being one.

Radi hadn’t managed to take more than six more steps before he heard someone else speak his name.

“Radiance!” a woman called from a couch nearby.

He turned his head and saw a silver-haired woman with a bright smile on her lips. “You going to need a support to team up with today? I’m a paragon now, you know!”

Radi lifted his eyebrows, his steps faltering for a moment. “Uh, sorry Glint, kinda in a rush today. The group is full. I’ll keep you in mind though!” He then continued to walk, heading past where the woman had been sitting.

“You better!” he heard from behind him.

He took a deep breath, trying his best to just stay focused. He actually liked Glint as a player, but she really wasn’t too knowledgeable when it came to using her powers effectively. Not to mention, she was kind of greedy when it came to loot. Which, he supposed at the end of the day, a lot of players were like that. It wasn’t always easy to gain an advantage in a game like Sigil Online.

“Hey Radiance!” another voice called from nearby.

“Hey!” he called back, even lifting his hand in a brief greeting to whomever had said his name, but this time he didn’t even bother looking in their direction. He had somewhere he needed to be! Being one of the well-known tier-two healers in the game, made him a bit too popular sometimes.

Managing to avoid any further distractions, he finally made it to the finely dressed man. He wore a black suit with thin green lines running down the jacket.

Riley stepped into the dark-skinned man’s field of vision, but didn’t fully obstruct his view of the television he’d been watching. “Hey, Teller. In a bit of a rush, can you get me to the entrance of the glow mine?”

Teller slowly looked over to Radi. His bald head glinted from the outside sunlight. “You know, you said something similar the other day, and you still haven’t paid for my expert services from then. My line of credit doesn’t run far, boy.”

Radi swallowed and nodded. “I know, I know, I’m sorry. Right after this fight, I’ll head right back and I can pay you. Please? I’m already super late! I’ll pay you, like...ten percent more, for this time and last time, alright?”

Teller lifted a brow. “Twenty percent extra, for both times,” he countered.

Radi’s lips parted, about to complain, but he knew he was in no position to barter. “Fine, good! Twenty percent extra. So let’s go, glow mine, ok?”

“You better not forget, I’ll be coming after you if you do! Might just teleport a bomb on your ass. Then you’ll remember to pay your debts.”

Radi’s patience was running thin, but still he managed to keep his composure as best he could. “Right right, I’m good for it, I swear,” he said.

Teller shook his head as he reached out and grabbed Radi’s wrist. “Glow mine entrance, go!”

Upon that two-letter word being spoken, Radiance was transported across the city, to the far outskirts, beneath the planet’s surface and to the entrance of the glow mine.

It happened in the blink of an eye, just like it had been when he entered seamlessly into the game world; he had been transported to the the meetup location where the rest of his team was waiting. Electrical energy discharged from his body upon his arrival. Creating a ‘zzzt’ sound as he found himself staring at the tunnel entrance to the mine.

Nearby, a man who looked to be in his thirties was sitting on a large rock on the ground. He looked up and spotted Radi.

“Bout time you showed up,” Glasser murmured. “Why is it we’re always waiting on you, man?”

Radi sighed and shrugged. “Sorry, couldn’t be helped. Came as fast as I could. We all here?” he asked, glancing around to the several other people nearby.

To the left of Glasser was Blue Blaster, who tended to go by ‘Blue’ or even ‘BB’ to anyone who ever teamed up with her. She was a young woman with frosty blue hair and a pair of dark blue gloves. She wore a blue corset and black denim pants. “We’re all here,” she said, in an unamused tone. “Just been waiting on you, as always.”

“Traffic again?” asked a woman from behind him.

Radi turned his head and spotted Warcry. She was somewhat simply dressed. A pair of black cargo pants, black boots and a red t-shirt. On both arms, were a pair of coiling red tribal tattoos. Her hair was red as well and shaved down on one side.

He smiled at the sight of her. The two of them had been in-game friends since he first logged in. He’d known Warcry back when her in-game name had been ‘Wendy.’

“Yeah, still not used to it,” he said with a half smile.

“Well let’s get going. Less chat, more kill kill,” said a woman on the right side of Glasser. She had deep black hair down to her shoulders, and a somewhat gothic form-fitting leather outfit with cloth frill coming from the hips like a skirt.

“I forgot how you’re such a busy person, Shadow Witch,” said Radi as he walked towards the entrance to the cave. “You got the mirror, right?” he asked, glancing over to Glasser.

“Yeah, I got it. I’m not forgetful like some people,” he said pointedly while looking at Radi. “No use in even bringing you, if I wasn’t going to bring the mirror as well.”

Radi managed a smile. “Good, I mean, I’d have been just as happy to sit the fight out after rushing here, but at least I’ll be able to...you know, keep you all alive.”

“Which is the only reason we waited as long as we did,” said Shadow Witch as she got up and headed into the glow mine.

Glasser followed after her, and then Blue Blaster after him. Radi glanced back to Warcry, who walked in beside him.

“Well it’s not like I ‘really’ need anything from a boss down here anyway,” Radi spoke up.

“You don’t know that,” said Blue Blaster. “It’s not like anyone’s killed it before. It just got patched in today.”

“How did we know it was going to be here?” Radi asked.

“The developers released patch notes last night, saying that certain areas were getting some tweaks. Which, is essentially cryptic developer talk for ‘we’re adding things in that you should go take a look at.’ So I came out here right after the patch came out and scouted the rooms. That’s when I spotted the ‘Glownaconda.”

“The...what?” Radi asked. “That’s probably the most ridiculous name I’ve heard for a boss. I also doubt that anything down here in the glow mine has loot that would be better than what I’ve got right now. Unless they coded in some new equipment or we get some super rare drop no one’s seen before.”

“Yeah, the name's a bit of a stretch,” said Blue Blaster. “I guess they thought it sounded cooler than ‘glow worm’ or ‘glow snake.’”

“Ehh,” Radi murmured.

“If it drops something we can’t use, we’ll just split the profits like always,” Glasser said from ahead of the group, having listened in on their conversation.

“Right, right,” said Radi.

The group of five walked through the tunnel, surrounded by dark black stone, which had small traces of green glowing veins throughout. It emitted enough light so that they could see each other’s silhouettes, but nothing much beyond that.

“We know anything special about this glow worm?” asked Radi, just to break the silence that was going on. “Weaknesses? Weak spots? Resistances? Damage?”

“We kill it till it’s dead,” said Shadow Witch.

“An excellent strategy, Shadow,” Radi allowed himself to roll his eyes, since no one would actually notice.

“It’s always the best strategy,” she replied.

“I’ll just, you know, yell at it...and yell at you guys. Done deal,” said Warcry. “I might even yell a bit at the walls. We’ll see where the day takes us.”

Radi smirked at Warcry’s comment. Without her, the group would definitely be more dismal. Warcry was actually a perfect fit for a group like theirs. Each of them could deal damage in some regard, and Warcry amplified the damage they could do. Their team was centered around the ‘if you do enough damage, it will die,” mentality. But that’s also why his role was so important. With so many damage-dealers, he had to really be on top of his game if he was going to keep everyone alive. A healer that couldn’t keep his team alive, wasn’t going to be invited into many groups.

Glasser was the only one of them that could actually do much of anything to mitigate damage. His powers allowed him to glassify any inanimate object, or himself. It was both defensive and offensive, which gave him the role of ‘tank.’ A tank was a combat role in most games where the player put themselves in the most danger and absorbed whatever damage they could, so that the less-defensive members of their party weren’t in harm’s way.

The light in the passageway was gradually increasing, as it began to open up into a larger room. This was the first chamber in the glow mine. There were multiple passageways that led to other rooms and tunnels. There was also larger formations of green glowing crystal, which helped illuminate their surroundings.

“Which way?” asked Glasser.

“Hmm, I came out of…” Blue Blaster murmured and then pointed to one of the passageways to their right. “Over there.”

The group moved, and Blue Blaster assumed the lead role. They’d reach various forks in the tunnels which caused BB to pause for a moment. She’d turn her head to look in the opposite direction, then head quickly down a tunnel. At one point, they had to backtrack a tunnel, as BB seemed adamant that she’d made a navigational error.

“Are you sure you even know where we’re going?” asked Shadow Witch. “You said it wasn’t that far inside, and it’s been what? Twenty minutes?”

“We’re almost there, I swear!” said Blue Blaster. “It’s like, one more tunnel.”

“Have you seen anyone else in the tunnels?” asked Warcry.

“I didn’t see anyone in there when I searched around,” said Blue Blaster. “No one went in when I waited at the entrance for everyone.”

BB kept walking as the light from another chamber spilled into the tunnel ahead.

“I think this is it,” whispered Blue as she slowed her pace.

“You think?” asked Glasser, in an equally quiet tone.

“Do glow worms even have ears to hear us?” Shadow Witch asked.

“This one might, or it can sense vibrations,” Blue said back.

“Did it see you earlier?” asked Shadow.

“Umm, I don’t think so? It seemed to be sleeping. It wasn’t moving a whole lot. It was in an alcove in this chamber up ahead, if it’s the right chamber,” said Blue.

They continued on as the green light got brighter. The tunnel eventually led into another large chamber with more of those large green-crystal outcroppings. The ceiling rose for about five stories. The room itself was easily as wide as several apartment buildings put together.

“This it?” Glasser asked as they slowly entered the room, looking all around. There were alcoves in the walls, just about everywhere. There were branching tunnel passageways and even what looked to be a pit.

“Yeah, this is it,” Blue Blaster whispered back. She walked ahead a short ways, her head turned to get a better look into one of the larger alcoves on the far wall. She then froze in place.

“Oh crap,” she said.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Glasser said, hurrying over to her.

Blue looked all around, her eyes darting from place to place. “It’s not there anymore.”

“It moved?” asked Glasser.

“Must’ve!” Blue replied. “It could be anywhere.”

“What if it moved to another chamber?” asked Shadow.

“Well, it was too big for the passageways,” said Blue.

“How big?” asked Shadow Witch. “Could it tunnel?”

“I don’t know, big!” Blue replied, her voice more erratic. “How should I know if it can tunnel? I didn’t code the thing!”

Glasser sighed. “Let’s check around and see if—”

The ground trembled beneath their feet.

Everyone looked down, but there was no time to react. The ground pushed up from below them and then broke as a large glowing maw rose into the chamber. A loud guttural groan emanated from the creature’s mouth. Its hide was a translucent bulging green. Its maw was made up of triangular flaps that opened up to a plethora of tiny green spike-like teeth.

“Spread out!” Glasser yelled.

Shadow and Blue were already moving in separate directions. Radi had been knocked to the ground and was crawling for several moments before Warcry reached down and hoisted him up by the arm. “Up you go!”

“Thanks!” Radi called as he turned and ran so that he could put distance between him and Warcry, if the worm came for either of them. He looked over, noticing the worm’s attention wasn’t on any of them currently. It seemed to be surveying its surroundings. “Glasser! I need the mirror!”

“I know!” Glasser called back from a distance away. “Gotta make sure it doesn’t get broken!”

Radi kept an eye on Glasser’s location as he kept running. He looked to the monster, seeing the name ‘Glownaconda,” above its head. Beneath the creature’s name was a long red health bar that hovered above it at all times. Someone in the group must’ve touched it or hit it, to cause the name to appear. It could’ve still been active from Blue Blaster triggering it when she was in the room earlier.

By now, Blue and Shadow had put enough distance between themselves and the Glownaconda. Blue was the first to turn. She lifted her hands and clenched her fists. She leaned back and pushed her hands forward as she opened them. Triggered by a mere thought, a pair of blue beams shot from her palms.

The size of the worm made it difficult not to hit. The blue beams smashed into the side of the almost gelatinous-looking monster. The beams were a continuous stream of energy that assailed the large worm.

The monster swung its head towards Blue. It reared itself back and then flung its maw out toward Blue. As it did, the flaps of its maw opened up and a burst of vile green liquid poured from its mouth.

Blue cut off her beams and took several steps to the side before diving to dodge the monster’s attack. Despite her quick reactions, the stream of liquid splashed over her lower body. She tumbled a short distance away and her vision flashed red as the slime that had touched her, began to eat away at her own hit points.

“Don’t get this stuff on you!” she called out to the others.

Shadow had already taken position and checked her surroundings. “Warcry!” she called out.

Warcry looked over to Shadow, seeing that she was about to attack. Everyone had gained a good bit of distance between each other. Now was the time to attack, and now it was time for her to do her job.

She set her sights on Shadow and took in a deep breath. When her lungs were filled, she shouted out. “Rahhh!”

It took only a second for Warcry’s power to take effect. A soft red aura appeared around Shadow.

Shadow smirked and wasted no time in attacking the monster, now that Warcry had buffed her with a damage-increasing effect. Her hands whipped around as she focused her attention on the shadows in the chamber. The shadows began to warp and shift and rise up despite the illumination from the green crystals and the creature’s body itself. Her shadows remained as two-dimensional constructs. Some shadows moved along the ground, while others descended from the ceiling. The shadows took on a pointed appearance as they rushed towards the glowing worm. One by one they stabbed into its body while its attention remained on Blue.

The creature’s health had slowly lowered in tiny amounts when Blue shot it with her beams, but now it was taking rapid increments of damage all over.

The worm wailed as it turned and sought out its assailant. His attention now shifting to Shadow. Again, the worm reared up and let loose a horrible torrent of green slime.

Shadow was more prepared and capable to deal with the attack than Blue had been. With a quick gesture of her hands and arms, she pulled the shadows into a protective barrier around herself. The slime splashed over the sphere of darkness encompassing her, but she remained unscathed as the shadows fell around her when the worm’s attack had ended.

“Radi!” Glasser called from the other side of the chamber.

Radiance turned his head and watched as Glasser moved his fingers in mid-air. He couldn’t see it himself, but he knew that Glasser was going through his inventory screen. A moment later, a mirror appeared in his hands. It was several feet high and several feet wide. Glasser set it against the wall and reached out to tap it twice.

As Glasser’s fingers touched the mirror in that second tap, a ray of sunlight streamed out in the direction the mirror was facing. It stopped against the far wall, and didn’t seem to be doing anything special, other than being a ray of sunlight.

“You’re good to go!” Glasser called.

Radi looked from Glasser to Blue.

“Rahhh!” Warcry shouted in his direction, and a white aura appeared around him.

“Thanks!” he called back, but didn’t divert his attention. He reached a hand out towards the sunlight streaming into the chamber from the mirror. With another wave of his hand, a beam of light branched out from the original and streaked across the room to hit Blue.

The red bar of health above Blue’s head had been at about eighty-five percent due to the green slime eating away at her health. But as the ray of sunlight hit her, the slime was seared off of her body and her hit points slowly inched back to full.

Blue brought her hands up again and shot out another steady blast of blue energy at the worm. She didn’t have a damage-increasing buff from Warcry yet, but she could still pile on the damage regardless.

As the worm was hit by Blue’s assault, it worked its way further out of the hole it had popped out of. More of its glistening green body became visible until its tail could be seen leaving the tunnel it had burrowed from. Its tail whipped around and swung at Blue.

“Why me again?” Blue shouted as she ran to the side to avoid the first attack, but as the worm brought its tail up and swatted at her again, she was slammed into the ground. The red bar above her slowly lowered about thirty percent.

“We need to get its threat off Blue!” Radiance called out.

“On it!” Glasser shouted. He lifted his hand and made a quick gesture to bring up a screen that displayed all the items in his inventory. He tapped an icon and then tapped it again.

Suddenly, a pile of long wooden stakes appeared at his feet. He reached down and grabbed one. He squeezed his hand and a glass-coating quickly encompassed the stake until it was more like an elongated icicle. He threw it like a spear and as soon as it left his hand, he reached down to grab another and turn it into glass.

The first glass-spear stabbed into the worm’s hide. It didn’t seem as strong as the numerous attacks from Shadow, or Blue.

What it did accomplish, was to draw the worm’s attention to him as he continued to hurl more glass spears.

“Rahhh!” came another shout from Warcry. This time, the resulting effect was aimed at the monster itself. The green glow of the monster’s body was now mingling with a somewhat sickly purple color that seemed to swim around the creature’s form. The worm had been sliding over towards Glasser and when that purple aura was added to its body, its speed seemed to slow dramatically.

“I could’ve used that slow on him earlier!” Blue called out from nearby as another ray of sunlight streaked out from the primary one and healed her lost hit points.

Radi pulled his attention away from Blue for the time being. Now that no one was taking damage and the monster’s attention was on Glasser, he brought his hands up and swiped with them. Each time he waved his arms, a bright focused beam of light would shoot out from the original beam of sunlight coming in from the mirror. Each ray singed and burnt a circular spot on the worm’s hide. The Glownaconda’s health was now creeping under ninety percent.

Blue re-joined the fight and focused her beams back on the giant worm. Shadow assaulted the creature from all sides, while Radi peppered the worm with beams of searing sunlight. Warcry’s ability recharged and she shouted at Glasser to give him a blue aura. She had to wait a short duration between shouts, else the effect wouldn’t be at a hundred percent.

Glasser had run out of stakes to throw, but it didn’t matter. The Glownaconda was already upon him. He smashed his fists together and inch by inch, his fists and arms were encased in thick glass. Using a little concentration, he grew the glass out of his arms into oval shields.

Due to the worm’s debilitation, caused by Warcry’s earlier shout, it had been forced to a slower speed which gave Glasser more time to prepare. When it finally reached Glasser and reared its head back to spew green slime all over him, Glasser was able to crouch down and protect himself from the liquid assault by using his glass-arms as shields.

While the creature was distracted by Glasser, the other four group members continued to pummel it from all sides with their various attacks.

Warcry’s beneficial effects would begin to wear-off, which required her to shout again in order to renew them. She didn’t have much offense capability of her own—unless she wanted to get in closer with the monster, but she was thoroughly increasing the fighting powers of her team, while also debilitating the monster. With another shout, she changed the aura around the worm to match its sickly green pallor, but this time instead of lowering its speed, she lowered its defense attribute, allowing their attacks to hit it even harder.

It didn’t take long before the Glownaconda’s health fell below fifty percent, half of its health bar had now been chipped away.

“We’re getting close, watch out for a phase change!” Radi called out.

The monster continued to attack Glasser, since he had accumulated the effect known as ‘threat’ upon the creature. One of Glasser’s special effects allowed his attacks to cause the creature to focus on him more, despite the fact that his attacks weren’t as strong as those of his companions. Threat was usually increased if a player put a lot of damage on a creature. Sometimes a healer like Radiance would accrue threat by healing someone the monster had attacked. In this instance, since Glasser’s abilities were considered under the ‘tank’ role, his powers caused extra threat despite lower damage.

“It’s under fifty percent,” Radi called a few seconds later. “Not seeing any change yet!”

The Glownaconda cut off its stream of bile that it had been spewing upon Glasser. The worm’s head flailed around, the green glow of its body pulsed, gradually increasing faster and faster.

“I spoke too soon!” he called as he whipped his arms around faster to try and increase his damage output on the worm. They had no idea what the creature was capable of and the worm might have some super powerful attack that could pose a huge problem if they’re caught unaware.

Suddenly, the worm began to wretch, almost as if it was going to spew up more acrid liquid. Its head flung forward several times as its mouth-flaps opened. But instead of liquid, a white object fell out of its mouth.

“What the hell is that?” Warcry called from nearby. The strange pale-white mass had fallen between the distance of her and Radiance.

Radiance’s attacks on the monster had stopped as he watched the expelled mass, waiting for it to explode, or glow, or...something.

The object was covered in translucent green slime, a bit dull compared to what the worm had been spitting up. The monster’s tail had curled in toward itself, but didn’t take any hostile action, its head was lowered in the direction of the thing it had spit up.

The object opened and rose from the ground. The slick ichor obscured some of its features until it rose further and further. A pair of arms broke from a torso. Its head lifted and a pair of dark black eyes opened. Its body appeared chitinous, like an insect, but the white hue made it seem almost like a skeleton. It was humanoid in form, but its appendages were elongated and strangely segmented. Its arms had at least five joints instead of just a wrist, elbow and shoulder.

Its legs were the same and ended on talon-like toes. Its head remained the most human-like feature, except for those black eyes and its larger cranium. It didn’t appear to have any mouth.

Its head swept from right to left and without hesitation its right arm rose and its five fingers extended out from its palm.

The worm’s mouth opened and let out a horrendous roar, unlike anything it had made before.

It was so loud, everyone involuntarily reached to cover their ears just to lessen the intensity. It didn’t hurt, since nothing in the game actually caused a player ‘pain’ but there was this strange irritating pressure along with an uncontrollable need to respond to the vocal attack.

Glasser used whatever thoughts he could muster to activate his powers and create a glass barrier around his ears.

Shadow Witch did the same, pulling in nearby darkness to conform around her ears, but it didn’t seem to be having as strong as an effect as Glasser’s method.

Warcry clutched at her ears and dropped to her knees.

Blue stumbled forward but retained her footing. As the worm roared, its tail uncoiled and whipped out at Blue. She didn’t have any time to react as its heavy meaty tail smacked into her and flung her across the chamber.

“Blue!” Radi groaned, reaching out to force a beam of sunlight in her direction. The insect-like monster that the worm had spit-up, brought its arm up and clenched its fist. The worm’s roar ended as it shifted over and blocked the beam.

The sunlight had only touched Blue Blaster for a couple seconds, which wasn’t long enough to restore more than about five percent of her hit points.

“Damnit! Get out of the way!” Radi yelled. His thoughts became easier to focus now that the worm wasn’t roaring.

The insect monster moved its arms and hands and the worm reacted. Its entire body glowed a brighter green as its head came up like it’d done before when it spewed that green slime around. Its mouth opened, showing a green glow coming up through its body.

Radi watched, prepared to react.

Instead of slime, a large green beam shot forth from its maw. The beam cut into the ground and rushed towards Shadow.

Shadow moved her arms and drew in every bit of darkness that she could. The ray of green light washed over her and tore away at most of the shadows protecting her body, but she appeared mostly unscathed. The green ray moved across the chamber, tearing up rock as it moved towards Glasser.

Glasser pulled his arms up and crouched down. The beam broke against his hardened arms, but as the green ray washed over him, his hit points took a noticeable hit of about twenty percent, even though he’d deflected most of the attack.

“Heal!” he called out the moment the ray passed him over. In his next motion, he accessed his inventory to get more wooden spears.

Radi reached out to grab a ray of light, but the worm’s energy beam was still moving, straight for the mirror. Radi swiped his arm to throw a beam at Glasser to heal him as best he could with what time he had left. Glasser’s hit points rose back up to one-hundred percent just as the worm’s beam washed over the mirror and shattered it, instantly cutting off the ray of sunlight into the room, along with any means of Radiance using his powers.

“My head!,” Warcry groaned as she knelt, cradling her head between her hands with closed eyes. It seemed as though the creature’s roar had affected her worse than the others. Probably due to the fact that her ‘mind’ attribute wasn’t as high as everyone else’s in the group. Warcry hadn’t broken level 100, like the rest of them had.

Radiance’s instinct was to reach out and grab a ray of sunlight to heal any mind-based damage that Warcry might’ve taken, but without the mirror, he was utterly useless now in the fight.

He heard the worm’s beam of energy continue to eat into the stone of the chamber. He saw the worm’s head wave around as the beam carved into the ceiling. It curved and plummeted towards where Warcry was kneeling on the ground.

“Warcry! Move! Get up!” Radiance called to her.

Warcry didn’t react to his words. She groaned and kept her hands to her ears.

“Warcry!” Radi called as he ran towards her. Couldn’t she hear him? Had she taken a debilitating effect that affected her hearing or mind? He had to reach her!

A pair of blue beams streaked out from the far side of the chamber and smacked into the side of the worm, but its head only continued to lower, trailing that green beam down the cave wall and ever closer to Warcry.

Glasser threw spear after spear, which lodged deep into the worm’s hide, but still the worm seemed set on its course, as the insect-like monster’s arms slowly lowered, as if directing the beam coming from the worm itself.

Radi’s arms pumped as he ran towards Warcry. The beam was getting closer and closer. He had to make it! He couldn’t do anything else, but he could do this!

He reached Warcry and seized her arms, pulling her up to stand. “Get up!” he shouted, the worm’s beam was seconds from reaching them and Warcry was wobbling, her arms only now lowering from her head as her eyes opened.

“Radi?” she asked, unmoving from where she was. She looked up, seeing the green beam falling upon them.

There was no time. Radiance shoved her with all his strength and pushed her out of the way of the beam. He then turned to dive in the opposite direction so that the beam couldn’t get both of them. But time had run out. The edge of the beam caught his leg at the last moment and grounded him in place as he leaned forward to dive. Instead of diving, he fell straight to the ground. The beam seared him with intense energy. The red bar above his head dropped rapidly. Ninety percent, sixty-five, forty-two.

He could feel the pressure of the beam keeping him down. The ray didn’t move. It remained focused on him, whittling his hit points down to nothing. Thirty-four percent, sixteen, two.

All he could see were the red flashes in his vision from the damage he was taking, and the bright green energy all around him. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t speak. All he could do, was die.

Chapter 2: Postmortem

 

Riley stared at the ‘A Paragon Has Fallen’ message. It was bright red. It was surrounded by only darkness. He couldn’t see the cavern he had been in, just moments prior. The glow mine was gone. All that was left, was the message of his demise. This was the first time he’d ever witnessed a ‘death screen’ for himself. He’d seen images of them online. But now it was real. This was his message. His tombstone. Or at least, Radiance’s tombstone.

He wasn’t sure what to do. He had no body in the game anymore. It was just the message. But then, after several more seconds, the message faded and the logo for ‘Sigil Online’ appeared. Then, the logo washed away. It was the same ‘intro’ that appeared the first time he’d created his character. The one that ended up gaining the name Radiance.

Now that the logo had vanished, he appeared in a room. There was a door that said ‘Exit’ and another door that said ‘Create a Character.’

He looked down and saw a ‘dummy’ avatar’s legs and body. He wasn’t rendered as Radiance anymore in the game, or even Riley. He was just a nothing-character that was used to navigate the early-game’s options, when a character hadn’t been created yet.

He looked over to the ‘Create a Character’ room. He stared at it for a short while. No, he couldn’t do it yet. He couldn’t do it. Not right now. Not yet. He turned and headed straight for the ‘Exit’ door.

Upon passing through it, his real eyes opened to the blackness of the headset. The headset had relinquished control of his brain back to him. He reached up and pulled the visor off and set it next to him on the bed.

He stared at the ceiling.

He stared at it for thirty minutes. His mind running over everything that had happened and the decisions he’d made. Every facet of the battle. Every move he made, and didn’t make. Then, the last move that cost him his character.

“Damnit,” he whispered.

He brought his hands to his face and rubbed at his eyes. He leaned up in bed and sat there. His character had been killed. He’d been given the death message and had been forced from the game, driven to what was known as the ‘starting screen,’ just as it had been two years ago when he first started playing.

In Sigil Online, death was final. Everything he’d earned. Every item, every level, the property in-game, all gone.

He slid off the bed and slowly changed his clothes. He needed to get out of the apartment. Was he even going to be able to afford his apartment? What the hell was he going to do?

He changed his clothes again, putting on a pair of dark-blue denim pants and his gray hoodie. He slipped his feet back into his shoes and walked over, grabbing his keys and wallet from where he’d left them.

His head spun with a thousand thoughts and the disbelief of what had happened. He’d lost everything he’d worked for since he started playing Sigil Online two years ago.

He left his apartment and locked the door behind him. Maybe he was dreaming? If so, he wanted to wake up. He walked down the hall and took the stairwell down since the elevator wasn’t functional. It hadn’t worked for weeks.

He reached another door and made his way out into the cool evening air. The sun would be setting soon. He turned and headed up the street. The noise of cars was the loudest sound around him, but even that was being drowned out by his own thoughts. He passed by people from time to time, but didn’t truly see any of them. The rush he’d been in earlier, was gone. He’d raced to his death, it seemed.

What the hell was that thing that came out of the worm?

He grit his teeth as his fists clenched in the pockets of his hoodie. He kept walking, the hood over his head. He didn’t focus too well on where he was going, but eventually he reached the end of the street which intersected with another. Cars only went left on the street, making it relatively easy to cross, especially when the traffic light at the far end was red. He waited for the red light and for all the cars to stop. He walked between a blue and white car and crossed to the other side, ending up in front of a cafe with a bright neon-blue sign that read ‘Paragon Cafe.’

The name hadn’t always been ‘Paragon Cafe,’ but the owner had changed it about a year ago when it was apparent that Sigl Online was going to be one of the biggest games in history.

Riley walked to the old wooden door with a glass pane and opened it up. He stepped inside and glanced over to the long coffee-bar and then the various booths and tables set up. The place had a decent amount of customers at any given time. He turned to head back to one of the far corner booths when he spotted someone he recognized. He walked over to a small booth that could only sit one person on each side.

The only occupant was a young man the same age as him. He had long black hair and soft androgynous features. He was thin and a bit paler than Riley. He wore a black hoodie with the hood down, his arms were on the table, his thumbs were through the holes at the ends of his hoodie sleeves, which kept the sleeves from pulling back. He dipped a spoon into a banana-split with whipped topping, cherries, neapolitan ice cream, and peanuts. He brought the spoonful to his lips and closed them around it. His eyes closed for several moments as Riley approached.

When the young man’s eyes opened, he spotted Riley immediately and his eyebrows lifted.

“Ri-leh!” he murmured, with the ice cream still in his mouth. He took a few moments to swallow the bite as he looked up. “Hey! What’re you up to? Grabbing some coffee?” he asked.

“Hey Aaron,” Riley said as he slowly slid down into the seat across from him. He sighed and leaned back in the small booth. “Yeah, I guess I’m gonna need it. Got a long night ahead of me. What’s with the...banana split?” he asked.

Aaron smiled. “Treating myself!” he said with a bright smile.

“Special occasion?” Riley asked, his voice never leaving a monotone.

Aaron nodded. “Yeah, something like that! Was a pretty good day at the shop.” His smile faded as he noticed Riley’s lips hadn’t so much as twitched upwards. “What’s wrong?”

Riley was slowly running his hands through his hair again. Where to even begin?

The drone of the various televisions in the cafe was soft. It was easy to tune them out, but you could also follow with what was going on if you were close enough, or reading the captions. One of the televisions was to the right of where they were both seated. Riley’s attention was drawn to it as the news segment broke into a ‘Special Report.’

“Oh crap,” Riley whispered. “They...they didn’t. Please tell me they didn’t.”

Aaron blinked at him and then followed his gaze over to the television. “What? What’s up?” he asked.

Riley shook his head as a male reporter appeared on the screen of the television, wearing a slick black suit. To the side of him, an image appeared with the words ‘Paragon Defeat!’ The image, was of him.

Or more accurately, the image was of Radiance.

The news anchor spoke up after the special report cut into whatever news had been going on before. “Hello everyone,” the man spoke. “This is Jeremy Riggs, with another special report.”

The image depicting Radiance began to move, as a video played out. It was of Radiance and his companions fighting a giant green-glowing worm.

“Today sees the fall of a long-standing paragon in Sigil Online,” he spoke. “A group of paragons decided to jump into the glow mines soon-after the latest patch released. A harrowing battle ensued and as you can see here in the video…” he trailed off, letting the video go fullscreen, showing a large green beam catching Radiance’s foot and pulling him down to the ground and decimating his health until his body dissipated into digital dust.

“The paragon known as Radiance, is no more,” the news anchor continued. “We have footage of some of the battle along with a strange monster that is responsible for Radiance’s death. Stay tuned for more, after these words from our amazing sponsors.”

The news report cut out and switched to an advertisement for a company selling SCs (Sigil Credits) for real-world currency.

Riley sighed and leaned back into his chair. “Already profiting off my corpse,” Riley muttered. “Bastards. I bet it was Shadow...or Glasser.”

Aaron looked at Riley with raised eyebrows. “No way,” he whispered.

Riley looked over to Aaron, who’s eyes were wide and his jaw lowered.

“You were Radiance?” he asked. “Why didn’t you tell me you were Radiance?”

Riley rolled his eyes. “I don’t feel like much of a paragon if I go around telling everyone my identity, you know.”

“But! I’m like...we’re like...best friends! I’ve known you for years! We had every class in school together! We talk almost every day! You never told me!”

Riley reached up and scratched at the side of his head. “Well, I kept this one thing a secret. Sorry,” he said.

“I didn’t even know you were in the same region of Sigil Online as me,” said Aaron. “We could’ve hung out in game and stuff!”

“We hang out in real life,” said Riley. His eyes mostly avoiding his best friend’s. “I feel like a different person when I’m playing Sigil. I didn’t want that to get in the way of...you know, being friends.”

Aaron stared at Riley for a few seconds, his gaze lowering to the ice cream. He slowly scooped up another bite and brought it to his lips. After he’d swallowed it, he looked back to Riley. “I guess a shopkeeper like myself, wouldn’t be much fun to have around when you’re one of the top healers in the entire game,” he said.

Riley averted his gaze again, looking across the cafe. “I didn’t tell anyone that I know in real life, who I was in-game,” he admitted. “I thought it’d be better that way. And besides, you’re always telling me how well you’re doing as a crafter and shopkeeper. So you know, I didn’t think I needed to try and help you make money or anything. I mean, you’re doing just fine without me. Your apartment complex isn’t far from here either. I play Sigil as a career, you know?”

Aaron’s gaze was mostly focused on his ice cream. Picking out pieces of banana and cherries. “I get that,” he said.

“I didn’t want our friendship to suffer, because I want to push my career in Sigil,” Riley said. “So, I felt it best that the two were separate.”

“I get it,” said Aaron. He smiled just a little. “I just think it might’ve been fun, you know? Perhaps things would’ve turned out a little different.”

Riley breathed, then exhaled slowly. “Maybe so,” he said. “But here we are. One little screw-up and I’m back to square...nothing. I’ve got to remake my character and start looking for a power.”

“Good luck with that,” Aaron laughed.

Riley looked at him strangely. “Why are you saying it like that?” he asked.

At that moment, a waiter stopped at the table. A small embroidered name tag on his vest read ‘Paul.’ “Sorry for the wait, a bit understaffed today. What can I get you?” he asked Riley.

Riley looked up to him. “It’s ok. We know the deal. Can I just get a cup of coffee?”

“Sure thing. Is that it?” Paul asked.

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“Coming right up,” Paul said, before turning and heading off to go back behind the counter.

“Well, if Sigil doesn’t work out, I’m sure they’d hire you here if you wanted to be a barista,” Aaron said, his lips curled.

“It’s Sigil, or nothing,” said Riley. “Now, what’d you mean about ‘good luck?’

Aaron brought another spoonful of ice cream to his lips then pulled the spoon out. He took his time and then swallowed. “Cause of the patch,” he answered.

“What about the patch?”

“The patch added a whole mess of new power variants, but it also made them harder to obtain.”

“What?” Riley groaned. “I heard that new powers were already hard to find, cause no one has the same.”

Aaron shrugged. “All I know, is that it’s even harder to get a power now, according to the patch notes. But it didn’t specify why. So who knows? The developers like to be cryptic like that sometimes.”

“Yeah,” Riley murmured. “Just like they were cryptic with the glow mine.” Riley glanced over to the television, which had just broken back to the special report. It showed the video of Radiance being killed in-game. It also showed pictures of the white insect monster. 

“That thing right there,” Riley spoke up, pointing over at the television. “That’s the creature that killed me. I’ve never seen any crazy boss mechanic like that.”

“What happened?” Aaron asked.

“We were fighting that giant glowing worm, and then it spit up that bug thing,” he said. “It was really creepy. The bug seemed to control it and direct that beam attack it used to...well, kill me.”

“Other monsters have spawned adds like that before,” said Aaron, referring to the usually smaller creatures that larger ones could create. These ‘smaller’ monsters were called ‘adds,’ which was short for ‘additional.’

“I bet you had to kill the bug,” Aaron commented. “You said the bug was controlling the worm? So the bug itself was probably super weak.”

Riley ran a hand up and ruffled his own hair. “Damnit, you’re probably right. We were just so completely in disarray. Those guys were some top-level players, but I swear, Glasser and Shadow were kind of assholes and Blue wasn’t much better at times. I hope Warcry made it out alright. They’re not saying she died, so that’s probably good. None of the videos are even showing me pushing her out of the way. Oh well, guess it doesn’t matter since Radiance is dead. Gone forever.”

“That really sucks,” said Aaron, as he continued to enjoy his ice cream. “I’m sure you’ll spend all night...or week, finding a new power.”

“Yeah, but finding a new power is only the first step,” Riley groaned. “It can take months reaching Paragon status again. There’s no way of knowing what your special achievement is, that’ll trigger getting your tier-two powers.”

“You could try the simple civilian life in-game,” Aaron pointed out. “You might like crafting and resource gathering.”

Riley looked over to his best friend again. As he did, Paul came around and set a cup in front of Riley.

“Thanks,” he said.

“Sure thing, let me know if there’s anything else you need.”

Riley lifted the cup and blew across the liquid’s surface. “I’ve got to find powers,” he said. “That’s what I enjoy. I’m not like you. I don’t think I could play Sigil the way you do.”

Aaron shrugged. “You never know until you try,” he teased.

“I guess you’re right,” said Riley. “But, I’d rather fight my way back to the top. If I’m lucky, I’ll get tier-one powers before the next tournament, so I can compete again.”

Aaron thought for a moment. “Didn’t you read the patch notes at all?”

Riley blew across the mug in his hand, whisking away the steam rising from it. He then took a testing sip. He pulled back from it slowly and looked to Aaron. “What do you mean? Did they push the next tournament back?”

Aaron shook his head. “They’re not holding tournaments for a while, they’re working on the next expansion instead. Apparently they want the new content to be more engaging for players, as opposed to the tournaments of the past.”

“More engaging?” Riley asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Aaron shrugged and slowly brought up another scoop of his ice cream. “There’s word that they want to expand PVP in the game.” Aaron spoke about the Player vs Player element within Sigil Online, where players would fight each other, and not the plethora of monsters that existed.

“Tournaments were used as a safe environment for players to fight each other, without risk of losing your character. But when the tournament isn’t going on, a lot more PKing happens,” he added, referring to where a Player would Kill another player.

“Yeah, they were great,” said Riley. “There was also a lot of money to win in them. Sure, there was the entry fee and all...but I usually made out pretty decently, or at least, I used to. I guess even if they had another tournament I shouldn’t get my hopes up, since I have no idea what my powers are going to end up being, if I can even find any.”

Riley went silent for a few moments, then looked back to Aaron. “So this new expansion is going to push some sort of PVP element?” he asked, curious for answers. Any information he could glean, would mean a potential opportunity. Aaron had a penchant for reading everything he could on online forums, which was usually how Riley found out about most things going-on in Sigil Online.

“It’s still a ways off from being released, but that’s what people are saying,” said Aaron. “There’s been no real word on what’ll be involved, but they’re pulling resources away from the other development teams, to push everyone into the expansion project. It’s going to be a pretty drastic change, apparently. But...It’s months away, if not a year. You know how it is.”

“Yeah, you’d think with all the money Sigil Online makes, they could up the time table a bit,” Riley sighed. “But It’s nice to know they’re not just sitting on the money. They’re actually pushing more content for the game.”

“I’m really interested in seeing what happens with the expansion,” said Aaron. “But it’s nothing but speculation at the moment. Too far off to have any good idea.”

Aaron ate another spoonful of ice cream and swallowed it. “You need to be careful though,” he spoke up again. “If you rush around and take risks to find powers, you’re going to end up dead again. You have bills to pay.”

“Don’t remind me,” Riley groaned. “If I can’t earn Sigil Credits, then I can’t convert it into real money. Trust me, I’m fully aware of the crap I’m in now. But don’t you worry about that. I didn’t get to the top by being a scrub. Just watch. In a month, I’ll be making news all over again.”

Aaron smiled back. “I hope you’re right,” he said, as another bite of ice cream disappeared.

 

By the time Riley left the cafe, the sun had disappeared and only stars filled the night sky. The moon was absent, but Riley doubted he’d be able to see it anyway, with all the tall buildings obscuring the skyline.

He took the same path home, his body almost jittery from the caffeine he’d ingested at the cafe. The ice cream Aaron was eating had looked delicious, but he did his best to watch his sugar intake. Not that he watched how much caffeine he had, but he had to draw the line somewhere.

Even on the short walk home, there were LED-illuminated billboards and advertisements that displayed various paragon personas promoting certain products or services. There was all sorts of Sigil Online related merchandising and paraphernalia, along with news segments, reality shows, and even e-sports channels that had predominantly shifted towards Sigil Online.

Radiance had never garnered the attention of many companies. A few asked to use his likeness when selling various cleaning supplies and refreshments. He’d sold limited rights to his likeness, but now all that was gone. Even if he ‘had’ an ongoing contract for Radiance, the advertising company would surely end it upon learning of his death. There were always clauses in the contracts that allowed them to be terminated on the event of an in-game character’s death. Some players would even gain popularity, just to sell their likeness to companies. Afterwards, they wouldn’t even bother hunting monsters anymore, since it was more profitable to remain an icon, than actually play the game.

At least he’d put some money in the bank for just this type of occasion. Not that he ever envisioned this would happen, but he often converted his in-game currency, Sigil Credits, to real-world currnety to use for rent and groceries. Even though apps had been developed to pay for things like food and bills with ‘SC’ directly. But when a character died, their wallet was deleted. Any SC he had on Radiance was now gone. He easily had a thousand or so real-world dollars worth of currency on Radiance when he was killed. Which didn’t account for the amount of SC that his items were worth. He could’ve lived comfortably for a year if he would’ve sold those off. Now, they were just gone.

Actually, the more he thought about it, he realized that he might’ve dropped an item or two on his death. None of the videos showed it, but when a player died, there was a chance that they could drop some of the items they were wearing. Not all of them, but usually somewhere between one to three. It was all random. Usually that only mattered in a player versus player fight. When players fought in groups, usually their friends would collect any dropped loot and make sure that loot got back to the original owner, even if that person had to restart.

In his case, he’d have to hope that Warcry had snagged anything that dropped, else the other three would’ve just looted it for themselves.

He grit his teeth at the mere thought of his ‘companions.’ It was hard to call them that, when none of them really liked each other. Or at least, that’s the vibe he always got. They put up with each other out of necessity.

The only person he liked, was Warcry. He’d have to try and find out if she was ok. None of the videos showed what happened after he’d died. Someone had to of made it out alive, because someone had to of supplied their first-person perspective video to the news outlets. Based on the angle, It was probably Blue or Shadow. Glasser didn’t have the best angle on him, but he could’ve zoomed-in after the fact when he was processing the video clip.

He sighed and rubbed his head. He got back to his apartment and headed inside. He was glad he’d taken a few hours to decompress. He was also glad that Aaron was at the cafe. He hadn’t seen him in a few days, despite usually messaging him online.

When Riley got back to his room, he made his way over to his computer. He sat down and began pouring through whatever news articles he could find in relation to ‘Radiance.’

There were numerous forums that talked about him as a healer. There were lots of fans. People who looked up to him. But all of those messages seemed to be in the ‘past tense.’

All the messages he was seeing that were dated for today spoke of him in a less than favorable light.

There was a post on a major Sigil Online forum, where it showed the video of his death and people had posted comments beneath.

He began reading the messages listed.

‘Good riddance Radiance.’

‘He was ok, but he never grouped with anyone outside his clique!’

‘He was probably some stuck-up little kid who really didn’t know what he was doing.’

‘Glad he’s gone, maybe some real healers will get more attention now!’

‘Anyone know if he dropped his chain bands? Would pay good money for em.’

‘Did he drop anything when he died?’

‘I didn’t see anything drop, maybe the video didn’t show it?’

‘Hope he uninstalls and does something else. We don’t need people like him in Sigil.’

‘That’s harsh! He just lost his character. Show some respect people.’

‘Who cares? He got sloppy and died. Let’s move on!’

Riley continued to read every message listed. When he’d read them all, he found a new forum to peruse and see what people were saying about him.

He’d never delved so deep into user opinions of Radiance. In fact, he hadn’t really cared before. He just got into the game and played. Sure, people would talk to him all the time and try and group with him, and sometimes he’d join up with some high-ranking players, but generally he had to deny anyone he didn’t view as competent or at ‘his level.’ But for good reason! He couldn’t just team up with anyone. He had to have ‘some’ standards.

He continued to read.

The night went on, and before he knew it, his eyes were trying to close. He checked the time and realized it was three in the morning. He’d been reading comments for hours.

He brought a hand up and rubbed at his eyes. He was sitting in the dark of his room with only his monitor to illuminate him. He pulled out of his chair and undressed. He stepped over to his bed and placed his headset on his nightstand and then laid down. His head rested on the pillow and his eyes closed.

He could make a new character tomorrow. He just wanted today to be over.

Chapter 3: Zero

 

The sun had risen, casting its warm glow against the dark brown curtains of Riley’s bedroom. His eyes were open. He’d been awake for ten minutes. The reality of his situation had hit him again as he stared at the ceiling. So it was all real?

During the night and into the morning, he’d had several dreams, or nightmares, depending how you wanted to classify them.

In one, he wasn’t able to save Warcry and both of them were killed by the beam from the worm. In another, he was killed by the green beam only to be resurrected by some unknown force. That had been the last dream. Which made waking up all the more painful when he realized that he hadn’t been resurrected. Radiance was gone, forever.

With a deep breath and an iota of willpower, he rolled out of bed and walked across his room. He set about his morning routine. The use of the bathroom, a shower, a change of clothes, some oatmeal, and a cup of coffee from the container of insta-coffee he had.

As he went through his morning, he seemed to be in a daze of disbelief. He dreaded the idea of recreating his character, but knew that there was no way he’d be able to continue his lifestyle without getting back into the game. He was going to have to start from the beginning as a tier zero civilian in the world of Sigil Online.

Once his morning routine was complete, he went over to his computer. He tapped at the keyboard, but he stopped himself. He remembered all the time he’d spent last night on reading hundreds of comments about his old persona.

He pulled his hand back and shook his head. He got into bed and laid down. He grabbed the headset from his nightstand and pulled it on. He flipped the switch and closed his eyes, waiting to be drawn back into the game. He had a lot of catching-up to do.

After the countdown sequence, the real world faded.

He opened his eyes and found himself back in the ‘login’ area where he was presented with an exit door and a ‘Create a Character’ door.

He walked into the second door and the old room faded to black as a new one lit up around him. He was presented by a full-wall mirror which allowed him to look at himself. Currently, he was a blank canvas. A dummy without features.

First, he was given a name above his head which read ‘civilian.’

Next, he was given the ability to tap various parts of his body. When he did, he was then able to select from a plethora of different features, colors, clothes, and anything that might help him build his character.

Of course, he wasn’t creating a superhero at this phase. He was creating a civilian, which looked like anyone you might meet on the street in the real world. Sure, he could make himself look somewhat fancy with nice clothes, but the clothes Radiance had worn, were augmented with stat increases and special effects. If he wanted, he could look ‘almost’ like Radiance again, but he wouldn’t be Radiance. He wouldn’t have his powers. He’d just be a civilian that looked like a dead Paragon.

He decided to tap a button on the mirror that said ‘random.’ When he pressed this, all of his features were randomized in a realistic way. So he supposed it wasn’t entirely random. Maybe they should’ve called it ‘mix and match’ or something.

He pressed the button several times, looking at his appearance each time. He studied the features. Each persona looked entirely different. Even if he wanted to, it would be hard to get ‘Riley’s’ appearance in-game. He wasn’t able to pull up an image of himself or see his true body in the mirror. He had to go on memory and at the end of the day, did he really want to bother looking like himself? He kinda preferred the anonymity, even if he did have plans to meet up with some of Radiance’s old friends.

Eventually, he found an appearance he liked. He decided on a skin-tone that was just a few shades darker than his own. He selected a pair of black shoes, a pair of grayish-brown denim pants, along with a thin brown hoodie shirt and a brown pseudo-leather jacket. He increased his overall muscle mass, to be just a bit more than what he was in real life, but not substantially. He just didn’t want to appear ‘scrawny.’ Radiance had been a little on the thinner side than this new persona. He wanted to exude strength, perhaps even intimidation.

He wasn’t going to have time to screw around. He needed to work fast and get results.

He finished selecting his features and turned from side to side, staring at his reflection. He could spend hours tweaking his appearance, but this would be fine. There was a button labeled ‘Finish Character’ on the mirror before him. He pressed it.

Two buttons appeared. A ‘yes’ and a ‘no’ with the message ‘Are you sure?’ above. He pressed ‘yes’ and the room faded to black.

In the blink of an eye, he found himself in a small changing room. The kind you’d find at a department store, or anywhere you could buy clothes. He reached out and turned the handle and pushed the door out. There were five other ‘changing rooms’ nearby. He passed by them and walked out into a small shop. There were pants, shirts, glasses, shoes. All sorts of stuff that wasn’t available during his character creation. He passed by the clothes, having no interest in cosmetics at the moment. He had a wallet with zero balance, and he needed to remedy that.

As he came out from between shelves of clothes, he passed by a clerk manning the counter. The clerk was broad-shouldered with a buzz-cut. He appeared rather imposing, but he smiled warmly. “Welcome to Sigil Online,” he said.

“Thanks,” Riley replied as he passed by the clerk and headed out onto the street.

The sun was rising into the sky above the city. He wasn’t sure which city he was in. He’d have to check around.

People in plain clothing passed by him. He looked amongst them, wondering which ones were players, and which were NPCs, which was the term for Non-Player-Characters. Essentially, artificial people.

 He took in a slow breath and looked down at his body. He then looked out at the street before him. He turned his head, looking both ways. He stood there for several seconds, then a minute.

“What the hell am I doing,” he whispered.

He shook his head and took several steps to the side, so that he wasn’t still in the doorway for the department store. He sat right down in the middle of the sidewalk and held his chin up with his fist as he stared at the street, watching as people passed by.

Where was he going to find powers? There were plenty of methods. Most of them involved accidents, or almost dying. There was also the prospect of finding artifacts, which would become a permanent part of your character.

When he’d played originally, it had taken him weeks to find a power.

“Quests,” he whispered.

He then stood back up and looked around. He needed to find a billboard somewhere.

“Anyone know where a billboard is?” he called out to anyone nearby that would listen. There were a few people around within earshot.

A woman in a fine black dress was approaching him. She looked over to him and then pointed back the way she’d come. “There’s one at the far end of the street, next to the bar,” she told him, as she kept walking.

“Thanks,” he said as he then started jogging down the street. It was likely that the woman was an NPC. Most were ranked as civilians, which is what he was. Luckily, a lot of NPCs were helpful, especially to new players. It was unlikely that the artificial person would’ve known where a monster was, but billboards were where you picked up quests, which helped players get money, items, and even powers.

As he neared the end of the street, he was already feeling winded. His body didn’t want to keep going at the pace he was pushing it. He’d forgotten how weak civilians were. It was hard to run for a long time when you didn’t have any levels or stats.

As he slowed to a walk, he saw a bar across the street. A bright orange LED sign was overtop the door, which read ‘ParaBar.’ Beside the door was a large billboard. It appeared to be made out of wood and there were dozens of papers attached to it. Each paper had a ‘title’ and then a description beneath. He inspected some of the papers.

-

 

Quest:

Transport Water

 

Description:

There’s always people in need. Water is a vital component to people’s health. Make sure that civilians in the area have plenty of water, especially if they’re in a dangerous situation and can’t go out to get it themselves.
Transport bottles of water from a supply center to a shelter in an active conflict zone.

 

Reward:

1 SC per bottle.

 

-

Riley thought for a moment. All of his stats were currently zero. He didn’t have much strength or stamina. Carrying a case of bottles would be the best method, but how quick would that be? He remembered seeing water cases around, and they held twenty-five bottles. He turned his head and looked at the city-map next to the billboard. All over the map, there were various labels. Some were symbols, others were letters. The map showed him where he was, and that there was an ‘S’ down the street, which meant there was a supply center.

The map showed where shelters were nearby, but it didn’t update to show if any of them were currently in conflict, which meant that there was fighting going on nearby. It didn’t need to be a ‘big’ fight, just a fight that would put that city block in ‘conflict’ status. Even monsters spawning in an area, would make it a conflict zone.

Riley sighed. No, there had to be something better. He looked back at the billboard.

-

 

Quest:

Construction

 

Description:

Living in a city full of monsters and super-powered people can be dangerous! Sometimes the streets and buildings get caught in the crossfire and become damaged. Find a zone currently under repair and help them out with the repairs.

 

Reward:

City reputation increase for each minute worked.

 

-

Riley rubbed at the back of his scalp. He didn’t really need to increase his reputation with the city. He glanced over to the map, noticing that he was in ‘Gargantuan City.’

He thought about the location for a minute, trying to get his bearings. Wait, he knew where he was! His eyes lit up. He didn’t need to bother with quests to scrape together a few credits or items. He could go talk to his friends over at ‘Bunker 7.’

He looked at the map one last time, to make sure that he’d be going in the right direction. “Up, end of the street, hook a right,” he said at first and then repeated it several times as he turned and headed up the street he was on now.

He sighed. “Not sure why I didn’t think of this before,” he mused. He felt a bit ridiculous, thinking that he actually had to start from the bottom like some new player. He could just ask his old buddies to spare him some crappy gear and maybe a few credits to get him rolling again. Besides, he’d healed plenty of people from Bunker 7. It was a popular hangout for people looking for groups.

As he walked, he realized that he was going to have to prove that he used to be Radiance. He was going to have to wait to see who was there so that he could then figure out how to convince them. Probably bringing up old boss-fights would be a good idea.

No-longer wanting to put his character out of breath, he decided to remain at a walking pace. It felt terribly slow. Even Radiance didn’t have a lot of stamina or dexterity, but he could’ve ran for a while to get from place to place. Some players even had special abilities that let them move around quickly. He remembered that Shadow Witch was able to grab herself with shadows, and then push herself up to high places, but it was a slow process.

Riley pondered his prospects and who he might encounter over at Bunker 7.

Crunch

Riley blinked and looked around at the buildings nearby. He then looked up, trying to figure out where the dull crunch sound had come from. As he looked up, dozens of chunks of rubble cascaded from the building across the street.

His eyes widened as he backed-up against the wall of the nearby building on his side of the street. He was out of the way from any falling debris, but several civilians had been caught unaware and were laying on the ground on the other side of the street.

Riley’s heart raced as he spotted some dark shape race across the sky and into the five-story building that had a chunk missing out of it. He blinked.

The fifth floor of the building erupted in flames. Nearby windows on his side of the street shattered and rained glass shards from above. He knelt and covered his head with his arms, hearing glass breaking all around him. He felt chunks hitting his back, but his vision didn’t flare red yet, to show that he’d taken damage.

He heard several more crunches from high above and the grating of metal on metal.

When his body was no-longer being pelted by glass fragments, he turned his head and looked up. The building was still standing, but the fifth floor was on fire, with the flames billowing upwards to the sixth and seventh floor.

Bursts of red energy pellets streaked out from the flames and impacted against the buildings above Riley. He wasn’t safe here! He leaned up and ran, trying to put as much distance between him and the current fight happening above. There were loud bursts coming from the flaming building, almost like the sound of a shotgun, but unmuzzled in any fashion. Each time he heard the sound, he saw a new flurry of red pellets.

People were screaming and running in the streets. He looked around, watching people scrambling in all directions, just trying to escape the ongoing conflict. He pumped his arms and looked ahead.

He told himself not to look back. He couldn’t do anything anyway! Don’t look back. Run forward. He kept repeating to himself until a strange pressure built up within his chest. His legs stopped wanting to push forward as he slowed to a walk again, but he’d made it to the end of the street. He turned right, but not before glancing up to the building on fire. There were no more bursts of red energy. He stared for several more seconds, waiting to see something happen. There was nothing, only the aftermath of the destruction.

He shook his head and headed quickly down the next street. Whatever had happened, he was glad he hadn’t gotten caught by it. He kept his gaze forward, he could see his destination in the distance. As he walked, he considered what he’d just been through. It had only been about a minute of ducking and running. Maybe two minutes? It was hard to tell. The casualties he’d seen on the street, were probably NPCs. But it felt real. He felt like he was in danger. The screams, the debris, the explosion. Is that what civilians in the game felt all the time? The players who couldn’t find powers?

It had been so long ago when he’d first started the game. He’d started Sigil Online when it first came out, which meant that there weren’t many people with powers running around destroying anything. It had only been low-level monsters. But now, with two years of progression, he had no idea that playing a level zero civilian could be like this. What did civilians even do to manage to survive from day to day?

He thought about his friend Aaron. He knew he had a shop, and that he crafted and made items that he sold from it. Was Aaron at risk when he walked the streets in the cities? Or did he have something to protect himself?

Riley wondered if he needed to be more concerned with protecting himself as a civilian, than rushing to find powers. It wouldn’t do him any good if he kept getting caught in the middle of a fight and ended up dying.

He lost himself in his thoughts as he walked along the street, his hands in his pockets, his gaze down.

A bare-chested man with gray cargo pants headed down the street towards him. The man had bright red hair which almost seemed to glow. His hands were encased in a pair of gray gloves.

Riley slowly looked up, noticing the man coming his way. He definitely looked out of the ordinary, he had to be a player.

There were several people ahead of Riley on the street. The first was a young man about Riley’s age. The moment the young man began to pass by the red-haired player, a gloved hand reached out and shoved the young man to the side.

When Riley saw this, he slowly edged closer to the right, so he’d be near the buildings.

The second person to reach the red-haired player was a woman. When she reached him, he shoved her from the sidewalk to fall into the street where the occasional car was driving along.

The next was an older man in plain clothes. None of these people seemed to be players, like himself. The older man seemed to notice what had happened to the other two people that had come into contact with the red-haired player and he slowly inched over to the wall to give as much space as he could to him.

It didn’t matter.

The bulky player grabbed him as well and practically threw him out onto the street. A blue car veered to the side and just barely managed to avoid the pedestrian being tossed in front of it.

This left only Riley in the other player’s way. Well, luckily he was smarter than three NPCs. He diverted his direction and walked out onto the street a few feet. There was still plenty of room for cars, since it was a one-way street and most players in the game seemed to obey traffic to some extent, but the majority of the cars in the game were being driven by NPCs.

The red-haired player didn’t look over to Riley as he passed by him. Once the other player had gone by, Riley let out a silent sigh of relief. He kept walking, his sights ahead and on Bunker 7. He wondered if there’d be—

A gray gloved hand flashed in front of him and seized his shirt and jacket. He felt himself being hoisted up into the air.

“Stupid Civy!” came a gravelly voice from over his shoulder. The next thing he knew, he was propelled through the air. His arms and legs flailed as he was thrown across the street.

Crack

He smashed into something that had given way from the impact of his body. His eyes opened. His vision flashed red repeatedly. His legs were out before him and he turned his head. He saw the red-haired player continuing down the street.

Riley looked down and realized he’d been thrown into the front windshield of a nearby car. His vision flashed red again, and was doing so every two seconds. His body was slow to react. He pulled himself painlessly from the broken windshield and rolled off the front of the car, onto the street. It took him a few moments to stand, but once he did, he limped over to the side of the street he’d just been thrown from. The player that had attacked him was already further down and unconcerned with anything behind him.

Riley looked at his health, which was in his upper vision. His health bar was at about twenty-five percent. He gestured to bring up his stats screen. His vision was still flashing. He looked at his status and didn’t see any bleeding effects. Well, that was a plus. He didn’t have any items to heal himself with. He had nothing. He kept walking. As he did, occasionally his health bar would slowly increase, but it wasn’t going very fast. At its current rate, it would take about an hour to reach full.

“What the hell was wrong with that guy?” he murmured. “He could’ve killed me!”

Riley kept walking. Was he even going to survive the journey to Bunker 7? All he was doing was walking down the damn street!

He kept his sights on his destination. As he got closer, his health had recovered a bit more and was roughly at thirty-six percent. He looked at the building, which appeared to be made of concrete and metal, and had a sign above two metal doors which read ‘Bunker 7.’ Well, at least he’d made it.

Now he just needed to find someone to help him, and not kill him.

Chapter 4: Old Friends

 

Riley pushed open the door to the bunker. It was heavier than he remembered. He stepped inside and looked around. The lighting inside was minimal. Once the door closed behind him, you couldn’t tell if it was still day or night, as there weren’t any windows to the outside. He looked around to the various high tables with stools. There were two bars and several lounging areas with couches. He took a moment to get his bearings. The place felt familiar to him, but he wasn’t recognizing any faces yet. To be fair, it had been a while since he was last at Bunker 7.

He walked over to one of the bars and sat down. The woman behind the bar stepped over. She had bright purple hair and her eyes had a soft purple glow to them. She was dressed in a fine women’s suit. She was dark-skinned and even her nails glowed purple.

“What can I get you?” she asked.

“Um, wouldn’t suppose you’d know if you’ve seen some of my friends?” he asked.

She tilted her head to the side. She looked Riley over and raised a brow. “Who you looking for?”

Riley leaned his arms on the counter. “Let’s see,” he thought for a moment. The recent crew he’d been grouping with as Radiance wouldn't come here. They’d only be in the more-fancy hangouts.

“Blue Scythe?” Riley asked.

The woman shook her head.

“The Bronze Amazon?”

The woman shook her head.

“Then how about…Neon Blaster? Or Shadow Gorilla? Or Stopper?”

The woman shook her head. “Haven’t seen or heard of any of those people,” she said.

“How long have you been here?” Riley asked.

“About four months,” she said. “Why you looking for these people?”

“I uh...had to reroll,” Riley admitted, thinking he wouldn’t really lose anything by saying it, since he didn’t actually have anything to his name.

“Oh yeah? What were ya?” she asked.

“I was Radiance,” he said. At this point, he didn’t see any harm in telling her. He needed anything he could get. Maybe she was a fan?

“Oh yeah?” she asked, her expression seemingly unchanged.

Then, she blinked and glanced away a moment. “You just died like...yesterday, right?” she asked. “I hadn’t heard of you before until that segment on the news. You were what, a T-two, right? Some kinda healer?”

“Yeah, I was,” Riley answered. “And now I’m just trying to crawl my way back up. You know, trying to find some old friends to help me out.”

“Well, I’m Marcella,” she offered. “I’m just a T-one, so no cool name for me yet.”

“Yeah, it can take a while,” said Riley.

“I’ve been playing for a year,” said Marcella. “So you don’t have to tell me.”

“Sorry,” Riley murmured.

Marcella looked him over for a few more seconds. “So, you fresh out of the changing room?” she asked.

“Yeah, just came down the street,” he said. “And I almost died twice, just walking here. First there was this red-energy pellet user. There was an explosion and...well, I’m not sure what happened to him. Then, some bare-chested guy with red hair shoved me into an oncoming car and I’m actually still recovering my HP from that.”

“Tough start,” said Marcella. “Red-pellet user? Did it sound like a shotgun?” she asked.

“Yeah, a bit,” said Riley.

“Then that was probably Red Shotgun.”

“Well, he either killed whatever was fighting him, or he burned up in the fifth floor of one of the buildings on the way here.”

“Red Shotgun’s a woman,” Marcella corrected. “She’s kind of a badass. I hope nothing got her. She frequents the bunker a lot. Good player.”

“Oh, my bad,” said Riley.

Marcella shrugged.

The sound of metal scraping against concrete drew Riley’s attention to the left of him. A guy that appeared a bit older than himself sat beside him. He had silver hair and when he looked over to Riley, his eyes were purely white.

“That other ‘gentleman’, was Rodney,” said the white-eyed guy. “Sorry, didn’t mean to intrude. Kinda waiting for some friends, thought I’d pop on over and chat up my love, and also say hi to the new guy.”

Marcella sighed and shook her head, but a small smile curled the corner of her lips.

Riley offered a half smile and extended his hand to the silver-haired guy. “I’m Riley. You say the guy that almost killed me was Rodney?” he asked.

“Nice to meet you, I’m Seth,” he shook Riley’s hand and released it. “Yeah, that guy’s an ass. He takes some sort of weird pleasure in beating up on NPCs.”

“I tried avoiding him, but it only seemed to piss him off even more,” said Riley.

“Yeah, he...well, like I said, he’s an ass,” said Seth. “So you said you just rolled out of the changing room? Used to be that healer Radiance?”

Riley’s eyebrows lifted. “Yeah, that’s me. Had you heard of me?” he asked.

“Well, yeah, kinda,” Seth said, his fingers rasped a few times on the counter. He glanced over to Marcella. “Love, could I please have a number...nine, for myself and our new arrival? He could probably use some hit points and a bit of a stat bump.”

“Coming right up,” said Marcella as she stepped over to a machine and began tapping at it. Two glasses appeared, and then a purple-white swirled liquid filled the glasses. She brought them over and sat one in front of each of them. “Your tab, I’m assuming?” Marcella asked, tossing a glance to Seth.

“Thank you, and of course. Our new compatriot probably doesn’t have a credit to his name,” said Seth.

“Thanks, I really appreciate it,” said Riley. “I’ll pay you back when I get back on my feet.

Seth waved his hand. “Don’t mention it. It’s a pittance, anyway.”

Seth grabbed the glass before him and brought it to his lips and began to sip away at it. “Mmm, I have no idea what this even is, or what flavors the devs tried to replicate, but It’s better than anything at the bars I live near.”

Riley reached out for his own glass, then remembered what Seth had said. “What did you mean ‘well, kinda’ when I’d asked if you heard of me?” Riley asked as he brought the drink to his lips.

“Well, from what I heard, you were kinda an asshole too,” said Seth, before taking another drink.

Riley choked for a moment, just about spitting up the drink as he pulled it away and looked over to Seth. “Wait, really? Where’d you hear that?”

Seth shrugged. “I dunno, just seemed to be the general consensus anytime I ever heard about Radiance,” he said. “At least around here.” He pointed over to one of the televisions behind the counter. “I do a lot of waiting around for people in-game. So I chill here. Anytime Radiance came up on the tv, people didn’t have the nicest things to say about you. Saying that you were stuck-up and only ever partied with people at your level or above. Apparently, you didn’t help anyone beneath you and you constantly moved on to other party members when you found people with stronger powers. They say you used your high-level healing capabilities to get groups that only benefitted what you wanted to do, and you never helped any other parties for the sake of helping others.”

Riley sat there, his fingers around the glass, staring at Seth.

“At least, that’s just what I heard,” said Seth. “I personally didn’t know Radiance, so I have no idea.”

“That’s not true!” Riley spoke up. “I helped people all the time when I didn’t have anything to gain.”

Seth shrugged. “Hey, like I said, I didn’t know Radiance. That guy’s dead, right? All I know is this new scrub who walked into Bunker Seven, who said his name is Riley. So I bought Riley a drink to help him out.” Seth smiled. “So drink up! Get some stats in ya. Won’t last forever, but might help keep you alive for a few more hours.”

Riley wanted to defend his past character, but Seth had a point. “Thanks,” he said again and brought the drink back to his lips. He gulped the drink down, enjoying the taste, but he would’ve preferred an iced coffee or something. He didn’t remember this drink being available when he was finding parties out of Bunker 7. When the glass was empty, he pulled up his status screen. He looked to his stats and instead of seeing a zero beside each stat, he now saw that he had two endurance, one strength, one dexterity, and two constitution. It was essentially a low-level survival drink, as far as he was concerned. The stats he’d gained would make him last a little longer in a run, and make him a tiny bit more durable if he were to get thrown into a car again. The drink had also recovered the rest of his health.

“I also heard you mention some names before I stepped on over,” said Seth. “I haven’t heard of any of those people, except for Shadow Gorilla. He doesn’t really come here anymore though. He’s been over in Colossal City. He joined a guild and moved in over with them, so he groups with them now. He was a cool guy. I don’t remember him ever saying anything bad about Radiance though, if that’s any help to you.”

“A little,” said Riley. “I mean, you probably heard me talking earlier, but I’m just trying to crawl my way back up, you know? I need to find some T-one powers. But I’m also realizing I’m going to want to get some levels as a civilian. With how my walk over here went, I’m not sure I’m going to survive as a low-level civ without some more stats.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” said Seth. “It’s tough sometimes even for T-ones. We get strong monsters that spawn in town, and so sometimes we all team up, ten of us or so, just to destroy them. Even when a T-two is around, some of the monsters take ten of us to defeat. So when we don’t have higher levels around, there’s a chance some of us T-ones won’t make it.”

“I guess I had it easy when I started the game when it first came out,” said Riley. “I didn’t realize how difficult things had become for lower players.”

Seth nodded. “Yeah, it can be tough at times. You never know what’s going to get patched in next. There’s been a few improvements since the release of the game, or so I’ve heard. Certain quests they’ve added in on the billboard, to help low-level civs.”

“I was looking at it earlier,” said Riley. “Carrying water to a shelter didn’t seem like a great way to make money. And after what happened on the way here, I’m not sure I’d survive more than a single run.”

“Civs don’t have the longest life expectancy,” said Seth. “Sigil Online is harder on low players, now that there’s a lot of high players flying and shooting around and waking all sorts of creatures in the game. Kinda like that white insect thing that killed your old character.”

“Yeah, that thing looked creepy as hell,” Marcella spoke up. “I sure hope the devs didn’t make that a common new feature for monsters. If I go into the amber caves and find spiders spitting up other things that give them extra powers, I’m just going to log out and never come back. It’s too much!”

“It was a pretty high-level boss,” Riley spoke up. “I doubt they’re going to make that a common mechanic going forward. It might not of even been the devs that added it. It could’ve been the game’s dynamic monster-creating AI. I kinda hope it was the devs though. I’d prefer that I got beat by someone designing a strong boss, than an AI that just mashed things together.”

Riley’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh right, that reminds me. Did either of you hear about what happened to that group? Did anyone else die? I didn’t see any other major deaths last night.”

Seth shook his head. “I only saw that Radiance died. Apparently the group had to flee the fight.”

“They ran?” Riley asked.

Seth nodded. “Yep, that’s the word I heard. Apparently that beam was some tough crap, as you learned first hand. Without heals, none of them wanted to risk continuing the fight, especially with that white bug thing.”

“Makes sense,” said Marcella. “I know I’d run if my healer dropped and we had no way of getting health back quick. Potions and special items only get you so far. Gotta have those dedicated heals to stay alive.”

“Yeah, and the worm still had plenty of health,” said Riley. “Who knows how much health that bug thing had.”

“There was a lot of speculation on the news and from analysts, that your group should’ve targeted the bug and gotten rid of it fast, that it probably didn’t have a lot of hit points,” said Marcella.

“Yeah, I heard that as well,” Riley sighed. “We were all caught off guard and spread out too much from the attack. Only a few of us had a good line of sight on the bug. The worm was blocking it for the others.”

“I’m sure the fight was a lot different in your shoes,” said Seth. “Than it was for those of us watching it on a TV screen after everything was said and done.”

Riley nodded, then took a slow look around Bunker 7. “Well, it looks like my plan to mooch off some friends has failed,” he said. “I was hoping for some cheap items that no one needed. But it looks like all my old friends...or at least people I thought were my friends, have all moved on.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what,” said Seth. “I’ve got some friends meeting me here. We’re gonna go out and clear some monsters out of the amber caves. If you’re not too traumatized by mines, you can come with us and see if there’s any scraps you can pilfer. I sure as hell wouldn’t mind and I doubt my friends would either. I can’t guarantee there’s going to be anything useful, but you never know.”

Riley’s eyes widened. “Really? You’d do that for me?”

Seth shrugged. “Sure, why not? It’s not like we’re going to let you grab anything more useful than trash drops, but that would still be better than hauling water down a bunch of city streets, right?”

“Absolutely,” said Riley.

“Then it’s a deal,” said Seth. “You’ll come with us and be our scavenger and trash-item hauler. Hell, you may even gain a little experience from it.”

Despite his eagerness to be doing something other than low-level questing, Riley could only muster a partial smile, since he was effectively going to be a pack-mule and scrounging around in the dirt in a cave. “Well, it’ll definitely be a new experience for me, that’s for sure.”

Chapter 5: Amber Caves

 

Riley walked at the end of a group of tier-one players. He wasn’t sure what their levels were, and didn’t bother to ask. No intelligent player would reveal their level to someone they’d just met. Not in Sigil Online.

The group of five had just left the city limits and were walking out into a somewhat broken landscape with an ocean in the distance. There wasn’t a whole lot of plant life in the area, it looked to be a sandless desert.

“How you doing back there?” Seth asked, turning his head to look back to Riley.

“I’m good. We almost there?” he questioned.

Seth nodded. “Almost. It’s a bit of a walk but we can’t easily grab a vehicle to come out this far.”

“Makes sense,” said Riley as he pulled on a pair of straps around his shoulders. He shifted the empty backpack, which was easily three sizes larger than he’d ever seen a real backpack. He was the only one in the group with one. He wondered what sort of loot they’d find in the amber cavest. It was an area that he’d never been before. It had been added a couple patches ago and it seemed like a place that he’d been overly qualified for as Radiance.

A girl with dark skin looked back to him. She appeared to be a little older than he was in real life. Perhaps her early twenties? If her in-game character was to be believed. She had black hair drawn to her shoulders, a black skirt, a green corset and she wore an open black jacket with green trim. She had on a pair of thick black boots which made somewhat heavy footsteps.

“You got your scavenging skill active?” she asked.

“Oh, right, forgot!” he said as he moved his hand to trigger the active-effect that was available to all players. He made the gesture, which he’d never really used, but was always aware of. When he did, the faintest flecks of a white aura had encircled his vision. It wasn’t nearly as intense as the bright red flashes that occurred when he took damage, but it was a noticeable change to his vision. He was also aware that he took several penalties to his stats by having ‘scavenger vision’ on. It raised his perception and chance to find hidden item locations, but it also lowered his max speed. He wasn’t going to be doing any running until he turned it off, and even then, he had to wait a little time until the after-effect wore off.

“Got it on now,” he said with a smile. “And it’s Erica, right?”

“That’s me,” she said with a returned smile. ”Let us know if we need to stop for a moment if you spot something. You probably won’t see anything till we get to the cave, but you never know!” she said to him, then looked forward.

A stout man named Todd was at the head of the group. He had short-cut black hair and thick arms. He wore a torso-fitting black shirt and a pair of blue denim pants.

A girl about the same age as Riley, was walking alongside Erica. She had blonde hair down to her mid-back and wore gray denim pants and a black long-sleeved blouse with a ruffled hem. Over her shoulder was a steel crossbow. The girl didn’t have any bolts, but Seth had told him that she was able to create them when she needed them. Her name was Brenda and he was curious to see her powers in action.

A few minutes later, Brenda glanced back to him and spoke up. “When we get into fights in there, you know what to do, right?”

“Uh,” Riley muttered for a moment before adding, “I hide?”

“Already knows what he’s doing!” Brenda seemed to congratulate him without bothering to look back at him again.

“I told you he wasn’t new to the game,” said Seth. “He had a bad encounter and can’t find his friends he was playing with. So we’re helping him out. You know, being good people and all that.”

“I was just making sure he wasn’t going to get killed the moment we break into an encounter, ya know?” said Brenda. “Else we’re down a backpack.”

“He doesn’t have that ‘new look’ to him,” Todd spoke up from the front of their group.

“I got that same feeling as well,” said Erica. “He doesn’t seem like a complete scrub.”

Riley wasn’t sure what to think, as they talked about him, almost as if he wasn’t there. At least they weren’t saying anything bad about him. For the most part.

“Maybe we’ll find a power item of some sort,” said Erica. “Some low-level trash item that would give him a little boost.”

“Even if we find a couple of cheap things for him, he’s going to need to get some levels to build his stats and survivability up,” said Todd.

Riley kept quiet for the moment, but he was in agreement with Todd. He felt that he needed some levels to balance him out so he could at least survive without issue.

“He’ll get them. I’m sure he’ll knock out a few levels today while we’re in there,” said Seth. He then turned his head. “If you get the chance when the monsters are low, try and throw a rock at them or something. It won’t be a lot of experience, but it might help a little.”

“Will do, I’ll be more concerned about making sure I don’t have to remake my character though,” said Riley.

“Right, right. Survival first,” said Seth as they closed in on the amber caves.

When they reached the entrance of the cave, it actually looked more like a hole in the ground with a bit of an amber glow emanating from it. It appeared to be of similar design to the glow mine that he’d been killed in. He took in a slow breath. As they got up to the pit, he noticed that it curved downward at an angle, almost like a staircase.

“Here we go,” said Seth. “Form up, Riley to the back, keep a watch for anything shiny.”

“Will do,” Riley confirmed as Todd led the group down with Seth right behind him, followed by Brenda, then Erica, and then himself.

The sloping tunnel was wide enough to fit all of them side by side. Similar to the green glowing crystals in the glow mine, there was crystaline amber in the walls, floor, and ceiling. In certain places there was more than others, and all of it created this soft amber light so that they could actually see without external light sources.

The fact that they were in a cave, didn’t really bother Riley. As he followed behind the group, he tried to remember what he’d read about the patch logs. Each log report was filled with cryptic content updates from the developers. Had there been anything in the last patch for the amber mines? If there was, he wouldn’t have bothered committing it to memory anyway. Hopefully there wasn’t anything too strong down there, but then again, the amber caves didn’t seem to be a high level area like the glow mine.

“So what sorta monsters are usually in here?” Riley spoke up.

“Lots of different kinds of spiders,” said Brenda, who was closest to him. “We’ve seen scorpions, large worms, other types of insects.”

“So, mostly bugs?” Riley asked, feeling more uneasy than when he’d first entered.

“Kinda,” Brenda answered. “Lots of bugs. Some mutant abomination type things. Occasionally we catch sight of a rare spawn, but sometimes they’re pretty clever, so we don’t manage to kill them. They just get away.”

“Oh? Are there a lot of rare spawns here?” Riley asked, referring to creatures that were more unique than the mass of monsters that the game usually created. Rare spawns tended to have higher intelligence, stats, or unique powers.

“We’ve seen plenty,” said Brenda. “This place is more out of the way than other hunting and questing spots, so it doesn’t get as much attention. We’ve bumped into a rare spawn hunting group a few times. They like to pick the caves clean of rares, then they’ll leave it alone until the rares repopulate. Or I guess I should say, when the system spawns more of them down there.”

Riley nodded, keeping quiet for the time being as he used his scavenger vision to look around. Every time they passed a large rock or any sort of outcropping or alcove, he’d look back or peer inside. He hadn’t seen the telltale shimmering signs of any hidden loot yet. It was likely that someone had already picked through the amber caves and grabbed everything that could be scavenged. Scavenging was a skill that everyone had, and it was a cheap and easy way to make some money. But when you were doing it in a monster-filled cave like this one, then you needed to be in a group that could deal with the creatures. There was no way he’d be able to survive anywhere that had monsters, on his own. Not without a weapon or power item, that is.

“Coming up to the first chamber now,” said Brenda.

Riley eased to the side so he could see ahead. The group walked to the end of the passage and slowly entered the first chamber. As far as the scenery was concerned, it was more of the same dark brown earthy rock and amber crystals lighting the area.

Todd was the first to enter the room. He looked all around, then the rest of the group followed in afterwards.

“Nothing here,” he said. “Which tunnel should we take?” he asked, looking back to Seth.

Seth shrugged. “How about five? We haven’t been down five in a while.”

“Tunnel five it is,” said Todd as he turned and headed for the fifth tunnel from the left side. There were what looked to be about nine passaged in all, and it was likely that each of them branched into other passages and chambers.

The group moved through the next tunnel which didn’t take more than two minutes to walk through. As they neared the entrance to the next chamber, Todd lifted his bulky arm and clenched those thick fingers into a tight fist.

The group stopped. It was then that Riley noticed the unique smell to the cave. Whereas the glow mine had smelled of a faint decay, the amber caves had a strange sulfur odor.

Todd turned his head to the rest of the group. He was a good five or so feet ahead, able to see into the room better than the rest of them. “There’s an amber slime in there,” he said. “Cube shaped. Doesn’t seem to be moving.”

“How big is it?” Seth asked, slowly inching closer to where Todd was.

Todd looked back, but Seth managed to get into line-of-sight of it before Todd answered.

“Oh, that big,” Seth said, his eyebrows lifting.

The rest of the group all eased further up, crowding around the entrance to the chamber. Riley was the last one to get into position, looking over Brenda’s shoulder to see the monster.

To the left of the chamber, a gelatinous cube sat dormant. There were small stones and other debris lodged within its confines, and at the center was a small solid black cube which couldn't be more than a few inches across. However, that small cube was surrounded by roughly a twenty-five by twenty-five foot cube of mostly-solid orange slime. The monster didn’t have any eyes to speak of. Above the top of it, was a white-lettered name that read ‘Amber Slime.’

“How strong is it?” Riley whispered from behind. Some monsters could pick up on sounds or vibrations, so he made sure to keep his voice low.

“We should be able to handle it,” said Seth. “It’s really damage-absorbent, but as long as nothing goes wrong, we can take it down.”

Riley looked to Seth. In Sigil Online, when did things ever go according to plan? He was first-hand experience of that.

“Well, no time to waste, right?” asked Seth. “Let’s get in there and take it out. Todd, grab its attention. Same as usual. Riley, stay back and keep out of sight. It probably has some strong area-wide attacks, so be careful. Let’s go.”

Upon hearing ‘let’s go,’ Todd moved into the chamber and ran for the seemingly dormant slime. With a sweep of his arms, a deep rumbling within the cave echoed around. The gelatin-like substance of the amber slime quaked and quivered. A stone cylinder shot out from the ceiling of the cave; it was easily several feet in diameter. It plunged down and stabbed into the slime’s orange mass. The slime’s body contorted around the impaling stone. The large slime-cube pulled through it, slowly propelling itself towards todd as the surface of the slime that was in contact with the ground moved somewhat like a snail would.

“Got its attention!” Todd called back to the others.

One by one, the rest of the group ran from the tunnel’s entrance and into the cave. Riley shifted to the side, next to a large rock just inside the chamber. He leaned above it, just enough to have his head poking out so he could watch the fight. These players weren’t on par with what he’d used to be, but he was still curious to watch how well they could fight and coordinate their attacks.

Erica was the next to attack. She moved nearby and started making upper-cut punches into the air in the direction of the slime. For a brief moment, Riley wasn’t sure what she was doing. Then, a series of vines broke from the ground beneath the slime. Narrow vines shot up into the cube-blob of orange. He could see the vines striking into its body, but was any damage being done?

Todd’s arms moved as he tore more sections of stone from the nearby ground, walls, and ceiling. He hurled them into the slime, but the slime didn’t seem as though it was being affected.

A bright red bolt shot through the air. It sunk into the slime’s gelatinous body and exploded several feet in. The micro-explosion created a pocket of air, which the slime gradually filled back up with more slime.

Another bolt shot through the air, this time Riley followed it back to where Brenda was crouched behind another rock. She would create the bolt with one hand, and then load it and fire it off at the monster.

A bright light source drew Riley’s attention to Seth. He held his hands close together and created intense burning balls of white light. He’d push them away, and they floated over towards the slime. Upon contact with the orange goo, the heated orbs would burn into the slime, but as they did, they slowly diminished in size and intensity, but it wasn’t long before Seth sent another to take its place until he had several moving through the air at once.

None of them relented in their attacks. Each one assailed the slime in their own unique way.

Upon taking initial damage from the stone column falling upon it, the orange slime’s health bar had appeared. After five minutes of attacks, it had only dropped about ten percent.

“This this is really absorbing the damage!” Todd called, as he created columns of stone to help direct the slow-moving slime towards himself, even when it got distracted and began moving to others in the party.

“Keep it up, we knew it’d be a slow fight going in. Just don’t get careless,” said Erica as she stabbed into it repeatedly with vines.

As far as Riley could tell, it seemed as though Seth and Brenda were the ones dealing the most damage to it. Physical damage seemed to be highly reduced, but Brenda was actually a support-powered class. It just so happened that her powers allowed her to also play offensively.

Time passed slowly as Riley watched the next fifteen minutes play out. The slime continued to move at a snail’s pace around the room while the four tier-one players wailed on it with all their powers. As the slime’s health neared the halfway point, Riley found himself leaning down and out of the way. He’d never seen an amber slime before, and had no idea if it had a phase change at fifty percent health.

“Almost at half!” Seth called. “Watch out for anything unusual!”

Brenda fired another explosive bolt into the slime. The moment it detonated, the entire slime seemed to lose its cube-like cohesion. Its mass dropped to the cave floor and spread around. Brenda was far enough away for the slime not to reach her, but Erica and Todd got caught by the quick-rushing slime pool.

“I’m stuck!” Erica called, trying to pry her leg free, but unable to do so. “Taking damage!”

“Me too!” Todd yelled, then swept his arms to cause the ground beneath his feet to rise up. It shot about five feet into the air, easily pulling his trapped feet out of the orange slime and causing it to fall away. He then reached out and pulled Erica up on her own pillar.

“Thanks!” said Erica, as she was now five feet up and away from the slime. “My HP took a bit of a hit there.”

“Mine too,” called Todd.

“I got you!” Brenda shouted. A green bolt darted out across the room and hit Todd. Upon impact, a small green vapor was created that conformed to his body. His hit points slowly inched upwards. It looked like her healing abilities were over-time effects and not instantaneous.

“Me next!” Erica shouted.

“Gimme a minute!” Brenda called back, needing a small amount of time between bolt-creations. After several seconds, she shot another green bolt, but this one detonated against Erica.

“Thanks!” said Erica across the distance.

Seth had placed himself at a longer distance away from the slime than Erica and Todd had been at. He had crawled up onto a large rock, just as the slime reached the base of it. He created another ball of white-hot energy. “So we just attack the sludge now? It’s not doing any—”

A thick orange tendril formed at the center of the orange mass, right above where the small black core resided. A tall stalk formed with a bulb at the end, almost like an eye. The cube traveled up the tentacle and ended up at the center of the eye-like globe.

“What’s it doing?” Todd called out.

A moment later, they all found out as the black cube within the eye began to glow a bright orange.

“It’s going to fire!” Seth shouted, just as a flurry of orange bolts shot from the eye.

It had been looking at Todd, but the bolts themselves weren’t hugely accurate. Todd punched towards the ground and a segment of stone shot from the ceiling and collapsed down in front of him, but not before a dozen orange bolts had gotten through, some of which had smacked into him and cut out small amounts of his hit points.

“I can’t heal you again for another minute!” Brenda called.

The healing effect of the first bolt had just ended on Todd, and there was a cooldown icon in his vision, showing that the same effect couldn’t heal him until the duration was over.

“I know! I’ll keep out of its sight!” Todd called back, over the sound of a barrage of impacts against the wall protecting him. The smell of sulfur in the air only increased as dust and debris kicked up from the orange bolts slamming into the stone outcropping protecting Todd.

“Aim for the eye!” Seth called as he sent several more white orbs on their way. Several connected and burned into the thick tendril that held the eye aloft.

Brenda aimed carefully at the tall stalk with the eye. She loosed a bolt and missed. She had to wait to reload and the next one she fired hit its mark, but the stalk was a more narrow target than the giant cube had been. Her bolt tore a small hole in the tentacle, only to explore a second later on the other side of it, causing less damage than she was doing before.

“Damnit!” she grumbled as she loaded another bolt. This time, she took her time and aimed at the eye that was still shooting at Todd. She fired another bolt, this one streaked across the chamber and slammed into the eye, hitting the core at the center as it exploded.

The eye spasmed and wobbled, the bombardment of its attack had ceased as it then looked over to where Brenda was shooting from. More gel oozed up to fill in the goo that had been lost, and the cube glowed again, only to launch another torrent of bolts. This time, they were aimed at Brenda.

Her eyes widened. “Crap!” she ducked behind the rock she’d been taking cover behind. The orange energy blasts smacked into the rock, slowly chipping away at it and wearing it down. Bit by bit, the rock was being torn away.

“Help!” she called out. “This rock isn’t that big!”

Numerous vines grew out of the ground at dozens of angles. The vines wove around to create a makeshift barrier to give Brenda a brief respite.

“Thanks!”

“No problem!” Erica called back as she kept low on her pillar. She looked over to Todd. “I have an idea, get ready to slam its core with some rock, alright?”

“Good to go,” Todd replied as he held his arms out, waiting for Erica’s signal.

Erica’s arms stretched out as well, her hands slowly spun in a small circle. Vines stretched and grew beneath the ground. She gathered them together as the amber slime tore through the viney protection she’d created for Brenda.

“It’s starting to break through again!” Brenda called.

“Now!” Erica shouted as she threw her arms up. Dozens of vines shot up from the ground and went for the eyeball at the end of the slime-stalk. The slime burned and quickly dissolved many of the vines that came into contact with it, but there were so many that it overpowered the slime’s ability to deteriorate them all.

The slime tugged back with its tentacle, but the core was stuck between the many grasping vines. More slime left the giant pool and grew up to reinforce the core.

Two large cylinders of stone rushed out from the nearby walls. With a heavy crunch the cylinders smashed together, the slime’s core between them.

The amber slime’s health took a serious hit. While this happened, several white orbs seared their way into the tendril of amber goo, causing it to burn through and eat into the slime, making it more difficult for it to draw reinforcing slime up to the eye.

A red bolt smacked into the center of the goo-pool, right beneath the stalk. It exploded a second later, causing more liquid tremors. Brenda slotted in another bolt and kept up her attack.

Erica drew more vines to keep the core where it was in the air, as Todd forced the columns back, only to smash them together again with just as much force as the initial impact. This continued for several more minutes. Each slam of the cylinders cut deep into the amber slime’s health until finally the health bar for the slime ran empty. The cube-shaped core cracked and shattered into pieces as the slime itself deteriorated.

Todd drew the cylinders back as something orange fell through the vines and landed on the ground.

The stone outcroppings were drawn back into the walls at Todd’s command and the vines withered away to dust.

Brenda aimed her crossbow at Todd, hitting him again with a green bolt to top off his health, before she rested the crossbow back on her shoulder.

“Nice work! What did we get?” Seth called as he crawled his way down off the large rock he’d taken shelter upon.

At this point, Riley slowly left the safety of the rock he’d been hiding behind near the tunnel’s entrance. He’d been so caught up in watching the fight that he hadn’t even thought to toss a rock at the slime. Though he had his doubts on how much experience it would’ve actually given him, since he was sure a single stone wouldn’t have even taken more than a hitpoint from the amber slime.

While the group moved in on the single item that had fallen, he took his time and began inspecting every corner of the chamber. Since a boss had been inside the room, that meant this room might have hidden loot somewhere.

Todd was the first to reach the fallen item. He stooped down and picked it up. It was an ovoid piece of amber, connected to a silver pin. It looked like the amber was moving inside. The moment his fingers touched it, he saw the details behind the item.

-

 

Amber Slime Pin

Increased acid resistance by 25%

Increased physical resistance by 10%

On-use effect: (Tap Twice)

The player can summon a single amber slime tendril from the ground (controlled with their mind.) The tendril causes acid damage and will last for one minute. (One-hour cooldown.)

 

-

Todd read through the item’s effects with raised eyebrows. “Wow, this was a nice drop!” he said. Brenda was the next to reach him. He handed it over to her for her to take a look at it. After he did, he turned to look to Seth who was still walking over to join them.

“Twenty-five percent acid res, ten percent physical res, and you can summon a damn tentacle for a minute!” Todd called over to Seth, letting him in on the details of the item they’d gotten.

“Twenty-five acid resistance?” Seth called back. “Damn, that’s pretty high. You think you’ll want that as our tank?”

Todd looked over to Brenda, then to Erica. “I don’t really think I need it, to be honest. Acid is pretty nasty and I can usually prevent it. I was thinking Brenda could use it. Me and Erica have pretty intensive abilities. So do you. But if Brenda’s stuck, I bet she’d benefit the most from it.”

“It sounds sweet,” said Seth as he finally neared the others. “But yeah, not a great fit for me either. You wanna take it, Brenda?”

Brenda accepted it from Erica and looked at the stats. She smiled a bit. “It is pretty awesome,” she said. “Not sure how much I’m gonna use the special effect, but it’d be a nice ‘oh crap’ button I could press if I found myself in a bad situation.”

“Absolutely,” said Erica. “Go ahead and take it, you haven’t gotten anything new in a while. It’s hard finding good stuff for your healing. So you might as well take what you can get, right?”

“Definitely,” said Brenda as she brought it to her black blouse and pinned it just above her heart. “Sweet,” she said. “Love orange.”

“That fight wasn’t too bad,” said Seth. “I think we’re all still good to keep going?” he asked.

Everyone seemed to nod. He then turned his head and looked around. “Riley?” he called out, then spotted the brown-jacketed young man crouched down in the dirt.

“I’m over here! One second!” Riley said as his fingers and nails scraped at the dirt. There was a section of semi-shiny dirt over at the wall. He’d walked over and started digging with his hands, but he was about five inches deep into the ground and was still digging.

“You got something over there?” Seth called out. “You need some help?”

“I got it! Just one more second,” he said, his hands still digging. It took another twenty seconds or so before his fingers brushed against something hard. He cleared the dirt away and saw a glinting black object. He dug his fingers down and wrapped them around the item as best he could and managed to pry it out. Once it came loose, he held it up as a description appeared. It looked like a black monster tooth, with a piece of thin wire around it, like a necklace of some sort.

-

 

Grit Grit Tooth Necklace

Reduce hit points by 40%

Reduce max speed 25%

Reduce max stamina 30%

Increase Scavenger Vision 200%

(Effects persist as long as Scavenger Vision, or the debilitating after-effect is active.)

 

-

“What’d you find over there?” Seth called out, having noticed that Riley picked something up.

Riley stood up and walked over to the others, still holding and reading the stats. Once he reached Seth, he handed it over. “Here you go,” he said.

Seth took it and looked at the stats. “Wow, negative forty percent hit points...twenty-five on speed and thirty on stam? Ouch that’s—” he cut himself short as he noticed the last stat change. “Interesting,” he murmured.

“What is?” asked Brenda.

“After all the debuffs, it gives a two-hundred percent increase on scav vision,” Seth answered.

“Wow, that’s a lot,” said Todd.

“Yeah it is,” said Seth. “I’ve seen up to one-fifty, but two hundred is a lot. But it also looks like the debuffs are a lot bigger too.”

“I’ve never seen an item like this before,” said Riley.

“Well, I think you can only get these when you’re using scav vision,” said Seth. “I’m not sure how much it’s worth. I’ll have to ask around. None of us use scav vision. But I’ll tell you what,” he tossed the necklace back to Riley. “If you feel like taking the risk and increasing your chance to get more loot, you’re free to use it until we find a buyer. Just be real careful. That thing could get you killed.”

Riley caught the necklace and looked at the stats again. He rolled the black glinting tooth between his fingers. He swallowed and let out a soft sigh. “Just what I needed,” he whispered. “Less stats.”

Chapter 6: Resurgence

 

Riley stared into a cup of coffee. Bags had formed under his eyes. The warmth of the mug radiated out and seeped into his fingertips.

“Riley?” came the voice from across the table.

He looked over to his friend, Aaron. “What?” he asked.

Aaron rolled his eyes. “I asked how things were going with that group you mentioned.”

“Oh, right,” Riley murmured. He lifted the mug up to his lips and blew across the surface. He tested the temperature by taking a meager sip, before he set it down and relaxed back in his seat. He wore a gray hoodie and a pair of black denim pants. “It’s going well, I guess,” he said. “I’m not sure what would be good progress, you know? Most of them are in the same situation as me. They’re not making as much as I used to as Radiance, but it sounds like they’re getting by. They’re nice. Sometimes their pace is a bit slow, other times it’s hasty. It’s really hard for me to keep quiet during some of the fights. But they tend to know what they’re doing. Good cohesion and all.”

“Yeah?” asked Aaron, who was taking small forkfuls of a thin pile of blueberry crepes. The blueberry drizzle was running down the sides of the light and fluffy rolled pancakes. “Well, you’ve been with them for...almost a month? How’s your equipment loadout?”

Riley sighed. “I usually find an item in the monster rooms. Occasionally I’ll spot something in the tunnels. I swear, I’ve almost been killed by a roaming monster a couple of dozen times, and when I’m using that damned Grit Tooth, I can’t do anything. Lucky for me, the group keeps a close eye on me.”

“Well that’s nice of them, looking out for you and everything,” said Aaron. “Are you gonna stick with them once you find some powers? You’d probably find something in the...you said amber caves?”

Riley nodded. “I was actually really hopeful a couple of times. I found an isolated pool of orange goo. Stuck my hand into it, thinking I might get some powers. I took acid damage instead, and then triggered a slime monster from the ceiling. Almost died in there. Then, I found a purple glowing crystal. I picked it right up, thinking it might bestow powers on me. Next thing I know, I’m being swatted across the room, losing almost all my hit points as a cave-angler appears out of the wall. It was camouflaged right in front of me, but with my low stats I couldn’t see it.”

“That’s rough,” said Aaron. “You making any money?”

“Yeah, I’m making some,” Riley responded as he brought the cup of coffee to his lips and took another slow sip of the warm bitter liquid that he just couldn’t get enough of.

“The group cuts me in on half of the value of whatever I find. So, they get dibs on whether they want to use it, sell it, or end up letting me have it outright to use. I’ve found a couple items that the group has been willing to let me keep for myself, which have helped me stay alive.”

“Any cool offensive items?” Aaron asked, before taking a bite of his crepes.

“I’ve found a couple support items and niche items that a few of them have kept. Nothing really worthwhile for myself,” said Riley. “It’s best that I don’t get in the middle of fights. For the time being, I’m happy just to be alive and making a little money while I search for powers.”

“So you’ve just been going to those caves? Don’t you think you’d have better luck finding powers if you looked elsewhere?” Aaron asked.

“We’ve been sticking to the caves,” Riley replied as he set his mug back down and looked over to one of the televisions, depicting a monster fight between a group of paragons, which were tier-two players. “I’ve been listening and asking around for anyone who has any idea about—”

Riley stopped as his eyes widened. He stared at the television across the room.

Aaron blinked at him, then turned his head to look at the TV screen. “What’s up?” he asked, but soon discovered what had grabbed Riley’s attention. “Oh, yeah...I was gonna mention that, but I got distracted after ordering the—”

“Shh!” Riley held up his hand as he stared at the TV.

The video footage depicted a paragon throwing green balls of energy at a large scorpion monster. The scorpion’s tail dripped with purple liquid and flailed around, shooting that purple liquid around the fight area. The liquid would burn into the ground, causing the other paragons to dodge and duck out of the way.

“Attack the small one!” one of the voices in the video shouted.

The scorpion reached out and snapped with large pincers, knocking away one of the paragons that was encased in blue fire. Its tail whipped around and more purple liquid sprayed around the area. They seemed to be in some sort of underground structure, encased in concrete and pipes.

As the scorpion stepped around to attack one of the other paragons, it revealed a white chitinous insect-like form, standing no taller than a person. The white humanoid insect’s hands were up in the air, shifting and turning with its movements.

“What the hell?” Riley asked. “That’s the same thing that got me! It has to be!”

The video continued to play out, but whereas in Riley’s fight, he’d been killed, the paragons fighting the monster were all able to flee from the encounter and get away, apparently with minimal hit points amongst each of the combatants, while the scorpion easily had thirty percent or more.

“Yeah, they’ve played that video a few times this morning,” said Aaron. “I was gonna send it to you over messenger, but then you showed up.”

“So there’s more boss monsters that spawn that white bug thing?” asked Riley, looking over to Aaron.

Aaron pointed up to the TV. “Watch,” he said.

Riley looked back to the TV and saw a woman appear. She wore a pink T-shirt with a black blazer overtop. The name on the screen read ‘Susan Graff.’ Her lips parted and she began to speak. “And there you have it. Live coverage of the second appearance of this strange white insect creature that has been seen empowering monsters during their fights. The paragons in the video said that they’d seen the previous footage on the news, where the white insect was spit-out by a worm boss, but apparently during this encounter, the white insect appeared to rise out of a pile of broken rubble in the room. It’s not clear whether this new creature was there the entire time in the boss room. Already there’s been massive speculation around the white insect, such as that it’s actually a rare spawn that was released in the last content patch and that it goes around and increases the difficulty of already higher-end bosses. Rare spawn hunters are already searching the areas that the white insect has been seen and are actively hunting it down. A monster of this rarity and power must have some pretty good loot.”

The woman’s segmented ended and another news anchor took their place and began talking about the last patch updates and what the developers might’ve meant by some of the cryptic language in the text logs.

Patch-note speculation was always a hot topic on the news and online forums, even months after the content update’s release.

“It’s not just a single boss mechanic then,” said Riley. “It’s a rare boss itself?”

“That’s what they’re saying. I hear that the news outlets are paying a lot for any footage of the creature. It’s getting a lot of attention now that it’s been seen twice. They’re calling it ‘White Weevil.’”

“Is that really it’s name?” asked Riley. “It doesn’t really look like a weevil.”

Aaron shrugged. “I’ve never seen a weevil, so I wouldn’t know. The paragons in the video, and your old buddies all said that they didn’t see a name above it’s head, but apparently no one’s been able to land a hit on it either, so it’s possible that no one’s been able to trigger its health and name yet.”

Riley nodded. “Yeah, we weren’t able to hit it when we fought it. It was just so chaotic at the time. I guess there’s groups out there that might not know of the previous encounter, so this is a really annoying mechanic to pop up on them. I know exactly how that feels,” he said with a sigh. “It sucks.”

Aaron nodded. “Those guys were fighting in the vaults, which is a higher level area, just like the glow mine. So at least you won’t have to worry about it coming after you in the amber caves.”

“You’re right, It wouldn’t make a lot of sense for a strong monster like that to attack a lower area,” said Riley. As he’d been talking, he was taking longer sips of his coffee as if he was anxiously finishing it off. He continued to think about the ‘White Weevil.’ If it was still out there, it could be anywhere. If there were already groups actively looking for it, that meant that he was going to be far behind in hunting it himself. He didn’t even have tier-one powers yet.

“You’re going to try and go after it, aren’t you?” Aaron asked.

Riley glanced back over to his friend. “What makes you think that?”

“I know that look,” he pointed out. “You’re racing to finish your coffee and you’re trying to figure out where you could find it. You know that’s suicide, right? You couldn’t kill that thing with your old group. Even if you got your new friends to hunt it with you, what makes you think you’d have a chance?”

Riley set his empty mug down and scooted out of the seat. He stood up and looked down to Aaron. “Don’t worry about me,” he said.

“I am worrying about you,” said Aaron. “If you go and get yourself killed again, you’re not going to be able to pay your bills. You know that, right? Your savings aren’t going to last forever.”

Riley rolled his eyes and shook his head. “I know that, I’m fully aware. That monster could be my ticket back to tier-two. I just need to figure out how to get some powers, and then how I’m going to hunt it.”

“Well, if you end up having to remake your character, don’t say I didn’t warn you. And don’t think about asking me for a handout,” said Aaron. “You wanted to do things on your own.”

“That’s right,” said Riley, his voice having raised a level. “And just you wait and see. I’m going to turn this all around, and killing that White Weevil is the end-game for me.”

Aaron sighed and turned his attention back to his breakfast. “Whatever,” he murmured. “Good luck.”

“See ya,” said Riley as he turned and left the cafe. He didn’t look back to his friend. Aaron had a point, but he couldn’t just let this go. How could he ignore the resurgence of the White Weevil? Being killed by a single monster in a boss encounter was one thing, but this monster was appearing elsewhere. It was just begging for him to come and hunt it down.

Riley walked down the street. His eyes drawn up to the large screens on the sides of buildings. More advertisements for Sigil Online and various services. One of the monitors ran the same news segment he’d seen in the cafe, but out there in the street, there wasn’t any sound. It was just a silent image with captions. He watched the video all over again. He watched as the paragons fought and fled from the fight.

When the segment was over, his attention returned back to the street. If he could find the White Weevil, maybe he could take its powers. In a game like Sigil Online, there were all sorts of methods fo obtaining powers. He’d heard of people killing rare monsters and gaining tier-two that way. He remembered a player who was a tier one that had some flame abilities. That player managed to bring down a strong arachnid boss with the help of some of his friends. Upon killing the boss, the player with fire powers, ended up gaining abilities that let him create fire webs. It was one of the coolest ability-mixes he’d ever seen. Sometimes the game increased the powers you already had, and sometimes you gained complementary abilities. But the game was never ‘an exact science,’ as players liked to say. There was never a way to know for sure, if you’d gain powers by doing something. The statement was even truer when it came to obtaining your tattoo-like sigil and becoming a paragon. 

Riley’s lips curled. He could only imagine how powerful he could be if he had some sort of ability that let him control monsters. He could pretty-much make them fight each other at that point. Maybe he wouldn’t even need a group!

With powers like the ones the White Weevil seemed to possess, all he’d need is himself.

Chapter 7: Surprise

 

Riley walked through the barren desert with his new comrades. Erica and Brenda were chatting, while Seth and Tod were comparing stats.

Riley pulled up his own status screen and checked his progress. It had been a long month of scavenging and watching boss battles in the amber caves, but his stats had certainly progressed. A player gained levels from doing activities that generated experience, like killing monsters or crafting. It didn’t matter if you were a tier zero, one, or two. You always gained the same amount of experience and there was no actual ‘limit’ to levels. Levels got harder to obtain the higher you went. Radiance had been level one-hundred and nine. Which wasn’t a huge difference from another player within twenty levels, but when you leveled up, you had the choice on where to place your new stat-point. You could place a single point in whatever stat you wanted.

Riley stared at the number ‘23’ next to his character status page. He’d placed ten points in ‘constitution,’ (which affected how many hit points he had) and ten points in ‘toughness,’ (which affected the damage he could mitigate.) There was a number ‘3’ beside his stamina stat, which helped him run and would later help him use his powers more frequently. Currently, it didn’t do him any good to increase his ‘power,’ ‘mind’ and ‘dexterity’ stats. Power affected the potential output of a person’s abilities, which was currently useless until he got some. Mind only helped with defending against certain magical attacks—and using certain mental powers, which he shouldn’t even be up against if he kept hidden during battles. Then there was dexterity, which would help his dodging capabilities and climbing and a few other things, but it wasn’t that useful to him until he knew what powers he’d be gaining. Health and toughness—with a little stamina, was a safe bet. There was also the ‘luck’ stat, but he never knew if it was worthwhile or not.

He dispersed the screen as he saw the entrance to the amber caves. It was time to head back in and find another monster. He just hoped he could find another piece of junk that might help him out with a couple stats. Seth had been true to his word, when he said that they’d only be letting him keep junk items. There were certain things like that Grit Grit tooth, that he’d been allowed to keep, but if it was something that was easily sold and didn’t affect his scavenging ability, then it was getting sold or looted by one of the others.

At times, he wondered if he was helping the others, more than he was benefitting himself. But then he remembered the sorts of terrible quests he’d have to do, if he was still walking around town alone. This was a lot safer, at least until he could find some powers. But as each day passed by, he wondered how likely his chances were, to find powers down in the amber mines. So far, everything he’d tried had almost gotten him killed.

“Same as always,” Seth spoke up. “Same formation. Let’s head left when we reach the first fork. We haven’t been over there recently.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Todd as he took the lead.

“Hopefully there’s something new over there,” said Brenda. “Getting tired of slimes, spiders and golems.”

“Yeah, the slimes are a real time-sink,” said Todd.

“At least they tend to change up their last phase and make things interesting,” said Seth.

“It’s a fun challenge, but those things still take too long,” said Erica.

“We can try backtracking if we find one,” said Seth. “If everyone agrees that they’re taking too much time, we can try and find something else.”

“That’s probably best,” said Brenda. “Unless Riley wants to try and find a goo power,” she glanced back to him with a smirk.

Riley lifted his eyebrows. “Uh, I think I’d take whatever I could get at this point, but I’m not sure that goo powers sound all that appealing.”

“They sure don’t,” said Erica.

Todd was first into the caves and once again, Riley took the last position. His scavenger vision had already been activated, but he hadn’t seen anything yet. Ninety percent of his finds were in boss rooms, but he still took the time to look around, just in case.

When the group reached the first chamber, Todd turned and went for the leftmost tunnel. Riley looked around the room, but still he didn’t see anything. Even though he couldn’t do anything worthwhile in a fight, he still did his best at what he could do.

The group progressed down the tunnel. Todd was the first one into the next room and checked out the next chamber before calling back to the others. “It’s clear, which way?”

“Let’s try left again?” Brenda spoke up.

“Left it is,” said Todd as he took the lead once again. There were several other tunnels that they hadn’t been down in a long time, since before Riley had joined.

“Remember that amber bat we found once?” asked Erica. “That thing was so cool.”

“Yeah, you thought that if you let it bite you, you’d reach tier-two,” Seth chuckled. “It almost killed you, didn’t it?”

Erica sighed. “Yeah, but you know, nothing ventured nothing gained and all that, right?”

“Seems to be the catchphrase behind this whole game,” said Riley from the back.

“That’s the truth,” Seth agreed.

Todd kept quiet while up in front, and as the glow from the next chamber increased, he slowed down as he always did. He was the first one to reach the mouth of the tunnel and instead of slowly walking into the chamber, he stopped at the entrance.

“Uh, guys?” he called.

“What’s up?” Seth asked as he and Erica moved in on either side of the stout earth-mover.

Todd pointed into the room. “What do you make of that?”

Riley side-stepped over to the wall of the tunnel so he could get a good look into the next room. The amber light from the wall crystals was glinting off some sort of black glistening substance on the floor.

Seth took a step forward and knelt down. The black substance didn’t quite look like obsidian. It seemed puffy and unnatural. He reached out and prodded some of it with his finger. His finger pushed into it, as if it had the consistency of foam.

“I don’t seem to be taking any damage from it. I’m not seeing any debuffs,” he said.

“What should we do? I’ve never seen it before,” said Todd.

“Some arachnids lay webbing all over the room they spawn into,” said Brenda. “Maybe we’ve found a creature that does something similar, but with this weird foam stuff?”

Seth flicked the substance layered about two to three inches on the floor. It had enough weight to fall back to the floor, almost like snow.

“I don’t see any bosses yet,” said Todd as he leaned in and looked around from the vantage of the tunnel’s entrance. “But there’s a lot of rocks, outcroppings and alcoves in there. It might not be all-that big, either. Like that obsidian mole we’ve run into a couple times.”

“Todd, head in first and see if you spot anything,” said Seth.

“Alright,” Todd agreed as he stepped into the black foam. His footfalls made soft ‘poof’ sounds with each step.

“Is it slowing you down? Any damage or debilitations?” asked Brenda, already having her crossbow ready in order to heal him.

“Walking pretty normally, and nothing special yet,” said Todd as he walked around, heading further in. He looked around at his surroundings. “It’s gotta be around here somewhere.”

Seth cleared away some of the foam with his hands and looked beneath it. There was regular stone and dirt, nothing unusual. He stood up and shrugged. “Maybe the monster eats it,” he said. He then walked in after Todd to help him look for the creature.

“Well I’m not going to try it,” said Erica, who waited a few moments before following after Seth.

Brenda turned and looked to Riley. She lifted her free hand and pointed at him. “I know what you’re thinking, but don’t eat the foam!” she said.

Riley’s brows lifted, along with his hands. “I won’t, I won’t,” he said. “I mean...the thought crossed my mind.”

“It’s not worth it,” Brenda said. “Just wait here like always. Don’t even touch this stuff. We don’t know what it is for sure, so best for you to stay out of it. I’m going to go find somewhere safe to stand.”

“Alright, good luck,” said Riley as he took a couple steps back, but was still able to see the rest of the group. There wasn’t anything to hide behind, so he’d have to wait out of sight as best he could.

Brenda nodded to him and then ventured a few steps into the foam. She looked around and spotted a large rock nearby. She kept an eye on the rest of the team as she made her way over and climbed up. Once she made it to the top of the four foot tall rock, she realized that none of the black foam was on top of it. She kept her crossbow out and surveyed the area.

Todd approached the center of the room. The amber glow of the crystals that made up the cave, would glint off the black foam. Todd hadn’t detected any unusual odor to the stuff. He placed his hands on his hips and looked around, able to see most of the cave from his current placement.

“I don’t see anything,” he called out, then turned around to watch as Seth and Erica approached his location, but kept a cautious distance from him, just in case.

“Yeah this is definitely weird,” said Seth.

Riley did his best to look from the cave of the tunnel, but all he could see were the others. He noticed an odd shimmer at the top of his vision and glanced up towards the ceiling.

Brenda had noticed the same thing and looked up as well. “Guys!” she called out, being a fair distance from the others. “There’s some weird glowing things falling from the ceiling.”

Todd, Erica, and seth, all looked up.

Almost like the lightest snowfall, numerous orange-glowing specks were descending from the ceiling. They couldn’t have been any bigger than the size of a grain of sand, but their glow made them look a tiny bit bigger.

“Part of the boss encounter? We must’ve triggered it when we came in,” said Todd. “Some sort of delayed effect perhaps?”

“Maybe,” Seth mused. “Maybe the creature is camouflaged on the ceiling, like that angler creature that tricked Riley.”

A short time passed as the glowing embers fell. Seth reached up and held his palm beneath one of them. When it landed upon his hand, nothing happened. The glowing ember rested on his palm. He didn’t take any damage or anything. It was almost like his own white-hot energy orbs, but these embers weren’t hurting him. What sort of purpose did they serve? He looked back up to the ceiling and noticed that there weren’t more embers coming down. There was only a several-foot high section of air that the embers were descending in. He looked around and watched as the embers came to rest on the floor around them. Or more precisely, the foam.

Seth blinked as he looked between the ember in his hand and the embers on the foam. “I think we should—”

He didn’t get to finish his sentence, before every ember in the room exploded.

Riley watched a hundred micro-explosions consume the room. His eyes widened as he stood paralyzed with his mouth open.

The foam caught fire and burned, casting the entire room in hot flame.

“Guys!” Brenda shouted from the rock she’d taken refuge upon. She could just barely make out the other three in the fire and spoke. She created a healing bolt and slotted it into her crossbow.

“Not so fast, healer!” a female voice came from behind her.

Brenda’s eyes widened as she turned around. A pair of hands grabbed her arms tightly. A dull red light appeared at the edges of her vision as she realized she was now taking damage. None of the explosions had touched her, and the fire couldn’t reach her up on the stone.

In the corner of her eye, she caught a blue shimmer that slowly encapsulated her arms, emanating out from the person that had appeared behind her.

“What the hell?” Brenda shouted. She tried to pull away, but she wasn’t physically strong. The blue frost sealed her arms, preventing them from moving. She pushed back with her legs to knock her assailant off-balance, but the other person was able to keep her in place. The frost continued to cover her shoulders, her torso, and then down her body to her legs. Then, finally, it crept in on her head and sealed her in a coffin of ice.

Riley watched in horror as a black-cloaked figure with blue hair, froze Brenda. He hadn’t noticed until it was too late. The cloaked figure had seemingly appeared out of nowhere and grabbed Brenda.

With wide eyes, he looked out to the fire. The foam had been consumed and the fire was dying out. The smoke lifted to fill the ceiling of the chamber.

Seth was on the ground, but he seemed to still have some movement. It was likely that he had taken a debilitating effect, or a ‘debuff’ due to the amount and type of damage that had assailed him.

A stone mass stood where he’d last seen Todd. The earth-mover must’ve shelled himself in when he realized what was happening.

He didn’t see Erica, but then realized she wasn’t on the ground anymore. His eyes followed a column of smoke and saw numerous vines stretching down from the cave ceiling, with a sort of vine-wrapped bulb on the end, which then lowered to the ground and opened up, depositing Erica on the no-longer burning floor.

She ran over to Seth and checked on him. She then turned her head to look to Brenda. “Heal!” she called, but the moment the word left her lips, she saw Brenda’s frozen body. “Brenda’s down!” she shouted. She lifted a hand and opened her inventory. She had to have some sort of healing item!

The stone enclosure protecting Todd broke away. He pushed the earth from around him, just in time to catch what Brenda had said. “I have some items!” he said as he hurried over to Erica and Seth. But as he closed in on the last six feet to his companions, a dozen orange embers descended around them, and exploded.

Riley knelt in the tunnel’s entrance. The embers had fallen through the smoke, and were already descending upon his new friends when he’d spotted them. His lips parted to speak, but it was too late. Another series of explosions rocked the cave.

When the smoke cleared a few seconds later, three black-cloaked figures were standing in the vicinity of Erica and Todd. Seth was nowhere to be seen, but there looked to be one of his items on the ground. Which meant, Seth was dead.

Todd and Erica quickly noticed their assailants and began moving earth and vine in protection of themselves. One of the cloaked figures threw chunks of ice, while another sent tiny orange embers from his hands, that would explode seemingly at his command. The last was able to spew black foam from his palms, which would burn when the explosions of the embers touched them.

Riley watched them fight for their lives. He looked over to Brenda. Her character was still alive, but she had to be taking slow frost damage. If he could reach her, he could get her back into the fight and they could repel these PKers, which was the term used for players who sought to kill other players. ‘Player Killers.’

Riley took a deep breath. His body didn’t want to move. He’d worked so hard for the last month to get this far. He should just run! He could find others to fight with. These guys would abandon him if it meant that they could survive, right? He bit his lip. What if there was a fourth cloaked figure, waiting for him? It didn’t seem like they were concerned about him for now, or maybe they hadn’t spotted him.

He looked back to the intense fight between Todd, Erica, and the PKers. He then looked back to Brenda.

He leaned up and took a single step back.

A low growl emanated around him in the tunnel. He whipped his head back as something moved upon him. It was so quick, all he saw was a black shadowy mass and hundreds of gray teeth rushing towards him. His vision flashed red as he took damage, just before darkness enveloped him.

Chapter 8: Rare

 

Riley waited to be greeted by two doors. One that would say ‘Create a Character’ and the other that said ‘Exit.’

His vision flashed red, despite the darkness around him. He felt as though his body was being pressured on all sides, as if something was squeezing him. Then, he realized he wasn’t dead yet. He was trapped in something. The bright red flash in his vision was now just a very dull light at the corners of his eyes. He felt a liquid presence around him, and he found it difficult to breathe. There was an intensely sharp acrid smell of metal and decay.

Was he...inside some monster?

He shifted his shoulders to move his right hand. The walls around him were sleek and squishy. He managed to move his fingers just a little. He tried to summon his status screen, but it was no good. He couldn’t move enough to do it.

The red within his vision was slowly creeping in and encompassing more of his vision. He had to be taking damage from something. If he had been eaten by whatever it was he saw, then it was likely that he was in its belly, which meant stomach acid of some kind.

Which meant, he was being digested.

He had no idea what the creature truly looked like, other than all those teeth that would’ve taken a chunk of his health on the first bite. He felt as if he was moving, but in what direction and how fast? He had no idea. All he could do was be squished and digested.

Minutes passed.

The red in his vision kept increasing.

More time passed. Had it been five minutes? Ten? Twenty? He had no sense of time as this monster carried him around in its stomach.

This was how his second character was going to end? In the belly of some beast? After a month of work, he was going to have to start over from the beginning. He twisted around inside his fleshy enclosure. Damnit. It should just kill him already, so he could get back to leveling! Now he was just wasting time. He had no way of escaping and he was slowly losing health minute by minute. Why couldn’t the creature of just killed him and saved him time? What sort of sick joke was this? What kind of developer would code this sort of monster into the game?

More time passed.

His crimson vision was almost entirely encompassing his sight. He couldn’t have much health left. Five percent, at most. He kept his eyes closed and waited for the red vision to fade so that he knew he was dead and he could just start over.

He doubted he’d find another group as easily as he had when he met Seth. Now, Seth was dead and it was anyone’s guess as to who was going to make it out of that fight alive. He should’ve tried helping Brenda, in any small way that he could. Maybe if he’d had the courage to do so, he wouldn’t have been eaten. But then again, he could’ve been dead already if he’d gone into the room after his comrades.

Riley felt his prison constrict around him. There was a strange sense of momentum. Short movements, followed by sudden stops.

A loud roar echoed down to his ears.

There was an explosion, which seemed somewhat muffled.

Riley felt his coffin smash into something. Then, there was stillness. The pressure all around his body alleviated in an instant. The intense red color in his vision faded, but only in such a way as to show him that he was no longer losing hit points, but that his health was still very low.

His eyes crept open. The amber glow of the caves welcomed him.

Three figures stood before him.

“What the hell?” came an unfamiliar male voice.

“What kind of loot is this crap?” came a young woman’s voice.

“Is that a player?” asked a female voice from the figure in the middle.

The figure in the middle took several steps closer as Riley ever-so-slowly eased up into a sitting position. He blinked rapidly. “Hello?” he asked, completely bewildered by what had just transpired.

“Maybe if we kill him, we get loot?” asked the woman on the right.

“Can any of you heal?” Riley asked. “I’m like...really low.”

“Carla, go ahead and help him,” said the young woman approaching him.

“You sure? I don’t see any loot, and that thing looked like a rare to me,” said Carla, the woman on the right. She had pink hair and a blue zipped-up jacket. She wore a pair of black pants and looked to be of native american descent. But Riley wasn’t too sure. He was really bad at placing people’s ethnicity.

The middle woman knelt down in front of Riley. She was definitely of some asian background. She had soft and thin features, but her blue eyes bore a curious intensity. She had black hair down her back and wore a purple long-sleeved shirt with a hood hanging down the back. She had on a pair of blue denim pants and black shoes. “So who are you?” she asked. “I’m Laura. This here is Carla...who should be healing you,” she said, taking another glance over to the other young woman.

“Fine, fine,” Carla murmured as she flicked her wrist and flung a green lotus flower that drifted swiftly over to Riley’s chest. Upon contact, the dull red in his vision slowly faded bit by bit. The healing didn’t seem to be a strong burst, but an ‘over time’ effect.

Regardless of how her healing worked, Riley smiled, “Thanks, I’m Riley. I um...” he trailed off, still a bit confused as to what was going on. “So I’m not dead,” he said.

“Did you want to be dead?” Carla asked, her arms now crossed against her chest.

Riley’s eyebrows lifted. “No! Not at all!”

“What happened? How did you end up in that monster?” asked the man to the right of Laura.

“That’s Chase,” Laura offered.

“Yeah, nice to meet you,” Chase said, his own hands were in his pockets. He wore a pair of dark gray slacks and a loose black blazer with a white button-up shirt beneath. He had short black hair and dark mahogany skin. He definitely looked to be the oldest one in the group, maybe thirty, or so? Where Carla seemed roughly in her twenties, the same as Laura. Of course, none of that mattered when you could make your character look any age you wanted.

“I was with another group,” Riley spoke up. “We got attacked by some PKers wearing black cloaks. But I’m just a tier zero, so I wasn’t in the fight. I ended up getting eaten by whatever that monster was. I didn’t get a good look at it, it snuck up on me.”

“Another group? And PKers?” Chase asked. “Hmm, three black-cloaks, huh? Might be those guys we’ve spotted around a few times in various areas. We haven’t seen anyone else besides you in here, today.”

Laura spoke up. “The monster that ate you, was this weird fat bat-like thing with a crazy maw-mouth. It had this huge bulbous stomach and large wings. It had four feet and it shot out these weird cord things from its mouth, which I guess might’ve been its teeth. It was kinda fast, but it didn’t have a lot of health. We weren’t expecting much loot when we killed it, but we sure as hell weren’t expecting you.”

“Sorry,” Riley offered. “Not like I wanted this to happen. I thought I was done for. I’m really glad you guys found it.”

Laura looked Riley over. Her eyes stopping at his hands. “Are you still hurt?” she asked.

“My health is back to full,” said Riley. He looked over to Carla. “Thanks again.”

“Sure, sure,” Carla murmured.

Laura reached out and took a hold of Riley’s wrists and pulled them out and up to her. “You said you were a zero?” the young asian woman asked. “And you’re not hurt? Then what’re these marks?”

Riley blinked and looked at Laura, then followed her gaze down to his hands. There were two semi-red cuts on the base of his palms. He slowly pulled one hand from Laura’s grasp and reached over to trace a finger over the cut. “I don’t know, maybe that thing left me with some debuffs which aren’t showing up in my vision,” he said, which was likely if a debuff lasted for over an hour. He then used that same hand and gestured to open his status screen.

He checked his status. He had full health, but he didn’t have any bonus effects. It seemed as though the food he’d eaten earlier at the bunker had worn off.

“Damn, my food-buff wore off,” he murmured. “Oh well, I guess I—” his sentence was cut short as his gaze had risen up to the top of his character screen.
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Riley’s jaw had lowered as he stared at his character screen.

“I’m...tier one,” he whispered.

He’d even gotten the ‘five stats across the board’ that a player got when gaining their first powers. He even had five bonus points he could place. But if he was tier one, how did it happen? What powers did he have?

“I thought you said you were a tier zero?” Carla asked. “How do you not even know what tier you are?”

Riley shook his head and then looked back at his hands. “Sorry, I think…” he trailed off a moment as he rose to stand. Laura stood as well and took a step back, watching him curiously.

Riley turned to face away from the three that had rescued him. He focused on his hands and thrust one of his arms out, as if he was punching with the palm of his hand.

A spear-tipped cord shot out from his palm and stretched out all the way to the wall he’d directed it at. The tip lodged into a soft portion of the wall and the cord went tense, as if it was being tugged back against Riley’s hand.

“Woah!” Riley gasped in a soft breath.

“The hell?” Carla spoke up. “That’s like what the bat was doing!”

“Did you gain powers from that thing eating you?” Chase asked.

“I think I did,” Riley said as the spear-tip detached on its own and the one-inch thick cord drew back all the way to his palm until the spear-tip was hiding back beneath the skin, just under that cut-like opening they’d been inspecting earlier.

“Well, congrats on hitting tier one, Riley,” said Laura, her hands finding her hips.

Riley looked amongst the three players that had saved him. “Thanks, again. Seriously, I would’ve died if you hadn’t come along,” he said. “But I think I should try and find those guys I was with.” He then took a glance around and realized he had no idea where in the amber caves he was.

“That bat thing was really fast,” said Laura. “So it could’ve transported you any which direction. If you want, we can bring you back to the main chamber. You can do whatever you want from there.”

“We’re really going to waste more time on this guy?” asked Carla. “First we don’t even get loot from the mob, and now we’re babysitting him?”

Laura turned her head to Carla. “It won’t take more than a few minutes. Kind of a waste for him to get these powers, only for us to leave him stranded in the caves.”

Carla shrugged. “Whatever.”

Laura shook her head and looked back to Riley. “Come on, let’s hurry you back to the entrance.”

Riley offered a half smile and a nod. “Thanks, again.”

“No problem,” said Laura as she turned and began to run. Carla and Chase followed after her and Riley took off after them. With his five extra stamina points, he wouldn’t have too much issue running after them.

To say he was excited, was an understatement. He wanted to find a monster to fight. He wanted to test the limits of his new powers and see just what he could do. He ran after the three strangers that had found and freed him from the monster that had gobbled him up. He was immensely thankful to them, and now that he had some powers of his own, maybe he could find his group and see if he could do something. But the more he ran, the more he realized that a lot of time had passed since then.

He brought up his wrist and tapped it twice. White numerical digits appeared above his wrist. The time was 10:49 AM. He and the others had gotten to the caves somewhere around 9:40 AM. It hadn’t taken them all that long to reach the room with the foam, and then the battle hadn’t lasted too long before he was eaten. Which meant that it had been around thirty minutes since he’d last seen his group. That was a long time, as far as a battle between players was concerned.

After a few minutes of running, Laura slowed down and pointed to a tunnel. She turned and glanced to Riley. “That’s the tunnel out of the caves,” she said. “We’re in the main chamber now.”

Riley looked to the exit, then to the tunnel that he and the others in Seth’s group had taken earlier. He gave a brief nod to Laura. “Thanks, I’ll take it from here. I’ve got to see if there’s anyone left from my party,” he said.

“You sure that’s the smartest thing to be doing?” asked Chase. “If those three cloaked players ambushed you, it’s unlikely that your group made it out. They’re really clever. I haven’t heard of many players escaping their trap with the foam and the explosions.”

Riley looked to Chase. “They killed one of my party members and froze our healer,” he said. “We had an earth-mover and a vine-mover, against the three of them. They didn’t seem all that strong after they’d sprung the trap.”

“Do what you want,” said Chase with a shrug. “I’m just telling you that you might be running to your death.”

Riley took a single step towards the tunnel that led to where his friends had been attacked. He froze, just as he had when he considered helping Brenda. What if his friends were dead? What if the three cloaked figures were waiting for more players to attack?

He bit his lip and stared at the tunnel.

“Alright, we brought him all the way back here, can we get back to hunting?” asked Carla. “Rare spawns aren’t going to just hand us their loot.”

“Alright,” said Laura. “Thanks for being patient,” she said to Carla. “Let’s get back to it.”

Riley turned to look to the three as they turned to head back the way they’d come. “You’re rare spawn hunters?” he asked.

Laura was about to take off running, when she stopped and looked to Riley. “Yeah,” she said. “We make the rounds and see if there’s any rare spawns around. If not, we go elsewhere. You’re lucky we decided to come to the amber mines today. I voted on going to the crystal shore.”

“I just had to vote for the amber caves,” Carla groaned. “And what a waste it’s been so far.”

“I feel good about voting amber caves,” said Chase. “We saved a player, got him some powers, and who knows? Maybe that karma will come back to favor us.”

“Karma isn’t a proven game mechanic,” Carla countered. “It’s just superstition!”

“You think what you want, I’ll keep believing in karma till proven otherwise,” said Chase.

“Ugh, I’m not getting into this with you again,” Carla complained.

“You can tag along with us if you want,” Laura offered. “Your friends probably ran and are already out of the caves if they survived at all, but it’s more likely that they were killed. It’s up to you what you want to do, but you’d probably be safer sticking with us till we go back to the city. I’m going to tell you right now that you’re not going to get priority on any loot we find, but you can test out those new powers of yours, if you want. You’re kind of a liability since you don’t know what those powers actually do, so we can’t guarantee your safety, but there’s some safety in numbers.”

Riley stared at Laura and looked to the others. Besides Carla’s healing lotus, he had no idea what they were capable of, but they certainly had an aura of confidence about them. Not to mention if there were only three of them, they probably had some serious cohesion going on, kind of like those three PKers.

“Alright,” Riley said. “You’re right. I’m not going to lie, I don’t think I should risk it. If I knew what I could do, I might be brave enough, but if you’re cool with it, I wouldn’t mind sticking with you guys until you make it back to the city.”

“We’re really letting him tag along?” asked Carla.

Laura offered up a light smile. “I want to see what his powers can do. I’ve never heard of someone gaining abilities from being eaten by a monster. I think it’s worth it, despite having a tag-along.”

“I’m voting that he can stick with us till the city,” said Chase. “I’m also curious what all his powers can do in a fight.”

“Fine,” Carla groaned. “Let’s get going. Else we’re never going to find a rare at this rate.”

Laura nodded and turned. “Let’s go!” she ran back the way they’d come.

The other two followed behind her.

Riley stood for another long moment. He took one last look at the tunnel that led to where his friends had been attacked. Then, he turned and ran after the players that had saved him.

Chapter 9: Enhance

 

From what Riley could gather with his short time around the three rare spawn hunters, Laura seemed to be the leader. He didn’t know what her power was yet, but if Carla was their healer, then she either had to be a damage-dealer or the tank. The same went for Chase. So-far, neither of them had displayed any abilities.

Laura was at the head of the group with Carla and Chase behind her. Riley followed in the back. They traveled through multiple chambers and tunnels. Upon entering each new chamber, Laura would turn and head right for a tunnel. There were no questions asked. Apparently she knew exactly where they were going, or the other two simply trusted her implicitly.

Eventually, Laura reached the end of a tunnel and stopped. Without turning her head, she spoke up. “Looks like we got a spider in here. Nothing special, but we’ll need to kill it.” Without further hesitation, she walked into the room.

Clara and Chase took-off to the left, with Chase remaining between the two of them.

Once Riley was inside the room, he managed to spot a large brown arachnid with bits of orange glowing throughout it. It was easily as tall as a one-story building, mostly due to the height of its legs.

Riley moved in slowly as the other three seemed to know exactly what they were doing. He looked over to Carla and watched as she stopped and brought her hands together. She created a lotus, similar in shape to the one that had healed him, but this one was purple. She expelled it from her hands, towards the arachnid.

By now, the arachnid had noticed the intruders in its lair. It faced each of them as they neared it, all except for Riley who was staying further back. The spider let out a harsh screech which caused Riley to reach up and grasp at his ears. The others seemed unaffected by it.

Riley regained his wits several seconds later. It was then that he saw Chase make a fist. When he opened his hand, a large twenty-sided die appeared. It seemed to glow a dull purple. He threw it at the spider. The arachnid didn’t even attempt to dodge it as it smashed and broke into a brilliance of purple light against the creature’s body.

Upon the impact, the spider’s name and health appeared. ‘Amber Tainted Arachnid.’

A couple seconds later, the lotus that Carla had launched, landed on one of the spider’s legs. A dull purple glow formed around the spider. Its movements, even while remaining where it was, seemed to be significantly slower, more than he would’ve expected a simple debilitating attack to have managed.

The arachnid, having now been engaged, began moving towards Carla, but its speed was severely reduced.

Carla quickly created two orange lotuses and flung them out at the oncoming spider. Then, she began to run, placing distance between herself and the slow-moving monster.

Another die, this time an orange one, shattered against the spider. Seconds later, the two lotuses reached the spider’s face, and exploded.

The arachnid reared its body back in an almost comical slow-motion.

Riley noticed that its health had taken quite a bruising from the double explosion. Were Carla’s attacks really that powerful? Even as a tier-one?

Chase and Carla continued their combination of attacks. Some of them detrimental, some were damaging.

By the time Riley thought to look over to see what Laura was up to, he noticed a significant amount of movement out of the corner of his eye. He looked over and saw twenty figures, all dressed as Laura. They rushed in on the arachnid, all carrying different types of weapons. Spears, axes, maces, swords. One had a rifle of some sort.

All Riley could do was stand there, wide-eyed as twenty Lauras closed in on the arachnid. They attacked whichever legs were closest to them. Some of the ‘copies’ ran over to the other legs and attacked them as well. At this time, a little of the spider’s speed had returned to it, but it was still slowed. The monster veered from side to side as it backed up. A glow emanated from the bulbous back of its body and flowed to its mouth where it launched globs of orange glowing bile at the numerous Laura assailants.

“You going to sit there gawking, or you going to attack?” came a voice from over his shoulder.

Riley whipped his head around and saw Laura standing beside him. Her arms were crossed as she looked at him. “Get in there,” she said. “Go test your new powers out.”

Riley looked at the version of Laura talking to him, then looked over to the many copies that were attacking the spider. He looked back to her and nodded. “Sorry,” he said as he then faced the arachnid once more. He noticed that the Laura-copies were managing to whittle the spider’s health down at an impressive rate.

He took a breath and focused. He thrust out an arm and sent a corded spear-tip at the body of the monster. It caught on its bulbous abdomen. Riley didn’t see any noticeable damage from the attack. Was he really that weak? Perhaps the damage was hidden among all the Laura-copies attacking it? Maybe he needed to make rapid attacks with the spear-tips?

The cord went tight between the monster and his wrist. It had taken just a couple seconds to do so. When it did, a strange pressure appeared at Riley’s wrist, as if the cord was trying to come back, but wasn’t dislodging yet.

He looked to the spear-tip, and saw an orange glow rushing from the point of impact, all the way down through the cord. It was almost like water rushing through a hose. Seconds later, it crossed the distance to him and rushed into his hand and then his entire body.

His eyes lit up with a soft orange hue. An orange aura ebbed at the edges of his vision. The spear-tip detached and rushed back to his palm.

“The hell is that?” asked Laura, standing nearby him and looking at his face.

“I don’t know!” said Riley.

Riley was too busy looking around with his strange orange-vision to notice a large glob of spider-ichor flying through the air at him.

“Look out!” Chase called.

Riley was too slow to notice and react. The spider’s orange glowing bile splashed over him. It sizzled and burned into the earth around him.

He waited to see the damage, or a debuff overcome him, but nothing happened. The strange goo just slid down his body as if it couldn’t actually touch him. Eventually a foot-deep moat had been created around him where the goo burned into the ground.

“Are you immune to its special attacks now?” asked Laura.

“I think so?” Riley said as he stood there, looking down at his hands.

“Well that’s well and good for you, but...are you a tank? It didn’t seem like you did much damage to it, if any,” said Laura.

“Hmm,” Riley murmured. He then flung his left hand out and launched the other spear-tip at the spider. It sunk into the monster, just behind its head. The cord went tight and Riley focused on ‘pulling,’ just like how it had felt when he pulled that essence or liquid from the monster before.

But this time, nothing happened.

The arachnid continued to fight and swat at Laura’s duplicates, seemingly unconcerned with his attack. He then smirked. “Maybe I have to..send?” he said, and then focused his attention on trying to ‘push’ the captured essence from him.

But nothing happened.

“What do you think you are, that damn white bug everyone’s been talking about?” asked Laura. “You just tried to send that stuff back to the monster to see if you could enrage it or something, didn’t you?”

Riley blinked, and looked back to Laura. “Sorry,” he said as he willed the spear-tip to detach from the monster and draw back to his palm.

“It’s fine,” said Laura with a sigh, her arms still crossed with a perturbed look on her face. “Just know that we’re kicking you out if you make this trash-boss harder on us,” she said, using the term ‘trash’ for a monster that they didn’t see as valuable.

“No, I meant...sorry for what I’m about to do,” said Riley as he shot his left hand out and drove that spear-tip into the arm of one of Laura’s copies.

“Hey!” The copy called-out, just as if Riley had attacked the real one. Of course, all of them could be the real one for all he knew. He wasn’t sure how her powers actually worked.

The duplicate of Laura had taken a little damage to her health, about ten percent. But as the cord went taut, Riley focused on expelling the essence he’d absorbed from the spider.

An instant later, the orange liquid swirled and flowed rapidly through the cord. As it did, his eyes flashed red as his health took a small hit. He wasn’t sure what it was at first, but as the ‘essence’ rushed out toward Laura’s copy, he realized that it was due to sending the essence he’d absorbed. The copy had stopped her attacks, as she’d been attacking one of the spider’s legs with a sword. “What the hell?” she said as her eyes then went orange like Riley’s, but as the orange-essence flowed into her, the glow behind Riley’s eyes faded.

Laura’s copy stood there a moment, before the health that had been taken away from the piercing attack of the spear-tip, slowly replenished now that the essence was running into her arm. The cord detached from the copy’s arm and drove back to Riley, whose eyes had lost all the orange glow they once had.

Riley looked over to the Laura beside him. “See what she can do,” said Riley.

Laura centered her attention to the version of her that had been ‘enhanced.’ That Laura turned and began attacking the spider’s leg again. With each cut she made with the sword, a small amount of the orange goo would be left to slowly eat into the arachnid’s chitinous body.

The Laura that stood beside Riley, slowly widened her eyes. She turned her head to look at Riley. “Do that again! To all of them!”

“I lost it,” said Riley. “I think I can only steal a person’s worth of essence per attack. Let me get Carla and Chase first.”

“Good thinking,” said Laura.

Riley threw his right cord out and hit the spider with it again. He’d suck another helping of essence from the spider and then called out. “Chase! Let me hit you with one of my cords, I can buff you!”

“Uhh, alright!” Chase called back, a bit apprehensive, as he hadn’t been able to pay full attention to what Riley had been up to at that point.

Riley drove his left cord out and snagged Chase in the arm. Chase looked down at the metal-like tip lodged in his skin. “Hey! That does damage!” Chase called back, keeping a loose eye on the spider and its movements.

“Just wait for it!” Riley called back as the cord went taut and the essence was sent through it to enhance chase.

“So what’s this do?” Chase called as he gained the orange-eyes that Riley had been bestowed with.

“I got Immunity to its attacks, and it might enhance your abilities somehow! I’m not entirely sure!” Riley shouted over to him.

“Alright!...Oh, I see!” Chase said as he watched his health top-off when the essence finished entering his arm.

Riley continued his combo of ‘steal’ and ‘give.’ Next on the list was Carla. She’d managed to catch what Riley had done with Chase and when the spear-tip hit her arm she laughed. “You’re like some sort of weird vampire!”

Riley managed a half smile as he sent the essence on its way to buff Carla. Afterwards, he did the same to each of Laura’s copies. One after another, he buffed up and topped off the health of each duplicate, but by the time he’d gotten to each of the Laura clones and then buffed himself, the spider crashed into the ground. A moment later, it decayed into numerous orange particles. Where its head had came to rest, an object rested on the ground.

“Me me me!” Carla called out as she rushed towards the item.

“It probably won’t be any good,” Chase said as he slowly turned and joined where Riley and one of the versions of Laura was standing. The mass of copies all ran back to Laura, leaving Carla to pick up the item. Laura reached her arm out and one-by-one, the copies all took Laura’s hand. Each dispersed in a bit of light, as if Laura was absorbing each one.

“Wow, I’ve never seen an ability like that,” said Riley as he watched Laura reclaim her copies.

She turned her head to Riley, as the last copy seized her hand and disappeared. “That makes two of us,” she replied. “So, when you got that spider’s essence, you were invulnerable to its attacks? But you didn’t gain that damage boost my clones were getting.”

“I didn’t see a difference in my dice,” said Chase. “But my powers aren’t damage related. It could be that the essence imbues a player based on what their powers are. That’s pretty sweet if you ask me.”

Riley nodded. “I wonder how long it lasts,” he said as he then moved his hand to bring up his status screen. He spotted an icon beside the word ‘buffs.’ It looked like a little orange circle. Nothing too extensive image-wise. He then tapped on it and saw that it showed ‘3:52...3:51...3:50.’ “It looks like it’s counting down from five minutes,” said Riley.

“That’s not a lot of time, but plenty for a fight,” said Chase. “So you’re a support? And a healer?”

“I guess so,” said Riley. “I was kinda wanting to be a damage dealer, since I was a healer last time, but...this is a pretty interesting ability.”

“You were a healer last time?” asked Laura.

Riley tensed just a little. He hadn’t meant to let that slip. “Yeah, I um...I had to remake my character recently. I got killed about a month back.”

“Ah, I see,” said Laura. “Tough break, but your new vampire powers are pretty legit, I think.”

Riley couldn’t help but smile again as Laura had joined Carla in referring to him as a vampire.

A few moments later, Carla rejoined the three of them, holding a black ring. It didn’t look impressive by any standards. She held out her empty hand to Riley. “Gimme that tooth you got. I doubt you’re gonna be needing it, and I’ve got a friend who could use the increased scavenger vision.” She then held out her other hand which had the black ring. “And you can have this crappy ring in return. It’ll help you more than that tooth, but it’s junk to us.”

“Um, alright,” Riley said as he took off the Grit Grith Tooth.

He’d since found out the value of the tooth. While it had unusually high stats for what it was, not many people were buying them, so the demand was much lower than the supply. It wasn’t all-that valuable.

 He placed the necklace in Carla’s waiting hand and then picked up the black ring. Upon touching it, he saw what it was.

-

 

Blackstone Ring of Dexterity

Increase dexterity by 3

 

-

“Uh…” Riley murmured. “Damn, it really was crap,” he sighed.

“Like I said,” said Carla. “But I bet you can use the dexterity. Your powers work off the speed of your reaction time. So you’re gonna want to pump up your dexterity.”

Riley nodded. “I was thinking that as well. Thanks...I guess.”

Carla smiled. “No problem!” She then looked at the Grit Grith Tooth she’d been handed. “Huh, this tooth is interesting. I’m surprised it didn’t get you killed.”

“Yeah, well...it kinda almost did. It was active when that thing ate me,” said Riley.

Carla shrugged. “Oh well, it’ll still help my friend, if they’re up for taking the risk. It seemed to do you just fine.”

“We good to keep moving?” asked Laura. “I’ve gotta say, I’m curious what all Riley’s powers can steal from the monsters. It seems pretty dynamic.”

“Then let’s get going and find something cooler and stronger to kick the ass of,” said Carla.

Laura turned, but Riley spoke up. “Wait! Real quick!”

Laura stopped and looked back to him.

Riley looked and gestured to Chase. “Can someone tell me what Chase’s power is?” he asked. “I saw it in action but...I’m not really sure what you were actually doing?”

Chase grinned. “Ah, well...to put simply, my powers are really niche,” he said. “It’d be tough for me to fight on my own, but when I’ve got others, I can really shine. I create dice that I throw at enemies or allies. That entire fight, I was making sure that anything Carla did, ended up as a critical hit on the monster.”

“No wonder it looked like Carla was destroying it,” said Riley. “That’s pretty cool.” He looked to each of them. “You’ve got a really interesting setup going on.”

Laura nodded. “Yeah, we’re all friends in real life,” she said. “We all jumped into Sigil together. Just so happens that we found powers that really synergize. You know?”

Riley’s lips parted to speak, but Carla spoke up first. “Alright, now we’re all friendly and know what each other can do. Next room please!”

Laura smirked at Carla and then ran off towards another tunnel.

Chase and Carla ran after her, and Riley followed right behind.

Now that he knew the capabilities of his new powers, he really wanted to see what they could do.

Chapter 10: Keep Up

 

Riley ducked as a red tendril rushed over his head. He rolled to the side as another crashed down where he’d been standing a moment earlier.

“Keep up, scrub! You’re gonna lose your fancy new powers if you move that slow!” Carla called across the chamber.

Riley heard the shattering of Chase’s dice, while seeing the explosions from Carla’s lotuses. From time to time, the flashes were a bright blue as the lotuses froze small sections of the monster.

“I’m not going to die again!” Riley yelled. “I’m keeping up!”

Carla ran in a loose circle around the monster. There was a central black bulb with thick red tendrils protruding from it at all angles. The tendrils were about half the length of the cavern and seemed to be able to stretch out all the way to the walls.

There were numerous versions of Laura around the room, each wielding a different weapon. One was crouched on a tall stone in the corner of the room. She had an old-looking wooden rifle and was firing off shots at the core of the beast. The monster’s health had been dropped to about seventy percent. Above the health bar read the name ‘Deep Cavern Plantra.’

Riley found that he spent more time dodging tendrils, than using his abilities. Even though he didn’t seem to be helping much with this monster, the other three were doing just fine without him.

Carla dodged one of the attacking tendrils. It swooped down to where she had just been standing, but she stepped to the side and avoided it with ease. Her arms were already raised, creating another lotus to toss out to the plantra.

“Can’t we slow it?” Riley asked as he ran around to the side where the tendrils didn’t seem to be as active.

“It’s immune to slow!” Carla shouted back. “Too much for ya?”

Riley grunted and threw his right arm out, sending a cord to the plantra, but one of its tendrils intercepted it and knocked it away. “Crap!” he pulled his arm back, drawing the cord to his palm.

“Having trouble?” a voice came from over his shoulder.

He turned his head and saw Laura standing there. Or at least, one copy of her.

“No, no I’m fine,” Riley said, a little out of breath, but luckily his stamina was holding for now.

“If you say so,” said Laura. “If it’s too much, you can always head out of here, we won’t hold it against you. It’s been a pretty long day for you already.”

“I can do it, I’m up to it!” he said, taking his eyes off the central mass of tentacles for several seconds to look to Laura.

“Alright, well...if you say so,” she said. She then lifted a hand and pointed to the ceiling. “Watch out.”

Riley looked up, just as a tendril smashed him into the ground.

“Ouch,” Laura murmured, watching Riley get crushed by the tendril.

A moment later, it pulled away, back towards the core of the monster. Riley’s body was squashed a few inches into the dirt.

Laura stood there, looking down at him.

Riley shifted and pulled himself up. His health had taken about a thirty-five percent hit. “I got this,” he said with a huff. “I got this.” He then twisted to the side and ran, this time heading closer over towards Chase and Carla, instead of further away.

Laura nodded, and took her time and slowly followed after him. So far, the plantra didn’t seem too interested in the copy of her that wasn’t attacking it.

Chase threw another die at the monster. He aimed for the core, but ended up hitting a tentacle instead. One of Carla’s explosive lotuses went off nearby, but the damage wasn’t a critical.

“Ugh, these things are kinda annoying,” he groaned.

“Yeah, they don’t count as one monster!” Carla replied.

Chase avoided one of the tendrils and then noticed Riley running towards him. Riley kept his eyes on the creature, as it tried to smash him back into the ground. He was just barely managing to stay ahead of the monster, even with his full attention on it.

Riley neared Chase by about fifty feet and then shot his right hand’s spike out again. It zipped through the air and like all the times before, one of the tendrils swatted it and drove it off course. It plunged into a nearby tentacle, but Riley already found that the tentacles themselves didn’t possess any essence for him to siphon off. He detached the spike and pulled it back.

“Here, this might help,” Chase called and tossed him a small object.

Riley looked over for just a moment to see something being thrown at him. He brought both hands up to catch it. He looked at it and noticed it was a white twenty-sided die. It fit in the palm of his hand and didn’t actually feel all that heavy.

“What do I do with it?” He called over to Chase.

“Crush it with your hand, then try hitting the core again,” Chase replied as he was already throwing another die at the monster, aiming for tentacles that Carla was likely to hit with her lotuses.

Riley listened to Chase’s explanation, as he kept an eye on the monster and its many-moving tendrils. He squeezed his fist and broke the die into a hundred brilliant and deteriorating pieces. He noticed an icon pop up in his vision where his buffs usually were. It was a white die, but he wouldn’t be able to inspect it until he could open his status screen, which he wasn’t going to take the time to do right now.

He thrust his right arm forward and launched the spear-tip at the core. It flew out at a strange angle, zipping past numerous moving tendrils. The tendrils weren’t actively trying to swat away the attack, but their natural movement had impeded him every time before.

His eyes widened as the spike snagged into the central black bulb. The cord went tight, even as several tentacles brushed up against it, causing him to be pulled forward. A moment later, a red liquid ran through the cord and into his arm. His eyes glowed a different shade of red, than they usually would if he were to take damage. After the essence had entered his arm, the hook detached on its own, as it always did. He really wished his powers allowed him to keep it attached so he could just siphon and then empower someone else right away.

With his red glowing eyes, he looked over to Chase.

Chase sidestepped another tentacle, only to glance over and notice Riley looking at him. He promptly pointed over to Carla, without a word.

Riley nodded. “Right,” he said as he threw his left arm up and sent the cord on its way. Carla was staring at the beast. She was still creating various lotuses and throwing them at the plantra. Despite having healed him when he first met her, Carla seemed to be just as good at dealing damage, as she could be at support or healing.

She jumped back as another tendril swooped down upon her.

Riley’s spike dug into the ground, missing her. Carla dodged to the side, avoiding another attack as the monster seemed very intent on squashing her.

“Damnit, missed,” Riley murmured to himself as he jerked his arm back to withdraw his cord.

Chase had gone back to throwing dice at the beast, and Riley waited for Carla to stand still before throwing his spike out again. “Carla! Incoming!” he called out, not realizing that he should’ve probably done so before. He could only imagine how upset Carla might get if he suddenly stuck her in the arm with a spike, while she was dodging the monster.

Carla looked to Riley and then began to run in his direction. “Intercept me, can’t stay still for long!” she said as she ran at an angle loosely in Riley’s direction.

Riley nodded and threw his arm out again, sending his left cord on its way towards Carla. As Radiance, he was forced into similar situations when he had to heal moving targets. But instead of an instant beam of light, he was now shooting a spike from his hand, which had to intercept a moving person.

Carla’s head was turned, watching that spike come at her. She turned just in time to have the spike catch her torso. Once it did, she began to run again as the cord went taut. She kept an even distance from Riley and watched as the red essense shot through the cord and rushed towards her.

Moments later, the essence filled her body and caused her eyes to go red with a soft glowing aura around them. The spike detached and drew back to Riley. Now that she was empowered, Carla faced the plantra.

An orange die cracked against her arm. She glanced over and saw Chase give a small wave.

She smirked and directed her attention back to the plantra. One by one, she created orange lotuses and sent them off towards the plantra. Chase was somewhat close by and threw dice at the nearest tendrils, and also managed to land a few on the bulbous mass at the center.

All the while, Laura’s sixteen clones continued to strike at the tentacles whenever they could. During the fight, four had been crushed by the beast’s tentacles and had not been replaced.

“Can I get another dice?” Riley called to Chase.

“Incoming!” Chase called back and threw another white die at him, cracking it against his chest.

“Who should I empower next?” Riley called as he looked to the many versions of Laura, and then to chase. After posing his question, he threw his right-spike back at the center of the beast to steal some of its power.

A series of explosions flashed against the plantra’s body. Carla’s lotuses were reaching their destination. Before, her lotuses merely exploded. But now that she was empowered with the red essence from the plantra, each explosion left behind a small shower of red burning liquid. The flammable liquid caught on the plantra’s body and burned it, causing extra dots (damage-over-time) for each explosion.

“Give it to my clones,” said Laura from nearby. “It doesn’t look like you can drive a character’s health above their max, so I won’t be able to create more clones till after the fight. Just work with chase to get my clones empowered.”

Riley kept his attention on the plantra as Laura spoke from nearby. He only managed a small glance over to her when it was safe. “Will do!” He said, having already drawn the right cord back and was throwing out the left to empower Laura’s nearest clone, who wielded a rather vicious looking knife with a purple gemmed tip.

“Coming at you, knife wielder Laura!” Riley shouted, unsure if he needed to prepare Laura’s clones, as he had done with Carla. All but one of the clones had to remain in close proximity of the monster, due to their melee weapons. Only the old-rifle user was far from the battle. So far, the rifle-user hadn’t even been attacked by the monster. Which made sense, given the fact that her damage was probably equal to the other weapon users. She wasn’t causing enough ‘threat’ to the monster, for it to specifically single her out.

Riley went around empowering Laura’s copies. Chase increased his accuracy and hit-chance on the plantra so that he could target its core, which was the only spot he could get its essence. The battle raged on, but progress was coming quicker now that Riley was able to properly support the team, with Chase’s help.

Eventually, the monster’s health crested below fifty percent. The group was on edge, as it was usually key percentages like the halfway mark, or increments of twenty-five, that drove a monster into what was considered its next ‘phase’ where it would display different behaviors. Sometimes it could be at an increment of ten, or twenty percent.

They continued to whittle its health down, and upon taking more burning damage from Carla’s lotus explosions, it went below twenty-five percent.

All of a sudden, the plantra’s tentacles began to spasm. The dark core of the monster slowly turned a deep red and began to glow. Red veins ran up through the tentacles, all the way to the ends where a cone-like red top formed.

A moment later, the group learned what the plantra’s second phase entailed, when jets of red flaming liquid shot from the ends of the tentacles.

“What the hell!” Carla shouted, barely managing to dodge a flaming stream of the red liquid—which had been beneficial to her, all up until now.

Multiple intense streams of the flaming liquid hit several of Laura’s unempowered copies. “No!” the weaponless Laura shouted as the clones were quickly dematerialized in sudden localized flashes of particles.

“Damnit,” Riley murmured as he dodged the new threats. Not only did they have to avoid the physical damage from the swinging tendrils, but now they had to contend with the ranged attacks that could come from any number of alternate angles.

“Keep up the pressure! We need to end this quick!” Laura shouted. “My clones aren’t going to last!”

Riley was still making his way through empowering the clones. Some of them were losing health by getting caught by parts of the stream attacks.

Without utilizing one of Chase’s dice, Riley tried sticking his right-spike into one of the tendrils. His eyes widened as he found purchase with the attack and was then able to absorb the essence from the tendrils now.

“Chase! I don’t need dice anymore,” Riley yelled.

“Affirmative!” Chase replied, as he directed his dice to the monster and to Carla.

“Damage on the tentacles is higher than it was before!” Carla shouted. “It’s harder to hit the core, but we might not need to!”

Riley looked for Laura’s duplicates that didn’t have glowing eyes. He didn’t have good line-of-sight on all of them.

“Laura, can you bring your non-empowered clones in closer?” Riley asked, above the sounds of fire and torrents of burning liquid.

“You’ve got them all,” said Laura, from about fifty feet away. “I’m down to eight.”

One of the tendrils came crashing down at the side of the plantra. It caused the chamber to shake subtly.

“Make that seven,” Laura said, her voice straining a bit as she ran her fingers through her hair.

“Fifteen percent, we can do this!” Chase shouted a minute later.

Since Riley couldn’t further empower anyone other than himself, he directed his attention to keeping everyone’s health topped off. “Laura, are any of the clones low?” he asked.

“They’re resisting the fire liquid now,” said Laura. “The physical damage is taking them out in one hit. The plantra is attacking much faster now.”

Riley had noticed that he wasn’t being targeted as much, but Laura was losing clones at a faster pace. Carla was dodging all around, as the plantra seemed particularly interested in killing her. Riley stood, his red glowing eyes peering all around, wondering what he could do since everyone was empowered and full health. He threw his spike out, aiming for the core. He couldn’t do much damage with it, but maybe he could draw threat to himself and away from one of the others.

Every four or so attacks, he landed one on the core. Several seconds after his spike returned to him, one of the nearby tendrils took a swipe at him. It wasn’t much, but it was something. He kept this up, giving the others nearby the meagerest of breathing room to help increase their damage output.

“Almost there!” Laura shouted. She was down to her ranged rifle-wielding clone, and just two melee ones. The plantra was at three percent health and falling.

The group continued their assault, and as the battle reached close to the twenty-five minute mark, an explosion from Carla caused the plantra to drop to zero hit points. Its tentacles flailed and dropped, limp to the ground. Red goo oozed from the core before its entire body slowly dematerialized and vanished entirely from sight. In the center of the room, where the core had been, two items laid on the ground.

For a few seconds, no one moved from where they stood. Carla clutched at her knees, as if catching her breath. Chase tilted his head side to side, as if cracking his neck, but no sound was heard. Laura sat down on the ground, then held her arm out to accept her clones back. The three remaining copies all walked back to her.

Riley let out a heavy sigh. “So that was a rare?” he asked, looking around slowly.

“Yeah,” said Chase. “The Deep Cavern Plantra is definitely a rare. Didn’t think it would be that close or take that long.”

Clara was the first to take a few steps, heading for the items in the center of the room. “If we could’ve had better directed attacks to hit the core, we’d have smashed it really quick,” she said.

“Another five minutes, and I might not’ve had any clones left,” said Laura, still seated.

“That would’ve really pushed the fight into a crawl,” said Chase, as he walked over to Riley and patted him on the back. “You did good,” he said. “It looks like we might be tapped out for the time being. A rare usually takes a lot out of our stamina. We’re gonna head back to the city. You joining us?”

Riley looked to him and nodded slowly. “Yeah, I don’t think my powers are too practical to be running around solo. I can’t really protect myself, or damage anything.”

Chase chuckled. “Yeah, but you can definitely power-up your teammates.”

By now, Laura had stood up and wandered over to Chase and Riley. Carla was picking up the items and heading back to the others.

“Yeah, I think your powers mesh really well with ours,” Laura agreed. “I might be biased, cause my clones get quite the damage boost when they’re empowered.”

“That, along with my dice, means we’re putting out some serious damage,” said Chase.

Carla neared them and held out the items in each hand. “Yeah, I don’t mind being extra badass, you can hunt with us, you know...if you find the time.” She then handed a revolver with a red wooden grip, to Laura. “I think you’ll want to add this to your clone army,” she said.

Laura reached out and took the weapon. When she touched it, she watched its stats appear.

-

 

Deep Amber Six-Shooter

Increase Power by 8.

Special Use Effect:

If fully loaded, spin the chamber and pull the trigger to fire a single shot that does 10X normal damage. (This attack uses all 6 bullets.)

(Damage based on Power stat.)

(Bullets automatically reload every 3 seconds.)

 

-

Laura read the description for the weapon, her eyes slowly widening. “This is amazing,” she whispered. She then looked to Chase. “Look at this!” she held it out and Chase touched it.

He read the stats and the effect. “Oh, damn. Think how much damage that’ll do if we debuff the monster and then give you a crit? Then, throw in any bonus damage that Riley might give you.”

“I can’t wait to see how awesome the special shot is,” said Laura. “I think I’ll take out one of the melee weapons and have two ranged shooters.”

Riley looked over to her. “How does that work, anyway?” he asked. “You have an inventory full of weapons that lets you equip your clones, or something?”

Laura nodded and then shrugged. “Yeah, something like that. My inventory is almost always full of weapons. It severely limits me. I can hold about twenty weapons, give-or-take what they are and how much they weigh. It’s why I don’t have my clones wielding heavier things. I have to make sure my weight-limit on my character doesn’t exceed a certain threshold, else myself, and all the clones, are slowed. My clones aren’t too durable, since every one I create, essentially gets a debuff on their stats, and mine. So...yeah, there’s a lot of math involved,” she said with a soft laugh. “But this weapon is definitely meant for me.”

Riley glanced back to Carla. “What’s the other item?” he asked.

“Just a tank item,” she said. “Was planning on selling it. Not really suited for us.”

“Mind if I take a peek at it?” asked Riley, trying not to seem too insistent, since he didn’t want to incur Carla’s wrath.

Carla opened her palm and held out the item. It was a pin, which looked like a metal ball of barbed wire. “Go ahead, give it a tap,” she said. “I doubt it’ll pull in much money though.”

Riley placed his index finger to the item, and watched as the description appeared.

-

 

Barbed Protection Charm

All damaged against you, is increased by 50%

Upon taking damage, increase Health and Toughness by 1 for 5 minutes. (This effect stacks.)

 

-

Riley stared at the wording. He read it over several times. He then looked to Carla. “How much would this sell for?” he asked. “Can I buy it off you?”

Carla blinked at him. “You want this thing? It’s gonna kill you. If you take a big hit, you’re going to be dead.”

“But I take damage all the time,” Riley explained. “Every time I empower you guys, my health takes a hit until I heal it back up by taking more essence. I’m not sure how many times I can do that in five minutes, but while I’m low on stats like I am, I think it’ll be beneficial. The health and toughness increases will be higher than the fifty percent damage increase from attacks. And if I can increase my dexterity, then I can get more stacks of the buff in a shorter amount of time.”

Carla looked to Laura, then to Chase. “What do you guys think?” she asked. “For certain tank players, the item might fetch a little bit of money, but it’s not all that special, especially since it didn’t get any flat stat increases. The gun was the better drop.”

“He did help us bring it down,” said Laura. “I don’t mind letting him have it outright, if it’s not super rare.”

“I think he pulled his weight,” said Chase. “Let him have it.”

Carla shrugged, seeming to have no qualms about Laura and Chase’s decision. “Alright, fine by me,” she said and handed Riley the pin. “All yours.”

Riley accepted the gift and promptly put it on, attaching it under his jacket, onto his shirt. If he was driven into a PVP situation, he didn’t want someone realizing that he was taking extra damage. Else, they may focus on larger attacks to circumvent the item’s beneficial potential.

“So we done for today then?” asked Carla.

“Yeah, I think so,” said Chase.

“Let’s get back to the city,” said Laura, looking over to Riley. “I assume you’re gonna stick with us till we get to the city?”

Riley nodded.

“Then let's call it a day,” said Laura. She turned and headed for the exit tunnel.

Chapter 11: Choices

 

“I’m telling you, you’re missing out,” said Riley. The young man was once again seated in the cafe with his friend Aaron across from him.

“Monster hunting sounds fun, I’ll give you that,” said Aaron. “But I’m doing pretty good with my spreadsheets,” he said with a smirk.

Riley gave him a half grin. “You sit around all day, crafting, selling, looking at the value of items and materials. That would drive me insane. I don’t know how you play Sigil Online like that,” he said.

Aaron shrugged. He leaned forward and sipped from a straw which was dipped into a chocolate milkshake with an interesting assortment of colored whip-topping, almost making it look like a rainbow. There were little pieces of candy within the milkshake and the topping itself. After his sip he leaned back. “It’s the only way I know how to play,” he said. “There’s a lot of nuance to my play-style.” He then gestured to one of the televisions, which was depicting a battle between two small-scale guilds, of about twenty members each.

“Take that for instance,” he said. “That fight happened a couple blocks over from my shop. It was early yesterday morning, but they’ve been talking about it on the news a decent bit. Some bystanders got caught into the mix and some groups of players in the area joined into the fight, not knowing who was on whose side. The battle got to the point that there were a hundred players bashing each other around. I think thirty-seven players were killed?” he said, looking up for a moment as he tried to remember. “Yeah, like, high thirties I think. Anyway, I had my best sales day yesterday. Lots of players saw that fight and must’ve realized they weren’t as prepared as they’d like to be. So I managed to profit a bit off that battle, which was kinda cool.”

“Makes you sound like some kinda warmonger,” said Riley as he took a sip of his coffee. It had become closer to room temperature, since he’d taken a while to explain his new powers and the rare spawns he’d encountered.

“I’m not that bad!” said Aaron. “It’s not like i’m going around and starting up fights between players and stuff,” he said.

“I know, I was just teasing.” Riley looked over to the television. “Any updates on that white bug?”

“The thing they’re calling the White Weevil?” asked Aaron.

“Yeah, that,” said Riley.

“There’s been a couple reports of it being spotted,” said Aaron. “All the recent videos had it really far away. It’s hard to tell if people spotted it or not, but there’s definitely players still hunting it. There’s been a dozen or so people who’ve said that the monsters they were fighting, suddenly got really powerful and killed them. They’re all blaming the White Weevil for getting their characters killed when they can’t handle a boss’s second phase.”

“Or third,” Riley spoke up.

“Yeah, but most only have two phases,” said Aaron.

“So players think the White Weevil is going around and causing monsters to kill them, but there’s been no new footage to prove it?” Riley asked.

“Yup, that’s right.”

“Hmm,” Riley murmured. He thought about the three players he’d met earlier. His three saviors, really. He wondered if they were hunting the White Weevil, or had any intention of doing so.

“So what’re you going to do today?” asked Aaron. “You going to wait at bunker seven to see if those guys you were with will be there? Or are you going to meetup with those new people?”

Riley chewed on his lower lip after Aaron asked him that. “I’m not sure yet,” he said. “I feel like crap for leaving them, only to get gobbled up by a monster...which, coincidentally gained me powers.”

“And those are pretty cool powers, too,” said Aaron.

“Yeah, I still can’t do any real damage myself, but it seems I’ve found a sort of hybrid support and healing role,” said Riley. “I know I couldn’t have done anything for Seth and his group. I didn’t have anything in my inventory to unfreeze Brenda. I would’ve gotten myself killed and then been a month behind on getting back up to speed.”

“I think you did the right thing, given the situation,” said Aaron. “Think of it this way. You couldn’t help those guys when they were attacked. Nothing you could’ve done to save them. You’d have just gotten yourself killed, as you said. So I think to compensate for that crappy feeling of abandoning them, you should see if they show up at bunker seven. You said Seth died, right? But the other three might be fine. Now that you have powers, you could help them out a bit more and even take on some stronger monsters. Those new guys that saved you, might be better equipped with higher stats, but I think you should see if you can help anyone from Seth’s group. Help them get back on their feet like they did for you.”

Riley nodded. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I’m just so frustrated with having died, that I really wanted to rush back into things and power myself up.”

“You’re not the only one in the game though,” Aaron reminded him. “You didn’t level up Radiance by yourself, and you’re sure as hell not going to level vampire-Riley by yourself.”

Riley chuckled, as Aaron even called him a vampire. “I know, I know,” he said. “I want to hunt rares with Laura’s group. Like, really bad. But I think I’ll limit that to once a week. I know where and when they meetup. So I’ll focus on seeing if Seth and his friends are going to want my help.”

Aaron nodded. “Sounds like a good plan to me. I hope the rest of them are alright.”

Riley sighed. “Yeah, I was sitting here thinking how difficult it would be to help out a group of tier zeroes. If two or three are still around, I’d be a huge benefit. But if only one of them has powers, or worse, if none of them do, I don’t think I’m going to be of much use in getting them back to where they were.”

“If they’re all tier zeroes, you could always buy some of my weapons for them,” Aaron said with a grin.

Riley lifted a brow, looking at his friend. He parted his lips to speak, but then stopped himself as he looked away. “Hmm...you know, I think you’re onto something.”

“You going to come over and purchase some of my wares?” asked Aaron, with a somewhat surprised look.

“No, you’re too far away and I don’t know anyone who could get me there, but I think you brought up a good idea.”

“What? Buying weapons?” asked Aaron.

Riley smirked. “Yeah, something like that.”

Chapter 12: New Friends

 

Unlike the place Riley had made his home when he was Radiance, Bunker 7’s rooms actually existed underground. He’d managed to afford a simple place to store his things, since it wasn’t practical to carry all the items he acquired on himself. In the last month, he’d acquired a lot of junk items that Seth’s group didn’t need, and that weren’t too worthwhile to sell, so they let Riley hold onto them for when he gained powers.

Riley knelt by one of the storage chests in his room. Along with the bed in the corner, they were the only two furnishings he had. Logging out in a room with a bed allowed him a ‘buff’ upon re-entering the game. It lasted for a couple hours, and helped his stats out. The storage chest was just to keep the items he’d been acquiring. There were all sorts of furnishings he could buy for his home that would help the buff he got from logging out in a room with a bed. It was called a ‘rested buff’, which was to symbolize that he slept comfortably in a bed and had a good rest, which allowed him to perform better the next day.

Items that improved your rested buff, could be pretty expensive, depending on what they did. Some items even affected a person’s ability to craft or perform other jobs within Sigil Online. There had been an item he had his eyes on, that would’ve increased his scavenger vision for four hours after logging back into the game after not being logged in for six hours. It had been a little pricey, so he’d decided to hold off on the purchase. He was glad he did, since now he wouldn’t be needing it.

As Radiance, paying his rent had been relatively easy. But the last month hadn’t gotten him enough spare SC to pay even a tenth of his expenses. Luckily, he still had his savings. He was going to have to see what the next month entailed, to find out how much more he’d need to play each day, in order to return to being able to afford to pay all his bills.

After looking through his inventory, he glanced around the room and stood up. The floor was a concrete gray and the walls and ceiling were the exact same. It had a definite ‘bunker’ look to it. It would have to do, until he found himself with a greater income.

He went over to the wooden door and opened it. He stepped out into a concrete hall that led to a stairwell. His was the only door in the hall, since he hadn’t been given permission to visit anyone else. If he had extra permissions, then other doors would be visible. Each room was essentially a coded-off section of the game called an ‘instance,’ which couldn’t be reached by normal means.

Riley walked through the hall, glancing down to the new pin he’d acquired. He’d have to keep a close eye on how many stacks he was able to build with it. If it turned out to be a detriment to him, he’d return it to Carla so they could try and sell it.

He entered into the stairwell and slowly ascended it. It had only been about thirty minutes ago that he’d seen Aaron and spoke to him about his new powers and what all had happened. Now, he needed to find out who of his friends were still alive from the PKer fight. He reached the top of the stairwell and reached a door. He opened the door and immediately, the sound of rock music assailed his ears. He could smell a new fragrance in the air. He breathed in slowly, his nostrils acquiring the faint smell of chocolate and what he imagined might be strawberries, or some type of berry.

He looked over and saw Marcella behind the counter. Even in the corner of his eye, her bright purple hair was unmistakeable. She usually worked at the bunker in the early part of the day, and then went on monster hunts in the latter half.

She was fixing up a drink for one of the people at the bar. A man Riley recognized as having been there before, but he’d never spoken to him.

Riley made his way over and sat two-seats over from the man with black hair and a bushy beard. It was then that a new icon appeared in his vision. He noticed it in the corner of his eye and then watched as it slowly faded. Perplexed, he brought up his stats and saw under his ‘buffs’ section, a new buff called ‘Chocolate Strawberry Incense.’ It had a countdown for four hours. He then tapped the word and noticed that it was giving him a ten percent boost across all his stats and a solid 5 points to his stamina.

“What’s this Marcella?” he spoke up. “This chocolate buff thing?”

Marcella turned around and spotted him sitting there. She flashed him a smirk and then pointed over to the center of the room. “The owners are investing in weekly buffs,” she said. “All you gotta do is own a room here at the bunker and then breathe in the main room for ten seconds. That’s how you get the buff. It’ll last for four hours. The owners are going to try and do it every Thursday to help you guys out.”

“Is that expensive to do?” asked Riley, as his arms came to rest against the counter.

“I imagine it is, since they’re not doing it every day,” said Marcella. “They didn’t tell me how much it costs to make or anything, but I bet it’s a little pricey. They want to get more people in here, so they’re willing to invest a bit more into the benefits of owning rooms. Cool, huh?”

“It’s a pretty nice buff,” Riley admitted. He stared at it, seeing it there beside his rested buff. Combined, his stats had a nice little boost to them.

“How long’s it last?” asked the bearded man a couple seats over.

Marcella finished making the dark glittering brown ochre drink and brought it over to him. She set it in front of him and said, “It lasts all day. You can renew the buff just by stopping back in here. And if you’re in here at midnight, you can catch the buff still so that it’ll last four hours into Friday morning. So if you really want to min-max the benefits, pop in at midnight.”

“Well, you know me,” the bearded man chuckled as he picked up the drink and took a sip.

“You came back every hour when they bought that replenishing cake a couple months ago,” Marcella laughed. “James was joking about that for days,” she said with a shake of her head. She then seemed to lower her voice, mimicking James—one of her coworkers at the bunker, “ol Barry’s back again!’ she laughed at her own teasing.

Barry, the man with the burly beard, chuckled. “Ah, well, It was such a good buff, it was hard to pass up!” He shook his head and smiled, which was hard to see due to his moustache and beard. He brought his drink back up to his lips and slowly but surely gulped the rest of it down and set the glass back on the counter. “Appreciate it, Marcella,” he said and stood up from the stool he’d been seated on. He gave Riley a nod, which he returned. Then, Barry turned and headed out of Bunker 7.

“So what’s that guy do?” Riley asked after Barry had left.

Marcella stood there, glancing around at all the other patrons in the room with a soft smile on her lips. She looked back to Riley. “He’s actually a healer,” she said. “He doesn’t look it though, does he?”

Riley’s eyebrows lifted. “Really?” he asked. He thought about the older man with the burly beard.

“Yeah, he’s got this ability which lets him break-down material around him. Like dirt, stone, metal. He then pulls it into a condensed ball between his hands and then he shoots it out in burst of concentrated light. It’s just a quick flash. But it heals and gives a temporary buff based on whatever he’s dematerializing. It’s pretty cool to watch.”

“Huh,” Riley mused. “That does sound pretty awesome.”

“So, can I get you anything, or are you here to chat me up?” Marcella asked with that usual smile.

“Oh, I was actually wondering if you’d seen Seth and the others?” Riley asked.

Marcella quirked her lips to the side and thought for a moment. “I usually would’ve seen Seth by this time,” she said. “But I haven’t seen any of em. Only Seth and Brenda stay here. The other two...um...Todd and Erica both have rooms a few blocks away at Garden Haven, but they haven’t stopped in either. Why do you ask? Shouldn’t you know where your mates are?” Marcela teased.

Riley sunk a little on his seat. “I see,” he said. “We got attacked yesterday in the amber caves. Seth was killed, and I don’t know what happened to the others.”

“Are you talking crap about me already?” came an unfamiliar voice from over Riley’s shoulder.

Riley turned around and Marcella looked over to the figure standing there. He had short white hair, brown eyes, and wore a short-sleeved white shirt with a pair of gray denim pants. He shook his head, with his arms crossed on his chest. “I run into a tiny snag, and already you’re talking ill of the dead!”

Riley blinked a few times. If it wasn’t for the white hair, he might not have made the connection. “Seth?” he asked.

“That’s right!” he said and stepped forward, taking the seat beside Riley with a slap onto his back.

“Wait a minute,” said Marcella. “You came in like, twenty minutes ago and have been sitting over there on the couch the entire time. You didn’t say anything until now?” she asked.

Seth’s lips curled. “What? I thought it’d be cooler if I waited for someone to talk about me, so I could perfectly time my intro. You don’t get a chance to do that very often!”

Marcella shook her head. “You’re ridiculous, you know that?”

“Ah, but you love me! Even if I don’t look as cool as I used to,” said Seth with a big grin.

Riley was still staring at the ‘new’ Seth, giving him an almost blank expression. “So you made it back here? Did...you hear anything about the others?” asked Riley.

“Well I know them in real life, so yeah I heard about what all went down,” said Seth. He then turned on his seat and narrowed his eyes, staring right into Riley’s. “I heard how you were nowhere to be found after they were attacked.”

Riley’s eyes widened as Seth stared into his. “I...I’m sorry! I didn’t know what to do, I panicked!”

Seth’s gaze bored into Riley’s eyes for several long seconds. His arm came out and smacked Riley’s shoulder. A wide grin curled Seth’s lips. “I’m just screwin with ya!” he said with a laugh. “They told me what happened. We fell into that trap with those cloaked guys and it was down to Erica and Todd. They kept the three of those cloaked guys engaged until the frost wore off on Brenda. Once she got back up, she threw out some heals and the fight became a stalemate for a little while until the PKers fled deeper into the caverns. Todd said they decided not to chase after em. Then, by the time they remembered to look for you, you were nowhere to be found. They figured you were dead! I told em you probably ran, cause that was the smart thing to do.”

Riley was on an emotional roller coaster as he sat there listening to Seth’s side of the story and the events that had transpired. “You’re...not mad?”

Seth eased back in his seat and shook his head. “Mad? No, I was just joking about being pissed. You did the right thing. You didn’t have anything on you to help Brenda when she got frozen. Unless you bought something and didn’t tell us about it?” he asked.

Riley shook his head. “No, I didn’t have anything but the stuff I’ve gotten with you guys in the last month.”

“See!” said Seth, giving his arm another slap. “You wouldn’t have made a bit of difference in that fight. You did the smart thing and got the hell outa there.”

Riley took a moment to collect his thoughts. “Thanks, that means a lot. I was really worried you were all upset at me,” he said. “I um...actually, I tried to run but it didn’t work out as I intended.”

Seth’s head tilted to the side. “What do you mean?”

Riley lifted his hands up, with his palms out to Seth. “Well, first…I got eaten by some rare monster when I turned around to run. It carried me around in its stomach for a while until some rare spawn hunters found it, killed it, and freed me from its belly. When I got out, I found these marks on my hands. And...now I have powers.”

Seth’s eyes widened and his lips parted to show his pearly white teeth. “No way! You got powers from being eaten by a monster?”

Riley couldn’t help but smile as well by Seth’s enthusiasm.

“Damn, I’ve never heard of that happening,” Marcella spoke up.

Riley looked between Seth and Marcella.

“So spill it!” Seth prompted. “What the hell can you do?”

“I’m a hybrid support and healer,” said Riley. “I shoot a spike out of my right hand, and I can absorb a monster...and maybe even a player’s powers. But only in a limited capacity. So far, I’ve only been able to resist special attacks and certain damage and buff others to cause extra damage, related to what a monster has. But if I want, I can shoot a spike out of my left hand and give that stolen power to someone else. I can empower a whole party to resist damage, or cause more damage, depending on what their powers are.”

“Holy crap,” Seth said, still wearing a big grin. “That’s awesome!”

“That does sound pretty legit,” said Marcella. “I’d love to see that in action, but sadly, I can’t take a lot of time to go out hunting.”

“Yeah, I’m not very effective on my own, but I can really beef-up a group,” said Riley. “Those rare spawn hunters I found, were really cool. I teamed up with them immediately after they saved me.”

“Rare spawn hunters…” Seth mused for a moment. “You talking about Laura and her friends?”

“Yeah, actually,” said Riley. “They let me stick with them in case those PKers were still roaming around. I was able to see what my powers could do, and we took down a rare after travelling a couple chambers. You know Laura?”

Seth shrugged. “I’ve heard of her. She’s popped in here a couple times. Like you said, they’re rare spawn hunters. I think I’ve mentioned them before, but I forget. Anyway, they’ll try and grab up whatever information they can. If we spot a rare in our hunting grounds and it hasn’t been killed, we usually tell Laura and her friends about it. Usually those monsters are pretty tough but her group is able to deal with just about anything. They’re higher level too. I’m surprised she isn’t tier two yet.”

“Is there a big gap between you...I mean, well, where you were and where Laura is in levels?” asked Riley.

“Hmm,” Seth murmured. “I think she might be a good thirty levels above where I was. Not entirely sure. Haven’t asked. She could be in the hundreds for all I know.”

Riley thought for a moment and then spoke up again, “So the others are ok?” he asked, as if it was too good to be true. He’d only caught some of the fight, and even at that time, Erica and Todd had been holding their own.

Seth nodded. “Yeah, they’re on their way here. I spoke to them yesterday afternoon, out of game.” He then eyed Riley up. “So now that you have powers, you leaving us?” he asked.

Riley’s lips parted, but he found the words slow to grasp at. He swallowed and looked away. “I think I’m going to test what I can do with other groups,” he said. He glanced back to Seth. “But if you’ll let me and want me, I’ll help you guys out, for all you did for me.”

Seth smiled a little more and reached out, squeezing Riley’s shoulder. “We’d be happy to have you! I hear my group is a man down, you know.” His smile became a smirk as he chuckled to himself and leaned back. “I’d love to see your powers in action, and I appreciate your loyalty to us and wanting to help us out. It’d be great if you stick with us for a while, if your powers synergize with ours. But I do understand wanting to pair your powers with other groups. From what you said, it sounds like you’d really benefit a large number of players, or even raid teams.”

“I’ve thought about that,” said Riley. “For now, I just want to get used to being tier-one again. I gotta find my limits and now that I have my powers, I still need to collect some gear.”

“Yeah, absolutely,” said Seth. “I guess now it’s my turn to be the tier-zero and do the grunt work. The others said they’d pitch in to get me a couple items to help my stats and make me damage capable. That way I can increase my experience gains as opposed to scavenging like you did. In the short-term, I’m going to have to pick up a few more hours at my part-time job. I live with a couple roommates, so my expenses aren’t too bad, but like you know, it’ll take a bit to get back up to where I was.”

“Well if you’re going to stick to frequent hunts like we’ve been doing, I can boost you up even further with my powers,” said Riley. “I think I can really help boost our group so that we can kill stronger enemies. Hopefully that’ll help get you back to where you were, faster. You going with a ranged weapon of some sort?”

Seth nodded. “Yeah. If you’re cool with it, we were going to head out to the market to check the vendors. You’re welcome to come with us, obviously.”

Riley’s lips parted. “Well, how about I catch up with you at the market? But don’t buy a weapon yet, ok?”

Seth blinked. “Um, ok. You’re going to meet us at the market? Where you running off to?”

Riley smiled and looked over to the door. “Nowhere in particular. I’m going to cash-in a small debt, is all.”

Chapter 13: Rook Den

 

Riley queued up a taxi from a display kiosk inside Bunker 7. He turned and waved to Seth, before making his way out to the street. He waited roughly a minute before a white and black checkered vehicle pulled up nearby. The LED sign on the top of the sedan read ‘R - Colossal City - Rook Den.’ He walked up to the sedan and opened the passenger side door. A man with pale skin and red hair sat behind the wheel. He looked over as Riley got inside the vehicle.

“You ‘R’?” the man asked.

“Yeah,” Riley said. “That’s me.” It was common for players to use an abbreviated name when queuing taxies or other services. You never knew who might be out to get you, and this was a habit Riley had picked up early-on when he was Radiance.

“To the Rook Den,” the man said as he checked his mirrors and then pulled away.

Riley was pretty sure the red-haired man was an NPC, but he didn’t feel curious enough to converse with him to try and find out for sure.

He stared out the window, watching pedestrians and structures pass by. He didn’t ‘want’ to pay for the cab fare, but he felt that he owed it to Seth to make this trip. He’d considered making it for the past couple weeks. He wasn’t sure if she’d still be at the Rook Den. He hadn’t seen her since the fight with the White Weevil. Hopefully she hadn’t been killed after surviving that fight.

The drive took roughly thirty minutes as he traveled by car through Gargantuan City and into Colossal City. Both were very large, and the drive itself felt longer than the actual time it took. He’d spotted several small-scale conflicts between players on the drive. One had been between three players and a monster. Another was between two groups of players, duking it out near a fountain. Then, after getting into Colossal City itself, he’d watched three players running down two others who seemed to be trying to get away.

From a distance, it was hard to see who was in the right or the wrong. Was there even a right or wrong in a game like Sigil Online? Why were they fighting? Was it for greed? To see if the other players would drop their items? Was it for respect? Or had someone offended someone else? There was no way to tell, from the outside looking in.

Eventually, the taxi pulled up beside a structure made of stone. It had four castle-like towers and a square-like center. The door looked to be made of wood and had a series of stone steps leading up to it.

“Thanks,” Riley said as he exited the vehicle. He’d already paid his fair before the car had even arrived. He didn’t enjoy the idea of paying another hundred SC to get back to Gargantuan city. It sucked being poor.

He looked up the stairs, spotting a couple players, or possibly NPCs. They were milling about, talking to each other. There was a group of three near the street and a pair further up near the door. Above the door itself, was a wooden sign that read ‘Rook Den.’

Riley ascended the stone steps, his sights on the door. When he got to the top and reached out for the door, one of the people nearby seized his hand.

“What’s your business?” the guy asked. He was slightly taller than Riley. He had tanned skin and seemingly strong arms. He had green hair with red frosted tips. There was no way for Riley to know what tier he was, or even what level.

Riley’s eyes lifted, not expecting to be challenged at the door. The Rook Den was a meetup place, just like Bunker 7.

“I um...was going to see if my friend was here,” said Riley.

“What friend?” asked the guy with green hair. “You don’t look familiar. What’re you doing here?”

Riley swallowed. It had been a good three months or so since he was last here. All he knew was that this was the usual hangout spot for, “Warcry,” he said. “Isn’t this where she hangs out and operates out of?” he asked, hoping the guy might know of her.

“Yeah, this is her place,” the guy replied. “What makes you think you can just come on in, though?”

Riley blinked several times, his lips parted. He was at a loss for words. “Um...is there a reason I can’t just walk in?” he asked.

“Rook Den is our guild hall!” the guy said. “No entry without permission.”

“How do I get permission, then?” Riley asked.

“Warcry or one of the officer’s has to vouch for you.”

Riley looked at the green haired guy, and then over to the other person who had bright blue hair down to her shoulders. Her arms were crossed against her chest as she eyed Riley.

“Can I speak to Warcry then? So that she’ll vouch for me?”

“And who the hell are ya?” asked the green-haired guy. His voice becoming louder with each sentence he spoke.

Riley took a small glance around, noticing the group of three at the bottom of the stairs was now facing them, their eyes upon him.

“I used to be Radiance. I grouped with Warcry all the time. I haven’t seen her in a month though. I just wanted to talk to her. If that’s cool?”

The blue-haired woman laughed. “We’ve got another Radiance come by to mooch off Warcry.”

The green-haired guy laughed and shook his head. “Suit yourself, ‘Radiance,’” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm when he said ‘Radiance.’

“Go see if Warcry wants to deal with him,” said the guy.

“Sure thing. This is usually fun to watch,” said the woman. She turned and went to the door, as the guy eased Riley away from it, with a grip on his arm.

“Wait here,” said the guy. “She’ll be back in a minute.”

Riley watched as the woman disappeared into the darkened interior of the place. This whole situation was...weird, to say the least. He wasn’t entirely sure what to do. What the hell was Warcry up to?

Several minutes later, the blue-haired woman came back out and stood in front of the door. She looked at Riley for several long seconds and then said. “She says she doesn’t have time for another imposter. Go on and get out of here.”

Riley’s jaw lowered. He looked at the woman and then to the guy. “Are...you serious?” he asked.

The woman nodded. “Yup. Get out. Or we’ll remove you.”

Riley swallowed, his anxiety rising. He took a slow breath and took a step back. He turned halfway around, then stopped. He stared down at the stone floor for a few moments, before he looked back to the door. He’d known Warcry a long time. He knew her personality. He knew her habits.

He then spoke,“I’ll never forget how she demolished me in that duel on Bastille Street, on the first day of the game’s release. She took the first ten credits I ever made. I was really pissed, but we ended up grouping up to hunt some low-level creatures in the sewers nearby. We didn’t have powers or anything, we just punched things.” He then paused, the look on both of their faces reeked of annoyance with him. The green-haired guy took a step toward him.

Riley took another step back. “But I guess if the two of us aren’t friends anymore, I don’t need to keep that promise about not telling anyone her name. You guys know it, right?”

The guy stopped mid-stride and looked back to the blue-haired woman, whose eyes were raised.

“Like hell,” said the woman. “No one knows her name. I doubt an imposter like you knows what—”

The wooden door burst open, causing the blue-haired woman to jump back, startled.

A female figure stepped out of the darkness from the Rook Den. She wore a pair of black cargo pants, black boots, and a red t-shirt. The same outfit she’d always worn since the day she hit tier-two and decided to change her clothes. Her arms were still wrapped with red tribal tattoos. Her red hair came down to one side, but was shaved on the other.

She lifted a hand and pointed at Riley. “You. Inside. Now.” She turned to the side, lowering her hand and lifting the other to point into the Rook Den.

Riley knew he was physically unrecognizable to the woman known as Warcry. But apparently his words had gotten her attention. She was a little predictable, after all. Well...except for the mess surrounding why he wasn’t let in.

He stepped forward, walking past the two that had barred his entry. He passed by Warcry and into the Rook Den. From the outside, the inside looked dark, but upon walking through the doorway, he was able to see soft candlelight all around. There were banners and pillars. Wooden desks and goblets. It looked much like a medieval tavern. The sort you’d find in old fantasy games. He noticed that some of the furniture had changed, as well as the banners. There were more people sitting around than he ever remembered seeing before. It was then that he realized the five people that had been outside, had all been wearing similar clothing. Dark clothing, of brown, black and gray. Everyone inside was similarly dressed in dark clothing as well.

A hand pressed to his back as he heard the heavy wooden doors shut. He looked up as Warcry pushed him along. She was easily the taller of the two of them by about five inches. “This way,” she said as she led him to a nearby room. She produced a key and unlocked a wooden door next to the wall. At this point, the smell of cooked meats and alcohol assailed his nostrils. Was this what a medieval tavern would’ve smelled like?

Warcry pulled him into the side-room, where he found several candles burning on candelabras. There was a wooden desk on the opposite side. Warcry walked over to it and then turned around. “Close the door, turn the lock,” she said.

Without hesitation, Riley turned and did as she said. Once finished, he turned to face the woman again. He had to say, his anxiety was still running rampant. He wasn’t used to Warcry acting like this around him.

“What’s my name?” she asked. “If you get it wrong, I hope you're prepared to reroll another character.”

Riley went to take a step towards her, but found his right foot was stuck to the floor. He looked down, and noticed he was now standing on a red rug. He tried moving his left leg, but it was stuck as well. “Uh…” He said at first, then looked over to Warcry. He thought her hand had been resting on the desk, but actually it was overtop a round red gem.

“You have five seconds,” said Warcry. Her blue eyes staring into his.

“You going to take my ten credits again, Wendy?” he asked.

Warcry stood there for several seconds. Her lips curled as her fingers slid off the gem. She walked back over to him and wrapped her arms around him, lifting him into the air. “You’re back!” she said, her voice taking a drastic shift towards happiness. She set him down a few moments later after giving him the intense hug. She took a step back and looked at him. “Where the hell you been?” she asked, her arms then crossing, her brow furrowed.

Riley’s eyebrows lifted. “Well, I um…” he trailed off a moment as he scratched at the side of his head. “I don’t have a lot of money, and Rook Den isn’t exactly next door. I’ve been scraping by as a tier-zero, just trying to build myself up. I didn’t want to take the risk of coming here.”

“Well that hurts,” said Warcry. “I almost fell for the first imposter that showed up here.”

Riley’s head tilted to the side. “Yeah, what’s that all about? Things seem really different here.”

Warcry uncrossed her arms and placed her hands on her hips. “A lot’s happened since you died,” she said. She exhaled and walked over to sit on the edge of her desk. She faced him again and looked over to the wall. “An imposter showed up here after you died. I think it was two days later. He seemed convincing enough, but then he slipped up. I almost gave him some items and money. After that, I became more cautious. I think seven people have tried impersonating you, to get stuff from me. I’ve killed the last five.”

Riley’s eyes widened. “Damn. I didn’t realize people...would even do that!”

Warcry nodded. “Yeah, I guess we were popular enough to warrant that kind of attention. I’m sure it happens all the time. Players trying to profit off people that way.”

Riley nodded a little before sinking his hands into his pockets. “Sorry it took me so long to come by,” he said. “Dying really put me in a weird place, you know? I mean...I had Radiance for a couple years. All I wanted to do was rebuild what I had. I found out that Radiance didn’t have the ‘amazing’ reputation I thought he did...which...I guess, is because I was pretty selfish. Looking back, it makes sense. I even fell back into the same pattern when I made a new character.” He bit his lower lip and looked up to Warcry. “So I just wanted to say sorry for that, too.”

Warcry lifted her hand and waved it dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. I think us original players have a different mindset than most. I always felt you were a little selfish...egotistical...greedy,” she then smirked, ending on that last one. “But I dealt with it, cause we were friends. Besides, you never really treated me badly. So I have no room to complain. If anything, I benefited from how you acted. I didn’t really do anything to dissuade how things were, so...don’t feel bad. At least, not about that.”

“So, what’s going on with the Rook Den?” Riley asked, as the question had been nagging at him ever since his arrival. “It’s a guild hall now?”

“Yeah…” Warcry sighed. “I kinda...well, I sorta formed a guild. You see, after you died, the rest of us fled the fight. But after we were safe, I asked who picked up your bracelets so I could hold onto them for you. Blue got out of the chamber first, but Glasser and Shadow both passed by where you died. I told them to give me your gear, cause obviously they would’ve had time to of snatched them up, but both of them denied grabbing them. So...I buffed myself, slugged Glasser and Witch, since...I have this stupid amount of extra strength, and Blue pulled me away and...well, long story short, we all sorta split up. Well, more like...Glasser and Shadow ran from me and Blue kept me from chasing them. I was in far better shape health-wise than they were. I know one of them took your gear. I saw both the bracelets on the ground after you were killed. I couldn’t grab them myself.”

Riley listened to Warcry’s explanation of the events that transpired after his death. “So...I mean, that sucks that they grabbed my stuff. I really doubt either of them have any intention of returning my gear. But what’s that have to do with the Rook Den?”

“Right, about that,” said Warcry. “So, after that incident where I essentially punch them both, a video popped up online. I guess Blue uploaded the video of me attacking them and scaring them off. It made the two of them look like real douchebags in light of what had just happened. So a bunch of players started finding me at the Rook Den and saying they supported me and respected me. It’s not every day a support character floors a damage-dealer and a tank. So my popularity kinda got out of hand...and one thing led to another. I ended up crowd-sourcing some funds from my fans and ended up buying the Rook Den. My fans became my guildmates and now I run the guild. Which, I decided to call ‘The Rooks of War.’ So I call them my ‘rooks.’”

“You manage a whole guild now? There were tons of people out there in the lobby. How many is there? I never knew you wanted to run a guild!” said Riley, a bit surprised by this turn of events.

“Well, I didn’t realize I’d be any good at it,” she said, “These guys follow me without question. I do my best to do right by them. I’ve got those group-buff shouts that work well on groups larger than five. So I take a lot of them out on raids and we take down large bosses and spread the loot around, or sometimes the credits.”

“Are they tier ones, or twos?” asked Riley.

Warcry shook her head. “They’re mostly all tier zeroes. Only a handful are tier ones,” she said. “I guess we’re a little over a hundred strong right now. Initially, it was a group of about ten tier zeroes that said they wanted to group with me. They had some decent weapons, but no powers. So I grouped with them, and then I grouped with more and more from the Rook Den. As I said, things kinda propelled out of hand until I was taking a couple dozen people out on raids and leading them. So...yeah. I’m a guild leader now,” she said with a meager smile on her lips. “A lot of them have no problem with risking death, since they’re tier-zero anyway. With the weapons and gear we’ve collected up, it’s easy to re-outfit them and they gain good experience towards leveling, due to the high levels of the bosses we fight.”

“That’s amazing,” Riley said with a chuckle. “I never expected this. But I guess things can change pretty quickly, huh?”

Warcry nodded. “Yeah, it seems that they can. So what are you here for?” she asked. “Not that I’m like...upset about you stopping by or anything. You know I’m just itching to help you out with whatever you need. Unfortunately, we just recently bought the Rook Den, so our coffers are a little empty as far as credits go.”

“Well, I was hoping you still had that bracelet I lent you a while back.”

Warcry gave him a strange look. “What bracelet?”

Riley gestured to his wrist. “The diamond one...what was it called…”

“Oh, the Diamond Piercer Clasp?” Warcry asked.

“Yeah! That’s it. You still have it? We agreed to keep it around if either of us ever died and needed to do damage as a tier zero. Of course, the game was a little more different back then in the original days.”

Warcry looked away. “Are you sure I have it?” she asked. “I thought you had it last?”

Riley’s brows lifted. “At first I thought I had it too, and that it got deleted when I died, but then I remembered I got powers before you did, remember? You were the last one to use it, and I told you to keep it. Supports aren’t usually targeted all that often in boss fights. So you had the higher chance of survival and possibility of keeping it around between the two of us.”

“Hmm,” Warcry murmured. She eased off the table and walked behind the desk. She placed her hand on a stone and pushed it in. Upon doing so, a section of the wall slid away to reveal another room. She stepped over and went into the room. “I’ll be just a sec,” she said.

“Alright,” Riley replied as he stood there. He tilted his head and looked into the room. He spotted a bed, a dresser, various furnishings and paintings. Warcry’s room was far nicer than what he had even as Radiance. Warcry knelt next to a storage chest and swiped her hand in the air. A minute later, she tapped the space above the chest. A bracelet with a diamond clasp appeared in her hand. She stood and walked back into the office room and pressed her hand back to the stone she’d pushed to open the room. Upon touching it, the stone pulled back out into place and the wall slid shut, once again concealing the room. She walked around the desk and handed the clasp to Riley.

“All yours,” she said. “I forgot I had it. I was thinking you’d taken it for some reason. The stats are pretty high on it. I could’ve used it for one of my guild mates, but it was literally on a separate page in my storage chest, so I never bothered to look at it. I haven’t touched my personal storage much lately.”

“Thanks, that’ll help me out a bunch,” he said.

“So you’re going to be using it?” Warcry asked.

Riley shook his head. “It’s not for me. It’s for a friend.”

Warcry lifted a brow. “Friends already, huh? I guess I’m not the only one who’s changed,” she said. “So if you’re not using it, does that mean you already hit tier one?”

Riley slowly smiled. He then told Warcry all about what had happened. That he was out in the amber caves with Seth’s group, and that they’d been attacked by the three cloaked figures. He told her about Seth’s death and how he himself had gotten eaten by a rare monster. He then described how he was freed from the beast and explained how his powers worked.

Warcry had sat back down on her desk as she listened to the story. When Riley told her about his new powers, she grinned. “You’re more like me now!” she claimed. “I guess that also makes you a healer still, huh? No matter. I think support powers will work out really well for you. How do you like them so far? They sound pretty cool.”

“Yeah, they’re really fun to use,” he admitted. “I’m really excited to get back out to hunting things. I only came by to see if I could get the clasp off you. I need to go meet my friends back at the market in Gargantuan.”

“So that’s where you’re staying?” she asked.

“Yeah, back to good-ol Bunker Seven, actually.”

“Wow, that’s a bit of nostalgia right there,” she said. “Are any of the people we used to adventure with, back there?”

Riley shook his head. “No, I actually went there hoping to find some of them. But none of them are around anymore. I think that’s probably for the best. I should let Radiance fade away and embrace my new persona.”

“Well, we were friends long before you became Radiance,” said Warcry with a smirk. “So don’t you go letting me fade away either.”

“I won't,” Riley said, matching her smirk.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” she asked. “You can’t be making a lot of money...I wish I could help you with some credits. Most of the gear we acquire is already divided evenly amongst the guildies. I don’t think I have any old support gear for you, since I’ve sold a lot of things that I don’t need.”

Riley shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. I just recently got my powers, so I’m sure I can turn things around. I won’t be making as much as I did as Radiance, but I’ll manage. If I can think of anything, I’ll definitely let you know.”

“We have a couple cars,” said Warcry. “I’ll have one of my people drive you back to where you want to go. I’ll make sure that you’re welcome here any time.”

“Thanks, I’d really appreciate it,” said Riley. “Guess I better get going then. Don’t want the others waiting for me.” He turned around and took a couple steps to the door.

“I…” Warcry spoke up, but then bit her lower lip.

Riley glanced back to her.

“Nevermind,” she said, forcing a half smile. “But let me walk you out and find you a driver,” she spoke as she went after him.

Chapter 14: Saros

 

Riley waved to the rook that had driven him all the way back to the market in Gargantuan City. The rook waved back to him and then slowly pulled away. Riley diverted his attention to the market itself. There were a good many people milling about. Except for the players who were noticeably wearing certain gear-centric items, it was difficult to tell who was a player and who was an NPC. On some occasions, even NPCs had gear. Players would sometimes target those characters in-game if they felt they were weak NPCs and could nab some easy loot, even at risk of lowering their reputation within the city.

Riley looked around at the various stalls that were set up in the first floor of nearby buildings. He headed down the narrow street and kept an eye out for Seth and the others. There was about a block worth of ground to cover, but he had a loose idea of where they might be.

He was surrounded by stalls, filled with all kinds of items. One area might have foods, another would have necklaces and rings. At the end of a street, he found a pet vendor. There was a snake, a racoon, a penguin, a squirrel. Nothing too exotic, as far as he was aware. He kept looking around, scanning the characters nearby. The looming structures ranged from a single story, to easily seven stories high.

Sigil Online had a robust NPC network of characters that went about their normal lives. Office jobs, manual labor, construction, etc. It was all simulated to give a very lively city feel.

Riley passed by a cart that was grilling ‘meat on a stick,’ as he called it. It smelled delicious, but he didn’t want to waste more time with niceties. He was able to save a little of his money due to the free ride back to Gargantuan, so he wasn’t about to start throwing credits away again. Though, he had to say, seeing Warcry again was totally worth the fifty credits it cost to take the taxi over there. Knowing how well she was doing, despite everything that had happened, caused his lips to curl. Part of him was glad that he was no longer around Glasser and Shadow. Blue wasn’t so bad, but the other two really got on his nerves at times. But to be fair, he imagined he hadn’t been the best person either.

“Riley!” a voice called from a distance away. “Riley!”

He turned his head, looking around at the various people to the left of him. Then, he spotted Seth with that new white hair. He turned and went towards him, quickly noticing Todd, Brenda, and Erica were with him.

He lifted his arm and waved to them, letting them know that he’d spotted them and was heading over, as the surrounding people were making visibility a bit difficult.

About twenty seconds later, he reunited with Seth and the others. “Hey, sorry for joining you guys late,” he said. “I needed to pick something up for Seth.”

“Yeah, you’ve got me super curious about that,” said Seth.

“It’s all he can talk about,” Erica sighed and then impersonated his voice as best she could, “no, we don’t have to look at weapons! Riley said he was gonna get me something!”

Seth chuckled at Erica’s comment and shook his head. “I didn’t say it like that! I was just letting you guys know we didn’t need to spend time—” he then stopped and sighed. “Forget it, never mind!”

“Seth told us about your new powers,” said Brenda, taking a step towards him. “You gonna hunt with us today?” she asked, as if the answer seemed to be an uncertainty.

“Yeah, I definitely want to still hunt with you guys!” said Riley. “I raced over to a friend’s place so I could pick this item up for Seth. I’m hoping with my powers, we might be able to take on some stronger stuff, despite Seth being set back. Did you guys find some gear for him, for damage and survival?” Upon asking that question, Riley then lifted his hand and opened his inventory with a simple gesture. He pressed the icon for the clasp and it materialized in his hand.

“We managed a couple bargains,” said Erica. “Nothing amazing, since it’s not always the best-case-scenario to spend a lot of money on equipping tier zeroes. Life expectancy for zeroes is just so low in Sigil.” She turned her head to Seth. “No offense,” she said with a smirk.

“Well, I’m about to increase the average,” said Seth. “Watch me hit paragon before any of you!” he claimed.

Todd chuckled and Riley smirked.

“So is that for me? That...diamond clasp band thing?” Seth asked, looking down at the item that had appeared in Riley’s hand.

“Oh, yeah! I figured it’d do better in your hands until you can find some powers. It’s the same thing I used back on my old character.”

Riley handed the item over.

“Doesn’t look like a weapon to me,” said Brenda.

Seth accepted the clasp and stood there silently as his eyes scanned the description for the item.

-

 

Diamond Piercer Clasp

Increase Power stat by 5

Increase Critical Strike chance by 3%

On-Use Effect: (Focus)

Upon focusing, a player can fire a beam of white-hot energy at a target.

All Critical Strikes with this attack, do an additional 72% damage (beyond the normal double damage of a critical strike.)

(Damage based on Power stat.)

 

-

“A white beam?” asked Seth. “Totally my style! Silver and white!”

“Which are like...almost the same exact thing, visually,” Erica sighed. “I swear, the game is going to give you a purple or green power or something, and completely screw your style up.”

“This thing is pretty nice,” said Seth. “Actually, it’s probably better than you envisioned, since a couple of the items I picked up also increase my crit strike chance.”

“Then it’s perfect,” said Riley with a smile.

Seth looked up to him and reached out, slapping him on the shoulder. He squeezed his shoulder with a shake, before he released it. “Thanks,” he said. “Means a lot, you helping me out like this.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Riley said, his hands slipping into his pockets. “Just glad I could help, even though I couldn’t do anything when you all got attacked.”

“At least those bastards didn’t get you,” said Todd. “We all thought you were dead. Was glad to hear you made it outta there though. Those guys were tough.”

“But I hear you and Erica held your own against the three of them,” said Riley. “Even when you were low on health. That’s impressive!”

Todd’s lips curled a bit, his cheeks reddening somewhat from the compliment he got from Riley. The stout man wasn’t used to smiling so much. “Ah, well. We do what we can,” he said.

“I was super pissed that I got froze,” Brenda grumbled. “I just stood there, staring at that damn debuff until it vanished. I couldn’t follow their movements too well, since I had to look through a sheen of frost and ice, but once it melted I threw out some heal bolts and started laying down cover. I wish I could’ve seen the look on their faces when we turned the fight around on them.”

Riley nodded. “Yeah, hopefully we don’t run into those guys again in there. Do you think we should keep going there? Or try another location?”

“I think we’re going to find PKers like that anywhere we go,” said Brenda.

“Yeah, she’s right,” Seth agreed. “But I’m open to changing up the scenery if that’s what everyone wants to do. Since I’m the odd one at the moment. But with this clasp, I’ll at least be able to throw some attacks around.” He then reached over and set it around his right wrist, a bigger smile forming on his face. He looked around, as if wondering if there was something for him to shoot, but there were far too many NPCs and potential players around.

“I’m fine with whatever you all decide,” said Riley, looking among the other four.

“Well, are we done equipping Seth?” asked Brenda.

“We looked around for a while. I doubt we’re going to find any other bargains here,” said Seth. “I guess we could try another market somewhere in Gargantuan, but at this point, I think our time is better spent hunting monsters. I gotta get some levels!”

“Let’s grab some food buffs from one of the stalls,” said Erica. “Something cheap. We can decide where we’re—”

She paused, as a shadow overtook the group and the street around them. Everyone looked around, seeing the heavy shadow that was too dark to be mere cloudcover. It took only a couple seconds for the first people to look into the sky.

An enormous dark hand hovered overhead. It was silent as it moved, but several moments later, it clutched one of the seven story rooftops. It squeezed and crushed the rooftop, its fingers dug in and sent debris falling down to the streets below where everyone was standing.

People shouted and pointed. Others ran.

Riley and the others were on the safer half of the street as they watched the hand clutch the roof of the tall building. Riley’s eyes followed the hand to the wrist, and then its long dark arm. The arm came from a massive portal in the sky. The portal seemed to swirl with black and purple energy. The hand was made up of similar shading.

“Invasion event!” someone yelled.

“Get out of the plaza!”

“Run! Run!”

“We have to fight it!”

“We’re going to get killed!

Dozens of voices shouted over all the other incoherent yelling.

“What’re we going to do?” asked Riley.

Seth stared up at the portal. So far, the arm that had come out was a left arm. It only took up a small portion of the portal’s surface.

“What are you asking me for?” said Seth, his eyes wide. “I’m going to be useless!”

“You’ve got that clasp now, you can help with damage,” said Todd. “Erica, you think we can keep it at bay?”

“We can try!” said Erica. “This thing is massive! It’s going to be a raid event. We better hope other people join the fight.”

A moment later, five fingers breached the surface of the flat circular portal. Another hand appeared, then its wrist and arm. It came out, moving at a relatively slow pace before clutching another rooftop and squeezing. The roof of the other building was in the next street over, but there were several large alleyways connecting the two. The tallest buildings were on the sides that the hands were clutching, with shorter buildings of only a story or two in the center.

“We attack?” asked Riley. “I can—”

A silence fell over the plaza as a mouth with white teeth appeared from the portal. Then, a pair of large red eyes with black pupils. The head was like a snake’s, but more alien and rounded. Its maw opened, its jaw—if you could even call it a jaw, lowered.

A horrific mix between a hiss and a deep exhale of air escaped the monster’s mouth. Each tooth in its mouth was easily the height of any of them. Its head continued to stretch out of the portal. Its eyes peered around the streets below.

There was chaos all around them. People were collecting up their things and running. NPCs were panicking as much as players were.

Then, Riley heard a familiar sound come from the street parallel to theirs. The sound of a shotgun burst.

A hail of red energy pellets flew up at the monster’s face and impacted its shadowy skin. The creature’s right eye narrowed partially as its head turned, his eyes gazing down into the other street.

Several more shotgun blasts filled the air and passed by rooftops as the red pellets smacked into the monster. Above its head, a health bar appeared. Above it, appeared the name ‘Saros, The Interdimensional Terror.’

Riley recognized the identity of the first attacker. Marcella had told him that her name was ‘Red Shotgun.’ If that was the case, then it meant they had at least one paragon in the area. A paragon that had no qualms about engaging a raid-level monster. Usually, powerful raid-level monsters out in the open were referred to as ‘world bosses,’ since they could appear anywhere. They also tended to be more powerful than raid-level bosses in hunting areas.

Invigorated by someone else taking first blood, Riley thrust his arm into the air and sent his right-spike soaring into the sky.

The shotgun blasts weren’t letting up. The monster’s face was being pounded by the pellets, as a gray cord rose from the street below. Up and up it went, until finally it snagged into the side of the monster’s face. The creature, Saros, didn’t even seem to notice. The cord went taut and a purple-black essence ran swiftly down the cord.

“I guess we’re doing this!” said Brenda as she slotted a red bolt into her crossbow.

From the other street, a green jet of liquid shot up at the monster. It impacted and sprayed against the elongated neck of Saros. The monster’s jaw lowered, its eyes widened. A dull purple glow formed within the creature’s mouth.

“It’s charging some kind of attack!” said Seth.

Todd turned his head to look over to the other street. He didn’t have a good line of sight on the combatants over there. He took a step forward, thinking he could cross the distance in time to erect some barriers.

A moment later, the ball of purple energy in Saros’s mouth flashed and a hail of purple laser-like bolts streamed down into the street.

There had been a definitive series of screams, followed by the sound of energy bolts pelting the street and structures. Afterwards, there was an eerie silence.

“They’re not all dead are they?” Erica spoke up a moment later. On their street, people were still running and taking cover.

“I don’t think so, they’re probably just recovering,” said Seth.

Riley absorbed the essence from Saros and almost immediately, his eyes shifted to a dark purple color. “Who wants a boost?” he asked, looking around.

“I hate to say it, but you might be better off checking the other street first,” said Seth. “If there were other paragons with Red Shotgun, it might be better to boost them first. Come back here once you find out, alright? Sooner we take this down, the safer we’ll all be. Gargantuan’s economy is going to suffer every minute this thing stays alive.”

“Sounds like a good plan!” said Todd as he lifted his arms up, creating makeshift sections of concrete barricades, pulling the stone up and at an angle, giving them cover to hide behind.

A single red bolt shot through the air. It smacked into the right arm of the world-boss, but the hand didn’t even flinch. Brenda groweld. “Ugh! Maybe we can cause it to retract its head if it loses hold of the buildings?” she asked.

“Could be a waste,” said Seth, “But I’ll help! Riley, get going!”

Riley nodded, looking to Seth as his friend pulled his arm up and fired a single white beam out at the monstrous hand clutching the nearby building.

“Damn, this is cooler than I thought it’d be!” said Seth.

Riley turned and began to run, heading through the nearby wide alleyway that connected the two streets of the market area. Several people were holding their heads, crouched around sturdier sections of the building. Riley could easily see into the other side of the street, but there was a good five-hundred feet to traverse. He wasn’t the fastest runner, nor did he have a huge amount of stamina. Running was going to drain some of his stamina, and make it harder to use his powers quickly.

Chapter 15: Red Hand

 

Riley saw several people running in the opposite direction of the interdimensional monster. Some of them were in rather stylized clothing, making him believe that they were actually players fleeing the area.

His arms pumped, crossing the halfway point in the mid-street. He could see the right hand of the monster, atop one of the structures in the other street. Looking directly up, he couldn’t see the head at that moment.

As Riley reached his destination, coming around the one-story structure protecting him, a wave of purple mist washed through the street. Riley froze, noticing the wave coming. He dove back into the side-street, just barely avoiding the forceful purple mist.

He heard incoherent shouting coming from the nearby street, and a few seconds later, the mist swept through and abated, vanishing entirely. He pulled himself off the concrete and looked into the street. It was only then that he realized he might not have needed to of avoided the attack, since he had the monster’s essence. But then again, with such a high level boss, he might’ve taken some damage regardless.

Broken and damaged kiosks littered the street. Dozens of characters were on the ground. Some of them were moving and trying to stand, others were still but not yet deteriorating—which was a sure-sign that death had yet to occur.

He spotted a woman with red hair and a red jacket. She had black pants and boots. She was thrusting both of her fists into the air at the world-boss. Each time, a flurry of red energy beads burst from her fists with that unmistakeable shotgun sound.

Riley looked into the sky. Saros’s mouth was horrifically distended, lowered at an unnatural angle, but it was slowly closing.

Red Shotgun was on the right side of the street and well within the range of his cord. He was about to throw it out, but remembered that there would be a small bit of damage inflicted. He didn’t want to incur Red Shotgun’s wrath with even a meager attack. He needed to let people know that he was there to help them. He rushed down the street, heading in the direction of both Red, and the monster.

As he ran, he watched as a woman on the left side of the street was holding her hands together and firing off streams of concentrated green liquid. She must be the one responsible for the attack he’d seen from the other street. Half her hair was green, while the other side was black. She had dark skin and wore a pair of brown pants with a green jacket.

A man with blue hair, wearing a gray shirt and blue denim pants, stood in the center of the street. Riley only took notice of him because he was waving his hands around. He lifted his arms up to the sky in the direction of Saros. As he did, a gray and blue-speckled vapor gusted from his palms. The almost smoke-like creation rose and twisted in the air until it buffeted the world-boss’s head. It didn’t seem to do any noticeable damage, not that any damage had really affected its health so far, but the monster swung its head slowly to the side, as if to get out of the smoke. The blue-haired man’s arms shifted with the monster’s movements, keeping the cloud of vapor around the monster’s head.

“Let’s keep it blind!” came a woman’s voice from up ahead of Riley.

As Riley got close to Red Shotgun, he noticed that it had been hers. He stepped quickly to the side, but in front of her and within her vision. “Hey, I’m a support!” he offered up. “But my powers take a sliver of health when I use them on people. Is that cool?” he spoke quickly, as if he couldn’t blurt out the explanation fast enough.

Red looked down at him, her fists slowing and stopping. “Just do it!” she said. “We’re not taking this thing down alone!” she looked back up to Saros and began pumping her fists again, the sounds cracking heavily in the air.

“Right,” said Riley. He threw his left hand out, and the cord stuck into Red’s stomach. Her eyes would’ve flashed, but Riley didn’t see her even look at him, as her attention seemed entirely focused on the sky.

The cord went taut and the essence flowed into her. Her normal blue eyes took on the dark purple color he’d acquired—but was now losing as he empowered her. As her eyes assumed the dark purple glow, so did her energy pellets. They were now red, sheathed in dark purple.

“That’s damn cool,” she muttered as she kept up her attacks. “This some sort of bonus damage?”

“Something like that, it’s dependent on the monster...which is Saros,” said Riley. He then turned to look to the acid-shooting woman, but she’d already taken notice of him.

“Power me up next!” the woman called over, before he could even ask if it was alright.

“I need to pull more from the monster!” he yelled back, above the sounds of conflict all around them.

Riley turned and noticed the giant hand squeezing the roof of the nearby building. He decided it was a much easier target, so he threw his cord out and the spike streaked through the air, hooking into the wrist. It didn’t take long for more essence to flow down to him. Once he’d collected a ‘single serving’ of it, he tossed his other cord to the woman with the green and black hair. Just as he’d done with Red, he empowered her as well.

“Grab the mist guy next,” Red instructed him.

“I’m on it,” Riley confirmed. “Are you all together? How many of you are paragons?”

“Me and Green Melter are,” she said. “I’m Red Shotgun. Not sure who the blue-haired guy is,” she commented.

“Yeah, I’ve heard of you. I’m Riley,” he offered as he threw his cord out again to start the process over again. “Is there any other paragons around? My group is in the other street. I figured there’d be higher levels over here, since I saw your attacks.”

“Sorry,” said Red. “Just me and Green, that I know of. Since you’re over here, empower everyone you see. We’re gonna need it!”

“Sure thing,” said Riley as he focused on repeating his combo of sticking the monster’s arm. “Blue-hair, mist guy! I’m going to buff you, it might hurt a little!” He warned the other player as he sent the cord to snag the guy’s back.

“I thought you said it was gonna hurt?” The blue-haired man called back. “That’s only like, a percent of damage.”

Riley rolled his eyes. He sent the next helping of essence to the smoke creator. As he did, he saw the purple-tinged green acid that Green Melter was firing up on the monster’s arm, since she’d missed a couple of hits on the world boss’s head, due to all the smoke in the sky. At least the arms were an easy stationary target.

After empowering the blue-haired man, the new smoke he created, had a darker glint to it. He wasn’t sure if it helped blind the monster more, or what. So far, the monster hadn’t thrown another attack at them.

Riley was looking into the sky at the monster. His eyes widened as he saw a blue portal slowly open up near to where the monster’s head was swaying side to side.

“Is it getting reinforcements?” he asked.

Several seconds later, he saw a sharp-looking chunk of concrete jut out from the portal. It jabbed into the smoke, and seemed to slow down its movement as it found its target in the monster’s neck.

A loud crunching noise filled the area as even from their vantage, they could see the left arm rising up, the hand leaving the building it was attached to in the other street.

Saros brought its hand up, its blackish and purple palm met the blue portal that had been created. There was a sudden flash of blue light, as the portal dissipated upon contact with the interdimensional creature. Then, Saros’s fingers closed against the large chunk of stone impaling its neck. It pulled it out, and a sparking purple ichor fell from the clouds. It landed and poured down the side of one of the buildings that separated the two streets. The blood of the monster dissolved and destroyed anything it came into contact with, before the purple liquid was used up and disappeared.

“Don’t let the blood touch you!” Red called out to anyone that could hear her, having seen what the purple blood had done.

That massive hand took the chunk of concrete, even as red pellets, green acid, blue smoke, and the occasional red bolt from the other street, all attacked its face.

Saros threw the spike of concrete, much like a javelin. It didn’t appear as though the monster could see all that well, but it was likely that it had a rough idea of where people were in the streets. The monster’s attention was still on the street that held Red, Green, Riley, and several others. The concrete spike came crashing down a little ways back from Riley. He heard several shouts come from the area of the impact, but dust was being kicked around.

Moments later, several yellow discs came from the street Riley had left. The discs flew through the air and cut into the monster’s neck, causing smaller trickles of blood before the discs dissipated.

So far, the monster’s health didn’t look as though it had moved even five percent yet. Due to the distance and the size of its health bar, it was hard to get an accurate reading.

“We need more damage on this thing!” Green Melter shouted.

Riley managed to pull another helping of essence. He looked around the street. There were still various people around. They were mostly in disarray. He then spotted a guy waving to him with a red glowing hand. He was just behind the concrete spike that had been thrown into the street. “Over here!” he called out. “Help! Can you pull me out? I’m stuck!” The guy was waving to Riley, but it could’ve easily have been to anyone else. Visibility wasn’t the best with the dust that had kicked up.

Riley ran towards the guy who was laying on the ground. His hand glowed in a strange light. It was hard to tell what his power was, but at least it helped him see where the guy was. As he neared him, he noticed that he had a black slick-backed mohawk, light skin, a pair of black denim pants, and a red shirt.

“Can you power me up? I might be able to pull free with a little boost,” the guy said to him.

Riley saw the guy’s legs behind the concrete spike, there was rubble littering the area.

“I got you,” said Riley. “Can you take a couple percent of damage?” he asked, wanting to make sure that he wasn’t going to kill him by trying to help him. He figured he could top-off the person’s health at least, even if giving him the essence wouldn’t actually increase his strength or anything.

“Yeah, I can take a small hit,” he said. “I saw you empowering the others, but then I got hit by this damned rock.”

Riley threw his cord out and stuck it into the guy’s arm. He sent him the essence he’d gained, and in doing so, his own health took its normal ‘small hit,’ as he was essentially transferring over some of his own health, which was always topped off when he stole more from the monster.

Once the transfer was complete, Riley lost the purple-glow in his eyes, but the other guy had gained it. He walked over and started to kneel down to help pull him out. Now that he was closer, he turned his head to look to the guy’s trapped legs.

But the guy’s legs weren’t trapped at all. They were just behind the concrete spike, covered in just a few pebbles.

He turned his head to look to the guy on the ground. “You don’t look—”

His voice was cut off as the guy’s glowing red hand suddenly grew to a much larger size. It was much like a red neon wireframe of an actual hand, but it was twice as large as Riley. It shot out and opened up and grabbed him, causing his arms to go flat to his sides as his body was squeezed. His hands were flat to his pants, unable to twist or turn with the fingers squeezing him. His vision flashed red as he began to take damage from being crushed by the red energy hand.

“So stupid,” the guy said as he slowly rose off the ground, keeping his arm held out towards Riley, his hand clenched in a tight fist, which he kept squeezing. “Let’s see what you drop, when you go pop!” he said in a low voice. One of the fingers wrapped over Riley’s mouth, preventing him from doing anything more than a grunt and murmur, muffled by the pressure of the large red finger.

The sounds of the other players fighting, drowned out any sounds he could possibly make. His eyes were wide as he stared at this player. He...he was going to get killed, in the midst of this boss encounter! And not even by the boss, but by another player that wanted some easy loot! He twisted and turned in the player’s grip. He kept taking damage, but it was slow and in small amounts. His vision kept flashing red, but not intensely. It was then that he remembered the barbed protection charm he’d recently equipped. He’d put a few stacks on it already, from the players he’d empowered. Each time he took damage from this guy, he was actually getting tougher. But it wouldn’t matter. Everyone was distracted by the monster and he couldn’t call for help.

Riley attempted to twist his hands, but he couldn’t turn his palms away from his legs. Even if he could’ve fought the other player, his powers were utterly useless in a one vs one fight. His eyes narrowed, staring at the other player who was grinning from ear to ear. He’d survived a monster eating him. He’d gained powers after a month of work. For what? To be taken out by this greedy bastard?

His mind raced, trying to think of anything he might have in his inventory, that he could summon and use to get out of this situation. But with his hands bound, he couldn’t make suitable gestures to access his inventory. He was trapped. He had no special items to save him. This was going to be it for him. His eyes flashed again, he was dipping below forty percent health. Each new hit of damage was causing less, but it wouldn’t matter. He was running out of time and if the boss decided to—

A sudden flash of red streaked across Riley’s vision.

The sound of a shotgun cut into his ears.

The guy’s body flung to the side—just behind the pillar of concrete. The grip on Riley’s body dissipated as the red glowing hand opened and moved along with his assailant’s body.

Riley fell about a foot to the ground and just barely managed to stay standing.

A series of quick footfalls sounded to his left. He turned his head and saw a woman in a red jacket. She ran past him.

“Red?” he asked, his eyes wide. He stood in partial paralysis from the turn of events.

Red Shotgun dashed behind the large concrete pillar. All Riley could see from his angle was the guy’s feet. Then, he saw a series of bright red flashes.

BANG, BANG!

BANG, BANG!

BANG, BANG!

“I’m sorry!” he heard the guy called out.

“You’re about to be!” Red yelled.

BANG, BANG!

BANG!

The flashes stopped. The guy’s legs dissolved into thousands of colorful particles.

All Riley could do was stand there, watching.

Red Shotgun stepped out from the concealment of the pillar, holding something in her hand. She shoved the object to Riley’s chest.

“This is yours. Let’s get back to the fight, we’re going to lose this if we don’t get some real help,” she said in a stern voice.

Riley lifted his hands to his chest and caught the item she’d pushed to it. Red passed by him and then ran back towards where she’d been before, and the shotgun bursts started back up again. He hadn’t even noticed their absence when Red came over to save him. He’d been so caught-up with his imminent demise.

Riley looked over to the concrete pillar, where the guy had been laying only seconds earlier. Now he was gone. Riley looked down to the item Red had given him. It looked to be some kind of necklace. The guy that had attacked him must’ve dropped it, and so Red had given it to him?

The information for the item was already visible, but there were a lot of words to read. He could read it when he was safe. Red was right, he didn’t have time. Every second counted, and he’d wasted too much already.

With a quick gesture, he sent the item into his inventory. He turned around and saw something orange ascending one of the nearby structures. The person had a mass of pointy orange-glowing tentacles coming from the center of their back. They were using them to ascend the wall to get to the top of it.

Riley figured that the orange tentacle person should be his next buff target, so he ran back towards the others, watching as the orange-haired person reached the roof and then rushed towards a nearby rooftop to get close to the large dark hand. Upon reaching it, the tentacle wielder sent numerous tendrils out to stab repeatedly at the hand. The hand didn’t move, but the thing’s blood started to seep down into the building. Apparently, they couldn’t do much of anything to the monster without its blood affecting the nearby area in some way.

Riley sent his cord out to the arm of Saros and pulled another helping of essence.

“Orange guy! Buff incoming!” he called as loud as he could, but wasn’t sure if the orange-haired person would notice. He sure hoped the mid-length orange-haired person was a guy. He couldn’t entirely tell, as the clothes didn’t give him away and he couldn’t see the person’s features all that well.

The tentacle wielder didn’t respond. Riley decided to go ahead with it anyway. He sent the left cord up, which caught the guy’s arm. The last thing Riley wanted was for someone to think that he was trying to PK them. Hopefully the minimal damage was a good indicator that he wasn’t trying to kill them.

The guy stopped mid-attack and looked down into the street, right at Riley.

Riley stood there, his arm still out with the cord going taut. “It’s a buff! I’m empowering you!” he called again, hoping that he had the person’s attention.

“Alright!” the guy called back. It sounded a lot more like a guy’s voice, than a woman’s. But Riley still wasn’t one-hundred percent convinced.

He sent the Saros essence up to the other player and empowered him, as he had the others. Once empowered, the guy’s tentacles took on a dark purple aura. Without hesitation, he started attacking the monster again.

With his cord returned to him, Riley looked around. He didn’t see anyone else trying to fight or help. There weren’t any good targets to empower. “Red! I’m going back to the other street! The buff doesn’t last forever, I’ll be back in a bit!”

“Don’t get killed! I’m not saving your ass again!” Red called back as she kept firing up at the world-boss, without even looking at him.

Riley smiled, then turned and ran.

Chapter 16: Combos

 

As Riley darted into the mid-street, he saw that the monster’s left hand had re-taken its position on one of the roofs of the nearby structures, but not the same one. It took him a bit longer to get to the other side, since his stamina was lower than it had been when he first ran over. As he neared the opening to the street, he could see lines of white energy streaking up and hitting the wrist and arm of Saros. It was the telltale sign of the item he’d given Seth.

When he reached the other side, he looked to the right and saw Seth crouched behind a toppled stall. He wasn’t far, and when Riley started running over to him, Seth turned his head. “How’s the other side looking?” he asked.

Riley shook his head. “Not the best,” he answered as he took cover behind the stall, and surveyed the area while talking. “Red Shotgun is over there, with someone named Green Melter. Two high damagers, as far as I can tell. There’s a guy creating that smoke up there,” he said, pointing to the cloud that still debilitated the monster. “There’s a guy with orange tentacles coming out of his back. Not sure if he’s tier one or two, but there didn’t seem to be anyone else over there. Besides the guy who tried to kill me.”

“Kill you?” Seth yelled. “Someone tried to PK you during the fight? Holy hell.”

“Yeah, Red Shotgun saved my ass,” Riley said, sighing.

“I didn’t even think to send someone over there with you,” said Seth. “Sorry man. But yeah, you probably shouldn’t travel alone in a warzone like this. Tons of people try to take advantage.”

Riley nodded. “I noticed.” Riley had never seen firsthand the sorts of lows people would stoop to, to take advantage of a bad situation. Saros attacking the city, was bad for anyone who operated in Gargantuan.

“Look out! It’s doing the jaw thing again!” came an unfamiliar voice, a short distance up in the street.

Riley looked out from the cover of the fallen stall and saw the guy responsible for the sharp yellow disks. The guy had streaks of yellow in his red hair, and wore a pair of gold-trimmed shoes with a black jacket and gray pants. He was pointing into the sky, at Saros.

Riley followed his gesture and saw the immense jaw of the monster lowering out of the smoke. If the previous attack from the monster had been any indication, then they were about to be hit with that wave of purple energy, but which street would be hit? The monster was still in the middle.

Once the monster’s jaw had lowered enough to point down to the street, a gust picked up. It sounded like a turbine, and the effect was almost instantaneous. The smoke the player in the other street had created, was getting sucked into the world boss’s mouth and was diminishing far faster than the player could create it.

Saros pulled in all the smoke until there was nothing but a tiny stream of it coming from the other street. Its head reared back, higher into the sky. Then, it plummeted back down and without warning, a gray smoke spewed out of its maw. The smoke harbored what looked to be purple electrical streaks running throughout it. The attack billowed out into the right street. Riley didn’t have any good vantage to see into the other street, but there was a lot of the gray and purple smoke being spewed into it.

“That other side doesn’t have a healer!” said Riley, over the sound of the monster’s attack. “Can Brenda help them out? They’re gonna be hurt!”

“Brenda!” Seth called out, his head turning to the right, where Riley followed and noticed Brenda had taken a position on the far side of the street, in a doorway. She was still launching red bolts at the monster.

“What?” she yelled back.

“Other street needs healing! Can you get over there?” Seth called.

“Sure! I guess!” Brenda replied.

Riley’s eyes widened. “Get down! Take cover!” he shouted as the monster’s head moved towards the street they were in, casting that gray smoke over the middle structures and then their part of the street. Everyone in the center of the street was scrambling to get behind something, as the heavy gust of smoke washed over the street.

Riley ducked behind the stall as best he could, with Seth beside him. The stall offered some protection, but the purple-energized smoke still caught them to some extent. Riley’s eyes vision flashed red as he realized he was taking damage. Everytime he saw a streak of purple, his vision flashed again. He was losing five percent of his health at a time.

“You holding up?” Riley asked, turning his head to Seth.

“Yeah, hopefully it ends soon though!” he said.

The smoke ran through the street and finally broke against the structures at the far end of it.

The smoke cleared and Riley lifted his head to see. The monster’s jaw was slowly lowering back into place. The stream of smoke from the other street had ended. Riley figured that maybe the player was regaining his strength. The people on the other side should still have his empowerment buff for several more minutes. He then stood up and threw his cord to the nearby hand. He needed to buff everyone in the street up, as fast as possible.

“Brenda, get to the other street! Riley will hold things down over here!” Seth shouted.

“I’m going!” Brenda called back, as her footfalls sounded across the street as she headed to the other side.

“Wait!” Riley called to Brenda. “Let me buff you first!” he said as he didn’t waste any time in sending the cord out. Brenda lingered in the street for just long enough, before the spike detached.

“Thanks!” she called back and then darted off.

Riley’s next target for empowerment, was Seth. He stole more essence from Saros and then sent his other cord to Seth, and began the process.

“Why are you empowering me?” Seth complained. “I’m barely causing any damage!”

“Can’t have you going and dying again, not with that item I gave you!” he said with a smirk, as the transfer completed. “And every little bit helps!”

Yellow discs cut into Saros’s arm. More green jets fired up from the other street, along with a renewed hail of red blasts.

Riley saw Todd, near someone he didn’t recognize. “Todd! Who’s that with you?” he called over, only able to see the back of the person. He needed to know their powers, so he could determine his next target. As he waited for a response, he went and stole more essence from the monster.

Todd turned his head. “This is portal guy,” he said, gesturing to the guy beside him, who had blue hair on one side and red hair on the other. His clothes were equally as split. He wore a red shirt, with a pair of blue pants.

“The name’s Parviz, actually,” Parviz made a point in correcting, as he looked over to Riley. “You’re the one with the cords?” he asked in return.

“That’s me!” Riley said. “Incoming buff!” he said as he threw his spike over and stuck the guy’s arm.

Parviz looked down and watched as the dark purple essence rushed into him. His eyes took on the dark purple tone and he looked down at his hands as the spear-tip detached. “I don’t feel any different,” said Parviz.

“You’ll resist Saros’s attacks a bit better, and sometimes your powers are improved,” he said. “Todd, your next,” Riley threw the cord again, where the enormous arm and hand continued to rest on the rooftop.

“Set me up, portal guy!” Todd instructed, as he stood in protection from direct line of sight from the monster, as he was on the left side of the street. Saros’s head eased around, but it seemed more concerned with the other side of the plaza, than their own.

“It’s Parviz!” he corrected the stout man, yet again.

“Parviz, portal!” Todd reiterated.

Parviz groaned and began to move his arms around.

Riley looked over to watch a red portal open up about ten feet into the air. It was the same size as the blue one he’d seen earlier.

The moment he siphoned another portion of Saros’s essence, he tossed his left cord to hook Todd’s arm. The cord filled with the essence, transferring it to the earth-mover. Todd’s health was restored to full as the liquid ran into his arm. His eyes went dark and without hesitation, he swung his arms up.

Another concrete-based spike rushed from the street and into the portal. The stone itself took on an almost dark aura as he moved it.

Riley turned to look at the interdimensional monster, but his gaze was drawn to the new blue portal just above the monster’s arm. He watched as the concrete lance drove out of the blue portal and down into the monster’s hand. He heard the soft squishing sound of it entering the creature’s flesh, and the grating of stone as it drove into the structure’s roof below.

“C’mon, c'mon!” Todd goaded Parviz.

“Working on it!” Parviz responded. He moved his arms and the two portals vanished. A new red one appeared nearby. The original concrete lance had become a pillar-like outcropping, jutting from the ground.

“Go go!” Parviz said.

Riley glanced around to see where the ‘out-portal’ had appeared. He looked up to the monster, as its head swung to the side, as if it was looking over to its impaled hand. It was then that Riley noticed he could see a blue glow from above one of the buildings in the opposite street. The hand itself wasn’t visible, but he could see Saros’s arm going down to one of the roofs. Seconds later, another concrete lance descended from the new portal and drove into the monster’s other hand, impaling it just as it had done to the one on their side.

“We got it!” Parvis called.

“Let’s go for the neck again!” said Todd.

“Right!” Parvis replied.

It looked as though Todd and Parviz had their combo worked out. Riley returned his focus on pulling essence from the monster, as Seth unleashed the energy of the clasp he’d given him.

Riley noticed the yellow-disc thrower was active as ever. He set his sights on him and threw the cable over. Upon impact, the guy turned his head. “Thanks!” he said, before continuing his assault on the interdimensional creature. Riley figured that he’d picked up on what he was doing by now, so he didn’t need to warn him ahead of time, which he was forgetting to do at this point.

Once the disc-thrower was empowered, he looked around. “Where’s Erica?” he asked.

Seth paused his firing and pointed back behind them in the street. “She’s setting something up with the other woman back there.”

Riley turned around and had to look a bit, before he noticed numerous vines coming up out of the concrete. The vines formed a sort of ‘catapult’ mechanism, which Erica stood nearby. She was with another woman, with long black hair and silver highlights. She had on a black pair of pants and a silver zip-up jacket. The woman’s arms were a few feet apart and she seemed to be creating some sort of glass-like orb with silver lightning within it.

Riley put his hands around his mouth in a circle, to increase the chance they would hear him. “Buffs incoming!” he said, then shot his cord up to steal more essence. He noticed Erica throw a thumbs-up to him. She then turned and it looked as though she was speaking to the orb creator.

When he was ready, he threw his cord over to them and snagged Erica first. After transferring the power, he went and shot that cord back up to take more from the monster, whose hands were still impaled on the rooftops. Its eyes seemed to be scanning the area.

With another helping of essence, he threw the spike to the woman with the orb. The spike caught in her shoulder, but it didn’t stop her from holding onto the orb she held. Once she was empowered, the orb took on a dark purple aura. The spear-tip detached and she placed the orb in the divot at the end of the vine-catapult. He saw her lips move, and a second later, Erica swung her arm as if she was throwing something. The vines reacted and launched the orb into the air.

The world boss’s mouth was opening again. It drew lower and lower, as it looked into the other street. It didn’t seem to be aware of the several-foot wide orb soaring towards it.

Instead of smashing into its face, as the two women had surely intended, it went into the monster’s gaping maw. Upon impact, the orb exploded in a bright flash of silver lightning, shooting out in all directions. The monster’s head reeled back and swung from side to side.

“Wooo!”

“Yeah!”

Riley could hear the cheering from behind him, as the two had managed what had to be a critical-hit on the monster. He looked at the creature’s health, and saw that it was now somewhere around ninety percent. The battle had been dragging on, sapping everyone’s stamina, but they still had a long ways to go.

It wasn’t long before the monster recovered from the orb attack. The orb-creator needed more time to create another large ball of stormy energy.

The serpentine neck and head rose up into the sky, gaining even more height on the area, and visibility on all the street’s inhabitants. Its jaw lowered once more and a purple light emanated from its throat. Seconds passed slowly as Riley watched behind cover. Then, similar to the monster’s first attack, a torrent of purple streaks of energy rained down on the entire plaza. The beams seemed random, but there were too many to keep any track of. Both streets were peppered with powerful energy blasts, creating small flashes of dark exploding energy upon impact.

The stall that had fallen over, that Riley and Seth were using as a barricade, took numerous hits and even cracked in half, separating it down the center. Riley scrunched up as best he could, to avoid the impacts happening all around him. His eyes flashed with that subtle red hue, as he took bits of damage from the nearby explosions.

The attack lasted for an entire minute. Then, silence fell around the plaza.

Chapter 17: Lightning

 

Dust had kicked up from all the explosions. Visibility had been hindered, but it wasn’t hard to make out the dark shadowy mass of the monster still in the sky. Riley coughed into his arm, trying not to breathe in all the dust, which could potentially give him a debuff to his stamina if he wasn’t careful.

“You good?” Seth asked from beside him.

“Yeah, you?” Riley asked.

“Make sure everyone’s health is up, we gotta keep up the pressure,” said Seth. “We can’t abandon this fight, else all the progress we’ve made will be lost if that thing manages to heal.” Seth leaned up and took aim, firing a beam of white energy from his palm. The beam cut through the smoke, vaporizing some of it as he renewed his assault.

Riley looked around and then heard another voice. “Riley! They need you back on the other side!” he recognized it as Brenda’s. He looked to her, making out her faint silhouette in the entrance to the mid-street. He stood and ran over to her. Her appearance became more apparent as he got closer.

“Can you heal everyone over here?” he asked.

“Yeah, I got this side, but everyone’s buffs have worn out over there. I healed the people I could see, but you've got to keep up those buffs, else we’re not going to survive these attacks,” she said. “We don’t have any damage mitigation, other than your buffs.”

“Right, I’m on it,” he said as he turned and rushed down the center street. He coughed again into his arm. His footfalls felt slower than usual. The more the battle went on, the lower their maximum stamina would be. A character’s stamina limit could only be renewed after eating and drinking, and he didn’t have anything on him. They hadn’t gotten around to grabbing food, before Saros appeared. Right now, his max stamina was at about seventy percent. So every time it filled-up from inactivity, he was still thirty percent lower than his maximum stamina output.

As he ran through the two streets, he heard the shotgun blasts renew. But as he paid attention to their frequency, he realized that there was more time between the attacks, than there had been originally. Red’s stamina was being affected just like everyone else’s.

When Riley reached the other side, a shadow rushed overhead. Some of the dust had settled, but not much. He looked into the sky and saw the enormous head of the monster. Its mouth opened, and those sizeable teeth clamped down on the concrete lance impaling its hand. Its head eased back and pulled the spike from its hand, which sent purple blood dripping down into the street. The monster’s health took a minor hit when it pulled the concrete out, but now its hand was free again. Those teeth parted further and the concrete section plummeted to the street below, just barely missing the blue-smoke-creator.

“Brenton! Do something about this dust!” Red Shotgun shouted.

“Working!” the smoke guy said. Apparently his name was Brenton. His arms waved around, but all Riley could see was his outline as he moved. He whipped-up new mist, which turned into a localized tornado. It sucked in all the nearby dust, increasing visibility dramatically. Then, he thrust the smokey tornado up into the monster’s face, right into its eyes. Saros waved its head around, trying to get away from it, but it was having difficulty with its slow movements.

“Help the other side!” Red said. “They’re going to need their dust cleared too!”

“On it!” Brenton said, releasing his hold of the smoke, letting it expand around Saros’s head, as he turned and dashed towards Riley. He gave him a brief nod, before running by.

Riley took a quick account of the players nearby. He quickly set himself to work. He’d steal some essence from the nearby hand, and then give it to a nearby player. He started with Red.

“Thanks kid!” she said to him.

Next, was Green Melter. “Appreciate it!” she’d respond.

He then got to the orange tentacle user, who was still on the rooftop. But he didn’t seem to respond after being buffed.

Riley pulled his spike back to himself, retaining a single helping of essence. He looked around to see if anyone else had joined the fight, but his attention was seized as he watched a series of orange lotuses fly through the air up at the monster. One was purple. It exploded in a purple mist against the creature’s face. A minimal purple aura appeared around the monster. Then, all the orange ones exploded against the serpentine head, which couldn’t have even seen the attack coming, since it was still in the smoke Brenton had created.

Riley turned to look behind him, but before he could even see her, he heard, “you just going to stand there, or are you going to buff me?” asked Laura, standing there with her hands on her hips.

Riley stared with wide eyes, half-expecting Carla to be standing there, after seeing the lotuses in the sky.

“What’re you doing here?” he asked.

“Stupid question to bother with right now,” Laura chided. “Buff me! I want to see if all my copies will get it if I start with it.”

“Right!” said Riley as he threw his cord out, then took a quick glance over his shoulder to see if the monster was preparing for a new attack, but it was still dealing with the smoke and even more lotuses. Green acid sprays, red bullets, yellow discs, everyone’s attacks joined in again. The monster took a heavy pummeling before another orb was launched from the other street. It rolled through the sky and smashed into the monster’s face.

“People are broadcasting the fight,” said Laura. “We came over as quick as we could. We were about to go hunting. Looked like you all needed some backup.”

Riley turned back to Laura, as his spear-tip detached from her and returned to him. Then, she began to create copies of herself. One by one, a copy would pull away from her and materialize a weapon in its hands. Each one bore the purple eyes of the buff he’d been sending out.

“How’re you going to reach the monster?” Riley asked. “I think we’re going to need more than just you three, to turn this fight in our favor.”

The original Laura smirked. Then, the twenty Laura’s that were behind her, smirked as well. “Oh, we’re not your only reinforcements. But, I’ll need you to tell me where the portal guy is.”

Riley’s eyes were still raised, as he was still surprised by the arrival of Laura and her two companions. “He’s um...” Riley lifted his hand and pointed out towards the other street. “That way, other side of the plaza. He’s near all the stone outcroppings.”

All the laura’s behind the original, turned and ran towards the mid-street.

“Where’s Chase?” he asked, as Laura stood before him, holding her new pistol in her hand.

“Helping the catapult, then coming over here to boost Red Shotgun,” she said. “Don’t you have people to buff?” she asked. Her gaze then lifted to the sky. “Crap, what’s it doing now?”

Riley turned back around, watching as Saros’s head had pushed through a portion of the smoke. Its eyes peered around the streets again. Its right hand lifted from the nearby rooftop in their portion of the plaza.

The tentacle-user kept attacking it until it got out of range. Then, he backed up and kept an eye on it as it rose into the sky.

Then, it descended.

Riley’s heart sunk in his chest. The hand plummeted towards them, faster than it had moved before. Much faster.

It would hit them in a matter of seconds. He took several steps back, then looked around quickly, then back to the hand. There was no time.

It rushed past the rooftops.

Riley pulled his arms up, hoping to mitigate some of the damage from what he knew might kill him outright.

With half-lidded eyes, he saw a streak of bright lightning coming at an angle from the sky behind them. The lightning cracked the ground between him, Laura, Red, Green, and other NPCs that were still in the nearby buildings or cowering behind barricades.

CRASH!

A gust of wind rushed past him, almost knocking him down.

Where once there was only the darkness and shadow of the descending hand, there was now a large blue light. It was a wireframe of energy, much like the one of the fist that had crushed him earlier, but this one was in the form of a shield. A shield the size of the world boss’s hand.

Then, Riley saw him. A white cape, and a suit of metallic blue armor. He had long black hair and dark skin. His hair wisped in the intense gush of air that had been created when the hand slammed into the enormous shield, looming just above all of their heads about two stories up.

“Paladin?” Riley whispered. All he could do was smile, as yet again, he found himself saved in an otherwise dire situation.

A hand smacked his back. He turned and saw Laura stepping up beside him. “I think Paladin’s going to need a buff,” she prompted.

“Right,” Riley swallowed and nodded. He shook the surprise from his mind and went back to work. He launched his cord up into one of the dark fingers above their heads and stole more of the monster’s essence.

Paladin’s right hand moved, and with a gesture, a blue wireframe sword appeared, matching the same style of the shield with the electrical blue energy. Paladin gripped his right hand into a fist, and began to swing his arm, as if he was holding it. The sword was easily as tall as Paladin was, but not nearly as large as the shield. The almost ethereal-looking sword slashed and cut into the monster’s hand, causing more of its blood to spurt out to the street below. Red and Green had to focus on parts of the hand that weren’t blocked by the shield, and they joined in on the fight.

“Paladin, buff incoming!” Riley called as he threw his cord to him.

The spear-tip clanged and fell uselessly to the ground, only to be drawn back to Riley.

“Target my left hand, kid!” Paladin called back.

Riley felt a tinge of embarrassment. He wasn’t even thinking. He was just so caught up in everything going on, and that Paladin of all players, was actually there with them.

“Sorry!” Riley yelled.

Laura laughed from beside him. “Noob,” she said, shaking her head.

Riley ran to the left a ways, to get a better angle on Paladin. He launched his spike again, and managed to catch his bare left hand, right in the back. Paladin had lifted that arm, as if he was holding an actual shield, but wasn’t moving it.

The monster’s essence flowed into Paladin, empowering him as it had the others. When Riley’s spear-tip detached, he heard a heavy “Thanks!” come from Paladin, who was still attacking with the materialized sword.

The monster’s hand pulled back from the shield. Its blood leaked around the street, as it retook a hold of the roof it had been on earlier. “Bout time!” the orange tentacle wielder shouted, as he began stabbing into the hand again with his tendrils.

The giant shield shrunk to the same size as the roughly six-foot sword. Paladin pulled both weapons down in front of him and looked up to the monster’s head, which was surrounded by blue mist coming up from the other street.

“I need to get up on that roof in the center,” said Paladin.

“Can’t you just zap over there, like you just did?” asked Red Shotgun, who stood nearby.

“I used the cooldown on that item,” said Paladin. “I’m not good at climbing.”

“There’s a portal guy in the other street,” Laura called out to him. “But you’re gonna need to wait your turn big guy.”

Paladin turned his head and looked to Laura, but a series of blue lights appeared in the sky and drew his attention back up to the monster.

Twenty small blue portals materialized all around the boss. Then, twenty copies of Laura dropped down from all of them at once. Their purple hoodies fluttered above them as they dropped ten feet or so to land on the monster’s hands, arms, and even its neck and head. Without hesitation, they began to attack using a plethora of weapons, hacking and slashing away at the boss.

Laura held her new revolver and closed her left eye. She lifted her free hand, displaying a twenty-sided die for a moment, before crushing it in her fist. She spun the chamber and pulled the trigger.

A single red bullet streaked up at the monster, catching it in its right eye, causing it to close as its mouth opened in a terrible roar.

“I pissed it off!” Laura said as she covered her ears, along with everyone else.

Riley held his hands tight to his ears as the monster’s head swung from side to side, roaring as it did. The sound disoriented some of Laura’s copies, but they all kept their footing and continued their attack.

The boss’s roar ended, and Riley noticed Paladin running for the mid-street.

A bit of movement pulled Riley’s attention further up the street.

Three individuals ran towards him. The one in the middle had tanned skin, short frosty blue hair, blue pants, and a white blouse. She was ahead of the other two, and as she got closer, she brought her hands up and clasped the base of her palms together and aimed up to the nearby hand.

A stream of snow shot from her palms. But it wasn’t just snow, it was sleet and hail, mixed with a freezing element. It was like a concentrated and directed stream of a snowstorm.

She froze part of the roof of the house, but also froze the side of the hand she could see. In doing so, she was anchoring it to where it was. It was also likely that her powers caused freezing damage per second to the boss.

The guy to her right wore a pair of green cargo pants and a tight gray shirt. He had pale skin and red hair. He veered off, following Paladin into the mid-street.

The guy to her left took up a position nearby and held his hands out to the ground. He had narrow eyes, short black hair and wore a gray suit. His hands took on a gray energized glow, and then a stream of particles raced from his fingertips, as if he was spraying the ground with them.

Riley wasn’t sure what he was doing, but decided to use the opportunity to steal more essence from Saros. “Pale red-haired guy! Buff incoming!” He called, before the guy got too far out of range.

The guy turned and noticeably nodded back to him.

Riley sent the cord over and buffed him up, but didn’t know what sort of abilities he had. These new arrivals didn’t have a PKer vibe from them, not that he had any qualifications to tell, as he was so easily tricked before. But at least this time, Paladin was in the area, along with Laura and her friends. There were more eyes on the battle and the surrounding area, making it harder for a single PKer to take advantage. He just hoped a PKer group didn’t come around, like those three cloak-wearers. That was the last thing they needed.

Once the pale guy was empowered, he focused on stealing more essence. Next up, he powered up the snow-shooter.

“Thanks!” she called back, seeming to have no issue with him sending the spike her way. It was likely that all the new arrivals had seen part of the battle on the news. The fight had been going on for a while already, and there was undoubtedly players in the nearby vicinity, pushing their live-feeds to various news organizations for profit. He wished he’d taken the initiative to set that up, but he hadn’t had powers for long, so it hadn’t been a concern. If he made it through this fight, he’d have to see what he could manage.

After empowering the snow-woman, he took more essence and looked to the guy wearing a gray suit. By the time he looked back to him, he noticed a gray wireframe statue standing about ten feet high in the street. It had a pyramid top to it. The guy’s hands lowered away from it and then he turned and started doing the same thing to the other side of the street, working on creating another pylon, it seemed.

Riley was about to ask what the hell the statue did, but before he could utter a word, the tip of the pylon began to glow and pulse. Several seconds later, a gray and white beam shot out in the direction of the monster. It was some sort of turret, or trap? That could shoot on its own?

Riley moved his arm to throw the spike out, but the guy seemed to notice. “Don’t tear the suit!” he said as he lifted his left hand out, which slowed the building process of the particles collecting on the ground. “Hit my palm!”

“Alright! Sorry!” Riley said, not thinking that someone would be that concerned about their clothing, when clothing was usually very cheap to mend in all sorts of places around town.

He threw the cord to catch on the guy’s palm, and transferred him the helping of monster essence. Upon doing so, the suited guy’s pylon and particles, took on a dark purple aura.

Riley looked around to see if he had missed anyone, as he then threw his cord back to take more essence from the world boss.

“Get to the other side,” said Laura from nearby. “I’ll stick with you, so no one tries PKing you again.”

Riley looked to her, his eyebrows raised. “You saw that?” he asked.

Laura smirked. “Yeah, there’s a few live feeds going, and the news anchor thought you were a goner until Red saved you.”

Riley sighed. “Glad I disappointed them.” He then turned and ran to the mid-street.

“Yeah, it was kinda sad,” said Laura, following after him. She’d only taken that first shot. She probably wanted to get the most out of her gun, which meant that she could only fire it when it was fully loaded. “Thought you were gonna bite it and lose those helpful powers.”

“Glad I could disappoint you too!” Riley called, without turning his head back to her, as he headed into the side street. Paladin was already on the other street, but the red-haired pale guy was kneeling in the center, between both streets.

“Are you ok?” Riley asked, nearing him.

“I’m fine, don’t worry about me,” said the guy kneeling.

“Alright,” Riley said, running past him, but glancing back to him, still a bit worried as to what he was actually doing.

Riley reached the end of the mid-street and looked around from the somewhat safe location, to size up the current situation on that side of the plaza. Everyone was pretty close to where they were before.

He took in a slow breath. Well, back to buffing everyone up again. He had a really exhausting power.

Chapter 18: Reinforcements

 

Paladin was deployed via portal, to one of the two-story structures in the center of the plaza. With rapid strikes from an enlarged energy sword, he managed to taunt the monster and draw its attention to him. Through the next hour of fighting, the boss launched numerous attacks upon the combatants. Each time it attacked with one of its hands, Paladin would block the blow with his shield.

Riley kept both sides buffed as long as he could and made the rounds back and forth, supporting everyone as best he could.

Riley also discovered what the pale red-haired guy’s power was, when the world-boss launched an area-of-effect attack, using the mist from his mouth.

Paladin used his shield to defend himself, but in the blink of an eye, a soft green aura expelled outward from the center of the mid-street and encompassed everyone in the plaza. The green field wrapped everyone in a tingling green glow that mitigated damage and healed a small portion of everyone’s health.

Riley learned that the guy’s name was Shell, and he was actually a paragon, like Snow, the wintry caster, and Constructor, the guy in the gray suit who was building auto-firing pylons. Shell only had the stamina capacity to create the protective ‘shell’ for about a minute, before he needed to regain his stamina. Luckily, there was usually a decent amount of time between attacks, which let Shell regain his strength.

Riley crossed back and forth and ended up back on Seth’s side, with Laura nearby, watching over him as his protective guardian.

Riley crouched behind a makeshift slab of concrete that Todd had pulled up for them to hide behind. Seth was on the right side, with Riley in the middle and Laura on the left.

“We’re closing in on it,” said Riley. “Looks like it’s at twenty, twenty-five percent?”

“I just wish I had my old powers!” Seth groaned. He then glanced over to Riley. “Not that I’m not grateful for this sweet clasp-weapon you lent me, but I think I’m a bit underpowered for this fight.”

“You’re probably equal to one of my clones, if that makes you feel any better,” said Laura, who had apparently learned about Seth’s situation at some point.

“I think I feel worse now,” Seth teased.

“Well, you better keep firing, else you might not qualify for any loot!” said Laura.

Seth groaned again and brought his arm up, to fire at the boss’s nearby arm, up above the rooftops.

“This fight’s taken forever,” said Laura.

Riley threw his cord out, and targeted nearby players, one by one. He no longer had to warn people, since everyone knew what he was doing. Not to mention that any new arrivals, had probably seen his powers in action on the news. There were still other players filing in from time to time, lending their powers to help fight Saros. One of the more recent players to join them, had told him that Saros was implemented in the last game update, but they didn’t know what had triggered him. It could’ve been a time-delay, or simply a percent chance per day. Or, there could’ve been some requirement that must’ve been met. It was hard to say, since the developers were so cryptic about how some of the content worked.

“I’ve already lost seven of my clones,” Laura murmured as she took aim with her revolver. She had another die in her hand, which she promptly crushed. She then spun the chamber and then took a shot with a loud bang.

“Hope Shell has that shield ready, looks like Saros is preparing another attack,” said Riley, as he watched the monster’s head lift back up into the sky.

“He should be ready,” said Laura. “But we would be smart to mitigate as much damage as we can, regardless.”

The entire while, numerous attacks were being thrown at the large world-boss. Energy bolts, discs, orbs, snow, javelins, acid, and regular cutting weapons like the ones Laura’s clones wielded.

Saros’s head came back down, its mouth opening as it lowered. There was no smoke or mist. There was no gathering of energy or bolts of purple light. Instead, an object was expelled from its enormous mouth.

The dark expelled mass fell to the roof of the same building Paladin was occupying. His energy weapons shrunk to a more manageable level of about six feet high, as he looked over to the object that had fallen to the other side of the roof.

The object remained still for several seconds, before the dark purple shadows fell away from it. The object moved, and stood up. With the dark purple shadows no-longer encasing it, its bleached chitinous exoskeleton could be seen. Its black eyes opened to peer out at Paladin. Its segmented legs and arms extended as it rose to its full height of about six feet.

Paladin smirked. “The White Weevil reveals itself,” he murmured to himself. He pulled his arm back. “You won’t last long enough to sway this fight!” he called out as he swung his blue energy sword at the awaiting skeletal-like monster.

The sword slashed at the monster—aptly named ‘White Weevil,’ by members of the Sigil Online community.

A white chitinous hand swept up in the blink of an eye, and caught the oncoming blade.

Paladin’s eyes widened, as the momentum of his attack and the blade itself, had been blocked by the rare monster’s hand. He hadn’t expected such speed or power behind a monster that had been able to control other creatures to terrifying effect. This rare spawn was going to be formidable after all.

Paladin rushed in with his shield brought close to his body. He slammed the shield into the White Weevil’s body, only to have it blocked by the monster’s other hand. Its hands then pulled side to side, drawing both armaments out, as it lifted a leg and promptly kicked Paladin square in the chest.

Paladin’s chest-armor dented in the center, as he was propelled back along the roof, smashing into the stone railing at the far end. His head hung off the roof, but he quickly pulled himself up.

Using his left hand, he gestured to bring up his inventory. With a single tap, he materialized an item in his hand. He brought it to his lips and drank it down. His hand obscured any visibility to what the liquid actually looked like. He then dropped the vial, for it to shatter against the roof. He pulled his weapons in closer, shrinking their size even further until he could grasp them directly with his hands.

“I won’t lose to some rare spawn filth!” Paladin proclaimed as he charged at the monster again.

From below in the street, Riley stared with wide eyes, up to the rooftop. He could see just the upper portions of their bodies, due to how far back he was in the street.

“Crap,” Seth muttered. “That thing’s here?”

“What the hell is that thing doing in a fight like this?” Laura asked. “This isn’t some dungeon fight! This fight was bad enough!”

“What are we going to do?” Riley asked, unable to tear his eyes away from the fight.

Paladin continued to attack the White Weevil with quick sword swipes. It seemed as though the smaller his energy blade was, the more wieldy it became. The White Weevil dodged and struck out with its legs and fists, only for Paladin to block the attacks with his shield and then follow up with a counterattack from his sword.

From what Riley could see, now that he’d focused the energy of his weapons into a smaller form, and drank whatever the vial had contained, he seemed evenly matched with the physical prowess of the White Weevil.

“I didn’t think the White Weevil was supposed to be that strong?” said Riley.

“No one ever fought it head to head,” said Laura. “The few times it’s been seen, it used the monster to drive players off. I guess everyone thought it was weak, since they didn’t actually fight it.”

“Looks like everyone was wrong,” said Seth. “but at least It’s not controlling Saros right now. Which means, Saros isn’t being empowered. If Paladin can hold out against the White Weevil, we can keep up our attacks and end this.”

Some of the attacks had slowed since the arrival of the White Weevil, but now that Paladin was engaged with the terrible creature, many combatants were renewing their attacks on Saros.

“What if it beats Paladin?” asked Riley. “If it gains any control on Saros, I don’t think we’re going to be able to withstand its attacks, even with Shell’s aura.”

“Paladin is without a doubt, the highest level here,” said Laura. “He’s also our best one-versus-one fighter.”

“Is there any way we can support him?” asked Riley.

Laura looked over to him, then looked down to Riley’s hands. “You can. Most of our damage dealers in this fight, would just get in the way, if you ask me. You can buff him and boost his attacks.”

“Could you grab the White Weevil’s powers, too?” asked Seth. “Maybe give Paladin a double-boost?”

“I’ve never tried stealing two monsters’ essences, and then boosting the same person. I can try!” said Riley.

“I’ll...uh. I’ll watch your back,” said Laura.

Riley looked over to her. “That didn’t sound too convincing.”

“Hey, that thing looks mean as hell. Just make sure you keep your distance when you steal its power,” said Laura.

Riley looked around the area and thought about the other players in the opposite street. He couldn’t think of anyone else with support powers that would be able to help Paladin. Brenda could heal him, but what if White Weevil noticed, and attempted to intercept the heal? Erica could use vines, but they were all the way up on the roof. Todd could move the earth, but only in usually large-segments. He then thought about Red Shotgun. In close-quarter, she was pretty lethal. But was she on par with Paladin?

“Do you think Red Shotgun would be able to help him?” asked Riley.

“She has a lot of brute strength, but not a lot of dexterity,” said Seth. “I think the White Weevil could overpower her.”

Riley sighed. “Damnit. Alright. Let’s do this,” he said and stood up.

“Right behind you,” said Laura.

“I need a portal to get to the roof behind Paladin!” Riley called to Parviz.

Parviz looked over to Riley, then up to the roof. He was still working with Todd to jab concrete lances into the monster. “Alright!” Parviz said, as his hands moved around, casting a red and blue portal. The red one between him and Riley, while the blue one appeared overtop the roof of the building to Paladin’s back.

“Thanks!” Riley said, as he stepped into the portal and then dropped right to the roof. He found his feet hitting the stone of the roof, and a weird sense of vertigo overwhelmed him for a moment. He shook his head and looked around to get his bearings. He took a few steps forward, managing not to fall over in the process. “That’s weird,” he said.

Laura dropped down behind him. “You afraid of heights?” she asked, seemingly unaffected.

Riley looked over to her and shook his head again. “No, no, I think I’m good.” He turned and saw Paladin fighting with the rare spawn. In the background, everyone was still throwing attacks at Saros. Since the White Weevil wasn’t controlling it, its jaw dropped and began pulling in energy for another rapid-fire attack on one of the streets. Its head turned and directed its attention to the street Seth was in. The energy in its mouth flashed and hundreds of purple beams fired into the street below, pelting it with micro-explosions.

But Shell had been on guard and aware of the situation. His shield cast out and mitigated the damage of the blasts and healed anyone taking damage. The healing wasn’t rapid, but would slowly bring everyone to full health.

From the adjacent rooftop, Riley watched Paladin solo the White Weevil. He waited and followed their movements. They kept changing positions as they clashed and swung at each other. Neither one of them seemed to be causing any significant damage. Most of the time, their attacks were being blocked or dodged entirely. To Riley, they were equally matched. Which meant, he needed to tip the balance in Paladin’s favor.

Riley was still holding a helping of Saros’s essence. He was going to head over to the other street before the White Weevil appeared on the scene. Now, he had a score to settle. He was going to do whatever it took to ensure Paladin won this fight.

Riley threw his left spike out. “Paladin, buff!” he called out, only after it had been sent on its way. He didn’t want to risk alerting the bug too soon, in case it was intelligent enough to intercept an incoming buff. Of course, since Paladin was entirely armored, it wasn’t going to be easy to land the hook.

Paladin jumped back and brought his right arm up. The spear-tip caught on the back of his right hand, and went taut. The essence began to flow and the White Weevil struck at Paladin while he was receiving the buff. Paladin blocked and thrust with his shield, keeping the White Weevil at bay. Seconds later, Paladin’s eyes took on the dark purple glow, as he was empowered with the world boss’s essence.

The spear-tip detached and flung back to Riley. Without hesitation, Paladin renewed his attacks on the White Weevil. Now that Paladin was empowered, his sword struck with a crackle of dark purple energy. The same for when he blocked with his shield.

“It’s working!” Riley said.

“You think you can steal the Weevil’s power?” asked Laura. “It’s moving around a lot. It seemed to notice that Paladin was distracted, too. I think it’s definitely more intelligent than most rare spawns.”

“The tip of the cord won’t hook a hard surface,” said Riley. “It struck off of Paladin’s armor earlier. I don’t see any soft spots on the White Weevil. There’s been monsters we’ve fought where the hook won’t take, like the tentacles on that Plantra the other day.”

“That’s true,” said Laura. “So what are you going to do?”

“I’m going to keep Paladin buffed-up until he can end the fight. He’s got the advantage now. Even if he can hold his own, the others can defeat Saros.”

“If Saros attacks with his hand again, Paladin won’t be able to block it. We don’t even know if Saros has a second phase,” said Laura.

Riley looked over to her. “It’s been using different attacks all throughout the fight. It might not have any more than a single phase, but it could change things up whenever.”

“So we’re just going to sit here?” asked Laura.

“Got a better idea?” he asked.

Laura shook her head. “Not really, just seems like a waste. Guess I’ll take some shots at the big-bad up in the sky.” She brought her revolver up and spun the chamber. She didn’t have any more of Chase’s dice to increase the critical chance, but she fired a single shot anyway, straight up at Saros’s face.

The world-boss’s right eye was still closed. The movements of its head kept its other eye mostly protected. Its arms, neck, and even its face, would drip dark blood from time to time, from the numerous attacks assailing it.

When another five minutes passed, Paladin’s empowerment came to an end.

Laura slapped Riley’s shoulder. “You’re up, vamp Saros again and boost Paly over there.”

Riley looked to both sides, to see which hand was the easier target. He aimed for the one on his left and send the cord all the way over. Luckily, the distance he could throw the cords was relatively long, but he had a feeling that the width of the plaza was about the limit of his range. He stole a single dose of Saros’s power and directed his attention back to Paladin. He watched the two fight. So far, he hadn’t seen Paladin use a healing item. Players couldn’t see other player’s health, unless they formed a group. In a ‘battlezone’ situation like they were in, it wasn’t practical to form a raid party, as it would take too much time away from the battle.

Riley tensed, sensing his moment to strike. He threw his cord out and as it traveled half the distance, he shouted again. “Buff!”

Paladin jumped back and lifted his arm, just as he’d done before.

The White Weevil lunged in for an attack, but feinted and dropped to the ground. The insect swung its leg and kicked at Paladin’s feet. Paladin hadn’t taken a strong standing posture, and promptly fell to the roof as Riley’s spear-tip flew past Paladin’s raised fist.

A skeletal white hand snatched the end of the cord.

Riley’s eyes widened and watched as the White Weevil drove the spear-tip into one of the tiny spaces between the segments of its arm.

“No no no!” Riley gasped and pulled his arm back, willing the spear-tip to unhook. But his powers weren’t fully ‘will-based,’ and certain constants had to be met. The essence flowed through the left cable and rushed into the White Weevil’s body.

Laura stood up and aimed at the white bug, firing off normal shots.

The White Weevil shrugged off the bullets, as Paladin swung with his arm from the ground.

The Weevil jumped up, avoiding Paladin’s blade, before landing back on the roof and shoving its food down to the energized hilt of Paladin’s sword, keeping it on the ground. By that point, it was too late. The dark black eyes of the Weevil gained a dark purplish aura, which then encompassed its entire body. It released the cable, which then flung back to Riley’s hand. The Weevil kicked at Paladin, but he managed to block with his shield. The Weevil’s hands came down and gripped both sides of his shield and hoisted him up into the air by it. Paladin released his grip on the energy-based armament so that he could free himself, but the moment he did, the Weevil kicked again, square into his already dented armor.

Paladin flew back half a dozen feet, and toppled over the edge of the roof and fell to the street below.

“Paladin!” Riley called out, his hands gripping the stone railing and looking down to the street. Paladin’s fall had created a small crack in the cement, but he was still moving. The fall hadn’t killed him, but it had temporarily taken him out of the fight with the Weevil.

Riley looked over to the other roof.

The White Weevil stood there, staring back at him. Then, its arms lifted into the air and Saros’s head stopped moving.

Chapter 19: The Hunt

 

Saros, The Interdimensional Terror, loomed above the skyline. Its portal a perpetual backdrop. The combatants in the streets below, were throwing everything they had at it, even as it stopped moving entirely. A dozen of Laura’s copies continued to stab into its arms as a multitude of attacks riddled its damaged body. The health bar above its head indicated it was at roughly twelve percent health.

Several of the nearby players had watched Paladin square-off with the White Weevil, but since Saros was so low on health, they redoubled their efforts on bringing it down.

When Saros suddenly ceased moving, many of the players assumed it had glitched—which would’ve been an extremely rare phenomena, or perhaps it was preparing another attack? But Riley, Laura, and a handful of others who had taken notice of the Weevil, realized what was truly happening.

“Run!” Riley shouted as loud as he could.

“Take cover!” Laura turned, yelling down to the nearby street to her right.

The Weevil’s arms pulled back, causing Saros’s head to lift into the air. The interdimensional monster’s jaw lowered and a dark purple glow ebbed from its throat.

Several players who had noticed the Weevil’s presence, turned and ran.

Riley turned and rushed over to get to the other side of the rooftop. He heard shots ring out, which could’ve only been Laura’s pistol firing the remaining bullets she had, into the Weevil’s body.

Riley grabbed the stone railing and looked down into the mid-street to see Shell, crouched on the ground below.

“Shell! The White Weevil has control of Saros!”

Shell looked up to the roof. His eyes were wide. “Damnit,” he muttered.

“We need your shield!” Riley shouted down.

Shell didn’t respond. He lifted a hand and tapped at the air several times. Something appeared in his hand, but Riley couldn’t get a good look at it before Shell threw it into his mouth. He swallowed, and a moment later, he lifted his hands into the air and stood up. His eyes went green as the shield emanated out from him, into the nearby streets. The green glow the the aura within the shield was more dense than it had been previously.

The shield couldn’t have materialized soon enough, as a dark purple beam, the width of Saros’s gaping maw, fired down into the street where Red Shotgun and other players had been fighting it from.

The beam tore into the street, creating a deep fissure straight through the middle.

Riley watched from the roof of one of the center-structures. The purple beam caught several players entirely. He couldn’t tell from the brief-glance, who all it had reached. Players were caught in it for several seconds, but managed to pull away before being killed. Others, weren’t so lucky, as once their bodies disappeared into the purple light, they were never seen again.

Once the beam had made its way up the street, it cut into one of the center-structures in the middle of the plaza. Riley watched as several-hundred feet away, the beam destroyed the building utterly. Where the monster’s blood had once dripped and tore into the concrete and nearby structures, this beam was vaporizing and eliminating almost everything in its path. It was just like the glow mine all over again.

The beam reached the other street, and with a sweep of the Weevil’s arms, the beam traveled and broke the street in half.

Riley saw Erica and the orb-creator run away from their makeshift catapult, seconds before the beam overtook it. Everyone in that street had been given precious seconds of warning, compared to the other side of the plaza.

Despite the extra time, several players were still wounded or caught entirely in the beam as it zig-zagged through the street, tearing into buildings.

When the beam reached the bottom of the street, the purple stream of energy dissipated.

Shell’s protective barrier hadn’t saved everyone but it might’ve prevented further death. Moments after the beam had stopped, the protective field disappeared. Riley looked to the street that Seth and the others had been in. He couldn’t tell where anyone was. There was so much destruction and debris and buildings falling apart.

Riley turned around, and saw Laura looking around the street as well. “Chase! Carla!” she yelled. There was no immediate response.

Riley looked to the other rooftop where Paladin and the White Weevil had been fighting, but the white insect, was gone.

“Where did it go?” Riley called out. “Did you see it?”

Laura looked over to him, worry for her friends was all over her face. She glanced to the other rooftop and then back to him, shaking her head. “I didn’t see it, I was too focused on the beam.”

Saros’s head moved freely, just as it had been doing before. It looked into the wrecked streets with its single eye.

Then, a burst of red energy flew over Riley’s head, and right into the face of the interdimensional monster. The sound of a shotgun echoed from behind.

Riley turned around and saw Red Shotgun walking towards him. Then, Paladin dropped down behind her, just as a blue portal closed from above. “Power me up! We gotta bring it down, now!”

Riley turned and threw his cord out to one of the nearby arms. Red renewed her assault on the monster, with a better vantage on pelting its face with her attacks.

Paladin strode by. “Where’s the bug?” he asked in a heavy tone.

“It’s gone, it just vanished,” said Laura, while Riley busied himself with stealing Saros’s essence.

“Damnit!” Paladin yelled. “No matter, let’s finish this!” He released his grip on his sword and shield and enlarged them and held them out a distance from his body, so that he could strike directly at Saros.

Riley empowered Red first, then Paladin. He used his high vantage point to empower the remaining fighters who were still on the streets below. Many of them were having difficulty finding a place to attack from, with the deep fissures cut into the streets. Minute by minute, more attacks from the streets below, slammed into Saros’s face and neck. If they couldn’t hit it there, they went for the two arms that continued to grip the nearby rooftops.

As Riley empowered anyone he could see, he kept an eye out for the White Weevil. He half expected it to pop up and assail the fighters down in the streets, but he saw no sign of the pale insect.

It wasn’t long before Saros mounted another of its regular attacks. It shot down rapid-blasts of purple energy, which were mostly mitigated due to Riley’s empowering of nearby players, and Shell’s protective aura.

Despite the fall in damage output and viable fighters, the amassed players were able to cut into Saros’s remaining hit points over the next half-hour. With the last ten percent of its health, Saros’s attacks came more frequently, which required more effort from Shell and Riley, as well as Brenda who was healing with her bolts, and Carla who was sending out more healing lotuses than explosive ones.

It was hard to tell who landed the last hit, but as it was made, Saros’s head reeled back as its hit points reached zero. Its fingers released simultaneously from the rooftops it had seized. Its serpentine head and gaping maw fell back into the portal. Its arms followed, and then its fingers dipped behind the surface of the dark portal, which slowly shrunk and then disappeared from sight. When it did, there was a bright flash as numerous streaks of white light shot out towards all the players below.

One of those white lights went to Riley. It hit him in the chest, but there was no damage or detrimental effect or anything. He blinked and quickly brought his hand up to check his status window. Did he get a buff, or something? Was there no loot?

He opened up his character screen and noticed right away why there wasn’t any loot. When he’d started the day, he’d been level 30. But now…
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Riley

Level: 35

Tier: One

Status: Healthy

Hit points: 100%

Buffs: x / Debuffs: x

 

Stats:(+15)

Power: 5

Constitution: 15

Toughness: 15

Mind: 5

Stamina: 10

Dexterity: 11

Luck: 5

 

-

He was level thirty five! He must’ve gotten a tremendous experience boost from fighting Saros. But if he gained five levels...why did his stats section show ‘+15.’ Where did the other 10 come from?

“Are your stats different?” Riley asked, as he looked over to Laura and the two paragons, who were also checking out their status screens, based on where their hands were and where they were looking.

“Hmm, I gained some experience, and eight stat points?” said Paladin.

“I gained five levels worth of experience and got ten points,” said Riley.

“You got more points than me?” Paladin asked with a slight huff. “Hmm, probably because you were here for a longer duration of the fight.”

“I got twelve stat points, plus the experience! Take that!” Red Shotgun gloated.

“Hmm, I only got eight points as well,” Laura murmured. “Plus the experience for the kill.”

“Looks like our reward is more stats, which is...pretty awesome,” said Red. “No guarantee that the loot drops would’ve helped us, but I can definitely use twelve points!”

Riley focused back on the status screen. He took the opportunity to spend the fifteen points. He placed one in constitution, one in toughness, two in stamina, and the rest in dexterity. That should get his dexterity stat to a better level, to help him use his cords faster and more accurately. 

Riley dissipated the screen and looked over to Paladin. “I’m sorry, Paladin” he said. “I tipped the balance in the Weevil’s favor.” Riley turned his head, looking down to the streets below. “And got a bunch of players killed.”

Paladin looked back to Riley, then turned around and took a few steps towards him. He looked over to Laura, then to Red. He cleared his throat and took in a slow breath. His gaze met Riley’s. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said. “I wasn’t strong enough to win against it on my own. If I hadn’t taken that potion, it would’ve beaten me. I got careless. I didn’t think it was smart enough to do what it did.”

“Neither did I,” said Riley. “I’ve never seen a monster with reactions like that. The developers really had it in for us with that last patch, huh?”

Paladin’s arms slowly crossed against his dented armor. His energy weapons had dissipated. “I think we’re wrong,” he said.

Riley blinked a few times, giving Paladin a strange look. “What do you mean?”

“I think we’re wrong about the White Weevil,” said Paladin. “Every monster I’ve ever fought, popped up a health bar and a name, when I’ve hit it. When I hit that bug, I didn’t see anything come up. And trust me, I was looking.”

Riley’s eyes slowly widened. “Wait, are you...are you sure? But that would mean it’d have to be—”

“A player,” said Paladin.

“A player?” Red spoke up. “You think it’s a player? This whole time? Not a rare spawn?”

Paladin nodded. “It’s the only explanation.”

“What about an NPC,” said Laura. “We’ve seen NPCs running around with guns. You can hire them as companions and everything.”

“NPCs have served a very limited capacity in the world,” said Paladin. “They fill the world out, as citizens and companions for hire. NPCs have never gained powers before. They also have limited intelligence, just like the monsters. They act real, but only to a certain extent. You saw how that bug fought. It knew what Riley was trying to do, and twisted the entire situation around to its benefit. Either it’s a next-generation artificial construct in the game, which we’ve heard nothing about, or that white bug is a player.”

“I think Laura has a fair point,” said Red. “If you punch a monster, you get a name and a bar. If you punch an NPC, you get nothing. So it’s not a monster as we know it, but it’s not a usual NPC.”

“So it has to be a player, as Paladin said,” said Riley. “It’s possible that it could be artificial, but...I don’t know. It’s either a super advanced AI, or its a clever player. It knew that Laura and I were no actual threat to it, even after attacking it. It didn’t even try to kill us! Even though neither of us could’ve stood up to it. It went right for controlling Saros. Not to mention, my powers can’t buff monsters, which I’ve tested before.”

“And it disappeared,” said Paladin.

“You can equip NPCs with items,” said Laura. “They’ll even use them, too.”

Red sighed. “So, NPC or player. What’s it matter? That thing has some real ass-kicking power.”

“It matters to me!” said Riley, his fists tightening. “I need to know if I’m hunting a player or just another monster. If it’s a player, then that means it’s willfully killing the rest of us, just for the fun of it! At least if it's a monster, it’s only following what the developers told it to do.”

Laura looked down to the ground. “If it's an NPC, then we should be able to predict some of its behaviors.”

“It shows up at completely random times, with huge gaps of time between,” said Paladin. “First, that fight with those five paragons where Radiance died. Next, the fight with the scorpion. Then, here with Saros. There doesn’t seem to be a rhyme or reason to its behavior.”

“Laura reached up and ran her hand through her hair. “Maybe...it appears when certain conditions are met?” she murmured.

“Or, it's a player that seizes opportunities. It could even target players it has a grudge with,” said Riley.

“Or!” Red spoke up again. “It’s just having fun. I don’t think we’re going to know until we find it again.”

“Gargantuan is going to take a big economic hit because of this,” said Laura. “Saros caused a lot of damage to the plaza, the vendors, and even players. I don’t think we’re going to be able to catch this bug unless we know how it thinks. So, until that happens, it has free reign to do whatever it wants, and to continue being a huge pain in the ass.”

“I wasn’t prepared to deal with such a formidable opponent,” said Paladin. “I’m going to stock up, and make sure I’m better equipped to deal with it the next time I find it.”

“You going to hunt it solo?” asked Red. “That’s your thing, isn’t it? Always hunting solo, doing things alone. How did that work out for you today?” She placed her hands on her hips, her head tilting subtly as she watched Paladin.

“If we’re going to kill this thing, player or not, I think we need to work together,” said Riley. “I’m not saying always grouping up, but if one of our groups comes across it, if we can pull everyone together, we might be able to bring it down. But only if we overwhelm it. Today, we got owned because we weren’t prepared to deal with it.”

“This is true,” said Laura. “Everyone’s going to see the footage from today. Lots of players are going to be too scared to hunt in small groups, or hunt at all. I don’t know about all of you, but I live off my earnings in this game. I may hunt rares, but there’s only a certain amount of risk I’m willing to take here. My livelihood is at stake.”

Riley stared at Laura as she explained the exact same situation he was in.

“Same for me,” said Paladin. “Perhaps I need to change up my own habits, if we’re to defeat this bug.”

“Me too,” said Red. “But I’ve already got people I run with.” She looked to Paladin with a smirk. “But if you guys wanna set up a network of teleportation cubes, I guess it would be a smart investment.”

“Those are expensive though,” said Laura.

“They might be the only way we’re going to beat the Weevil,” said Paladin. “I often give them out to my friends, in case they need me. Sometimes PKers can be a real problem in certain areas.” Paladin then lifted his hand and tapped in the air. He made several more taps, and then three white cubes appeared in his hand. They were roughly the size of a golf ball and their edges emitted a soft glow. He held his hand out. “Take them. If you encounter the Weevil, crush it, and I’ll get a ping. Hopefully I’ll be in game at the time. I’ll only have about a minute to respond to the ping and teleport to your location.”

Red reached out and took one of the cubes. She opened her inventory and then drew out three of her own. “Yeah...I might as well hand out some of mine too,” she said and passed one out to Riley, Laura and Paladin.

“Sorry, haven’t bought any of my own” said Laura. “But I know where you guys sleep, so I’ll send a parcel to your mailboxes once I buy a few.”

“I’ll do the same,” said Riley. “I know I can’t do much on my own, and I doubt I’ll be able to steal the Weevil’s powers, but if there’s a monster nearby, I might be of some use.”

“Didn’t you just hit tier one?” asked Laura. “Teleportation cubes are pretty expensive, you know.”

“I remember,” said Riley. “I didn’t really use them on my last character though, due to the expense.”

“Last character?” asked Paladin. “Were you recently killed?”

Riley’s lips parted to speak, but he froze. He hadn’t meant to let that slip. Why did Paladin have to be so inquisitive? Sadly, most players became curious when they learned that someone used to be someone else.

“Yeah, I was killed, about a month ago,” said Riley.

“A month ago?” Paladin lifted a brow.

Riley looked at Paladin, who was eyeing him rather intently, as if he was secretly putting the pieces together in his head.

“I was Radiance,” Riley blurted out.

“You were the guy the Weevil killed when it first appeared?” Red gasped. “Damn! Small world, huh?”

Paladin watched Riley. “So you were there when the Weevil first appeared, but to my knowledge, you weren’t one of the members present during its second appearance?”

Riley nodded. “That’s right. I wasn’t anywhere near that location with the scorpion.”

“Guess we can rule out it hunting you,” said Laura. “But damn, why didn’t you say something sooner? I didn’t know you were Radiance. I thought you were some scrub who had to re-roll their character.”

“Radiance was a scrub in my opinion,” Red said, tossing Riley a smirk.

Riley gave Red a hopeless look. He wanted to defend his previous honor, but...Red had saved him earlier from a PKer, so he figured he’d let it go.

“Can you tell us anything about the Weevil, that we didn’t see here today?” asked Paladin, returning to the topic at hand.

“The video showed everything,” he said. “We went into the room with the giant worm. We fought it, it spit out the bug, and the bug used the monster to beat us. It didn’t even try attacking us individually. But if it was as powerful then, as it was today, it could’ve solo’d us one by one, I imagine.”

“Didn’t the news say that the bug rose out of some rubble in the room?” asked Laura. “In the second attack, that is.”

“That’s what I remember as well,” said Paladin.

“That was according to the players that fought it,” said Riley. “They could’ve lied, since we didn’t see the video of the bug appearing. They might’ve even been hunting it. Or, the monster could’ve spit it up before they even started fighting it. All we have to go off of, is the word of a few players, when we’ve seen twice now that it arrives via the monster spitting it up.”

“So it has some kind of ‘monster-stride’ ability,” Red chuckled. “Sounds really gross if you ask me.”

Laura spoke up. “I’m changing my mind,” she said. “I think it’s a player after all.”

“Why do you say that?” asked Paladin.

“One of the guys in that group,” said Laura. “The group that fought the scorpion. He’s actually a player that streams his live-feed. He makes a nice bit of money doing it. But due to the fact that you don’t want to reveal where you’re going, you generally put on a delay. Else, PKers are always going to wait for you, if they can.”

“Of course,” said Red. “But even PKers have trouble intercepting live-streamers, given the limitation of travel items and powers.”

“But what I’m saying,” Laura continued. “Is that the live-streamer, Greg, was streaming his feed as they got to that boss.” She looked to Riley. “Was someone live-streaming in your group?”

Riley thought for a couple moments. “I don’t know? Maybe...I don’t remember ever asking, but Glasser, Blue, or even Witch might’ve been. They were waiting for me that day, so if they were streaming that...then maybe—”

“Maybe that’s how the Weevil finds targets of opportunity,” said Laura. “He or she, could be watching live-feeds and if he has some way to appear in a monster’s stomach, and then enter the area that way, he can beat players to the boss, or intercept them mid-fight.”

“It’s definitely possible,” said Paladin, who looked around for a moment. “And if that’s the case...we should keep this quiet.”

“Well, there’s nobody on this roof but us,” said Red.

“Precisely,” said Paladin. “If the Weevil is a player who targets people through their live-feed, then we can hunt him, just like he’s hunting. I’m sure others might figure out what we have, but the sooner we can act on this the better. If we keep this a secret amongst ourselves, we can lure the Weevil into a trap.”

“Find someone to live-feed, and prepare for him ahead of time?” asked Riley.

“Exactly,” said Paladin.

“That’s going to be a tall order, I think,” said Red. “If we’re not careful, we’re going to end up getting PKers on our ass.”

“It’s not without its risks,” said Paladin. “But there’s a player out there who needs to be stopped.”

“Agreed,” said Laura.

“I guess you’re right,” said Red. “It’s really going to throw my schedule out of whack, hunting a player that can spawn in any monster it wants to.”

Riley placed the two white cubes into his inventory, one bore the name ‘Paladin’ the other ‘Red Shotgun.’ He then looked around to the three others on the roof, and said. “Let’s hunt it.”

Chapter 20: In Other News

 

“I can’t believe you were in the Saros fight!” Aaron exclaimed. “You were there from the beginning? How crazy was it? I’ve only been in two invasion events, and with the one, I was just passing through the area! I saw the news reports yesterday and saw that it was in Gargantuan city and I was like ‘That’s where Riley is!’”

Riley sat across from his friend in the cafe. It had become his daily routine. The coffee was inexpensive since he’d bought a membership to the cafe. Not to mention, he loved talking to Aaron, usually to hear about what was going on in his region of the game, but today, the conversation fell towards him, and the invasion event.

Aaron hadn’t even touched the blueberry pancakes sitting in front of him. All the while, Riley sipped relatively quickly on his warm coffee.

“It was...probably the craziest fight I’ve ever been in,” said Riley. “When I was Radiance, the game felt...easy. Like, all I had to do was heal when people got hurt, and then damage the boss when I wasn’t healing. But with this new power, it’s just so much more...work! But also rewarding, in a weird way.”

Aaron’s eyes seemed wider than normal. “So it was pretty tough, huh? Saros, The Interdimensional Terror?”

Riley nodded. “Yeah, it was really power. It had a ton of health and kept changing up its attack style. Not to mention, for the majority of the fight, we didn’t have a huge amount of people there. It was only towards the end, that we had something close to an actual raid group in the area.”

Riley’s attention was drawn over to one of the nearby televisions. They were showing the segment where Paladin arrived via a bolt of lightning and blocked Saros’ descending hand.

“What was Paladin like?” Aaron asked.

Riley took a sip of coffee, then sighed. “He was actually pretty legit. It’s one thing to watch all these video feeds of the players who were far on the sidelines, but up-close, Paladin was a total badass.”

“I bet,” said Aaron. “Did you sell any of your footage? The news has been talking about all the main fighters in that battle, and you’re all over it.”

“Yeah, actually,” said Riley, lowering his coffee mug. “One of the news agencies reached out to me for a private interview. You know, just audio stuff. But they paid me for a Q & A session, and they said they’d pay me for any video segments. They told me they’d pay per minute worth of footage, so I snipped out a few minor things, and then sent them the rest to work with.”

“I haven’t seen any of your point of view yet,” said Aaron.

“They told me they’re going to air my footage later today. I wasn’t really the flashiest person there. I bet Paladin and Red and even some of the others like Snow, or even Laura, probably got offered more than I did.”

“As long as you made money from it,” said Aaron.

Riley nodded. “Yeah, they paid really nice. Selling the footage, along with the Q & A, will let me easily pay my living expenses for three months. If all I did was put that money towards bills and food.”

Aaron smiled and shook his head. He began to cut into his pancakes. “I wish I could luck-out like that, and sell my video feed for three months of rent.” He glanced up to Riley. “At least that gives you a nice buffer, right? Like, you won’t have to worry too much about money.”

Riley shrugged. “Yes and no,” he said. “It definitely alleviates some of my stress. I can still cover about two to three months, from what I had in savings, but I still need to keep myself decently equipped. Right now, I’m not holding a lot of consumables, like I normally would’ve on Radiance.”

“I sell consumables,” Aaron spoke up with a smirk. “You should just..send me some money, and I’ll send you a parcel back to your place in Gargantuan.”

Riley grinned back at him. “I think I need to see what I can do about buying stuff in Gargantuan. The city took a big hit economically with that attack. If everyone starts taking their business to the outskirts of the city, or outside of it entirely, it’s going to end up like Uber City.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” said Aaron. “I know I wouldn’t want that happening to Mega City. Uber is a tough place now. Full of PKers and PVP-centric guilds.”

“It used to be a nice place,” said Riley. “I remember hunting monsters there, in some of the sewer regions. But after several invasion events, the city took too much damage. The PKers in the area, realized that they could attack the players fighting the invasion monsters, and then no one fought the monsters. Uber was Sigil’s first lesson in what happens when we don’t take care of the world around us, even if it is virtual.”

Aaron took a bite full of blueberry pancakes and looked back over to the television. He chewed a bit and swallowed. “So the White Weevil really made a mess of things, huh?” he asked.

Riley looked over to the television. One of the news reporters, Susan Graff, was talking about the incident. He decided to listen for a minute.

“Paladin and the monster known as the White Weevil, fought tooth and nail until the monster gained the upper hand, after intercepting an incoming buff, from the player known as Riley. Riley’s powers allow him to steal a monster’s essence, and empower those around him. The White Weevil used this to its advantage and turned the tables on Paladin, which then allowed it to take control of Saros, the Interdimensional Monster. Uncontested, it used Saros’s power to cut into the streets, even killing some of the players below. According to eyewitness reports, there hadn’t been any casualties in the invasion event, until the Weevil arrived on the scene.”

Riley turned his attention back to Aaron. “And there it is, everyone knows I was the one who tipped the balance in the Weevil’s favor and got a bunch of players killed.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” said Aaron. He then pointed up to the screen. “They showed that Paladin and the Weevil were pretty evenly matched, until you empowered Paladin. They also showed Paladin getting knocked back and drinking something. Did you see what it was? Whatever it was, it boosted Paladin to be able to fight evenly with the Weevil. So really...Paladin would’ve probably lost once the consumable buff wore off. You were buying him extra time.”

Riley shook his head. “No, I spoke with him a little after the battle, but I don’t know what consumables he was using. It still sucks, knowing that I was the direct cause, purposeful or not, of those players getting killed. I mean, it really sucked when that thing killed me as Radiance. What if those players were supporting themselves like I was? And then this Weevil comes around and kills them. All because I couldn’t help stop it.”

Aaron poked at his pancakes. “It sucks, I’m sure,” he said. “Lots of people pay their bills by playing Sigil. Just like us.”

“I couldn’t imagine doing anything else,” said Riley. “I’m sure there’s less-legal methods of getting by, but who wants to risk The Dungeon?” Riley shook his head. “Not me, that’s for sure. I’ll take my chances with Sigil.”

Aaron tensed at the mention of The Dungeon. “I’m with you there,” he murmured. “So, how did your friends do yesterday?” he asked. “Did everyone survive the invasion?”

“Yeah, luckily,” he said. “Everyone made it out in one piece. There were plenty of players that were killed in the beam attack but I didn’t know any of them personally. 

“That’s good at least,” said Aaron as he took a bite of his pancakes and reached for his glass of orange juice.

Riley tipped the mug to his lips and drained the last of its contents. He swallowed and set it back down. “Yeah.” He looked back over to the news, watching as another video segment started up, depicting the paragon known as ‘Snow’ freezing sections of Saros’s hand.

“I better get back,” said Riley. “I wanna check my messages and see if there’s anything important. I haven’t even put a full day of playtime into boss-bashing, since I got these new powers.”

“Have fun,” Aaron said with a smile. “Don’t go triggering anymore of those invasion events!”

Riley stood and gave Aaron a half smile. “Like I have any choice,” he said before heading over to the counter to pay his bill.

 

Riley returned to his apartment without issue. Before jumping back into Sigil Online, he decided to sit at his computer desk and run some numbers on his finances, while also glancing at his emails. The messages that the in-game ‘Riley’ got, were forwarded to his computer, so he could review them and respond to them from his keyboard. He saw that there was a ‘Parcel Waiting’ message. Which meant that he had an item waiting for him in-game, from someone. If a player wanted to contact another player in-game, they could send them an instant message, but those messages would arrive to their ‘mailbox’ in-game, and not their actual character. It prevented instant communication between players running around the game, but if you were at your home, you could instantly communicate with another player who was also at their home, or at their computer outside of the game, like Riley was.

Riley checked his bank account. He had a loose idea of how much the junk items were worth, that he’d built-up in his storage at his in-game apartment. Which, wasn’t very much. He stared at his funds, which included the money he’d made from the Q&A, as well as the video segments he’d submitted. He decided to start a transfer, to send a third of his recent earnings to his Sigil character. Which meant, that it would be converted into Sigil Credits. There was a small two percent fee for the transfer, which barely affected the amount. He needed more funds in-game to work with. Especially if he was going to buy one of those teleportation cubes to send to Red, Paladin, and Laura. Of course, he planned on hunting with Laura whenever he could, but he also wanted to help Seth get back on his feet.

He finished up his banking activities and double-checked his email for any new offers for his video footage or a Q&A. There wasn’t any. Which was to be expected, since the real value for the news agencies was in the ‘exclusive.’ He really lucked out financially with the invasion event, but he figured he shouldn’t expect it to happen again. He needed to put hard work into the game, now that he had powers again. It was time to return to the grind. Or make the donuts, as some people called it.

 

Riley’s eyes opened. He was back in his in-game apartment. It was just as he’d left it. Which, was a good thing. It meant that no new giant-monster had come through the game and destroyed Bunker 7.

He went over to a compartment beside his door. It was a small metal lid, which he could slide open. When he did, he saw a square box inside. He reached in and grabbed it. He heard something rattling around inside and brought it up to his ear and gave it a little shake. He then looked down at the box. Despite the fact that anyone could send him a message, only people who knew his exact address code, could send him mail. That list wasn’t very long.

He opened up the box, which was roughly three inches by three inches square. When he did, he saw a note on top. He pulled it out and read the writing.

 

Your friendship has been worth more to me than you’ll ever know.

But my debt can only be paid with sacrifice. You know what to do.

-W

 

Riley’s lips curled into a soft smile. He stared at the words and read it again. He looked down into the box and reached in. He pulled out a small green cube. It was roughly the size of a golf ball and had green-glowing edges. His eyes widened.

“How expensive was this?” he whispered. He shook his head, but couldn’t keep from smiling. He then opened his inventory and saw the icons for the two separate white cubes. He sent the green one to join it. On the item description, the two white ones read ‘Red Shotgun’ and ‘Paladin.’ For the green one, it read ‘The Rooks of War.’

Chapter 21: Underground

 

Riley stood in a dark room, lit only by flickering phosphorescent lights. Visibility wasn’t great. The smell was even worse. It was as if a hundred different things had died down in the Gargantuan City Underground, and the smell never got any better. You just learned to deal with it as best you could.

Two weeks had gone by since the invasion event. Laura, Chase, Carla and himself, had just beaten a large mutant minotaur boss and the experience gain had just boosted him past level 40. He tapped on ‘dexterity’ to place his new stat point, and then took a moment to review his overall stats.

-

 

Riley

Level: 40

Tier: One

Status: Healthy

Hit points: 100%

Buffs: x / Debuffs: x

 

Stats:

Power: 5

Constitution: 18

Toughness: 18

Mind: 5

Stamina: 12

Dexterity: 25

Luck: 5

 

-

He wasn’t getting as much experience as he would’ve liked, since hunting rare spawns with Laura’s group, generally had them bypassing other monsters. The tradeoff was the opportunity for better loot. He felt that once he was level 45, he’d be able to round out constitution and toughness to twenty, and maybe sink another point into stamina. Then, he’d try and balance his new stats to get Dexterity to 30, while also adding in more stamina to reach 20.

The status screen didn’t show the bonuses from his gear, which was something many players had complained about in the past. The developers had answered a while back, saying that some stats may be hidden or altered, based on ‘certain circumstances.’ Whatever that meant. But they assured players that otherwise, gear would attribute the points it said it would.

A hand smacked hard against his back.

“Hey, you interested in this?” asked Carla, from beside him.

Riley looked up and over to her. She was holding a necklace.

“Oh, that’s right, you got that sweet thing from that guy who tried to kill you,” Carla sighed as she lowered her hand. “Yours is better.” She looked over to Laura. “I vote that we sell it,” she said as she watched Laura merge with her last duplicate.

“Riley doesn’t want it?” Laura asked from across the room, her voice faintly echoing. The ground was an almost muddy dirt, while the walls were dark gray concrete, sometimes with trickles of water running down them from rusty pipes.

“He’s got that shield pendant,” said Carla.

“Oh, right. I forgot he’s a tank,” Laura teased.

Riley shook his head and reached up to tug the bronze-looking shield pendant from his shirt. Upon touching it, its details appeared.

-

 

Bolstering Shield Pendant

Upon taking damage, reduce the next damaging attack by 50%

(This effect can occur 5 times within the first 60 seconds of taking damage. A 10 minute cooldown will occur if the effect triggers 5 times, or the 60 seconds passes. Whichever happens first.)

Increase Toughness by 5

Increase Luck by 2

 

-

When he thought back to the incident with the red-fisted PKer, it made sense that he was able to absorb so many of Red Shotgun’s direct blasts, when he was wearing something nice like this. It was definitely an item suited for tanks, but it was also decent for PvPers. It had been an amazing addition to his gear, and he didn’t envision replacing it anytime soon.

“We moving to the next room?” asked Chase from nearby. “I wanna wrap this up so we can head back. I promised my wife I’d make her favorite tonight.”

“Whatcha making?” asked Carla.

“A mushroom risotto,” said Chase.

“Oooh, can I come over?” asked Laura. “I love Italian, and your wife loves me. So let's wrap this up!”

“No you can’t come over,” Chase grumbled.

“Ugh, I hate mushrooms. Not sure how people stand them,” said Carla.

“Do you usually eat nice stuff like that?” asked Riley, as Laura turned and headed towards the passageway to the next room. Carla followed after her, while Chase hung back to walk beside Riley.

“I usually do most of the cooking,” said Chase. “I try to make something different every day throughout the week. It’s important to eat a balanced diet of different things.”

“I think I’ve been eating oatmeal everyday for breakfast,” said Riley. “Lunch and dinner are a toss-up between ramen and a sandwich.”

Chase gave Riley a worried look. “You should really try altering your diet. Start small, try apples or soups, they’re pretty cheap.”

“I’ve mostly been focused on saving money,” said Riley. “I didn’t have a lot to work with until recently. I guess I didn’t want to spend too much on food, in case things didn’t work out.”

“Don’t underestimate how important your diet and exercise are,” said Chase. “Your brain needs both those things. I know it might seem useless to exercise when you spend most of your time in Sigil, but your brain is the one and only thing that carries over. A healthy diet and some light exercise, keeps your brain focused and alert, and helps with memory. I’m not going to tell you how to live your life, but it’s something you should definitely keep in mind.”

Riley looked ahead to Carla and Laura. “I walk to the cafe down the street and back, every morning.”

“Well, that’s better than nothing,” said Chase.

It took a few minutes to reach the end of the tunnel. When they did, Laura created a single copy of herself, which then moved cautiously into the next room.

“Hmm, I’m not seeing anything,” said the original Laura. “It’s a dead end. We’ll need to go back.”

“So how does that work exactly?” asked Riley, from behind. “I’ve never asked. How do you control your duplicates?”

The original Laura turned around to face Riley. “I can take direct control of any of my duplicates, but I find it easier to manage things when I’m able to watch them from my original body. I can switch to their eyes at will, and I can see small windows of their vision, which I can modify the size of in my visual spectrum. Think of it like...sitting at home, with twenty monitors in front of you. But you can enlarge any of those monitors with a mere thought, and then directly control any of them. I can instruct all my copies individually, or in mass. They’re pretty intelligent, so I’m able to do it quickly. I can also hear everything they hear, but sometimes I fluctuate how intense the sounds are that come from their ears.”

“Sounds overwhelming,” said Riley.

“It was at first,” said Laura. “But I got used to it. It’s a lot of fun.” She then went quiet, as her duplicate ran back to her side. She held out her hand and absorbed the duplicate, causing it to vanish. “The room’s empty,” she said, as she looked to the other three in her party. “What do we want to do? Find a boss in one of the other rooms to wrap up our day, or head back to the beginning and just fight anything we might find on our way out?”

“I vote that we head for the exit,” said Chase. “I’d like to get a head start on dinner.”

“I’m cool with heading to the exit as well,” said Riley.

“I wouldn’t mind staying and killing one more thing,” said Carla. “But we can head for the exit.”

“My vote is for the exit too, so let’s go,” said Laura, who turned and led the group back the way they’d went.

Laura remained at the front, but turned her head back to ask, “how’s Seth’s group doing?”

“They’re doing well,” said Riley. “He’s still using that clasp I gave him. I think he would’ve been bored out of his mind if he had to scavenge like I did.”

“He should be gaining experience faster, if he’s in the thick of the fight,” said Chase.

“Yeah, I think he is,” said Riley. “Thinking back, I wondered if I shouldn’t have tried getting the clasp from my friend sooner and using it for myself, but I also didn’t have a lot of gear to help boost my stats. Which was the main reason I didn’t, along with the fact that I forgot about it. It was kind of nice playing from the scavenger perspective, and I probably made a little more pocket change that way, and also found some decent items.”

“Whatever works,” said Chase.

“Sounds boring as hell,” Carla groaned from the back of the group.

Laura was the first to reach the room they’d been in previously, where they fought the mutant minotaur. The lights continued to flicker in the room, where the ones that had been ran through the tunnel, were a steady stream of light. There was a soft trickling of water, and the echo of their voices.

Laura walked into the room, glancing around to see if any monsters had respawned since the few minutes they’d been gone. With her first two steps, a soft ‘poof poof,’ sounded from her feet.

She looked down and saw a dark glistening substance matting the floor. In the seconds it took her mind to register what she was seeing, a single orange ember had reached the floor near the tunnel entrance.

With a single explosion, the floor combusted in a sea of fire.

The fire rushed partway into the tunnel, encompassing Laura. She turned to the others, as her eyes flashed every second, as the fire damaged her health.

Riley and Chase rushed forward, partway into the fire, to pull her into the safety of the tunnel.

Without a word, three small green lotuses floated over to each of them.

“What happened?” Riley asked, now that Carla was out of the scorching flames, which continued to burn in the room beyond.

“It’s those PKers, the ones who use the combusting foam as a trap,” she said.

Riley and Chase’s health topped off, with the aid of the healing lotuses that Carla had created, but Laura’s was still working its way up from half.

Without sound or warning, a stream of foam descended from the ceiling, cascading down towards the tunnel entrance.

“Backup!” Riley yelled as he grabbed Laura’s arm and pulled her further away from the entrance of the room. The foam caught fire when it touched the already-burning floor, and then landed another five feet into the tunnel, preventing them from getting a good look into the next room.

“We’re trapped!” said Chase.

“Screw that,” Carla said, stepping to the front of the group. “Let’s see how they like it!” she said as she rapidly created orange lotuses and sent them at whatever angle she could into the next room. Subsequent explosions could be heard, as the orange lotuses detonated against walls and close to the ceiling.

“The foam came from the ceiling, try and hit it!” said Riley.

“What do you think I’m doing?” Carla shouted back as she swung her hands in such a way to float the lotuses out and up, to drift up to the ceiling, but it seemed as though once they left her hands, she didn’t have any control of them.

Riley narrowed his eyes and stepped to the side. He squinted as he looked at the burning foam. It was starting to die down, but more foam continued to fall down from the ceiling.

“He must be moving around up there!” Carla hissed.

“We know at least the two are up there, the third is probably in there too,” said Laura.

Carla turned her head for but a moment, looking to Laura. “Make your copies. We’re going to need them!”

Riley’s breath was coming quicker, as his anxiety rose. He hadn’t been in a true PVP fight with these new powers. He’d only watched as the three cloaked players sprung their trap on Seth’s group, and then he was almost killed by the red-hand PKer. Could he even compete in a PVP fight? He’d tested taking another player’s powers in the past, and found that he could resist damage and give damage boosts, but the essence he stole, was based on the person or monster he stole it from. It was always more beneficial to take a boss’s power than a nearby party member. Also, he’d discovered that the effects didn’t stack. If he stole essence and gave it to another player, a new essence would override the old one.

“Should I buff anyone?” asked Riley.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Chase. “We’d lose some health, and only gain a minimal buff. Carla’s healing lotuses lower her max stamina, way more than her exploding ones do. From what I remember, one of these PKers can freeze you on touch, another creates the foam, and another creates explosive embers. If this comes down to a fight, try and take the ember-user’s powers, or the freezing one.”

“Got it,” said Riley as Laura moved to the back of the group and began separating out her duplicates.

“They’re not letting up with that damn foam. How haven’t I hit them yet?” Carla said as she kept flinging lotuses into the room, which then floated like bubbles up to the ceiling.

“Well, let’s make those explosions bigger!” said Chase as he created his twenty-sided-die in his hand and reached out and crushed them repeatedly on Carla’s shoulder, since she was standing right in front of him.

For every lotus she threw, he crushed another die on her shoulder. With the increased chances for a critical attack and damage, her lotuses were making much louder explosions that echoed from the room ahead.

Eventually, the foam that had been coating the floor of the room burned out. The only fire still burning, was at the entrance to the room itself, where they were still in the tunnel.

Carla kept throwing her lotuses out into the room, but after several more minutes, the foam stopped burning, and new foam wasn’t falling into the tunnel anymore.

“Hold up,” said Chase, as he patted Carla’s shoulder. “I think they realized this is a stalemate. They want us to fight them in the room, or they’ve already fled.”

“We can’t see the other tunnel from here, so that’s possible,” said Carla.

“Then let’s get in there and not keep them waiting,” said Riley.

“Couldn’t agree with you more,” came Laura’s voice from behind.

Riley turned his head, and watched as numerous Laura’s rushed past. Each was equipped with a melee weapon, except for the one with the rifle. The original Laura pulled her pistol from her hip and rushed into the room as well.

“Guess we’re doing this!” said Chase, following after the mass of twenty-one Lauras, including the original.

“Going to make them pay for trying to PK us!” Carla ran after.

This time, Riley wasn’t going to wait on the side. He was all in. He ran after Carla and into the chamber, which had scorch marks all over the ground, walls, and ceiling.

Riley looked all around the ceiling, waiting to spot one of the cloaked figures. Apparently, those cloaks let them blend into the shadows and acted as some sort of camouflage.

“Let’s see you dodge this!” Carla said as she directed quick-moving lotuses at the ceiling. She had a far better angle of attack, and aimed closer to the center and edges of the ceiling. Her lotuses exploded all around, causing dirt and cement to fall.

“Make sure you don’t cave in the whole damn room!” said Chase, who remained at her back, as a second pair of eyes. Riley waited nearby, positioning between all the Lauras that were spreading out, and Carla and Chase.

Embers fell from the ceiling, roughly the same speed that Carla was throwing her lotuses. The Lauras moved around, avoiding the quick-moving embers, which exploded at random moments, unlike Carla’s lotuses, which required contact to explode.

The clone of Laura that wielded the rifle, would aim up at the ceiling and take random shots, hoping to hit something.

Chase called over to Laura and tossed her a die, which she then held onto for the right moment.

“Show yourselves!” Riley shouted.

A series of laughs echoed around the chamber.

A cloaked figure dropped from the ceiling and landed gracefully on the floor. He had orange hair, coming out of the hood of his cloak, which concealed his face. “You think you can fight us?” he laughed, as his hands came up, creating more embers at his fingertips. The nearest Lauras all turned to him with their weapons ready.

Another figure dropped from the ceiling, this one had blue hair. Her fingers moved, and frost seemed to cover her hands. “I don’t think they can,” she said with a laugh.

Another figure dropped down, about ten feet from Chase. His hair was black, and his hands were covered with black glistening foam. “I don’t think they realize what they’re in for!”

“Seth’s group drove these guys off before,” said Riley, loud enough for Carla and Chase to hear. “We should finish the job.”

“Finish the job?” a voice laughed, as another figure fell from the ceiling. This one, another woman, had blonde hair coming from her hood. Her hands crackled with yellow electrical energy. “I think you’re mistaking your chances!”

Riley turned quickly, hearing the fourth voice. “There’s more of them?” he gasped.

“We just want to have an even fight, since there’s so many of you!” came a fifth voice, as another cloaked figure dropped to the floor. He had green hair, and as his hands lowered, so did a pair of energy-based green cords that emanated from his palms. His fingers grasped them, as if they were whips.

“Damnit, how many cloakers are there?” Carla muttered, looking around the room.

“Enough to loot your corpses,” said the orange-haired ember user. With that comment, all five cloak-wearers attacked.

Chapter 22: Fight or Die

 

Riley was surrounded by chaos. Laura’s duplicates intercepted the nearby ‘cloakers,’ as Carla had called them.

Chase maneuvered and dodged around, throwing his dice at Carla whenever he had a clear shot, but the green-haired whip user, continued to attack to split them up. The blonde-haired woman with the yellow electrical hands, had a more range-based attack, where her hands would pulse, and then fire a sudden electrical discharge which rushed across the room and had a chance of causing momentary paralysis, as well as damage.

Riley quickly gained his awareness of the situation and used Laura’s copies as decoys, so that he could catch one of the cloakers unaware. He threw a cord out and caught the ember-user in the back. The cloaker noticed the spear-tip in his back and turned, sending several embers at Riley. As he did, two of Laura’s duplicates scored hits on him with sword and axe.

Riley dodged to the side, keeping his hand out as the ember-user’s essence rushed into him, and lit his eyes with an orange glow. He then ran to avoid further attacks, while he searched the skirmish for Clara. When he spotted her, he threw his left cord and sent the essence into her.

With that orange essence, along with Chase’s dice, Carla’s powers grew to new heights. Each exploding lotus rocked the room and caused debris to fall from the ceiling.

The cloakers became more mobile as Carla targeted them with her increased powers.

The one benefit that Riley and his friends had, was that the cloakers didn’t appear to have a healer with them. He just hoped that one wasn’t looming in the shadows.

Carla had four of Laura’s copies with her, keeping her safe at all times as Carla was their ace in this situation.

Riley continued to target any cloakers he could. When he stole their essence, he swiftly empowered one of Laura’s nearby duplicates. Chase was moving around far too much, and even if he empowered him, all he’d gain was a single resistance to one of the PKers. Which meant that whoever Chase resisted, they wouldn’t bother attacking him. Currently, Chase was what Riley liked to refer to as ‘a dodge-based tank.’ Meaning that he couldn’t take too many direct hits, but his dexterity was high enough to avoid attacks. Every attack he avoided, was an attack that wasn’t taking out one of Laura’s copies, or going towards Carla.

Riley wasn’t concerned about taking hits. He had a decent amount of dexterity, which let him move around the room and dodge. With his items, he was able to absorb a lot of damage, while also gaining stacks of extra toughness and health from his protection charm. The shield necklace, had already been expended earlier in the fight. He had to wait another eight or so minutes for its effect to come up again.

Riley noticed that the whip-user and the blonde, didn’t have the sort of cohesion that the other three did. Perhaps they were new arrivals to the PKer group?

Riley used that to his advantage and threw his spear-tips more at them, to distract and discourage them, while also stealing their power to buff up Laura’s clones. With so-much fighting and maneuvering, Riley found it difficult to keep-up with all the buffs, since his empowering effect only lasted five minutes.

Riley noticed several of Laura’s clones disappear, after being assailed by a paralyzing hit from the blonde, with a subsequent attack from the green lashes, or numerous exploding embers. He didn’t know for sure, but she was down at least three or four of her copies.

He did his best to defend Laura’s duplicates when he could, sometimes even taking a hit for them. Despite the health loss, he was able to rejuvenate himself quickly by stealing another helping of essence from one of the cloakers.

He turned his attention to the green-whip user, who was dealing with three of Laura’s clones. He threw his cord over, aiming for the guy’s neck. The cloaker didn’t notice in time, and took a little added damage from the spike catching him in the throat. With that attack and essence-drain, the cloaker hesitated, which allowed Laura’s clones to attack at once. Three swords cut into the green-haired PKer. A moment later, his body dissolved into thousands of bright particles as he was killed. An item dropped to the ground, but Riley turned away to find the next target, a smirk on his lips.

He spotted Chase, just as a yellow bolt streaked through the air and caught Chase in the back.

Riley turned and spotted the blonde cloaker up on a rock. He threw his left cord out to a nearby Laura, before throwing his right cord up at the blonde. He landed both hits and as the green-essence left him, the yellow essence rushed towards him from the blonde. She powered up her ability with a pulse of her hands and threw a bolt at Riley. He dodged to the side, but the impact of the attack still hit the ground near his feet, causing little arcs of yellow lightning to catch his foot. He froze up for a full second, as he saw the woman power up another attack, and throw it across the room.

“Help!” Riley heard Chase’s voice.

When his body responded to his impulses, he turned to see Chase being covered in black foam. Chase’s face was covered, and he tried moving around, but there was so much foam in his eyes that he couldn’t see where he was going. The black-foam user kept moving, dodging Laura’s clones, as he kept up the assault on Chase.

The blonde directed her attention on chase, hitting him with those electrical attacks which would temporarily freeze him in place for a second, causing more foam to build up around him.

“Guys!” Carla shouted.

Riley turned and watched as Carla’s body began to frost-over, as the blue-haired cloaker squeezed her from behind. Carla’s hands were frozen over and slowly, the rest of her was gaining a frosty sheen.

A bullet cut through the air, the unmistakeable sound of Laura’s revolver. It smacked into the frost-user, but she seemed unphased.

Riley looked between Chase and Carla. Laura’s duplicates had dwindled. Two were trying to get up the stone to attack the blonde. Two more were chasing the foam-user. The ember cloaker was across the room, but his hand lifted and he threw several embers over at Chase, as one of the Lauras cut into him with an axe.

Riley had to make a choice. He ran.

He could’ve intercepted the embers going for Chase, but in doing so, he would’ve sacrificed Carla.

His arms pumped as he he dashed.

If he sacrificed Carla, their damage would be gone and the fight would be lost. There was only one choice that got any of them out of that room alive.

He reached the frost-user and swung his fist with all his strength.

His power was sorely lacking. It was one of his lowest stats. But as his knuckles collided with the frost-user’s cheek, she was knocked to the side and lost her grip on Carla.

Carla stumbled forward and fell to the ground. She rolled and twisted until the icy frost broke from her hands.

The frost user quickly recovered, her fist turned to ice as she swung and punched Riley square in the face, sending him sprawling back and onto the scorched ground below.

Riley hit his head hard against the ground, which caused added damage as his eyes flashed red. The frost-user ran for him and jumped into the air and drove her icy fist down towards him.

A single orange lotus flew against her side.

The explosion knocked her away, but also damaged Riley.

Riley winced from the bright explosion above him, but he swiftly pulled himself up. The frost user rolled on the ground and moved to stand, only to have several more lotuses float her way. The moment they touched her, a thunderous explosion bloomed and rocked the room, causing larger chunks of the ceiling to fall.

But in that bright flash, Riley realized something was wrong. There was no way Carla’s powers were that powerful, since she wasn’t currently empowered, or receiving dice from Chase.

His head turned, watching the smoke billow, and the foam burn in a large mound, roughly the height of a person.

“Chase!” Laura shouted.

Riley froze in that instant. The foam-user dodged as Laura’s clones attacked him.

The ember-user was doing the same. But it had only taken a few embers, the embers Riley didn’t intercept, to put an end to Chase.

There was no movement as the mound of foam burned away.

“Empower me!” Carla shouted, as she threw her lotuses.

Riley’s attention snapped back. Without thinking, he threw his spike to snag their ember user. He stole more of his power as he was engaged with Laura’s duplicates. Another bolt of paralyzing electricity froze Riley in place, but the essence was still being siphoned into him.

He was at roughly forty percent health after absorbing the ember-user’s essence. When he was able to move again, he threw his cord to Carla.

He turned his head to check on the state of the frost user, but when he looked over, all he saw was an item on the ground. Those last explosions had taken the blue-haired woman out.

His eyes lost their orange glow, as Carla gained it. The lotus-throwing woman continued her attacks, separating them out between the two PKers on the ground, while Laura’s copies took part of the damage themselves, being so close to the blasts.

Riley turned his attention to the blonde, who had jumped down from the rock she was on. She ran for the exit tunnel.

Riley threw his right cord out and planted his feet firmly in the burnt dirt. His spear-tip snagged the blonde and when it went taut, he was yanked forward and down to the dirt. But in doing so, the blonde stumbled from the sudden tug. The two of them fell to the ground simultaneously, as the blonde’s essence rushed through his cord.

Laura’s duplicates were upon the blonde within seconds. They attacked her with reckless abandon while she was still on the ground. A single lotus floated over and touched her cloak. The explosion killed one of the Lauras and threw the other back a few feet. The blonde dematerialized into particles, just as her two comrades had.

Riley pulled himself up. He watched the two remaining cloakers dodge Laura’s clones. They were both heading for the exit. Riley ran as fast as he could to intercept the nearest one.

Explosions rocked the room, as the ember-user threw his attacks at Carla, who was throwing explosive lotuses back at him. The embers kept colliding with the oncoming lotuses, effectively cancelling each other out.

As the foam-user ran—not even looking back, Riley slammed into him from the side. He wrapped his arms as tight as he could around the PKer’s arms, as foam began to pour out around them from the cloaker’s hands.

“Carla! Take him down!” Riley shouted.

Several seconds passed. Riley saw Carla’s lotuses exploding as they met the other PKer’s embers. Then, two lotuses reached him and the foam-user.

Riley’s eyes flashed red as the two explosions damaged him and set the foam alight, but the cloaker had taken the brunt of the attack. Riley’s health was at about thirty percent and falling from the fire damage.

He realized, in the bottom of his vision, his shield necklace had triggered, which helped limit some of the damage from the explosions. His hold on the foam-user lessened. Initially, he gripped tighter, but realized the cloaker was dissolving into particles.

An item fell off him as he stood and pulled out of the burning foam. He didn’t waste a breath before throwing his cord out at the last cloaker, who was almost to the exit.

The ember-user maneuvered behind a stone jutting out of the floor, and avoided Riley’s attack.

A rapid ‘click click click click click click,’ came from across the room.

Bang!

A second later, the last PKer stumbled forward, planting face-first into the dirt.

“That’s for Chase,” came Laura’s stern voice, as the last cloaker’s body dispersed into orange and black particles.

The repugnant odor of the dingy underground was now replaced with sulfur and smoke.

Chase was gone. But so were the five cloak-wearers.

Riley stood there, his stamina’s limit had dropped to about thirty percent.

Laura lowered her pistol, only three of her duplicates were still standing.

Riley looked over to Carla, as she lifted her arms into the air and brought her hands in front of her face.

“Guys?” she asked, her voice trembling.

Laura looked over, as Riley stepped towards her.

“What’s going on?” Carla pleaded.

There was a flash of golden light. Then, a pair of matching multi-colored tattoos appeared on the palms of her hands. They were in the pattern of a spiral, their colors changing from start to finish.

Since Carla was in Riley’s party, he could see her health. He could see the word change above her head.

The name ‘Carla,’ dissolved.

The words ‘Chromatic Lotus,’ appeared in its place.

“You just got your sigil,” Laura breathed, her eyes wide.

“My sigil?” Carla spoke, then her eyes went wide as well. “I got my sigil!”

Riley watched as Carla gained her sigil and reached ‘tier two.’

She’d become a paragon.

Chapter 23: Dibs

 

Carla looked between her hands. She reached over with the left and traced the spiral tattoo on her right.

“This is so awesome,” she whispered as she quickly pulled up her status screen to see what she’d gained. Upon hitting tier two, which was also referred to as ‘becoming a paragon,’ she’d gained ten stat points to place as she wished.

“I wonder what triggered your Sigil?” asked Laura.

“She obliterated those PKers,” said Riley.

“I’d like to think I helped in that regard,” Laura huffed.

“Sigil Online is pretty random towards how you gain your Sigil,” said Riley. “Killing one of the people who killed—”

Riley’s eyes widened. He turned back to look at the smoldering dirt where Chase had been.

“What about Chase?” he yelled. “They killed him! What’s he going to do?”

Carla dismissed her screen and looked over to Riley. “He’s going to have to reroll, it sucks,” she said. “I’m going to miss those crit dice.”

Riley’s jaw had lowered, hearing Carla speak so dismissively towards Chase’s death. “What the hell?” he asked. “Chase just lost his character! And all you can say is that you’re going to miss his powers?”

“Riley, relax,” said Laura as she stepped towards him. “It’s not that big of a deal!”

Riley looked over to Laura. “What are you talking about? He has to start over again! What’s he going to do for money? You guys are getting close to level seventy or eighty, aren’t you? How is he going to cover his expenses? Does he have savings?”

Laura walked over and grabbed Riley’s shoulders and looked him in the eyes. “Calm. Down,” she said in a stern voice. “Chase has always played Sigil for fun. His wife works in the IT department for one of the news agencies in the city we live in. She makes more money than all three of us combined. He’s not going to lose sleep over this! He’s going to be just fine.”

Riley took a moment to swallow and take a breath. He couldn’t explain it. All the emotion from his own death, had welled up inside of him again at the thought of Chase having to start over, just as Seth had. But at least Seth’s friends were all there to help support him in-game and outside of game, he had a part-time job which covered most of his living expenses.

Riley shook his head. “Sorry, I...I guess I never knew about his home life.”

Laura patted his right shoulder. “I know the real world can be pretty crappy at times, but a lot of people still just play Sigil for the game it is. Does Sigil really mean that much to you?” she asked, her brow furrowed as she released his shoulders.

Riley looked away. He saw Carla turn and walk around the room, but he didn’t pay her any mind. “Sigil is my life,” he said. “Sigil is how I pay rent and everything. There’s no jobs around, except ones that won’t amount to enough to pay to live alone where I’m at.”

Riley blinked at him. “How old are you?” she asked.

“I’m sixteen,” Riley answered.

“Sixteen? And you’re living on your own?” Laura asked. “Did your parents kick you out or something?”

Riley’s lips parted, but then he swallowed again. There was a tightness in his chest. He wanted to say to Laura, that he didn’t want to talk about it. But besides Aaron, he never talked to anyone about his home life. Well, except for Wendy, but that had been a while back.

“I never knew my parents. They were killed in an accident the year after I was born. I lived with my grandmother,” he said. “But she passed away about eight months after Sigil came out. I had nowhere to go, and I had been helping her pay the ever-increasing bills at her small apartment, but...there was no way I could stay there on my own. I’ve never even left the city I grew up in. So I found a small apartment with the money I’d earned. I ended up playing Sigil even more, for longer hours. If I didn’t, then I’d end up on the streets. Or worse.”

Laura watched him. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess it’s easy to assume things about people you don’t know. So, you weren’t put into the foster care system, after she passed away?” Laura asked.

Riley shook his head. “In my region, the age of being an adult and being able to make decisions for yourself is sixteen. So, I dropped out of school and made Sigil my full-time job to make ends meet. I was doing alright for myself, until I was killed in that first fight with the Weevil.”

Laura sighed. “That’s a bad break,” she said. “But things are looking up for you, right? I know it’s been two weeks since the invasion event, but you made some money, right? I know you’ve been hunting with us and Seth’s group, are you starting to pull in better income from your item sales?”

Riley nodded, looking back to Laura. “Yeah, things are getting better. I’m...optimistic. When I was playing as Radiance, I didn’t really make friends with the people I played with. It all felt like I was just working with others to turn a profit. But with Seth and you guys, It feels different. I’m not sure how to explain it.”

Carla walked up to them from the side, her arms filled with six different items. “That’s called having friends you care about, and who care about you. Ya scrub.” Carla said, shaking her head.

Riley couldn’t help but smile as the vocal young woman voiced the fact of the matter.

“Carla, you have such a way with words,” Laura said with a smirk.

“I know, I’m fantastic,” said Carla. “So, if you’re all done with your background story, we have loot to split and figure out. But let’s get the hell outa here first, alright? I don’t wanna get jumped again.”

Riley shook his head at first, but Carla had a point. “Sounds good to me,” he said. “Let’s get somewhere safe.”

 

Riley sat at a table in the corner of Bunker 7. To his left, sat Laura. To his right, sat Carla. Their return from the Underground had been thankfully uneventful. No monsters, no traps, no PKers. Carla had grabbed the five items dropped from the PKers and snagged the item Chase had lost when he died, so she could hold onto it until he returned.

“Should we wait for Chase?” asked Riley.

“Screw that,” said Carla. “He’s probably eating dinner with his wife right now.”

“He probably won’t get back here until tomorrow,” said Laura. “Knowing him, he’ll make his character in the morning.”

“His wife will probably transfer him some money to turn into SC so he can get himself another apartment and a ride over,” said Carla.

“To be honest, I think he was getting tired of his power,” said Laura. “He enjoyed damage-dealing a lot more.”

“Damage dealing?” Riley asked. “The dice thing wasn’t his original power?”

Laura shook her head as she rested one arm on the table, and held her chin with the other. “Oh no, he’s had...two? Other powers. I think this is his third death. He started off as a healer, but not a hybrid healer, just a straight-up healer. He didn’t really like it, and I think he was happy when he lost the character and had to start over. Then, he was a damage-dealer, but we fought a rare spawn that was a little too tough for us, and we got cornered and he ended up dying, which he was a bit upset about cause he enjoyed the powers. Then, as you know, he gained support powers in the form of those dice. I think he was envious of Carla because Carla got to blow stuff up, while all he could do was throw dice.”

“Everyone wants to be me,” said Carla with a smirk. “Wait till he finds out that I hit paragon.

“Now he’s going to be envious of Chromatic Lotus,” Riley added with a half smile.

“That’s right!” Carla spoke up. “I need to demand that everyone start calling me that now. Else I just won’t respond.”

“I think I’m going to just call you Chrome,” said Laura. “Your new title is a mouthful.”

“Nope, you gotta say the whole thing!” Carla demanded. “Else I’m not sharing all that loot I picked up!”

“Could just call her Lotus,” Riley offered.

“Nope, the whole thing!” Carla reiterated.

Laura sighed. “Fine, Chromatic Lotus, please show us the first item for inspection. It’s getting close to my dinner time as well, and thinking about that mushroom risotto Chase was going to make for his wife, has got me dreaming of food.”

“Hmm, maybe we can just say Lotus in combat and you can call me Carla in social settings,” she said as she lifted her hand and tapped at her inventory.

Riley rolled his eyes as Carla was already changing her mind about it.

“Won’t that get confusing?” asked Laura. “You know what, forget it. Just...bring out the first item.”

“First item is...this thing,” said Carla as she materialized one of the items she’d picked up from the cloakers. She placed it on the center of the table. It looked like the iconic black hooded cloak that the PKers were all wearing. “We’ve actually got two of them, the stats are similar on them.”

Riley and Laura reached out and touched it, to see for themselves.

-

 

Cloak of Concealment

On-Use Effect: (Focus)

Stealth

Movement speed is reduced to 50% (While Stealthed)

Max Stamina is reduced by 20% for 10 minutes after leaving Stealth

(Stealth allows a player to remain hidden from sight. Nearby light-levels and powers, will help break concealment.)

(Cannot enter Stealth, if a monster or non-partied player is looking at you, or if you’re in direct light.)

 

-

“I guess it could be useful at times,” said Riley.

“Yeah, but we’re not PKers,” said Laura. “We should only focus on items that actually help us all the time, otherwise we should sell them.”

“That’s true,” said Riley.

“So what’re we doing with it?” asked Carla. “Like I said, there’s two.”

“I vote we sell them both,” said Laura. “I just don’t think we need items like this. Not to mention, the loss of stamina would hurt any of you. I also can’t give my clones anything other than weapons. They gain their base attributes from me.”

“I’ll vote sell,” said Riley.

“Alright, we’re selling both cloaks,” said Carla as she grabbed it and then dematerialized it back into her inventory. “Let’s take a look at—” She materialized a ring and set it in the center of the table. “This.”

Again, Laura and Riley reached out to touch it to read the details.

-

 

Ring of Expert Climbing

Easily climb any surface, no matter how smooth or tough.

Increase Endurance by 2

Increase Dexterity by 4

 

-

“I don’t really need it,” said Carla. “My current rings are better.”

“I don’t think my clones gain benefit effects from my gear, I think they only get stats,” said Laura. “But it might be sell-worthy, depending if Riley doesn’t want it.”

“I’d be able to position better if I had it,” said Riley. “Which means more buffs for everyone.”

“Yeah, but it could also separate you further from the protection of the party,” said Carla. “It sucked when that frost-user grabbed me. Think about that happening to you, after you’ve reached some place the rest of us can’t easily get to.”

“That’s true,” Riley sighed.

“Let’s set that aside for now and see the rest,” said Laura.

“Alright, here’s the next one,” said Laura as she removed an item from her inventory, which looked like a fragment of metal, on the end of a necklace. She set it on the center of the table as Riley and Laura touched it.

-

 

Bomb Shell Necklace

Increase throwing speed powers by 35%

Increase Power Stat by 5

Increase Stamina by 3

 

-

“Oh damn, this is totally mine,” said Carla.

“I use throwing powers too!” said Riley.

Carla sighed. “Yeah, but yours don’t gain any benefit from the power stat. Not to mention, I burn through Stamina super quick.”

“Yeah, but you already throw your lotuses really fast! I could buff everyone so-much faster with this!” said Riley.

“To be fair,” Laura spoke up. “Your cord already moves really fast. It’s actually the essence-stealing thing you do, that takes the longest. I’m going to have to vote Carla on this one.”

Riley reached up and scratched at the side of his head. “Sorry, you’re right...I wasn’t thinking. It should go to Carla.”

“Sweet,” Carla said as she grabbed it and put it on immediately. “I’m going to be a total badass. Like, a paragon badass.”

“What’s the last item?” Riley asked with a sigh.

“Right, here it is,” said Carla as she pulled another ring out of her inventory and set it on the table for Laura and Riley to touch.

-

 

Ring of Strong Endurance

Increase Endurance stat by 8

Increase Power stat by 4

 

-

“Hmm, an all-around good item,” said Riley.

“Yeah, would be useful for any of us,” said Laura.

“I like my rings better, you two can fight over it,” said Carla.

Riley looked over to Laura. “So what’re we thinking? We’ve got the ring of climbing, and this endurance one.”

Laura’s lips quirked to the side as she stared at the two rings on the table. “I think the ring of endurance is worth just a tiny bit more,” she said. “I could really use the extra endurance to keep all my clones alive, and you don’t use power as a stat, whereas the climbing ring gives you some dexterity.”

“I’m kinda in agreement,” said Riley. “I’ve got some decent defensive items already, and I can only equip one more ring.

“You still using that three-dex ring Carla traded you?” asked Laura.

Riley nodded. “Yeah.”

“Well, I’ll be trading a four endurance, two stamina ring, to equip this new one. I’d offer you my old one, but I’m thinking of letting Chase borrow it to help keep him alive.”

“That’s fine with me,” said Riley. “Like I said, I’m good on defence, but eight was pretty enticing.”

“As long as you’re fine with it, then it’s settled,” said Laura. “You’ll take the climbing, I’ll take the Endurance, Carla claimed the necklace, and we’ll sell the two cloaks.” Laura then looked to Carla. “Don’t forget to give Chase that item you picked up that he dropped.”

“Yeah yeah,” said Carla. “It’s nothing I want anyway.”

Riley reached for the ring of climbing and put it on. Carla had a point. It could put him in situations where the others couldn’t reach him, but it could also put him out of harm’s reach if enemies tried closing in. He figured it was going to help him, more than it’d hurt him. Besides, he had decent defensive items to keep himself alive.

“Sucks that we lost Chase today,” said Laura. “And that we didn’t find a rare down there, but at least we cleared out five PKers and got some decent spoils from them.”

“Yeah, they won’t be going around screwing with other players for a while, too,” said Carla.

“They were the ones that jumped Seth’s group,” said Riley. “I guess...in a strange way, I owe them for my current powers. If they wouldn’t have attacked, we would’ve just gone into the next room and that rare spawn might’ve eaten someone else. But, I’m glad we ended them. They deserved it for killing Seth.”

“PVP is one thing,” said Laura. “Where two guilds fight for whatever reason. But going into dungeons and hunting players who are fighting bosses, that’s just vile behavior.”

“What if we’re fighting a boss, and another group comes in, helps damage it, and then takes the item drop for themselves?” asked Carla, looking over to Laura.

“That’s different!” she claimed. “That’s just stealing! We’d obviously attack them, if they didn’t give the item up.”

Carla smirked. “Glad we’re on the same page.”

Chapter 24: Business As Usual

 

Riley stood on a large rock against the chamber wall. He had a good eye on the fight and the combatants in the room. It had been almost half a month since Chase was killed by the band of cloak-wearing PKers.

Seth was sitting beside him, his arm out. He kept firing a white beam of energy, thanks to the clasp Riley had given him.

“So then I told my manager that I was sick, which, I mean, I am feeling a bit under the weather,” said Seth, as he continued to fire at a large stone golem that slowly swung its thick arms around the room, trying to hit the various copies of Laura.

“He didn’t even try and quiz me on my symptoms or anything. He was just like ‘alright, get better,’” Seth mimicked a deeper sounding voice at the end, before continuing his story. “But if it was anyone else, I swear he always grills them about why they’re sick, asking if they were out drinking again or whatever.”

Riley threw his right cord out, and then his left. He hadn’t spoken in a few minutes, as he loosely listened to Seth’s story about his part-time job, while also managing to keep up with buffs around the room.

“You’re mad that he trusted you?” asked Riley, glancing over to Seth for a moment, giving him a bit of a confused look.

“Yeah!” said Seth. “I mean, no! Well...I don’t know. Forget it.” Seth grumbled.

Riley blinked, not quite understanding, but he couldn’t help but smile. He diverted his attention back to the fight and threw his cord out to snag the weird dark soft areas between the golem’s stone segments. Even before the spear-tip found its mark, he was sending his left-cord out to one of Laura’s many clones. Todd, Brenda and Erica, were already buffed, so that just left all of Laura’s clones.

“I still can’t believe Brenda got her sigil,” said Riley. “I thought I’d be there to see it, but it had to be on one of the days I was with Laura’s group.”

“Yeah, it was pretty exciting,” said Seth. “I was hoping I would’ve found some powers by now, but it took you about a month, right?”

Riley nodded. “Yeah. But it’s almost been a month for you,” he replied. “Have you been touching everything that looks like it might kill you?”

“Screw that,” said Seth. “I’ve been kicking, punching, jumping into acid. I dunno. It’s tough man.”

“Yeah,” Riley agreed. “So has Brenda demanded that you call her Crossbolt yet?”

Seth snickered. “She’s still undecided on the name, I think. Not that she gets to pick, of course.”

“I wasn’t thrilled with Radiance when I got it,” said Riley. “I wanted something really cool sounding, something that put fear into people!”

“Yeah, I’d say the game screwed you out of that,” said Seth. “But at least you get to try again.”

“True,” Riley murmured.

“So how’re things going on...the bug project?” asked Seth.

Riley glanced over to him. “What bug project?” he asked, trying to make it sound as if he didn’t know.

“I know it’s a secret,” said Seth. “But Laura mentioned some of the details, and to keep my eye out. She gave me a teleportation cube of her own, and from Paladin. But I’ve gotta say, I doubt we’re going to come across the bug.”

Riley had noticed that Seth’s voice had lowered somewhat, so he kept his low as well, even though it was only trusted individuals in the vicinity.

“Yeah, it’s unlikely that you guys would be targeted,” said Riley. “We’ve seen two more attacks in the past two weeks. He or she, has stepped up their game. So far, no news outlet has speculated on him being a player. Or that he’s targeting streamers. But we checked into the recent incidents. They were both groups of paragons. They each had one person streaming their footage when it happened.”

“Damn,” said Seth. “I heard about the last two attacks on the news, cause they’re all about juicy events like this bug popping up. It’s just crazy that this...bug, is able to travel so quick, when most players wouldn’t have the means to do so. There’s that guy who did the portals, back during that invasion. But he could only make them as far as he could physically see.”

“Yeah, there’s definitely ways for players to move around quickly,” said Riley. “But the bug seems to be very powerful on its own. He went head to head with Paladin, and actually seemed stronger. I wish we could warn people about his methods, but currently it’s our only way of trapping him, since he doesn’t know we know.”

“It’s a tough call,” said Seth. “Are you guys working on a trap though?”

Riley’s sighed as he threw out his cords again. “Sort of. We’re gathering data on the attacks, trying to determine who he’s targeting and why. There’s tons of streamers that are paragons out there. Plenty of people make some extra money that way. But he’s not even targeting the streamers with the biggest following. He’s not really targeting the lowest ones either.”

“Well, at least streamers have a decent fanbase,” said Seth as he fired off more shots with the clasp. “Streamers get tons of donations and all sorts of stuff. They make money regardless of what they do, even though a lot of them tend to be PVPers. But even if they die, their fanbase will still be there to throw money at them, cause they like how they play, or they like their personality.”

Riley’s left and right cords retracted and slotted back into his palms. He stared at the large golem for several long seconds. “Crap,” he whispered. “Maybe that’s it?”

“What’s it?” asked Seth, glancing up to Riley.

“He might be targeting players that won’t lose all their income from dying. Since they’re streamers, he can figure out where they are and wait for them ahead of time, and he can take their loot and not have to worry about that player losing their job, essentially.”

Seth laughed and shook his head. “You make it sound like the bug isn’t such a bad person.”

Riley listened to Seth’s alternate point of view, and then immediately remembered his first-hand experience with the arrival of the White Weevil. “Maybe I’m wrong,” he murmured. “He did go after Warcry, and then killed me. Neither of us are streamers.”

“I think you’re trying too hard to figure this player out,” said Seth. “He may have a reason for doing what he does, but I doubt it’s in anyone’s best interest but his own. Think about all the players he killed during the invasion event.”

Riley sighed again. “Yeah, you’re right. I wasn’t thinking it through all the way, I guess.”

“I think if anyone’s going to bring this guy down, you’ve got the best shot at it,” said Seth. “He might even drop a really sweet item. Hell, killing him might even trigger a sigil.”

Riley’s thoughts had drifted. He was envisioning the scene with the Glownaconda, where the beam had swung down towards Warcry. He’d ran over and pushed her out of the way, but before he could dodge out of the way, his foot had been caught. He hadn’t expected the beam to keep him on the ground. At the time, he thought he could’ve rolled or dived out of the way. He started chewing on his lower lip as he remembered the incident involving his death.

“You said Radiance didn’t have a good reputation, didn’t you?” Riley asked.

“What?” Seth replied, as he kept firing at the golem’s weak spots.

“When we first met, and I was trying to find people I knew. You told me that everything you’d heard about Radiance, wasn’t too favorable, right?”

“Uh, well...yeah, kinda,” said Seth. He then turned to look to Riley again. “But you’ve changed. At least, you sure don’t seem like the same kind of person that people were referring to, when they spoke about Radiance. You’re a good person, Riley. It might not have been all that long ago that you were Radiance, but in my opinion, you’re two different people.”

Riley smiled. “I appreciate that, I really do,” he said. “But what I mean, is that maybe the bug is targeting bad people. People who he thinks either won’t miss their income, or players he thinks should be taken out, due to their reputation or how they play the game.”

“Sounds like you need to do some more research on the victims,” said Seth. “Maybe after this, you can apply for an investigator job in your town’s police bureau. Before you know it, you’ll be sending people off to The Dungeon.”

“I’m not sure that putting ‘profiled, tracked down and hunted a player in Sigil Online,’ is going to meet the requirement to get a job like that.”

Seth shrugged. “Eh, give it a few years. You never know.”

Riley’s thoughts were already wandering again as he tried to remember as much as he could about the other players that the White Weevil had attacked.

“Todds buff wore off about a minute ago,” said Seth.

Riley blinked. “Oops,” he said as he threw his cords out again, right one to the golem, left to Todd.

The entire time, Todd had been lifting sections of earth to deflect the golem’s attacks, all the while red bolts flew from Brenda’s crossbow to slam into the golem’s weak points. Erica used the vines she could manipulate, to entangle the golem’s legs, severely limiting its movement. Laura’s copies were making rather weak attacks on the golem itself, but they were gaining most of its attention, allowing the others to deal more damage.

The fight lasted only eight minutes, before the golem crumbled where it stood and left an item in its wake.

“Really nice having Laura with us today,” said Seth, as he slowly stood. “Guess she’s really after paragon, since Carla’s been holding it over her head, huh?”

Riley smirked as he lowered his hands and then moved to the edge of the large rock. “Yeah, Carla’s always holding it above our heads, even Chase sometimes.”

“So Chase is getting back on his feet?” Seth asked, before jumping off the rock and landing about ten feet below.

Riley followed him, hopping down as well. “Yeah, Chase is flying in levels. We’ve been hitting more bosses to help him get back up to speed. He’s been perusing the markets in his off-hours, to see if there’s any questionable items that might grant him powers. He’s actually over in Tall City right now, checking out some place that sells weird things that could lead to getting your first powers.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard about stuff like that,” said Seth. “Sometimes you eat things, or take an item to a specific spot, or bring it near something else...and poof, you get powers. Or something.”

“There really isn’t an exact science to this game,” said Riley. “People try and duplicate past-success with gaining powers, and it never works. You gotta try new things.”

“So Chase is off searching for powers, and Carla is doing...what again?” asked Seth.

“Umm,” Riley trailed off for a moment, as he and Seth walked over to where the others in the group had gathered, already checking out the item. “Oh! That’s right, she went to the movies.”

“Ah,” said Seth, as they arrived at the center of the room. Laura’s arm was stretched out, taking her clones back, one by one.

“Anyone need a ring that gives three to mind,” said Brenda, as she held a small ring in her hand. “And it increases your crit chance by one percent.”

Nobody spoke up.

“Alright, sounds like trash,” said Brenda. “Selling it for credits then. You wanna hold onto it, Seth?”

“Sure, I’ll keep it warm in my pocket,” Seth replied.

Brenda tossed him the ring and he dematerialized it into his inventory.

“Next room?” asked Laura.

“We’re on a roll today,” said Todd. “Why don’t we combine groups all the time?” he asked, looking to Laura.

Laura looked over to Todd. “Um...I don’t know. It might not be a bad idea if we switch to a harder zone,” she said. “Seth is still working on tier one, and so is Chase from my group. If it’s cool with you guys, we could combine and go to a higher zone? Everything we’ve been doing, wouldn’t be a good pace for a group of that size though. If we go somewhere more dangerous, we’d gain more experience, but our individual loot gains would be a little slower.”

“I’m voting on a higher zone,” said Riley. “I don’t mind getting a little less loot. Besides, the things we do kill, would have loot that sells for more, even for what’s considered ‘junk’ items.”

“That’s true,” said Seth. “Let’s just finish our day here, and tomorrow we can meetup at Bunker Seven as usual. I’d love a change of scenery, but it's your all’s decision on where we go, since I just...you know, pew pew things,” he said as he gestured with his palm as if he was shooting.

“Me and Carla can carry you guys,” Brenda teased, her lips curled.

“Just because you gained increased powers, a title, and ten stat points, doesn’t mean you’re so much better than us now,” said Erica.

“Aww, but the fact that I feel better, is what counts!” Brenda joked as she brought her crossbow to her shoulder.

Soon enough, the group followed after Laura and headed into another room to find another boss to fight.

Chapter 25: Eye See You

 

Riley looked around Laura’s in-game apartment room. It was his first time being there. It was bigger than his own, despite being located in Bunker 7. The walls, ceiling, and floor, were all concrete. There was a bed, a dresser, a chandelier, a mirror, several storage chests. An incense burner was leaving thin little smoke trails up into the air. Riley wasn’t sure how to place the smell of the room. It was almost like laundry detergent, if he was being honest.

On one of the walls, was a large board with crudely drawn sections that represented the various cities. Laura stood in front of it, and continued to draw, adding dots and words beside them.

Seth was also there. As was Red Shotgun. Red had taken the initiative of laying down on Laura’s bed, with her hands under her head.

Seth leaned against one of the concrete walls as he stared down at the incense burner.

“Did we invite Paladin to this little...meeting?” asked Red.

“I sent him a message,” said Laura, as she kept writing on the whiteboard with a marker. “He said to appraise him of any new information, but that he was busy.”

“Sounds like a typical Paladin response,” said Red. “High level paragons always got stuff to do.”

Riley was seated in the middle of the floor, his legs out in front of him, his arms propping him up with his hands behind him. “Did Paladin say that any of his friends would be joining this...endeavor?”

“The bug-squashing endeavor?” Red replied.

“He said that he had some friends who’d be willing to enter the fight, depending on what happens and if they can get to it,” said Laura. “We’re still trying to keep things relatively secret to people we can trust, who won’t sell the information to the news.”

“I’ve thought about it,” said Red. “But then I realized the vids of me smashing that Weevil in the face, are going to be worth more.”

“That’s...very likely,” said Seth.

“I haven’t told anyone else but my girl, Melter,” said Red.

“I’ve mentioned to some of the other groups that I know, that I was looking for quick help on an undisclosed matter,” said Laura. “But after telling Seth about the plan, I haven’t said anything to anyone else.”

“I’m glad I get to be a part of this suicide endeavor,” Seth teased.

“The whole point of this meetup, is to make it less of one,” said Riley.

Laura leaned up and stepped to the side of the board. There were dots, connected to lines, which were connected to names. Laura reached out and pointed to a dot with the number one beside it. It had a line coming from it, that went up to the name ‘Radiance.’

“These are all the attacks the White Weevil has made,” said Laura. “This here, is where Radiance was killed. That was about two and a half months ago. Then, here we have the second appearance of the bug,” she said, as she tapped another dot, which was in a completely different city. “The second incident was about twenty days later.” Laura then moved her marker and pointed to another dot. “The third attack was the invasion.”

“We know all of this already,” Red huffed as she leaned up on Laura’s bed and looked over to her. “Let’s get to the useful bits, yeah?”

Laura looked over to Red, then glanced to Riley. She then looked around to all three of them as she lifted her marker back to the board, pointing at the names she’d written. “For now, the only connection we’ve made to all these incidents, is that each of the groups and players the White Weevil has targeted, is because he perceives them as people nobody would miss, or that can easily replace their lost income, or that just play the game for fun.”

“We researched the four incidents that’ve happened since the invasion event, from about a month and a half ago. That’s the best connection we’ve been able to make,” said Riley. “During the invasion, the Weevil couldn’t have easily picked its targets, so it probably didn’t care too much. He probably figured that if people were going to show up to a boss event like that, then he didn’t care if he killed them.”

“So this guy, or girl, has a conscious that drives their decisions?” asked Red. “Is that all we’re trying to prove?”

“It’s enough to help make guesses on who he’s going to target next,” said Laura. “There’s not a lot of information to go on, as to why he chooses one player versus another, but he always uses streamers. He uses streamers to determine where a group is going to be, and then he seems to have a list of acceptable targets, once he’s there. He may not even go after the streamer, we’ve discovered. Sometimes he’s after other targets. Like with Radiance.”

Riley sighed quietly.

“So this is good detective work and all,” said Red. “But where does this leave us? We’re supposed to be hunting it down.”

“Which is where Paladin comes in,” said Laura. “We’ve made a list of players for him to meet-up with and pass out his teleportation cubes to. He’s doing it under the guise of wanting to put a stop to PKers in the region, which he is well-known for fighting. Unfortunately, there’s going to be some false-positives. These players, which are mostly streamers, will probably summon him at the first sign of trouble. This actually works out really-well for Paladin, because most of these people are paying him a premium for his teleportation cubes, knowing he’ll protect them. So he’s already turning a tidy profit off the whole situation. Unfortunately, he’s had to slow his leveling while he does this, but at his level, a week off isn’t going to affect his stats much.”

“So we’re casting a net,” said Seth. “Paladin is creating a network to alert him to the Weevil’s whereabouts.”

“Precisely,” said Laura. “Paladin is messaging the individual streamers to discreetly make these offers, so that he isn’t seen on their streams. He’s doing this in the guise of not letting PKers that might be watching, know that he’s doing this. Which also prevents the Weevil from noticing.”

“Seems like a good plan,” said Red. “So now that we’re all on the same page, what now?”

“Mostly we wait,” said Laura. “The bait is already out there. The net has been cast. We and our groups, have an assortment of teleportation cubes, so that we can instantly arrive at the scene. Paladin will be the first to arrive, since he’s the one most of the cubes are aligned to. Once he’s spotted the Weevil and knows that we can fight it at the location, he’ll summon the rest of us, to ensure that it doesn’t get away.”

“Let’s just hope that the monster nearby isn’t too powerful, like a Saros,” said Seth.

“That’ll be up to Paladin to determine,” said Laura. “We’re just on standby, unless we come across the Weevil first.”

“So we really didn’t need the whole whiteboard and drawing, did we?” asked Red.

Laura looked to the board, then over to the young woman who had claimed her bed. “I...just wanted to draw out my thoughts,” she said. “Sometimes visualizing the whole picture can help the situation. Plus, I’ve never actually used the whiteboard that I’ve had in my room since forever.”

Red nodded. “Understandable. Are we...good to go?”

“Yeah, I guess that’s it,” said Laura as she looked over to Red. “You and Paladin were the two people I really needed here, since I see Seth and Riley almost every day.”

Red smiled. “That’s cool, I appreciate being kept in the loop,” she said as she hopped up off the bed. “Be sure to keep in touch. If someone ends up dying and the whole plan fails, I wanna know ahead of time. I’m doing my best to stay in-game as much as I can. Hopefully we snag this bastard in the next couple weeks. I need to get back to some of the more intensive boss-fights, which could take upwards of an hour, and there’s no reason to be going all-out on something like that, if Paladin could signal the alarm at any time.”

“Right, we’re in the same mindset,” said Laura. “We’re trying to get whatever levels and gear we can, to better close the gap between us and the Weevil, but we also need to be prepared to fight whenever possible.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Red. “I’ll be leaving then,” she said as she walked past Riley and went for the door. “Message me if you need me, otherwise I’m going to get back to the grind. Later!” she then turned the handle on the door and left the apartment room.

Riley pulled himself up from the floor. “Anything else?” he asked. “Or are we good to go as well?”

Laura shrugged. “I just wanted to feel important and have a meeting,” she said with a smirk. “I’m good to head upstairs and wait for the group. We can get some food buffs in us before we head out.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Seth. “They’re running that special food buff in the bar again!”

 

Riley sat at one of the tables in the corner of Bunker 7. Around him, was Seth’s group, along with Laura and Carla.

“Where the hell is he?” Carla groaned as she turned her head and looked to the digital clock above the bar, situated near several televisions depicting news segments.

“It’s not like him to be late,” said Laura.

“You think something happened to him on the way here? Like an invasion event?” asked Riley.

“We learn about that stuff pretty quick on the news,” said Seth, pointing over to the television behind the bar. “But there’s nothing about an invasion event.”

“How far away is he?” asked Todd.

“He’s in Garden Haven, just like us,” said Erica.

“Oh, really? Huh,” Todd murmured.

“I don’t think he’s ever been late,” said Laura. She turned her head and looked to the door again.

“It’s only been fifteen minutes,” said Seth. “I’m sure he just lost track of time. No biggie.”

“He sets alarms though,” said Laura.

From across the room, the large double-doors slowly inched inwards. The light from the outside ebbed in and drew Laura’s attention to it. She watched and waited for someone to come in, as the door kept creeping open bit by bit. Laura’s brow furrowed as she tried to figure out what was going on with the door. Was someone coming in? The door opened enough to see outside as it was about a foot wide, but she didn’t see anyone standing there. Then, the door closed.

It was then that she noticed something crawling along the floor. It was eight-legged and metallic, with a globe-like center, and a circular divot in the front. It looked like some kind of robot spider.

“What’s that thing?” Riley asked, having noticed where Laura was looking.

“I don’t know? It just came inside,” said Laura.

“Maybe it’s someone’s pet?” asked Brenda, who was rather relaxed and leaned-back in her seat.

The spider-bot skittered around, turning from side to side as if it was looking around. Then, it turned to their table and crawled along the floor towards them.

“It’s coming over here,” said Seth.

“It’s not an enemy, is it?” asked Todd. “Should we destroy it?”

“Maybe it’s delivering a message?” asked Erica.

The spider-bot reached their table and hopped up between Seth and Laura, landing right on the wood table. It slowly skittered in place, surveying everyone there. Then, a digital voice sounded from a tiny speaker on the top of it. “What’re you all sitting around for? Don’t we have monsters to kill?”

“Chase?” Laura and Carla spoke up at once.

“Did you buy a pet?” Riley asked. “Where are you?”

The spider turned to look at Carla and Laura, then it spun around and looked at Riley. “Um…” Chase’s digital voice droned from the spider-bot’s speaker. “You should just come outside and see.”

Carla hopped out of her seat first, and all-but ran towards the door.

“What the hell did he buy now?” Laura murmured as she stood and followed after.

“This thing is pretty cool,” said Brenda, who promptly picked the spider-bot up and hoisted it up onto her left shoulder, before grabbing her crossbow and following the rest of the group out.

Riley was at the back of their party as he peeked around Erica and over Todd. He ended up being the last one out the double doors, just behind Brenda.

Riley stepped outside into the sunlight and watched as the others were all veering off to the right, creating a loose line as they stopped and faced to the right on the street.

“What the hell!” Carla spoke up. “When did this happen?”

Riley shifted around Brenda and finally saw what everyone else was looking at.

Standing beside the outer wall of Bunker 7, was a dark-skinned man with dark gray slacks and a black blazer with a white shirt beneath. The only difference from his previous character, was that his dark hair was a little longer, but not by much. But none of this was new, since it had been almost thirty days since Chase was killed and had to remake his character.

What was new, was that one of his eyes looked metallic, with a green glow to it, along with weird green lines that ran down the side of his face, his neck, and then down to both his hands.

There were three more spider-bots skittering around by his feet. Each was about the size of a sports ball, if you included the reach of the legs.

The one on Brenda’s shoulder remained where it was.

“So, these aren’t pets you bought?” asked Laura. “Wait, is this your power? Did you get powers? When did you reach tier one?” she hurled questions at him.

“Well, you remember how I bought that metallic sphere, about the size of an eyeball?” Chase asked.

“You mean the one that looks exactly like the one lodged in your eye socket right now?” asked Carla, her arms crossed against her chest.

“Ah, good, you remember!” said Chase. “Well anyway. I kept it on my night stand, back in my room in Garden Haven. I figured if I kept looking at it, I might figure out how to unlock its secrets...if it had any. Well, ta-da, it had secrets! It’s now in my skull, and I can create these spider bots now. I’m tier-one.”

“Can they do anything cool? Besides sneak into places and talk to us?” asked Brenda, as she reached up with her free hand and petted the top of the spider-bot on her shoulder.

“That’s why I ended up being so late,” said Chase. “Well, first I logged in and had to look in the mirror, because I was confused why my hands and arms had green lines. Then I saw my eye and realized the metal sphere was gone. Then I realized I could construct these little robot things. Did you all see that guy making the pylons that shot beams during the Saros fight? It works kinda like that. There’s all sorts of configurations I can give these little bots. Flamethrower, bullets, recon, healing beam, mortar. Their damage isn’t that great when they’re in this small configuration. It takes my mind and stamina stat to control larger ones that do more damage. So I guess I control them similarly to how Laura’s powers work, but these things have base stats, off of how big they are, they don’t get their stats from me. But! I did find out that they gain whatever buffs I have.” Chase looked to Riley. “So if you buff me with monster juice, all my bots get it too!”

“That’s so cool,” Riley whispered, staring at the spider-bots crawling around on the sidewalk.

“Can they take much damage?” asked Carla, as her hand slowly lifted up. She closed her left eye and aimed her palm at one of the bots on the ground.

“They’re kinda fragile!” said Chase, who quickly stepped in front of his little bot. “Don’t go blowing up my stuff!”

Carla lowered her hand with a huff. “Well, we better get going to our new hunting grounds and put your little guys to the test, huh?”

Chapter 26: Crystal Fields

 

“Isn’t this getting expensive?” asked Riley. “We’ve been going here almost every day for two weeks.”

Laura was crouched down on the ground, using a piece of white chalk with little blue crystals. Nearby, Seth was using the same type of chalk. The two of them were drawing an intricate pattern on the ground in the back of an alley.

Todd lifted and waved his arms as he shaped the stone around the entrance to the alleyway, to make it look like the wall on the street was filled-in. Then, Erica grew vines up the outside of the wall and overtop the ten feet gap between the two nearby buildings. If anyone had flying powers and was soaring over the city, they wouldn’t be able to spot them, if they were even looking.

The alley came to a dead-end, which made it perfect for their use.

“We’re getting plenty of use out of the chalk,” said Seth. “We actually lucked-out because Chase found several sticks of it pretty cheap over in Tall City.”

“They didn’t eve know what they were selling,” said Chase with a smirk. “I’m just a lucky guy.”

“Not anymore,” said Carla. “I miss those crit die and my super explosions.”

“My new robots can do exploding stuff,” Chase countered.

“Yeah, if I throw a lotus at them,” Carla scoffed.

“Don’t you dare,” Chase grumbled.

“We’re finding some good loot here,” said Laura. “The monsters are plentiful, even if they are out in the open.”

“Yeah, but yesterday we ended up fighting two at once,” said Brenda. “Which I loved, by the way. I would just rather spend more time shooting monsters in the face, than shooting you guys with heal bolts.”

“Tough to keep Laura’s clones alive, isn’t it?” Carla asked, looking over to Brenda. “Now you know how I feel.”

“Riley needs to step up his game, so we can focus on damage,” said Brenda.

“Right?” said Carla. “I’m in total agreement.”

Riley looked between the two women. “I’m always healing!”

The two damage-healer hybrids smirked at each other as Riley spoke up to defend himself.

Riley sighed.

“My bots can heal,” said Chase. “I’m not sure how well, but I’ll have to test that out during our first fight.”

“We’re going to have a lot going on,” said Todd as he walked back to the group. “Twenty-one Lauras, Chase and his bots. Maybe if I ever get my sigil, I can make stone golems!” he said excitedly.

Riley frowned a bit. “I really doubt you’re going to get golems, with how power-enhancement usually works,” said Riley. “Sorry to break it to you. But usually it boosts what you’re already doing. You’d probably be able to move the ground faster, or control more of it at a time.”

“Well, I guess that’s good too,” said Todd as he crossed his bulky arms against his chest.

“I’m really looking forward to hitting paragon and seeing my enhanced powers,” said Erica. “But since mine operate similarly to Todds, I’ll end up being able to control more vines at a time or something, right?” she asked, looking to Riley.

Riley shrugged. “Since your powers control vines, which are plant-matter, you may get something cool like...I dunno, being able to grow stuff out of the vines themselves. Like poisonous gas, or healing vapors or something. Your Sigil could trigger some really awesome stuff, I think.”

“What?” Todd grumbled. “She’s going to end up with cooler powers than me?”

“I’ve already got cooler powers than you, buddy,” Erica teased.

“All done!” said Laura as she stood up from her half of the chalk-based design on the ground. She then stepped back and joined the gathered party members.

“Almost done,” said Seth as he finished up the last portion of his half. He then connected it with Laura’s by drawing one last line. “There we go.” He stood up and placed the chalk in his inventory. He walked over to stand beside Laura and held his right hand out.

Laura lifted her left hand and looked at the space above their drawing.

Riley cleared his throat. “One...two...three!”

“Crystal fields!” Laura and Seth spoke at once.

With a flash of white light, a speck of blue appeared. It then expanded outwards several feet in all directions. A portal had opened up, which acted like a mirror to a whole other landscape. It was filled with blue, and a pinkish-purple sky, with a dark red moon.

“Love this place!” Brenda said, running forward and jumping into the portal first.

One by one, the rest of the group followed. Riley followed after Chase and his robots, while Todd and Erica brought up the end of the group.

Riley stepped slowly through the portal, and immediately appeared on the other side. For a brief moment, there was that strange sense of vertigo. He almost stumbled, but he closed his eyes and took several more steps, and then let out a breath as he focused and opened his eyes again. The strange sensation in his eyes and head, was gone. He was confused why no one else seemed to have an issue with going through portals like he did. He was actually thankful that portals didn’t exist in real life, else he’d probably be vomiting every time he walked through one.

“New location every time,” said Brenda from the head of the party. She was still sporting the robot on her shoulder as she looked around. They were surrounded by bluish sand. There were large patches of several-inch-high blue and pink crystals growing out of the ground, almost like grass or plants.

There were pale crystalline trees that could be seen sticking out of the ground. Sometimes they were solo, other times in small forests.

Riley looked around his surroundings, not recognizing the landscape. Of course, in the crystal fields, everything looked pretty similar. It was hard to spot anything that qualified as a landmark. While he was looking around, he happened to notice that he couldn’t see Chase’s name above his head.

“Chase, party up,” he said as he stepped over to him.

“Ah, right,” Chase said as he turned around and lifted his hand.

Riley took his hand and gave him a handshake.

A small window popped up in front of Riley. He tapped ‘send party invite’ and a moment later, Chase lifted his hand up and tapped a message that said ‘accept party Invite.’

The two unclasped hands and continued walking around with the group. Now when Riley looked above Chase’s head, he could see his name, and a health bar. It was really tough to heal when you couldn’t see the health of your party members.

“I’m going to keep one of my bots in proximity of the portal,” said Chase. “Just in case someone finds our portal and comes in after us.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” said Laura. “My clones would easily be spotted, but your bots are tiny.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” said Chase.

The group proceeded straight from the open portal. Their footsteps crunching the blue sand beneath them. They crested over a short ridge, which Brenda was the first to reach the top of. “We got a big ol giant over here,” she said.

“Shouldn’t we let my robots scout ahead?” asked Chase.

“What’s the fun in that?” Brenda asked, turning to look back to him.

“He just wants to feel more useful, now that he has powers again,” Carla spoke up.

“Well yeah, of course I do,” said Chase.

“You’ve got no sense of adventure,” said Brenda. “Waiting on your slow bots doesn’t sound very efficient to me.”

“She’s got a point,” said Riley. “Out in the open like this, I doubt recon would be too useful. But in a cave, it’d be perfect.”

“Fine, I’ll just...hold back my magnificent powers,” said Chase.

As the rest of the group reached the top of the ridge, they could all see the giant, about a thousand feet away. It held a large blue-crystal club on its right shoulder. It slowly lumbered around, seemingly in no particular direction, but it was definitely looking around.

“It’ll make a good first kill,” said Carla. “Let’s go!”

 

The fight with the giant was verging on fifteen minutes. With each fight, Seth’s and Laura’s groups gained a stronger cohesion as they became a single functioning party. They were defeating bosses faster, and with less damage to themselves.

“Watch out for the Brute’s breath!” Laura called, as her original body stood a distance away from the fight. Her copies were attacking the monster’s feet and legs, whatever they could reach. She was constantly moving her copies around, since the monster could easily one-shot her duplicates with many of its attacks.

‘Brute of the Crystal Fields’ was the name of their quarry. Its health was at about ten percent and dropping fast.

The giant easily stood seven-stories tall. Its movements were slow, but powerful. It swung its large crystalline cudgel, which dug deep gouges into the sand and patches of nearby crystals. It leaned down and opened its mouth. A powerful wind, imbued with sharp particles, came billowing from between its teeth.

The Brute swept its head in a slow circle, sending the cutting blue-tinted air across the area.

Todd was quick to act, pulling mounds of sand into the air but all he could do was pile it, since none of the sand was sticking together all that well. Regardless of the limitations of the blue sand, it created a workable barricade from the Brute’s attack. He was able to protect Erica, Brenda, Carla, and himself.

Laura’s copies remained close to the monster’s feet, since they had to attack mostly from melee range. It was only when the giant stomped, that they would need to scatter, which kept them out of most of the giant’s attacks.

As the Brute assailed the section of the battlefield that housed Todd, Erica, Brenda and Carla, several red-energy canisters launched from small spider-bots. The canisters glowed with a soft blue aura, along with the deep crimson of their energy potential. Once they made contact with the giant, they exploded.

Chase had spread three of his spider-bots around and given them mortar capabilities, while still retaining control over the scout-bot he’d left near the portal. He found that he had to keep some of his stamina in reserve so that he could still run around the battlefield and dodge the boss’s attacks.

Riley kept mobile on the battlefield. He never let the boss face his direction for too long, before he repositioned himself. He constantly threw his cords out and stole blue-essence from the monster. Almost everyone was sporting blue-glowing eyes because of him.

Even Chase’s robots had their own soft blue auras.

Riley looked around and noticed Seth in a crouch. He sent his spike over and boosted him up. Seth had built-up his levels rather quickly since he’d died. He’d focused his equipment on power-increasing, while placing his own stats in endurance and stamina. This way, no matter what his tier-one powers ending up being, he’d be able to change his gear and meet the needs of his new powers, with whatever stats benefited them the most.

Over the last two weeks, they’d spent a lot of time becoming closer. Seth had already been loosely acquainted with Laura and her team, and vice versa. It was only after the Saros incident, along with their mutual goal of bringing down the Weevil, that they began to spend increasing amounts of time together.

Laura had become the team-leader. Her powers gave her a clear eye around the battlefield, and her clones appeared to be more intelligent than Chase’s robots. While controlling twenty different copies of herself at any given time, would still prove hectic, she was able to keep herself disconnected from the battle and kept a close eye on the entire situation. If a group-decision needed to be made during the battle, she was the first and final call. If she said retreat, they would all run. If she said attack, they’d all run on her command.

That was one of the things Riley enjoyed so much about all of them. They were all in this together, as a team. Sure, they were all mildly greedy when it came to personal loot, some more than others, but no one was going to promote themselves at the cost of one of the others.

This was the comradery that he’d lacked when he played as Radiance. It was the same thing he’d felt when he teamed up with Wendy in the beginning of the game, but due to always changing members of his party and grouping with so many people—who were just as selfish and egotistical as he was; he’d lost that sense of true friendship and month by month, he’d even felt himself growing further away from Wendy, until the White Weevil took it all away. Well, perhaps not everything. Despite no-longer teaming up with her, he still counted Warcry as a friend. But she had her own guild now. She had people that depended on her for leadership. He was happy that she’d found something worthwhile in Sigil Online. Just as he had.

The giant let out a last ferocious roar, before it swayed and fell. Its body didn’t even hit the sand before dematerializing into a multitude of blue and white lights. Once it was dead, two items were left on the ground where it had stood.

“Loot!” Carla called out, already running for the fallen rewards.

“No! Me first!” Brenda shouted, racing Carla to the items.

Two mounds of sand rushed up in front of Carla and Brenda, causing them to smack head-first into them.

A pair of thick vines breached the ground from where both items were lying and stretched over to Todd and Erica. They both snatched one of the items and simultaneously high-fived each other with their free hands.

Carla pulled herself out of the sand first. “No fair! You’re not allowed to work together to beat us!” said Carla.

“That’s cheating!” said Brenda, as she pulled her crossbow out of the sand. The spider-bot that had been on her shoulder, had long-since been removed due to Chase’s stamina and mind limitations.

“Let’s see what we have here,” said Todd as he held the item, ignoring Carla and Brenda’s comments.

“Oh, this is neat,” said Erica.

Riley took his time walking over to them. Chase was a bit further away and Laura was collecting up her copies.

Carla and Brenda had pulled themselves out of the sand and made their way back to Todd and Erica, at a much slower pace.

“So what did we get?” asked Carla.

“Stone of Jaden,” said Erica, holding up a ring with a white square crystal inlaid within.

“Oh, nice!” said Carla. “Lemme see!” She held her hands out.

“It actually triggered some decent stat rolls on it,” said Erica as she handed the ring over to her.

“What’d you get?” asked Brenda, looking at the long belt that Todd was holding.

“I think this is going to go to Riley,” he said. “Unless you and Carla want to heal a lot more?”

“Well that depends!” said Brenda with a huff. “What’s it do?”

By then, Riley had reached the gathered party.

Todd had handed the dark brown belt to Brenda. She inspected it for a few moments. “Hmm,” she murmured. She then spotted Riley walking in. “I don’t think I’d heal enough in a situation that it’d be useful on me,” she said as she tossed it over to Riley. “You want this?” she asked.

Riley caught the belt and inspected it as the details came up.

-

 

Belt of Cleansing

Upon outbound healing effect, cleanse the receiver of 1 detrimental effect.

(May not work on higher-level boss effects.)

Increase Stamina stat by 2

Increase Toughness stat by 2

Increase Luck stat by 2

Increase Mind stat by 2

 

-

Riley’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh, I’d take this,” he said. He then looked over to Chase. “Do you want a belt that lets your heal effects remove debuffs on your target?”

Chase shook his head. “I’m mostly going to be a damage-dealer. You’ve got a good hand on healing. I mean, you’re essentially our primary healer while also buffing us. Carla and Brenda don’t want it?”

“I don’t need healing gear,” said Carla. “I’d prefer that you all pretend I can’t heal, so that I don’t have to. We have Riley, and Brenda heals faster with less of a stamina drain than I do.”

“And I don’t want it. Even if I didn’t already have a belt on,” said Brenda as she patted her waist. “I’d still say that it benefits Riley more than me.”

“I’ll be happy to accept it and make sure to keep up my good job of healing everyone...and buffing everyone. Over and over again. Forever.”

Todd smirked at Riley.

“That’s the spirit!” said Carla as she looked at Riley. “You know your job well.”

“Loot already get distributed?” asked Laura as she was the last to arrive.

Erica had already passed the Stone of Jaden to Carla. Carla stared at it a bit longer but eventually sighed. She handed it over to Laura. “Here...just take it,” she said.

“Is that a Stone of Jaden?” asked Laura as she accepted it.

-

 

Stone of Jaden

Increase All stats by 8

 

-

Her eyes lit up when she saw it. “Oh, wow...eight to all stats?”

“It benefits you the most,” said Erica. “It should keep your copies alive a lot longer. It’s also really expensive, so I mean, you could give it to Chase, but I think the safer bet is you.”

“I want a SoJ,” Seth grumbled, but then smiled.

Laura looked over to him. “I feel bad for taking it. I’d totally let you have it!”

Seth shook his head. “No, it’s all yours. You haven’t gotten a single upgrade since we’ve started coming to the fields. Besides, I don’t even have powers yet.”

“Just take it,” said Todd.

Laura sighed quietly. “Alright, well, I guess it’s time to play ‘which ring do I get rid of for it?’” she said as she stood there, contemplating her choices of the rings she was wearing. Eventually she pulled one off and placed it in her inventory. She then equipped the new ring. “Awesome,” she said with a soft smile. She held her hand up to the sky and looked at it a few moments, before lowering it and looking around. “Moving on?” she asked.

Chapter 27: We Meet Again

 

The group moved on from the location of the giant and encountered a crystalline creature that looked much-like the Plantra that Riley and Laura’s group had fought a while back. After about twenty minutes, they were able to take it down with relative ease, once they got the hang of how fast the blueish tentacles moved.

After defeating the monster, they decided the two item drops weren’t worth equipping and that they’d sell them when they got back to the city.

They headed off, heading deeper into the fields, looking for another boss.

Brenda’s enthusiasm for adventure had waned after the prolonged twenty-minute battle with the crystal plant they’d just fought. Laura had taken up the lead position of the group, as they ventured forth.

“If I can find some higher stamina and mind items, I should be able to construct a relatively decent-sized spider-bot,” said Chase, as he walked beside Riley at the center of the group.

“And the bigger they are, the more damage they can do?” asked Riley.

“That’s right,” Chase confirmed. “One medium-sized bot, is actually better than four small ones. But, I’d be placing a lot of risk on that single bot. If it gets taken out by an attack, then I’ve lost a lot of my damage output. My max stamina lowers every time I summon a new one, and it doesn’t come back when they get destroyed. My mind stat determines how many I can have active at a time, as well as how big they can be.”

“That’s pretty awesome,” said Riley. “I haven’t come across too many characters that use mind. Then-again, some powers seem like they’d be power based, but end up using mind...so I guess I wouldn’t always know.” Riley thought for a moment. “What if you made a large bot that used the mortar configuration all the time? You could keep it away from battle and it could lay the damage on pretty hard.”

“The mortar isn’t as accurate as the turret configuration,” said Chase. “Also, the bot is far less mobile. So if an attack actually reached its location, it’d be sure to get fried.”

“Damn, I see,” Riley murmured.

Laura was the first to crest the top of the nearby ridge. She looked around, then froze. A second later, she dropped down and laid on the blue sand. She turned her head back to the others and whispered urgently. “Everyone down! Get down!” she said, moving her hand repeatedly towards the sand.

Without question, everyone dropped. Todd made the heaviest thud into the sand.

Once everyone had lowered themselves, they slowly crawled up to where Laura was. She had shifted back, but kept her head just high enough to peak over the ridge.

Riley crawled up beside her, while Chase was on the other side of him. Riley peered out into the lower valley. There wasn’t a huge distance between them and what Laura had spotted.

Four players had positioned around two others. The light of the red moon shined off a pair of glass fists. One smashed into the chest of the other player, sending him falling back a few feet.

“Is that—” Laura whispered.

“Glasser,” Riley spoke up.

“What’re they doing?” asked Seth, from the other side of Laura.

“Looks like they’re about to kill that player,” said Laura. She turned her head to Riley. “Glasser is a PKer?” she asked.

“He wasn’t when I was grouped with him,” said Riley. “Damn, and that’s Shadow Witch with him.”

“Damn, two paragons?” asked Seth.

“Yeah, and...I think I see Glint with them,” he added. “I don’t recognise the other two.”

“They’re going to kill that guy,” said Seth. “Should we step in?”

Laura bit at her lower lip. “Maybe they’ll leave him alone if we approach,” said Laura. “There’s eight of us and five of them.”

“Glasser and Witch only run with a full paragon team,” said Riley hurriedly. “They’re all going to be stronger than us individually.”

“I’m not going to just lay here and let that guy get destroyed by them, paragons or not,” said Laura.

“Whatever you decide, we’re with you,” said Seth, who looked over to Riley.

Laura looked to Seth, then looked to Riley as well.

Riley met Laura’s gaze and gave her a nod. “We’re with you.”

With that, Laura rose. “Let’s save him,” she said as she ran down the ridge.

Seth and Riley were the next two to stand, followed by the rest of the party. They totalled eight players. Numbers were definitely on their side in that regard, even if stats weren’t.

“What’re you doing?” Laura shouted down the ridge. There was only a couple hundred feet between both groups.

Glasser had stepped up to strike at the fallen player, but stopped when Laura shouted. He turned his attention to the eight new arrivals, all descending towards his group. He lowered his arm and turned to face them.

It didn’t take long for Laura’s group of eight to get close enough for both sides to make out the details of the other. Riley looked to each of the other party members. It didn’t surprise him that Glint had teamed up with Glasser and Witch, but what was she doing with the two of them in this situation? He’d never taken Glint as a PKer.

“Private business,” said Glasser. “This guy’s group tried to jump us out here, but he failed so we’re—”

“He’s lying, his group attacked us!” the guy on the ground shouted out. “They killed the three I was with!”

“Quiet!” Glasser yelled down at the fallen player, who wore a pair of brown denim pants and a white button-up shirt.

Riley took a closer look at Glasser. He hadn’t changed much since he’d last seen him. His character looked the same, with some minor gear changes. He wore a pair of green cargo pants and a light brown shirt which clung to his muscled torso. He sported a different necklace than the last one Riley had seen him with.

Riley’s eyes widened. He saw a pair of chain bands around Glasser’s wrists. One was silver, the other gold.

“Leave him be,” said Laura. “If he really did attack you, then losing his three friends is enough. But I find it hard to believe that some PKers in this zone wouldn’t know who you are.”

Riley stood in the center of their group, easily within whispering earshot of everyone. He kept his voice low, so that only his party could hear him. “He’s wearing my old silver and gold chain bands. Heals are going to count for more while he’s got them on. Keep him away from any ranged-weapon materials he can glassify.”

Laura didn’t look back to Riley, but she gave a slow and brief nod.

“You want us to just leave this piece of crap alone? Who the hell do you think you are?” Glasser asked, his arms crossing, his glass-fists remained fully intact.

“Glint can debilitate you, if you can see her,” Riley continued to speak slowly and quietly. “She’ll reduce your accuracy and damage, and boost theirs.”

“Yeah, what’s it to you?” Laura called back as Riley continued to divulge what he knew of the paragons they were up against. “It’s not like you’re poor enough to need the money from one guy, right?”

“Shadow Witch will try to hard-damage whoever she can. She’ll go for the kill, so be careful and keep an eye on who she’s targeting,” Riley continued to whisper. “I don’t know who the other two are.”

Glasser looked to his left, where Glint and another woman stood. Glint had silver hair, a pair of black pants, and a silvery jacket, unzipped and showing off a white tank top beneath. To the left of Glint, was a woman with tanned skin. She had blue and pink colored hair, with streaks of purple. She wore a purple skirt and a long-sleeved black shirt.

On the other side of Glasser, stood Shadow Witch and a man. Shadow Witch had deep black hair down to her shoulders and a somewhat gothic form-fitting leather outfit with cloth frill coming from the hips like a skirt. She’d also acquired some new items since last Riley had seen her, but he wasn’t sure what their effects were.

To the right of Shadow Witch stood a man with his arms crossed against his chest. He was leaner than Glasser and had fair skin with dark brown hair down to his shoulders. He wore a gray short-sleeved shirt and black pants.

“Get out of our way and leave us to our business,” said Glasser. “You don’t want to fight us. Would be a real shame to lose your powers, wouldn’t it? Any of you got bills to pay in the real world? It’d be a shame to start over, wouldn’t it?”

The guy on the ground looked to Laura. Fear was written all over his face. The same fear that Glasser was talking about. The fear of loss, the fear of not paying your bills.

“Did you offer his friends that same option?” said Laura.

Laura’s arm whipped down to her side and pulled her revolver from its holster. The specially designed holster spun the chamber as it came out. Without hesitation, she fired the special shot at Glasser’s face.

Chapter 28: Relinquish

 

With Laura’s shot, the area erupted in conflict. Both teams had been tense and ready to fight at a moment’s notice.

Having seen Laura’s arm move, Glasser pulled his arms up and deflected the powerful single attack with the hardened glass of his arms. The bullet fractured some of the glass, and surely did some sort of damage to him. But within moments he grew the glass back and charged forward.

An intense blue beam shot out of the right hand and the blue, pink, and purple-haired woman that had been standing to his left. Upon hitting him, a shimmering blue field encompassed his entire body. A second later, a white beam came from the woman’s other hand, which was also directed upon the glass-user.

Riley’s eyes widened as Glasser rushed towards them with added enhancements.

A mound of blue sand rushed up at an angle towards Glasser. He smacked into it, which slowed his speed but he continued to plow forward and through it.

Laura, having taken the best shot she was going to get, withdrew to the back of their group and holstered her firearm so that she could start creating her copies.

Chase had the same idea and rushed to the back as powers began to fly.

His three mortar-bots fired their opening salvo as he went over to them to reconfigure them as quickly as possible. Mortars weren’t going to do the trick here.

Riley got the sense that his powers weren’t going to breach the protective shield around Glasser. He was also concerned that his spike would be deflected by the glass.

He threw his cord out and sent it to Glint. He hated to do this to her. He didn’t remember her being a bad person, but sometimes people changed. If she wished, she didn’t have to participate in the fight. She could always surrender.

As his spike was inches from Glint’s shoulder, a long red spear struck his cord away and sent it flying off away from the group. His eyes widened as he saw the other guy in Glasser’s group, stretching out his arm and directing a red energy based spear. Much like the red hand that had almost killed him during the Saros event, and similar to Paladin’s powers.

“Ah!” Laura cried out, as dark shadows caught her feet and traveled up her body, wrapping around her quickly. She hadn’t even had time to make a single copy, before Shadow Witch targeted her.

Shadow’s hands were raised, as she directed the shadows to entangle and then suffocate and stab Laura.

Erica’s hands swept up and several seconds later, a several-foot wide entanglement of vines struck out from beneath the blue sand. The vines themselves were dark and almost entirely dry. They pushed Shadow up into the air ten feet, twenty, thirty feet, but then the weight of the vines began to wane and crumble. The plantlife down beneath the blue sand wasn’t as strong and lively in this area.

Intense flashes came from Glint. Her hands were out, her palms raised as a strobe light effect was created. It flashed intensely and despite Riley’s warnings, Laura’s group was assailed by the light which caused them to initially wince. There was no visual identifier, but everyone in Laura’s party had lower accuracy for a short duration.

The Shadows that had been constricting Laura receded into the ground as Witch’s concentration on her powers was broken from the mass of vines slamming into her and sending her into the air to fall a short distance away.

A red bolt slammed into Glint’s chest and stopped the bright flashing lights.

Brenda had crouched and was already slotting a new bolt in.

Numerous orange lotuses filled the air. Having gained the rank of paragon, Carla was able to deploy lotuses more rapidly, at the cost of her stamina.

With dozens of lotuses flying towards them, Glasser’s group began to disperse, but their intent to fight hadn’t been lost.

The guy on the ground covered his face and ducked down as the lotuses exploded around, but luckily none of them had gotten close enough to harm him.

Carla had gained the ability to remotely detonate her lotuses, which created a thick cloud of orange explosions between the two groups. Smoke wafted into the air as Laura’s group split up to better fight Glasser’s.

Laura started splitting herself off, now that she wasn’t being attacked by shadows. Chase was modifying his bots, which seemed to be taking time.

But time wasn’t on their side with the superior enemies they were up against. Glasser had merely been slowed by the sand-mound, but his rage hadn’t been abated. He rushed through the explosive lotuses and Riley was his first target.

Seth fired his clasp-beam at Glasser, but the beams of white light barely seemed to effect the blue-shielded warrior.

Glasser smashed his glass-ensconced fist into Riley—who was still recovering his cord.

The punch  knocked Riley’s face to the side, and a follow-up uppercut sent him flying back several feet.

Riley’s vision flashed red as he smacked back into the blue sand.

One after the other, five red bolts smacked rapidly into Glasser’s chest. After the third small explosion from the bolts, the blue field faded, but the white and blue beams were still directed upon him.

Several seconds after the blue field had dissipated, it appeared again. Glasser directed his attention on Brenda, just ten feet away. He rushed for her, his arms pumping.

“No you don’t!” Carla shouted, as a flurry of lotuses intercepted Glasser mid-way to Brenda.

As the lotuses exploded around him, he pulled his glass-covered arms up to protect himself. That, along with the blue shield, allowed him to absorb most of the attack.

A single purple lotus was left, as Glasser lowered his arms. He saw it too late, and it burst into a purple vapor all around his face.

His body took on a dull purple shimmer, along with that blue shield. He re-focused his attention back on Brenda and ran for her. But thanks to the purple lotus, his movements weren’t as fast as they had previously been.

Brenda rose and ran, to distance herself from the glass warrior, as more sand burst from the ground all around him.

Todd waved his arms and piled more sand around Glasser’s legs and torso, but his movements were only about fifteen percent less than they usually were, which gave him a decent amount of mobility.

Todd lifted his arm to send more sand at him, but before he could, a red-energy spear drove into his chest. Without pause, the spear began to turn and spin like a drill, rapidly damaging him second by second.

Erica spotted the spear-user and swung her arms up to deal with him the same as she had the Witch.

An intense series of flashes came from nearby, which broke her focus and kept her from seeing her target clearly. Her decaying vines shot out of the sand around the spear-wielder, but his attack didn’t relent upon Todd.

Having gained the time she needed, Laura’s clones entered the skirmish. A handful rushed towards the spear-user, while others diverted for Glint, as well as the woman with her beams out on Glasser. None of her clones attempted to deal with Glasser directly.

“Crimson!” Glint shouted over to the spear-user.

Crimson Spear, the man who’d been assaulting Todd, looked over to see numerous versions of Laura rushing around to overwhelm them. He pulled his spear back with his mind, giving Todd a reprieve. Then, he went to work stabbing and swinging his spear at the nearest clones as he made his way towards Glint to protect her.

Some of Laura’s clones were able to block the powerful energy spear with their own physical weapons, but others were killed off as the spear ran through them and turned them into glimmering dust.

“My clones aren’t going to last long!” Laura said. “We’ve got to take them out quick!”

Brenda and Carla focused their attentions on blasting through Glasser’s shield, keeping a heavy layer of smoke around him to help debilitate his perception of those around him. Together, they were keeping him at bay, as they moved around the field. Carla pulled off to the side and got a clearer view on the woman with the beam-hands. She sent her lotuses at her to try and take her out of the fight, as it was apparent that she was the healer of their group.

Dark shadows rushed up to create a protective screen around the woman shooting a blue and white beam at Glasser.

“Watch your sides, Aurora!” Shadow Witch lectured as she ran over to position between the multi-colored haired woman, and Glint.

With a wave of her hand, the shadows that had protected Aurora, shot out like needles towards Carla.

“Damnit!” Carla gasped. All she knew how to do was use her lotuses. She decided to try something new.

She flicked her fingers and created a dozen blue lotuses, which were only in the air for a second before being hit by the black needle-like shadows. Puffs of intensely cold blue mist expelled from the lotuses. A makeshift ice barrier formed and cracked, then shattered under the assault of shadows. The ice-lotuses had only worked for a couple seconds, but that had been all she needed to protect herself.

A series of red bolts streaked towards Shadow Witch. The shadow-user was forced to toss up another protective barrier.

With their damage dealers occupied, Riley took the initiative and threw his spike at Glint again. He caught her arm and quickly drained a helping of silvery essence. As it drew to his palm, his left cable went out to send the essence over to Erica to help her resist Glint’s effects.

As the battle raged on between the two groups, the guy that had been on the ground, managed to get up and run over towards Laura’s group. He kept running until he got over the ridge, where he then crouched and watched from a safe distance.

Carla and Brenda were in a constant struggle to apply pressure on Aurora, Glint, and Shadow Witch.

Laura’s duplicates continued to drop one after the other as Crimson Spear targeted them individually, while pressing his attacks upon Todd and Erica, with Glint’s aid.

Glasser was the hardest to control on the battlefield. Every time Brenda and Carla let-up on their damage on him, he would gain ground and attack anyone he was nearby. Riley gained several more bashes to the chest and face. Carla even got hit a few times, while Brenda remained mobile enough to avoid the glass-user.

Chase’s bots entered the fray after about several minutes. Altering the bots’ configuration appeared to be something that took a great deal of time mid-battle. The spider-bots skittered around and neared Glasser. With a small spark, the bots deployed streams of flame upon him, while moving in quick circles to avoid his reach.

Carla continued to renew her slow effect upon Glasser, but each time she used it, its potency and duration diminished.

“Heal!” Shadow grunted as a bolt from Brenda found its way over to her, to explode against her arm.

Todd diverted his attention toward Glasser. As Aurora’s white beam diverted to Shadow, Todd pulled the sand up rapidly between Glasser and his healer/support. Line of sight was now broken between the two. Riley, Brenda and Carla began focusing him down again. If he was just a tank-based role, he wouldn’t be much of a threat. The problem stemmed from the fact that Glasser was both a damage-dealer and an effective tank, all in one.

Riley managed to steal a helping of Glasser’s essence and sent it on its way to Carla, to help her resist his physical attacks, since she repeatedly found herself within his reach, which usually resulted in close-encounter explosions.

Seth stood beside Laura. Laura was firing off the occasional special-shot from her pistol, taking careful aim at Crimson Spear. Seth was also dishing his blasts out to the spear-user, hoping to whittle him down since he was on the outskirts of the enemy group.

But each minute that passed, saw the death of several more of Laura’s duplicates. She was soon down to only five, which she kept at a small distance from the somewhat tightened-up group of Crimson, Shadow, Aurora and Glint.

Glasser seemed unaffected by the fact that he’d lost his shields and healing. He pressed on his attack towards Carla, whose health was falling lower and lower, even with Riley’s vampiric ability giving her health. Carla was being forced to decide between damage, or healing. She hadn’t thrown a single healing lotus, simply due to the fact that it took such a large amount of her max stamina to do so.

Brenda was in the same situation. While she had the ability to heal others, she was a stronger force when she was offensive.

Since Chase’s robots were configured for flame, all the healing was being left to Riley; which he could only achieve if he was able to steal essence. The same sand-barriers that prevented Aurora from protecting Glasser, also kept Riley from being able to easily target any of the other combatants.

Carla’s slowing-lotus effect was no longer having any effect on Glasser, who was starting to notice what was going on with Riley’s powers. Apparently, Glasser hadn’t watched the news segment involving Riley a while back.

Glasser protected himself with elongated shield-like segments of glass which absorbed the brunt of Brenda and Carla’s attacks, while he closed in on Riley, who couldn’t outpace the glass warrior.

Riley knew he couldn’t run from the faster and much higher-level player, so he turned and threw his cord at Glasser as he closed in on him. Glasser easily deflected it with his shield which sent the spike sinking into the sand nearby. It retracted back to Riley’s hand, just as Glasser slammed into him with the flat shield-section of one of his glass arms.

Riley’s vision flashed red as he fell to the sand. His eyes opened and Glasser was above him.

Glasser pulled his hand up and swung down at Riley’s prone form.

Riley rolled to the side and just barely avoided the hit. He scrambled to his feet, just as Glasser swung his arm wide and knocked him back, causing him to stumble but not fall.

“So this is what you do now?” Riley yelled. “The White Weevil scares you, and you resort to PKing?”

Glasser looked to Riley. For a moment, there was hesitation in Glasser’s eyes, as he was confused by the statement.

“Warcry told me you ran,” said Riley. “You ran from the Weevil, you ran after she kicked your ass after you stole my gear!”

Glasser’s eyes narrowed. Realization hit him. “Radiance?” he growled. “What the hell are you—” His words were cut short as several red bolts smacked into his back, followed by half a dozen orange lotuses, which all exploded around him.

Chase’s remaining spider-bot finally caught up to Glasser again and doused him in fire, which gave Riley the time he needed to turn and run. Forcing Glasser into conversation had bought him the spare seconds he needed for Brenda and Carla’s attacks to catch him.

It was Glasser’s turn to stumble back as he swung his arms to clear the smoke. He smashed one down, destroying Chase’s remaining bot.

“Heal!” he bellowed out. It was only then that he turned to gain his bearings. Aurora hadn’t managed to gain line of sight on him. The remaining duplicates of Laura kept his four party members at bay on the other side of the sand-wall—that Todd painstakingly maintained, even as Crimson Spear cut into it to try and break through, in-between dealing with vines and the last few Lauras.

Todd and Erica spent most of their efforts on keeping the other four paragons contained and away from Glasser, which didn’t give them much opportunity to put forth any actual damage. Laura’s last copy was sliced through, by Crimson’s spear. Seth kept firing at the four isolated paragons, making himself seem like a bigger threat than he actually was.

Cut-off from his group, Glasser’s health would’ve fallen bit by bit thanks to Carla and Brenda’s attacks.

“Finish him off!” Riley shouted, as he turned, having gained enough distance.

Lotuses and bolts assailed Glasser. He held up his arms to defend himself, but his glass shields were breaking and not renewing.

“Help me!” he yelled, but couldn’t turn to see if his comrades were going to arrive in time to rescue him. He quickly tapped in the air as he defended himself with only a single arm. A vial appeared in his hand and he brought it to his mouth.

A spike drove through the potion and shattered it, only for the corded spike to smack into the sand-wall behind Glasser.

Glasser’s eyes widened as the potion had been in his hand one moment, and then gone the next as the glass fragments fell to his feet. The shield of glass on his arm whittled down to nothing from the red bolts and lotuses smacking and exploding against him.

His eyes widened and looked to Riley.

Glasser’s body broke into a thousand glittering pieces, which reflected the bright red moon in the sky, and the blue sand beneath.

With Glasser’s death, Todd swiped his arms out and dropped the sand wall he’d been building up.

The glittering fragments that had once been Glasser, lingered in the air for several seconds longer, plenty of time for Aurora to reach out towards him, only to see that it was too late and he was gone. “They got Glasser, we need to withdraw!”

Crimson Spear and Shadow Witch stepped forward and renewed their attacks on Todd and Erica, but were quickly assailed by exploding lotuses and red bolts, which put them back on the defensive.

Laura’s copies were gone. As were Chase’s robots.

The fight was now between the earth-moving Todd, the vine-manipulating Erica, the two paragons—Carla and Brenda, as well as the ever-firing Seth, along with the power-stealing Riley. Even Laura’s original form was firing off rounds from her revolver.

Aurora kept her healing beam moving from person to person, while her shielding beam did the same. Glint kept emitting a flash from her hands, but there was so much spoke from the explosions, that it wasn’t getting through to Laura’s team to any detrimental effect.

“We have to withdraw!” Glint spoke up, echoing Aurora’s sentiment a few moments ago.

“Damnit!” Shadow Witch shouted. She pulled something out of her inventory with a few quick taps in the air. An orange cube appeared in her hand.

“They’re going to get away!” Riley yelled, noticing the orange glint in Shadow’s hand.

“Grab me!” Shadow Witch called. “We’re getting out of here!”

Aurora, Glint and Crimson, all backed up to Shadow Witch’s location. They continued to deflect incoming attacks, but they all reached out to Shadow Witch’s form. Once all their hands were upon her, Shadow Witch crushed the orange cube. There was a sudden shimmering of orange light all around them. Then, in an instant, they were gone.

Another red bolt smacked into the sand where they’d once stood, and exploded. A white beam sizzled into the blue sand and several orange lotuses floated by, only to explode seconds later.

Riley had just prepared to throw his cord again when the remaining four paragons suddenly withdrew.

“They ran away!” Carla shouted. “Scrubs!”

Laura collapsed to sit down on the sand. “Damn...I lost all my clones!”

“I guess the expense of one of those recall cubes was nothing compared to getting sent back to level zero,” said Seth.

“Those guys were tough,” said Todd as he rolled his arms. “Everyone in one piece?” he asked, looking around, his eyes going to Erica first, despite the fact that she’d been right there with him the whole time.

Chase crept up from the back of the group. “Sorry guys, I don’t think I was much use in this fight. I wasn’t prepared to jump into PVP!”

“You saved my ass with those bots,” said Riley, looking back to Chase.

“Ugh! We only killed one of em!” said Brenda with a growl.

Upon hearing Brenda’s words, Riley looked back to where Glasser had fallen. He took several steps forward as his eyebrows lifted. Laying in the blue sand, was a pair of silver and gold chain bands.

“No way,” he whispered. His focus solely on the two bands lying on the ground. His walk became a jog, his jog became a run as he reached the spot Glasser had died a few seconds later.

“What did he drop?” asked Carla from a dozen feet away.

Riley snatched up the bands. He didn’t even speak as he put them on one at a time. They were a set item and had to both be worn to get the effect.

-

 

Silver and Gold Chain Bands

Increase All healing effects by 30%

Increase Constitution by 4

Increase Toughness by 4

Increase Stamina by 8

 

-

“Damn I missed these,” he finally spoke as he stared down at his wrists.

A flash of bright gold light blinded him.

He winced and held out his hands to block the light, but realized the light was coming from them. A pair of black tattoos with silver outlining, appeared on his palms around the slits that expelled the two cords. The tattoos looked like circular doors, one half on each side of the line-like cut on his palms.

“Riley?” Carla asked, staring at him.

Riley looked over to her with wide eyes.

“I...I got it!” he gasped. “I got it!”

“No way!” Laura spoke up as she stood and headed over, her feet crunching on the blue sand.

“Oh wow!” Chase murmured as his eyes were focused just above Riley’s head.

“What? Oh! My title! What is it?” Riley asked, but even as he did, he quickly moved his hand to bring up his stats.

“I gotta say, that’s a little cooler than your last one,” said Seth. “Fitting too.”

-

 

Relinquisher

Level: 47

Tier: Two

Status: Healthy

Hit points: 100%

Buffs: Well Rested*, Well Fed* / Debuffs: x

 

Stats:(+10)

Power: 5

Constitution: 20

Toughness: 20

Mind: 5

Stamina: 12

Dexterity: 26

Luck: 5

 

-

Riley swallowed. He stared at the name. He looked at ‘Tier: Two.’ He couldn’t describe how he felt. Happy? Thrilled? Amazed? Perhaps a little panicked?

A hand slapped him on the back. He looked over to Seth standing beside him. “How’s it feel, Relinquisher?”

Riley’s lips curled. He dismissed the status screen and looked down to where Glasser had been. He then looked around to the party members around him. There was only one thing he could say.

“Feels like we should go kill something.”

Chapter 29: No Strings

 

“There’s got to be a monster somewhere!” Riley groaned as his shoes crunched on the blue sand of the crystal fields.

“We’ll find you something,” said Seth. “I wonder what you can do now?”

“I don’t know, I want to find out!” Riley said excitedly.

“If you’re all ok with it, I believe there’s a large sandworm in that direction,” the guy who’d been attacked by Glasser, pointed off into the distance.

“You sure you’re not trying to lure us into a trap, Tyler?” Carla asked from nearby. “Sure is convenient that we saved you at just the right time.”

Tyler looked over to Carla, then to other members of their group. “We don’t have to go over there then, I was just trying to help! Do whatever you want. Don’t listen to me! I’m just happy to still be alive.”

Riley looked over to Tyler. They’d invited him into their party, so now they could see his name and health bar. He wasn’t a paragon, but he said that he was tier-zero and that his friends had been trying to power-level him in this area. Power-leveling was a method that players used to help lower-level players jump up quickly in levels. Essentially you had a party consisting of strong higher-level players, who could defeat bosses on their own, while a lower-level player loomed nearby to soak up experience. It was essentially what he’d done with Seth’s group when he got back into the game, except that Seth’s group was in their thirty to forties when he’d joined them.

“Sorry we couldn’t save the rest of your group,” said Laura. “But don’t worry, I doubt you’re trying to trap us and get us killed. Doesn’t make sense for Glasser to antagonize us like he did. Even if we were the ones...or I guess more specifically, I was the one that fired first.”

“Laura, you’re a total badass,” said Carla.

“I was worried for a bit there,” said Brenda. “That glass guy had a lot of stats.”

“Yeah, even back when I knew him,” said Riley. “He had a lot of stats and gear. I think he had a good ten levels on me, even up at the one-hundreds.”

“Most of them were probably close to a hundred then, right?” asked Seth, looking over to Riley.

Riley nodded. “Pretty close to it I imagine. Glint might’ve been about eighty or ninety, unless she’s closed the gap since I last saw her. I think Witch was usually a few levels behind Glasser.”

“We didn’t even know Glasser was a PKer,” said Tyler. “His group saw ours and even waited for us to defeat a boss. Once we’d killed it and looted it, his group came over and greeted us and wanted to know if we’d be willing to trade some items. The next thing we knew, they’d surrounded us and picked us off one by one.”

“That’s really crappy,” said Brenda with a sigh. “I mean, I had no appreciation for the guy, but I didn’t know he was a PKer.”

“I didn’t either,” said Riley. “Makes me wonder if he was killing people back when I was grouping with him. I guess under different circumstances, I could’ve been in his group today.”

Riley’s gaze lowered to the ground, as he remembered his old mentality to the game and how he treated others.

A hand slapped his back.

“Hey!” Seth spoke up. “Cheer the hell up. You’re Relinquisher now.”

Riley smiled and nodded. “You can still call me Riley.”

“I was thinking about calling you ‘relish,’” said Carla.

“Like the chopped-up pickles?” asked Chase, looking over to the lotus-throwing woman.

“Yup!” she confirmed.

A few of the party members laughed as they continued on their way, heading over another ridge.

“Found the giant sandworm!” Laura spoke up, being at the head of the party.

“Are we in any shape to be getting into another fight with the monsters in this zone?” asked Todd from nearby. “Aren’t you and Chase tapped out? I know Brenda and Carla used a lot of their max-stamina in that last fight.”

“I think we’ll be fine,” said Laura. “But to be safe, everyone should eat some food to regain their stamina. That should make this less of a risk.”

“Snack time,” said Seth as he and various other party-members all accessed their inventories and materialized different sorts of foods. He pulled out a candy-bar, while Chase brought out an apple with blue stripes around it.

“Probably a good idea, even with my new paragon status,” said Riley as he accessed his inventory and drew out a can. He popped the tab and drank it down. Based on the imagery on the side of the can, it looked to be some sort of fruit and vegetable based drink.

Once everyone had finished eating something, they gathered up on the ridge to observe the sandworm below.

“Damn, it’s pretty big, isn’t it?” Seth said, as he crossed his arms.

The worm’s pale blue hide glistened in the red-moon light. Its head dove into the sand and the rest of its body worked around the valley below. It was hard to tell just how big the worm was, since a half-dozen of its loops were above the sand, while its tail kept dipping around.

“It’s going to have a lot of hit points, I bet,” said Todd, his arms crossed. “I wish we’d find a zone with harder...ground?” he said as he pulled his boots out of the sand and took a few steps around.

Riley eyed the blue sandworm with intent. “Let’s go kill it!”

“As good as anything else around here,” said Laura. She turned her attention to Riley with a half smirk. “After you, mister paragon.”

Riley didn’t need to be told twice. He took off running, straight for the sandworm. He was the first to engage the monster, as the rest of the group followed close behind.

He threw his spike, attentive to every detail involving his powers. The spear-tip shot from his wrist, as it always had.

But now, the cable was gone.

The spike shot across the distance between him and the worm. It jabbed into the beast’s tough hide. Upon doing so, there was no delay as a glob of pale blue liquid raced towards the palm of his hand in less than a second. His lips curled. He looked over to Laura first. He flung his left hand, but instead of throwing a spike, the small blob of essence rushed from his palm and hit Laura’s arm and was absorbed into her skin.

Having seen the flash of blue gel rushing through the air, Laura glanced over to him. She looked down to her arm as her eyes went blue.

“No spike?” she asked.

“Guess not! I think my powers got streamlined!” said Riley.

“Does that mean you’re not going to hurt us now?” asked Seth, who’d walked up between the two of them.

“I didn’t take any damage,” said Laura. “I’m good to go!” she then created her duplicates, as the worm began to move ahead of them. The name ‘Pale Blue Worm’ already appeared above its head.

“So no more cables?” asked Seth, studying Riley’s powers.

“No more cables!” Riley confirmed as he looked to the spike still lodged in the monster. “It didn’t detach?” he murmured. He lifted his hand, and instead of willing the spike to detach, he focused on draining more essence.

Another helping of essence rushed to his palm.

“I don’t have to retract it!” Riley yelled. “This is amazing!”

“Oh! Try to give someone else your powers, and let me see if I can intercept it!” Seth suggested.

Riley looked to Seth with a nod. He then aimed his hand towards Todd.

“Ready...set...go!” Riley said, as he sent the blob of essence out towards Todd.

Seth threw his hand out and the pale blue glob of essence smacked into his hand and was absorbed.

Seth’s eyes went blue, the same as Laura’s. “Well, I guess it was easier to intercept before,” said Seth. “But I’m sure it’s a lot harder now. Do you still lose health when you send the essence?”

Riley had noticed the subtle flash of red when he threw the essence. “Yeah, unfortunately I still take damage, but it’s fine, since I have an item that helps with that. In fact, if I can throw essence around faster, that item is even better for me now. It won’t be as time-consuming to buff everyone.”

“Awesome,” Seth said with a smile. “Get to work then, paragon!” he said as he turned and started firing on the large worm that had now noticed the group’s presence and was diving into the sand in their direction.

Riley focused on the battle at hand. He found that the rate of essence-siphoning was definitely faster than having to re-hook the target every time. He couldn’t rapidly pull essence from the monster, there was still a small delay and every time he used his powers, it sapped some of his stamina; which meant that there were still limitations to what he could do and for how long, just like any other player. But with the return of his gold and silver chain bands, he had a lot more stamina to work with.

Riley quickly buffed his team, finding that since he could boost everyone so quickly, he was left with nothing else to do for several minutes until Laura’s buff wore off. He’d gotten into the habit (when he could remember to do so) to buff Laura first, so that her clones were all empowered. In a PVP fight, it was harder to ensure that happening, especially if he couldn’t easily steal essence.

Once the blue glow faded from Laura’s eyes, Riley pulled more essence from the monster. He’d already discovered through trial and error, that taking essence didn’t really affect a monster’s hit points all that much. Even if he sat there and did nothing but drain essence over and over again, he’d be lowering his stamina with no actual damage benefit to the monster itself.

With his new powers, Riley found it relatively easy to keep up with buffing everyone, even with twenty copies of Laura on the field.

With more downtime, he was able to keep a closer eye on his surroundings and his allies. Even when the worm released crystalline spines from beneath its hide and shot them out in every direction, Riley was able to keep track of who took the most damage and managed to heal them all appropriately and swiftly.

The Pale Blue Worm had several different attacks. It could shoot crystalline spines all around it, which proved troublesome for the party at first, until Todd erected numerous mounds of sand to absorb the brunt of the attack.

The next ability it used, caused it to secrete a toxic gas from all its pores. The gas loomed heavily in the air, which made visibility on allies rather problematic. Erica used vines to sweep into the air to collect and disperse what fumes she could, but the plant life in the area was still in a state of decay, which made it more difficult upon her.

As the fight dragged on beyond twenty minutes, the worm used the end of its tail to swipe across large swaths of the nearby fields. Each time it did this, several party members were caught in the attack. Occasionally, a duplicate of Laura was snagged and destroyed. The worm only managed to pull this attack off a few times before its health dipped lower and lower until finally, after a flurry of explosive lotuses, the worm succumbed to the party’s attacks and exploded into dazzling particles.

At the center of the field, two more items sat waiting to be looted.

Chapter 30: Gambit

 

The group travelled around and eliminated several more bosses in the area, but it was clear that the PVP fight had drained them more than what they’d intended—for a single outing to the Crystalline fields.

It was decided that they’d travel back to Bunker 7 and refuel on food-buffs and replenish their max stamina, and then return through the portals they’d created, since the portals lasted twenty-four hours.

The journey back to the portal was slow and boring. The landscape was beautiful, but it didn’t have anything that could be labeled as an ‘attraction.’ It was much like any desert, but with crystals, blue sand, and the occasional tree.

Chase’s spider-bot was still hiding beneath the sand where he’d left him. He’d switched his vision to check on the portal every once in awhile, to make sure that it was still there. The group returned to Gargantuan City and ended up in the same closed-off alleyway they’d begun in. It was just as they’d left it.

“If Todd tunnels us through this back-wall and then closes it up, we should be able to return here without issue,” said Seth.

“Let’s do that,” said Laura. “We still have plenty of time on the duration of the portal, and while we have a lot of chalk to use, I’d still like to get the most we can out of it.”

“It’s really great having Todd around,” said Chase. “His powers are extremely useful.”

“Didn’t feel useful with all that stupid sand,” said Todd with a mild grunt. He slowly walked to the dead-end of the alley and lifted his hands. He slowly and carefully began to manipulate the ground beneath, to create a loose tunnel for them to travel down and beneath the wall.

“You did great today,” said Erica. “I doubt we would’ve gotten that Glasser guy otherwise.”

“I’m hugely thankful for your part in that fight,” Riley spoke up.

“Yeah, Riley owes his powers and that item all to you!” said Carla. “You should definitely hold that over his head forever.”

“Nah, I’m not like that,” Todd chuckled.

“I would totally be,” replied Carla.

It didn’t take long for Todd to dig a tunnel further out into the city, just beneath the streets. He closed up the ground behind them and opened up more ground ahead. Soon-enough, he opened a hole into the sidewalk above. Each of them walked up into the street, and noticed several NPC pedestrians looking their way, but still continuing about their business.

“I really appreciate you guys letting me come back with you,” said Tyler, who had stuck with them ever since they’d saved him from Glasser.

“No problem, glad we could help,” said Laura with a warm smile.

“Well, I’ll never forget it, it means a lot,” said Tyler. He gave them all a nod. “Thanks again, good luck and all. Later!” He turned and headed off on his own. They’d found out earlier that he was a native to Gargantuan City as well, so it was likely he had an idea on how to return to his spawn point from where they were.

“Good luck to you as well!” Seth called to the guy as he walked away.

“Alright, let’s get back to the bunker and rebuff,” said Laura, taking the lead once more.

“I’m not a huge fan of that zone,” said Erica. “I’ve only ever found two spots in that entire region, that have any sort of decent plant-life.”

“Yeah, some regions are going to be better for certain powers, than others,” said Riley. “It’s really open, so it’s easier to see enemies and avoid their attack, but I guess the enemies use broader attacks because of that.”

“I’m with Erica on that,” said Todd. “I guess I helped a little with the sand-barriers, but I miss moving solid ground. I can’t attack with sand.”

“Well, we obviously didn’t know about the poor conditions for your guys’ powers before heading in there originally,” said Laura. “So just stick it out until we use all the chalk and then we can find somewhere that’s better for everyone.”

“That’s going to be harder to do,” said Riley. “A lot of the higher level zones are specifically made to be harder to deal with. We’ve got a party of eight, so we’re just going to have to deal with what we can. I’m all for switching zones if that’s what everyone wants to do, but with an eight-person group, we’re going to find that some of our powers won’t do well in the zones we need to hunt in.”

“We’ll have to see what’s around, and what we can access,” said Laura. “When I get home tonight, I’ll dig around the internet and see if I can find more options.”

“I just can’t believe I’m still powerless,” Seth groaned. “Chase got powers before I did!”

“Chase spent a lot of extra time searching for powers,” said Brenda. “Have you been going around buying random useless crap from shops in other cities?”

“I guess you have a point,” Seth sighed.

Chase glanced over with a smirk, his cybernetic eye still glowing, but he didn’t say anything.

There wasn’t much activity on the streets, other than the usual NPCs that walked around, and drove various types of vehicles. It was a relatively short walk to return to Bunker 7.

Laura was still at the head of the party as she reached the doors first and pushed them open. She remembered how Chase’s little robot had pushed those very same doors open earlier, with much difficulty. It gave her a smile as she stepped into the bar area of Bunker 7.

Seated around the bar and lounge area, were two dozen other players, which was a normal amount of people to be around at this hour.

What wasn’t normal, was that none of them were talking. All eyes were on the center television behind the bar.

Laura’s eyes found the TV and her footsteps slowed. The words ‘breaking news’ were written across the bottom. One of the news anchors, Susan Graff, was sitting behind a desk, her eyebrows lifted as she spoke. “For those just tuning in, here’s another replay of the video that’s making Sigil Online players think twice before stepping outside. Please watch.”

The rest of Laura’s group filed into the room as the video started.

“What’s going on, why’s everyone—” Riley spoke, but was quickly cut-off.

“Shh!” Laura said as she silenced him and pointed to the television across the room.

“What’s going on?” Carla whispered from behind Laura and Riley as she stepped around to the side to watch the video.

“Just watch!” Laura said urgently in a whisper.

The video showed a black rock. There were pink and red lines running through some of it. Then, the camera angle lifted and two hands could be seen resting on the rock, as if someone was peeking over it.

About a hundred feet away stood a player with blonde hair and a blue jacket. He lifted his hand and with shaking fingers, he tapped rapidly at the air. The player nearby must’ve been in his party, because the name ‘Samuel’ could be seen above the player’s head, along with a health bar that was a little lower than fifty percent.

The sound of a player shouting came from the speakers of the TV. The player with the video feed turned his head.

Laying on the black stone ground, was another player. She had black hair with purple tips. But the majority of her features couldn’t be seen fast enough as an all-too familiar pale white insect dropped down from some unknown height.

Before anyone could see the White Weevil land a hit upon the fallen player, the video angle dropped down again, as if the player behind the rock was doing their best to keep hidden. But the unmistakeable burst of particles into the air, was proof of what had happened to the White Weevil’s target.

“It appeared again?” Riley whispered.

“Looks like it,” said Laura.

“How old is the video?” asked Seth.

“We’ll know soon, probably,” said Laura.

The player behind the rock turned their attention back to the blonde player that had pulled a white cube from their inventory. A second later, the cube was crushed.

The camera-angle turned to look back over to the White Weevil. The Weevil faced the blonde player, those long white segmented arms lifted into the air.

“No!” the blonde shouted and backed up. He swept his arm over his head and a blue shield encompassed his body like a dome.

From off-screen, an intense orange and red stream of flames buffeted the shielded player.

The camera angle shifted as the hidden player looked into the sky. It was then that all the viewers got a better look at where the fight was taking place. The sky was red, with streaks of orange lightning racing between clouds far away. There were tiny black stone islands slowly shifting and rising and falling.

“The obsidian stormlands,” Riley muttered.

“Looks like it,” Laura confirmed.

From one of the nearby floating islands, a large bulbous eye moved around on a bed of slime. It was like someone had taken a giant eye and connected it to a slime boss. The slime was attached to the underside of the obsidian island, but the pupil of the eye was angled down and emitting the intense and focused stream of fire assailing the shielded player.

Seconds later in a white flash of light, another player appeared. The far-off lightning caused his blue plate armor to glint.

“Paladin!” Seth spoke up.

Riley watched with wide eyes.

In the time it took Paladin to look around and gain his bearings, the shield of the player that had summoned him, broke. The scorching flames smacked the blonde player into the ground and everyone could watch the faint red health bar drop as the fire destroyed him. Paladin only had time to take a single step to reach out for the fallen player who was roughly ten feet away, before the player burst into particles. Another kill for the White Weevil.

Paladin whipped his hand up and his fingers tapped once at the air. A moment later, the  Weevil rammed into him and knocked him back. The camera angle followed Paladin’s movements as he righted himself and materialized his blue shield. He pulled the shield up and again, his right hand moved in such a way that anyone watching could tell that he was acccessing his inventory.

The White Weevil didn’t relent. Even after smashing into him, it ran forward and leapt over Paladin’s large energy shield. The Weevil grabbed Paladin’s hand as it was about to make a second tap. The Weevil smashed his fist into Paladin’s face, once, twice, three times.

“He was trying to—” Riley whispered, his pulse racing.

“The Weevil knows what he’s trying to do,” Laura whispered. “He’s not giving Paladin a chance to access his inventory.”

Seth’s hands were up at his head, gripping it nervously as he watched the fight.

Paladin punched the Weevil’s chest and knocked the insect partway back and free’d his right hand. Instead of attempting to access his inventory again, which was only letting the Weevil get free hits on him, he used an iota of will and created his sword and swung at the Weevil.

The Weevil and Paladin faced off, one versus one. Watching the fight, Riley was reminded of the Saros encounter, where Paladin fought the Weevil on the rooftop. The two still seemed somewhat evenly matched. Paladin was gaining hits on the Weevil, while the white insect was also scoring hits against Paladin.

The clash continued, with each minute as intense as the next. The eyeball monster passed by, as the island they were on, slowly ascended out of its line of sight. The two combatants slugged it out. Paladin attempted twice more to access his inventory when he seemed to have a partial opening to do so, but the Weevil stopped each attempt.

Since Paladin wasn’t in the hidden-player’s party, no one could see his health. No one could see the Weevil’s health either.

There was no way to tell who was winning. For the viewers, or for the two fighters. They were both betting on their own skills overcoming the other’s.

The Weevil struck at Paladin with a clenched fist of his bone-like fingers. Paladin deflected with his shield and immediately counterattacked with his sword. The Weevil dropped and slammed its knee into Paladin’s side, just beneath his swinging arm.

Paladin’s eyes went wide as he stumbled back several steps.

Then, his body burst into blue and white particles.

The player behind the stone was still observing the fight. He was frozen, just like everyone else watching the video.

Once Paladin’s particles had dispersed, an item fell on the ground. The Weevil picked it up. It was a blue metal gauntlet. The Weevil inspected it for several seconds, then tossed it over his shoulder, letting it land uselessly on the obsidian stone behind him. Then, his head slowly turned and those black eyes looked right over to the player who had been hiding. The Weevil crouched and leapt into the air.

The camera angle shifted abruptly as the player turned and ran. Within just a few short seconds, the player’s video suddenly dropped to the ground. The video flashed red a handful of times, before cutting out completely.

The room fell into silence, just as it had been when Laura entered.

Upon the television was the headline, ‘Paladin has been killed.’

Riley’s jaw was low. He couldn’t find words to speak. All he could do was stare at the television.

The silence was only broken when the news anchor returned to the screen. “The video you just watched was uploaded to a public forum. The video feed itself was from a player known as Rigel, who had been streaming their gameplay of Sigil Online. Several fans of Rigel’s, had taken it upon themselves to upload the video, since it’s well-known that a player loses all archived videos upon death. According to those players and posts on various forums, this incident occurred late last night. According to his fans, Rigel had recently been killed in an unrelated incident and was being power-leveled by his three friends in the obsidian stormlands. Upon engaging the boss known as ‘Slime Eye’ they were quickly assailed by the White Weevil. Earlier in the video, we were able to see the White Weevil appear inside the slime portion of the boss. There’s no way to know how it suddenly got there, but it quickly crawled out of the boss and controlled the Slime Eye to attack the three paragons while Rigel hid. As you were able to see, one of the players used a summoning cube to pull Paladin into the fight. Paladin was a well-known paragon that was strictly anti-PKers. Among his friends, he would hand out summoning cubes if they were assailed by such PKers. It seems that in this case, Paladin’s arrival was ill-timed as the party had already fallen to the boss and the Weevil, leaving Paladin to fight the Weevil alone. Paladin made several attempts to access his inventory, but we have no way of knowing what he was attempting to do. Speculation is that he was trying to use a short-term buffing potion to increase his stats, as he did during his first encounter with the White Weevil during the Saros invasion event.”

“What the hell are we going to do now?” Seth murmured. “Without Paladin...what are we going to do?”

Laura shook her head. “The Weevil has no proof of what Paladin was there to do. For all the Weevil knows, Paladin was answering a call for help, as he does all the time.”

“Were we wrong about the Weevil though?” asked Seth. “He picked up Paladin’s gauntlet and just tossed it away like he didn’t care.

Riley swallowed and looked over to Seth. “Because he’s still playing the part of a monster,” he said. “A monster or NPC wouldn’t care about items. I think the fact that he even picked it up, proves our own theory. Besides, that blue gauntlet is worth a small fortune. Players are going to go crazy trying to get to the stormlands and snag it for themselves. I think he’s using it as bait.”

“I think the Weevil is less morally-good than we assumed,” said Laura, keeping her voice low as she conferred with Riley and Seth, as the rest of their group loomed nearby and listened.

“You’re probably right,” said Riley. “But I think—”

In front of Laura, a white particle appeared. It had a dull white glow and emitted a soft ping as it pulsed. Laura took in a sharp breath as she tapped it in mid-air and was given a description of what it was for.

“Oh no,” she whispered.

“What is it?” asked Riley.

“It’s a summon-request from Red!” she said, turning to look to Riley. “There’s only one reason she’d send this.”

“It’s been less than a day!” said Carla. “It attacked again?”

“We have to go! We have to help her!” said Riley.

“But we just saw Paladin die to that thing! What if we’re about to fall into the same situation!” said Seth from the other side of Laura, their soft voices no longer a concern.

Riley spoke up again. “She and whoever she’s with could be dying as we speak! The longer we wait, the harder it’s going to be! We have to go now!”

Seth froze, staring at Riley. Then, he spoke up. “We just saw our greatest shot at killing that thing, die! What chance do we have?”

“We have the only chance anyone’s going to get,” said Laura. She turned her head and looked around to everyone gathered there. “I’m going to help Red. If you’re coming with me, you have three seconds to join me!”

Laura raised her hand and tapped at the white particle. She was given two selections. ‘Accept’ or ‘deny.’

“Three,” she spoke.

Riley reached out and placed his hand on her arm.

Chase and Carla’s hands went on top of his. “Lets smash a bug!” said Carla.

Todd and Erica placed their hands to her upper back.

“Two!” said Laura.

“This is crazy!” Brenda said as she touched Laura’s left shoulder. She looked over to Seth.

Seth met Brenda’s gaze.

“One!” laura spoke, her finger moving for the word ‘accept.’

Seth slapped his hand on top of Brenda’s. “I guess I have the least to lose!”

Laura’s finger pressed to the word ‘accept.’

There was a bright flash as all eight players vanished from Bunker 7.

Chapter 31: Death’s Chasm

 

Another bright flash lit the area around them. One moment they were in Bunker 7, the next, they were surrounded by red stone and spouts of fire.

Riley tensed as he initially thought they were being attacked upon arrival, but he was quick to notice that this wasn’t the obsidian stormlands. This was—

“Death’s Chasm?” Laura was the first to speak as they got their bearings on their location.

Small divots in the ground were spewing hot embers into the air. Along the base of the far walls of the chasm were two rivers of lava.

Bang, Bang!

“A little help here! What took you so long?” came the familiar sound of Red Shotgun’s voice.

Bang, Bang!

Riley noticed the red-jacketed woman sparring off with a quick-moving white insect.

Without hesitation, Carla stepped forward and flung a healing lotus at Red’s back. Luckily, the Weevil didn’t seem to notice in time to be able to intercept it. The lotus exploded into a green puff of vapor as Red began to heal.

“Thanks!” Red yelled, ducking under another of the Weevil’s attacks, as she punched only enough to launch her red bullets at the Weevil. Her fighting style was causing the Weevil to remain at strange distances, since Red’s capabilities allowed her to be very strong in close-combat, and within about fifty feet of her target—due to the optimal range of her shotgun pellet blasts. But from watching her fight, it was evident to Riley that she didn’t have the speed required to overcome the Weevil.

Laura looked around as their team spread out.

“Help Melter! And Snow!” Red yelled.

Bang, Bang!

More of her intense blasts echoed around the high walls of the chasm they were fighting in.

Riley looked for the monster, the one that the Weevil would’ve needed in order to show up at the location.

Brenda took aim and fired consecutive green bolts at the woman with frosty blue hair, blue pants, and a white blouse. She was standing off to the side, looking over in another direction.

The landscape was littered with stone columns that hurt visibility. It was easy for two people to hide behind any of them, at the right angle.

“Over there!” Seth shouted, pointing to a woman with half green hair and half black. It was Red’s friend from the Saros fight, Green Melter.

Brenda switched her aim and fired several healing bolts at the woman with the green jacket and green hair.

Seconds after the healing bolts landed, a dark blue arm swung out and smacked her away, causing her to smash into the side of one of the dark red columns.

A creature stepped out from behind the column that Melter had been standing near. It was humanoid with dark-blue skin. It was easily one and a half stories tall. It was muscled, but from the attack it had just made on Melter, it was also relatively fast-moving. Once it stepped further into everyone’s line of sight, it was easy to see that its eyes were covered over with a black blindfold and its mouth was sewn shut. But that wasn’t the only mouth it had.

Instead of a stomach, there was an open maw of jagged and distended teeth. The rotund belly of the monster, was easily large enough for a certain White Weevil to crawl out of.

“Riley, engage the boss!” said Laura. “Everyone else, focus the Weevil!” She knew the Weevil would be able to hear the command. They weren’t fighting some artificial intelligence. The Weevil was just like them, except somehow it had become incredibly powerful without becoming public knowledge.

“Where the hell is Paladin?” Red shouted, as she fought with the Weevil, whose attention remained on her for the time being.

But once Red spoke of Paladin, the Weevil leapt back. His head turned, as if it was looking at the new arrivals, which were all squared off against him.

“The Weevil killed him, late last night,” said Laura. “We just found out. It’s just us.”

Red didn’t take her eyes off the Weevil. “Damn, are you kidding me!” she shouted at the white bug.

The Weevil’s right hand lifted into the air. Its fingers tapped rapidly.

There was an orange glimmer as something materialized in its palm.

“No!” Red shouted as she threw her right fist and fired a volley of red bolts at the Weevil.

Time seemed to slow, as everyone watched the orange cube appear in the Weevil’s hand.

Red’s blast rushed for the Weevil, as his arm came up to defend itself from the oncoming blast. But it wasn’t defending itself, as much as it was defending the intensely fragile cube.

The Weevil’s fingers closed, seeking to crush the costly orange cube and vanish from sight, as it was apparent that it knew what was going on.

A sudden beam of white light shot across the Chasm. It avoided the closing fingers and the Weevil’s arm, as it vaporized the orange cube in the blink of an eye.

The Weevil’s hand closed into a tight fist, a moment after the beam broke the cube. The energy blast from Red impacted against his arm. The Weevil froze for but an instant, before its head turned. Its black eyes spotted Seth crouched on the ground, his arm out with the clasp around his wrist that Riley had given him.

“My part’s done!” Seth yelled. “Get him!”

A mess of ice and sleet streamed out from Snow’s hands. The Weevil swung its arm, knocking the initial portion of the stream away as it spun and ran for Carla and Brenda, who were standing in close proximity.

Brenda slotted a bolt in, then fired a rapid volley of a multitude of bolts at the oncoming Weevil.

The Weevil leapt into the air and dove towards the crossbow wielder.

Carla’s fingers and hands moved as she whipped up a dozen lotuses at once. No longer was she confined to single-lotus creation or even the limitation of healing, slow, and explosive.

The twelve lotuses rushed into the air to meet the Weevil’s descent. Blue, orange, purple, black, red. The Weevil twisted to avoid touching them, but with a squeeze of Carla’s hand, the chromatic lotuses exploded all around him.

The Weevil was knocked off course as the explosions from several of the orange lotuses had pushed him away to land in a crouch about thirty feet away. Its attention was focused upon Carla now. It pushed off to run, but its right foot was caught, keeping it pinned to where it had crouched. It looked down, seeing crimson vines entangling its long foot and creeping up to wrap around its leg.

The white bug swiped with its long boney fingers and cut into the vines, tearing them away to free itself. The moment it was able to pull its leg free, a shadow appeared around him. The Weevil looked into the sky as a boulder, the size of a van, came smashing down upon him.

“Nice hit!” Carla yelled.

“Just happy to have solid ground to move!” said Todd. Far above, a globe-like chunk of red stone was now missing from the wall of the chasm.

The boulder broke all around and crumbled outward against the location the Weevil had been at. As all the pieces rolled away, it was apparent that the Weevil had struck into the air and used the force of its punch to break much of the potential impact damage from the boulder.

“This guy’s just full of surprises!” Todd grunted.

Nearby, Riley was engaged with the monster. His spike was already sunk into its shoulder as he pulled essence from it and buffed up Melter first.

“Thanks kid!” Melter said, as she pulled away from the column as the large brute swung its fist, which collided with the spot she’d impacted.

“We need help over here!” Riley called, looking back to his friends who were occupied with the Weevil. 

Laura had already separated half a dozen duplicates and was creating more. “On my way!” Laura called back. She looked down to Seth. “Keep an eye on the Weevil at all times, save your shot if you have to. If he’s got another orange cube, it needs to be destroyed. We’re never going to get a better chance than this.”

“I’m on it,” said Seth, who was occasionally taking whatever shot he could at the White Weevil.

Laura split herself into more copies and sent them over to Riley and Green Melter. With his new powers, she figured he didn’t need to buff her before she split. Riley seemed perfectly capable of buffing everything in sight in a short time.

Once the last duplicate was created, she pulled her revolver and waited for an opportune shot.

Since Riley had managed to hit the monster, he was able to see that the creature’s name was ‘Chasm Mutant.’ Its health was at nearly seventy percent, so whoever had been fighting it before his arrival, had at least taken a chunk of its health away.

A short burst of bullets rained down upon the mutant. Riley looked up, seeing one of Chase’s spider-bots clinging to the side of one of the tall pillars. Every so often, it would release another burst of orange bullets down at the mutant, which was still focused on Green Melter.

Riley pulled more essence from the boss, as Laura’s duplicates arrived with their melee weapons. One by one, he buffed them up without any issue. The main concern was the White Weevil, but they had to keep pressure on the Chasm Mutant, else it would come over and cause extra chaos to the group dealing with the bug.

Riley positioned himself as best he could, so that he could fire off globs of essence to his allies fighting the Weevil. It was easy to spot which one of them the Weevil was trying to attack, so he gave essence to everyone that the Weevil wasn’t targeting. It didn’t take long until everyone’s health was topped off. His allies, along with Red, Green and Snow, were all sporting a pale blue glow to their eyes.

Red Shotgun rushed for the White Weevil every chance she got. She punched and fired her red energy blasts, keeping the Weevil moving, but also pushing it into traps that the players around her were creating. Todd would throw chunks of earth, while Erica kept ensnaring its legs whenever she could. Brenda and Carla remained close to each other, to act as a damage-buffer any time the Weevil tried to target them. The Weevil couldn’t strike out at one, without taking significant damage from the other.

Chase’s robots kept short and steady damage on the Mutant, while Laura’s copies helped take some of the aggression off of Green.

Snow shifted over to join Riley and Green, using her icy powers to slow the mutant down to help Laura’s copies last longer.

Riley found that the columns that speckled the landscape, made visibility difficult at times. But the tall stone columns weren’t obstructing his vision, when something appeared in the corner of his eye. The sound hit him, before he could look over.

Zzzt.

When his gaze landed upon the figure, it took only a moment for him to recognize who it was. “Shadow Witch?” he whispered. There was no one directly around Riley to hear his muttered words. No one else had noticed Witch’s arrival.

Shadow Witch stood there, looking the same as she had earlier that day. Her hand lifted without a sound. She tapped in the air and then held out her hand. White cubes appeared in her palm. She clenched it into a fist and broke them all.

With only seconds of delay, other figures appeared in white flashes of light around her.

Crimson Spear.

Aurora.

Glint.

And a man who wore a black cloak. The same kind of cloak that had been worn by the PKers he and Laura’s friends had killed.

Shadow Witch stepped forward, her eyes focused on Riley. He was only a hundred feet away from where she’d appeared.

The players that had been summoned around her, were looking around at their surroundings, taking it all in.

“You should pay your debts!” Shadow called over, and immediately drew the attention of Green and Snow, as well as Laura and Chase. “I guess you forgot about your old buddy Teller? He didn’t forget about you, Radiance. Glasser sent me a message, told me who you were, so me and Teller had a friendly little chat. He says hi by the way.” Shadow then gestured to the man wearing the cloak. “This is our friend Shade. He and his guild, also have some unsettled debts with you.”

The player with the Cloak of Concealment lifted his hand and tapped in the air. A few seconds later, a green cube appeared in his hand. He promptly crushed it.

Nothing happened, at first.

There was a dull green flash. A moment later, a player appeared. He had blonde hair and wore a Cloak of Concealment.

Two more green flashes. Two more cloaked-players appeared.

More flashes popped all around the original cloak-wearer until twenty players had appeared around him. Each bore the same cloak. Their upper faces veiled in shadow, except for their hair and mouths.

Riley found himself a hundred feet away from a small army of twenty-five players. If Shade’s guild members were anything like the ones they fought, then they were all tier one and two.

The odds had quickly stacked against him and his friends. The White Weevil, the mutant boss, and now this army of PKers?

He took a single step back. For a moment, he froze.

Crimson spear pointed over to where Red Shotgun and the others were fighting the White Weevil.

“They’re hunting the Weevil,” he said in a boisterous voice.

“Good, this is going to be more profitable than we thought!” said Shadow Witch. “Let them deal with the monsters, while we pick them apart, one—”

Riley’s hand lifted in the air. His fingers tapped rapidly at the inventory and buttons only he could see.

A green cube appeared in his hand. Above it, read the message ‘The Rooks of War.’ Without hesitation, he crushed it.

Chapter 32: All In

 

The PKers across from Riley took a momentary pause and looked to their respective leaders. The cloak-wearers looked to Shade, while the paragons around Shadow, looked to her.

Riley could hear mumbling.

Ten seconds had passed.

Then, fifteen.

“Kill him!” Shade yelled.

The cloak-wearers dispersed and headed for Riley. Some began pulling out their powers. There was a myriad of various colors appearing as powers ignited.

But the best color of all, was the green flash that appeared in front of him.

The red t-shirt, the black cargo pants, the sleeveless arms with intertwining tattoos running down them. The red hair, down on one side and shaved on the other.

The cloakers that had been running towards him, slowed their advance.

Warcry looked around and gained her bearings. She turned her head and saw Riley behind her. A smirk curled the corners of her lips.

She turned back to the cloakers, some of which were still heading for them. Then, she leaned back and threw her head forward as she bellowed a tremendous roar.

The ground vibrated beneath Riley’s feet, as he even took another step back from what Warcry was doing. He bumped into something and suddenly spun around.

He was face to face with a guy with green hair with red frosted tips. The same one that he’d encountered at the entrance to the Rook Den. The guy grinned at him. All around him came a multitude of green flashes as players wearing dark clothes, with different colored hair and skin, all appeared.

Several dozen players formed around him. Most were holding weapons, much like Laura’s clones did. He remembered that Warcry’s guild was mostly filled with un-powered tier-zeros, but he would take whatever he could get. There were close to twice as many of them, as there were the cloakers.

“You’re looking the wrong way,” said the guy with green hair as he reached out and spun Riley back around to face Warcry and the oncoming cloakers. But the cloakers that had been advancing, were no longer running. They were gripping their ears and stumbling.

“Rooks!” Warcry shouted, without turning to look back at them. “This is just like any other fight! Your enemies are before you, and I will always be by your side! Kill our enemies, my rooks!” Warcry took in a deep breath and shouted again, but this time, Riley didn’t feel the ground tremble. Instead, he felt bolstered as a new energy seemed to course through him. His skin took on a red aura.

The rooks around him, all charged forward, as a third of the cloakers were still stunned from Warcry’s shout, but the effect was quickly fading.

Dozens of players rushed past Riley, each of them bearing the red aura Warcry had buffed them with.

Warcry turned to Riley. “Got yourself in quite the mess, didn’t you?” she asked with that iconic grin of hers.

“Sorry!” said Riley. “They just popped in on us.”

“Us?” Warcry asked, then looked around, noticing the other players nearby. Her eyes widened as she spotted the White Weevil in the distance. “Is that?”

“The White Weevil,” Riley answered. “Complicated situation, but we think the White Weevil is a player, and we came here to kill him. We’re going to need your help with this PKers. I’ll do what I can to buff you guys.”

Warcry looked and saw the mutant boss as well. “Damn, this is really some crap you’re in,” she repeated. “Screw it. We’ve got your back, we’ll take em. My guys are with you.”

Riley found himself smiling. He squeezed Warcry’s shoulder. “I owe you one,” he said.

Warcry bumped his arm away and pointed at him. “No, this is a friend being there for a friend,” she said and then reached out and gave his cheek a little slap. “Go kill some monsters. Even if they’re players,” she said, then turned and ran after her rooks to join the skirmish.

For a moment, Riley wasn’t sure what to do. Then, he remembered the monster still had his hook lodged in its flesh. He rushed over, placing himself between the rooks and where the Green and Snow were fighting the monster. Warcry’s rooks maneuvered to encircle and prevent the PKers from breaking through and reaching him.

“What the hell is going on?” Laura called over as she ran towards him.

Riley reached out and began pulling essence from his spike. He didn’t hesitate as he threw the globs over to Warcry’s rooks. He spotted Laura running over and heard her voice. “Um, a bigger fight than we were expecting! Kill the cloakers and those PKers we fought earlier, everyone else is a friend!”

“Alright!” said Laura. She kept by his side as she looked around the battlefield. In one area, they were fighting the White Weevil. In another, they were holding the mutant boss at bay. Now another conflict had erupted between the PKers and the rooks. “This is crazy,” she muttered.

It wasn’t long until everyone in the area was aware of the scale of what was happening.

PKers, including the four paragons they’d fought earlier that day, were managing to cut through the rooks. Laura diverted her clones to help intercept them. She then spoke through one of her clones that was near Clara and Brenda and instructed them to join the fight to take out the PKers.

The White Weevil continued to fight. It wasn’t going on the offensive, but rather, it seemed intent on surviving.

As the three separate conflicts raged on, the battle lines became murkier as the groups began to intermingle. The White Weevil sought to put distance between itself and the players attacking it. It maneuvered closer to the boss, which only seemed interested in fighting the nearby players. The Weevil allowed hits to be scored against it from nearby combatants, but in doing so, it gained the time it needed to control the mutant. It used the boss’s stomach-mouth as a conduit and fired a large blue beam which cut across the area, taking out a cloaker and several rooks. The beam sliced across several tall pillars and brought them crashing down, kicking dust into the air and further limiting visibility.

The rooks were holding their own as best they could. They knew that they might die and the tier-zeroes were taking greater risk, at the cost of being able to inflict greater damage on their adversaries. The cloakers weren’t suited for long engagements like this, and there were only a couple support and heal-capable players in their group, besides Aurora.

The boss’s attention shifted to anything that was around it. It ran and smashed its fists into rooks and cloakers alike.

Snow did her best to control the monster’s movements, but she soon found herself in a one on one fight with Shadow Witch.

Players dropped one after another. Their bodies burst into particles and items were left on the ground. Several rooks and cloakers attempted to snatch fallen items for themselves, but in doing so, they often left themselves open for attack, which oftentimes found them becoming particles as well.

The shield of rooks had broken. Everyone was fighting anything they were nearby. Riley, having taken notice of the fine placement of Chase’s spider-bots, decided to climb one of the pillars to get out of harm’s way. A black-energy hand grabbed him from mid-climb and slammed him into the ground.

Riley’s vision went red as he fell to his back, only for another black-energy hand to come crashing down into him. It lifted and fell, punching him as the other hand held him.

The hands were ripped away, as if pulled by some unseen force. Riley pulled himself up to see the ground open up around the lead-cloaker, Shade. The red earth sunk down and then stretched over him, burying him. Those black-energy hands remained above the surface and dug into the ground as Shade sought to free himself.

Riley had to stay in relative proximity to the mutant, so he could keep pulling essence from it. His health had fallen to a little less than half. He reached out and pulled another helping of monster-essence as weapons and powers clashed all around him.

Something red glinted in the corner of his eye. He turned, and watched a glowing red spear dive towards him. His eyes widened. He turned, but there was no way to dodge in time.

Crimson Spear was upon him, plunging that spear right for his heart. It was going to be a critical hit.

A pale white blur flashed across Riley’s vision as the White Weevil slammed into Crimson Spear and smashed him away, just as the spear had reached inches from his body.

The weevil stood tall beside him. Its head turned, those black eyes locked with Riley’s.

Crimson Spear toppled away but quickly righted himself. Instead of re-engaging Riley, he focused on The Weevil that had attacked him. He dove in and swung his spear, using its extended reach to swipe at the Weevil.

The Weevil’s head turned and caught the spear mid-swing.

Crimson Spear froze in-place as his attack was suddenly halted.

Click click click click click click.

Bang!

A bullet slammed into Crimson Spear’s head and knocked him back.

Riley turned his head and saw Laura nearby. Her arm was extended, holding that revolver. She looked between the nearby Weevil, and to Riley. Her brow furrowed, but she’d made her choice in where to fire that special shot.

Shadows surrounded the Weevil. His form was flung into a nearby column. The shadows coalesced outwards, then rushed inwards, impaling him at dozens of angles. The shadows stabbed rapidly at the trapped Weevil.

Shadow Witch stood nearby, her hands in the air as her fingers moved, manipulating the shadows. Red bolts smashed into Shadow Witch and caused the shadows to melt away from the Weevil.

Shadow redirected her attention on Brenda but before she could summon her powers, she was hit with a series of exploding lotuses. Two dark-energy hands swept down to block the attacks as Shade had freed himself and was covering her. The two of them moved to closer proximity as the large energy hands protected them as they backed off, only to switch their attention to new targets of opportunity nearby.

Riley turned and looked back to the Weevil. The white insect was laying on its side at the base of one of the pillars. Riley’s eyes widened as he watched the Weevil’s body shift and contort. White pieces cracked and flaked away. Piece by piece the fragments of chitin broke and then dissolved from the player’s body. Riley walked towards the Weevil, or at least, the player who had been called the Weevil for so long.

Laura stood nearby, keeping an eye on him and the Weevil player. Her clones had closed in around them, only six remained, but they acted as a perimeter in the chaos.

All the pale-white fragments of the insects exoskeleton had fallen away. Its body transformed. What was left, was a player. A male player.

He had long black hair and soft almost androgynous features. He was thin, pale, but not as pale as the bleached-white of the Weevil itself. He wore a black hoodie. His thumbs were poking through the holes at the ends of the sleeves.

The player lifted his head further and sat against the stone pillar behind him.

Even when it was just an in-game depiction. His appearance was unmistakeable.

“Aaron,” Riley whispered. “What the hell is this?” he spoke louder.

Aaron looked up to him and slowly shifted to move to a stand. “I took too much damage,” came Aaron’s soft voice. “I lost my bug form.”

“You’re the Weevil?” Riley spoke, his voice almost cracking. “How...why?”

By now, many of the cloakers had fallen. The paragon PKers they’d fought earlier, along with Shade, were all withdrawing. The Chasm Mutant roared from several hundred feet away, as it was attacked by Red Shotgun and Snow—its health nearing zero.

Explosions and crashing stone could still be heard as the PKers made their retreat. Shadow Witch pulled out another costly orange cube. With a quick shout, her PKer companions moved in to touch her, before they were teleported away.

Many of Shade’s cloakers were left behind to fend for themselves as they ran through the chasm, hoping to find a way out of the area, while Warcry and her rooks chased them down.

Aaron had stood in silence for several long seconds. His eyes darted around the ground, before finally saying, “It’s a long story.”

“You lied to me?” Riley said.

Aaron looked up, his brow furrowed.“I’ve never lied to you!” he said. “Ever!”

“You didn’t even...tell me about this!” Riley accused. “You killed me! You’ve killed tons of players!”

“I didn’t know you were Radiance!” Aaron shouted back. “You never told me anything! You kept me at a distance when you played Sigil. All I ever wanted was to join you, but you insisted you play alone. I wanted to show you my powers! But you never wanted to party. You never even came to visit my shop, or anything!”

Riley could feel his hands shaking as he stared at his best friend. The best friend he’d never played Sigil with, the game that had become his entire life.

“You’re a PKer. You’ve killed so many players, and for what? Just for some money? These are good players, just trying to make a living, like I was! You killed me, whether you knew it was me or not, you killed me and so many others!”

“I had to!” Aaron said. He shook his head. “I had no other way!”

“There’s always another way! You could’ve done anything. Are your bills so damn high that you had to resort to killing other players?”

“It’s not about me, Riley!” Aaron yelled. He paused and chewed on his lower lip. “My mom has cancer,” he said in a low voice. “She’s been in and out of the hospital for the past four months. I...I tried to pay the bills she couldn’t afford. I didn’t have enough! I never had enough! The medical bills kept getting more and more expensive. She couldn’t work and her money ran out. She was evicted from her apartment and has been living with me, when she’s not in the hospital. I needed more money than I could get on just killing monsters. So I did the only thing I could think of. I took from players that didn’t need their gear. I didn’t want to hurt anyone else’s livelihood, but the hospital threatened to end treatment if payments weren’t met! So...yeah, I killed other players and took their gear to sell it. I didn’t mean for some of the players to get killed...like you. All I’d ever heard from other players and on forums, was that Radiance wasn’t too-great a guy, that he had plenty of money, got groups whenever he wanted them, and didn’t care about anyone but himself. So yeah, when I had you under that beam, I let you die. I’m sorry! I wish I had known, but I didn’t! You never told me anything and I had to do something, else my mother was going to lose the only fight that mattered.”

Riley couldn’t find a single word to speak.

Laura stood nearby, having heard every word.

Riley’s gaze lowered to the ground. He shook his head and looked back to Aaron. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Is...your mom alright, now?” he questioned.

Aaron shook his head. “No, she’s really not. It’s why I made so many appearances lately. I don’t have enough, and it's getting to a critical point in her treatment.”

Riley looked over to Laura.

She looked back and then looked to Aaron. “I’m...Laura,” she offered to him. “I’m sorry about your situation, no one should have to go through that. I...understand, and I have an idea. I don’t think you need to keep killing players to help your mother.”

Aaron looked over to Laura. “Then what am I supposed to do?” he asked quietly.

Laura smiled warmly. “Embrace your infamy.”

Epilogue

 

Paragon Cafe was busier than usual. More occupants had come in from outside, to catch the special reports on the news.

A mild silence fell over the cafe as the reporter iconic to the White Weevil incidents  appeared on-screen. She smiled at the camera, her name ‘Susan Graff’ was listed at the bottom of the screen, just beneath the words ‘Sigil Online Special Report.’

“Hello everyone. As many of you know, the White Weevil has been terrorizing Sigil Online for several months. The White Weevil had been targeting groups of players and using the monsters nearby to appear without warning. However, this ‘White Weevil’ has never actually been a monster. He’s a player. A paragon, actually. He’s like everyone else who plays Sigil Online, except that for him, his powers let him do some extraordinary things, above and beyond what we’re used to seeing. This player has reached out to us for an exclusive interview where we ‘dissect’ his powers and the motives that forced him to take the persona we all know him by. Later tonight, you’ll discover the emotional tale of the paragon, known as Arbiter.”

 

Another television in the cafe was playing a different channel. Just as many eyes were upon it, as there were on the others. At the bottom of the screen read the name ‘Blake Grigson.’ On the screen, was a middle-aged man with short red hair. He was thin and somewhat pale. He smiled warmly at the camera as he spoke. “Here with me today, is lead-developer Jacob Nunez.”

The camera then shifted, showing another man with tanned skin and a buzzed head. He wore a blue T-shirt and a pair of black slacks.

Blake sat in a red chair, facing the developer. He reached out and shook his hand. “Thanks for joining us today, Jacob. I can’t tell you how thrilling it is for you to be here with us to discuss the next expansion to Sigil Online.”

Jacob took Blake’s hand in a firm handshake, before he leaned back and relaxed in his seat. He nodded and smiled. “Thanks for having me. I imagine a lot of people feel the same way,” he said with a chuckle.

“I’m sure,” said Blake as he remained leaned-forward in his seat. “So let’s get right into it. There’s a new expansion on the horizon. You said there’s not an exact release-date yet, but can you tell us anything about it? The name? What changes we’re going to see?

“I’ve had to discuss this at-length with the directors over at headquarters,” said Jacob. “As far as what they’ll let me reveal. But yes, there’s a bit that I can tell you. First off, the expansion is going to be called ‘Hellions.’”

“Hellions?” asked Blake. “Please tell us more.”

Jacob smirked. “The hellions expansion encompasses a drastic change to Sigil Online. Currently, players are limited. Too limited, we feel. So, let’s say you’re a new player. What do you do in Sigil Online?”

“You mean besides dodging falling buildings and players way more powerful than yourself?” asked Blake.

“Precisely!” said Jacob. “The game has changed significantly since those first six months. As players became more powerful, so did the monsters and threats in the environment. This was all handled by the in-game world AI. You see, the world AI makes sure that there’s powerful threats in the game, that players have to come together and defeat.”

“Like the many world-invasion events?” said Blake.

“Exactly,” said Jacob. “So, we have the world AI making sure that the game remains challenging for the powerful and leveled-up players, but those same challenges are making it more and more difficult for low-level players, and new players, to enjoy the game.”

“Which is an interesting problem, due to how open the game is. There’s no real ‘low level’ area as far as cities are concerned,” said Blake.

“Right,” said Jacob. “There’s been a lot of trial and error with Sigil Online. We want players to build the communities and help shape the world. There’s been a lot of conflict in the game, not just between the constructed threats, but also from players themselves. We imagined that this would happen, but when you combine the substantial threat that players cause to other players, and then add in the fact that there’s all these powerful monsters, we have some bad situations arise, situations that the player base as a whole, aren’t dealing with.”

“Like the Uber City incident?”

“Yes, just like Uber City,” said Jacob. “With Uber City, we saw a large player versus player component, that really kept everyone fighting each other, instead of risking their characters on the monsters. Which then led to the downfall of that city. When the city essentially became abandoned, the world AI turned it into a monster-infested zone, that still also has NPC activity.”

“So what’s being done to combat this?” asked Blake. “I know that you don’t want to push the players too much, as you’ve said in the past.”

“Right, we don’t want to tell players what to do. We want to give them options, rewards, challenges, and a reason to play the game different ways. So, what we’re doing, is adding in new features for new players. These features are kind of like a whole update themselves. New players are going to be able to fulfill a mercenary and minion role for already established guilds. Think of it as an extension of the billboard system.”

“Can’t guilds already hire NPC workers?” asked Blake, despite already seeming to know the answer.

“Yes they can, and they’re going to be able to continue to do so,” said Jacob. “Currently, crafting and many of the in-game jobs, center around sending NPCs off to collect items. What we aim to do with these changes, is allow guilds to place jobs directly to those billboards. So you’ll have the jobs that are there now, which are getting a bit of a rework, but you’ll also have a whole other section for guild-based jobs. We’re also adding a new type of item to the game. It’ll be relatively easy for established guilds to create, and it’ll let them give non-powered players, temporary powers. Think of it as a weapon rental, but with powers. There’s no good way to ‘lend’ weapons, without the weapon being stolen. We don’t want weapons to magically teleport out of a user’s hand when the time expires. We could have the weapon break-down, which is something we’re still considering, but we think ‘temporary powers’ is a good solution. This will let guilds offer time-limited powers to new players, and those new players can fulfill new roles they otherwise couldn’t, such as helping with monster hunting, or defending an area, or protecting a resource caravan, or even collecting non-monster materials for crafting.”

“That sounds like it’d let new players jump into something more exciting than carrying water around, or repairing a damaged building,” said Blake.

Jacob nodded. “Which, in hindsight, we wish we would’ve improved upon sooner. We want these new-player features to really bolster the community. There’s some other implementations that are going along with this, but I can’t say any more on that.”

“So we have a revamped new-player system,” said Blake. “But that doesn’t sound very ‘hellions’ to me.”

Jacob smiled. “It doesn’t, does it?” he said with a small laugh. “Well, the big change coming to the expansion is something that’s going to change Sigil Online in such a big way, that people are going to see the game differently. Right now, you can fight monsters and you can fight other players. You can gain powers and reach tier one, and you can gain your sigil, and become tier two, which is also known as becoming a paragon. With ‘hellions,’ we’re adding something else to that mix. When the expansion releases, we’re giving players another option. There’s been a lot of hype around this whole White Weevil incident, which is really quite interesting. Because we just learned that the White Weevil was never actually a monster, but a player.”

“Which I’m sure you guys could take a look at the game-code and figure that out for yourselves, right?” Blake joked.

Jacob smirked. “More or less, I’m not going to say we did or didn’t...but regardless, it was very cool to see what the community did in this situation. The timing of this is also very interesting, because with the hellions expansion, we want to do something a little similar. When the new expansion releases, players are going to have the option of becoming a monster.”

“What?” Blake gasped, his eyebrows lifted. “What does that mean? How’s that going to work?”

Jacob held up his hands a moment, as if to calm Blake. “So...ok, there’s a lot to explain. First, I want to compare this new system, called the hellion system, to the paragon system. Essentially, a player starts out and can go out to obtain tier one powers, to work towards becoming a paragon. The expansion is going to let players go out and in much the same manner, become a hellion. We’re adding new NPCs to the world, as well as new monsters and rare spawns, and a whole bunch of other things to make this work. When players interact with these things, they can become a monster, just like they were able to previously obtain their tier-one powers. It’ll be somewhat random, but it’s something players will be able to seek out.”

“So you’re saying that all the different monsters we see in the game now, a player could look like and be as big as any of them?” asked Blake.

Jacob’s lips parted, his head tilted from side to side. “Technically, yes. It’ll be up to the world AI to determine what all happens in that regard, but yes, that’s correct. Players can now choose to try and become solo or even clan monsters.”

“Woah wait, what’s a clan monster?”

“So the guild system is how players form actual tight-knit communities. Monsters can create clans, in a similar fashion, but obviously we’re not going to give those monsters guild-halls in the cities. But monster players will be able to communicate with other monster players, as well as other players that aren’t monsters.”

Blake inhaled, then exhaled slowly. He shook his head. “Alright, wow, this is a lot to process here! This is a pretty huge change to the dynamic of how Sigil Online operates.”

“Yes, it is,” said Jacob. “We wanted to really shake things up and give players a more meaningful competitive experience, besides just bashing each other as powered players. We saw what happened with the White Weevil incident, and we took a lot of things into account. We were already working on this monster-centric expansion, but we gathered a lot of data from what happened with the White Weevil. We want new players to feel like they can make a difference in Sigil Online. Whether they’re helping out a guild and working their way up to paragon status, or if they decide they want to become a monster to fight against such players.”

“Now, most players go out and fight these really powerful bosses in groups,” said Blake.

“If I’m a player just entering the game for the first time, and I know I want to be a monster, can I become this super powerful monster that can kill four or five other players, the day I become a monster?”

Jacob shook his head. “That’s not entirely accurate, but to a small extent, yes. Monster players are going to have stats just like every other player. But monsters will gain experience by attacking cities and players, or even other monsters. But if a monster decides to plow through the center of town, a bunch of players are going to come out to stop it, even if it’s a player or an AI. So even though these monsters will be individually stronger than other players, players will generally group up to kill them, as they always have. The main change, is that these monsters will potentially be more intelligent with an actual player behind the controls.”

“And this idea of clan monsters,” said Blake.

“Yes, that too,” said Jacob, “We’ll see groups of monsters working together, that are able to coordinate far better than our current AI would allow.”

“I gotta say, it sounds like it’s going to be just as exciting for the monster players, as it will be for the powered ones.”

Jacob nodded. “There’s still some work that needs to be done on the development side, but yes, we think so. We’re going to see a complete change in the Sigil Online ecosystem. I can’t wait to get it into players’ hands to see what they’ll do.”

Blake leaned over and offered his hand once-again to Jacob. “Well I appreciate you coming by and sharing that with us. Unfortunately, it looks like we’re out of time, so I’ll let you get back to working on this amazing expansion, which I personally can’t wait to get my hands on.”

Jacob smiled and shook Blake’s hand. “Thanks for having me.”

The camera shifted back to Blake. “So there you have it,” he said. “A brief glimpse at what the future holds in the world of Sigil Online, with its new expansion, ‘Hellions.’”
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