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      It rained as Kit tried to reckon with her chance of survival.

      The icy, pelting rain soaked her all the way through the huge, green cloak she was wrapped in, matching the misery that nipped at her thoughts.

      Chester, her mischievous pony, was drenched from the tops of his ears to the tip of his tail, and he gave off a scent that vaguely reminded her of wet dog. Water splashed under the surefooted pony's hooves as he trotted up Luminos’ main road, and Kit continued with her mental calculations.

      If my estimations are correct, I think we've been in-game for the real-time equivalent of approximately twelve hours. It's hard to know for certain, as I didn't think about recording the number of in-game days we've lived through since logging on. But based on our levels alone, I'd say we’ve been in for a minimum of ten hours.

      Ten hours. And they hadn't heard from Eternal Chase since the second cryptic message they had released, announcing that the community tab and all logoff capabilities were still down. EC had instructed all players not to panic, and it seemed to work. When she tried raising concern in her first saunter through Luminos, no one took her seriously.

      But she knew better.

      Bryce, her cousin who she used to play Chronicles of Retha with, had sent her a message explaining that Chronicles of Retha had been forced to switch to its backup servers... which contained corrupt files. Until EC got them switched back onto the main servers, or fixed whatever corrupt code was keeping them in the game, they would be forced to remain online.

      Unless, that was, they took advantage of the game’s still-working code. In his brief message, Bryce had explained that certain quests in the game so richly rewarded players, anyone who completed them was instantly booted off so an EC employee could review the quest and ensure no cheating, foul play, or bot program had been used to win. It was a loophole Kit could use to escape, but it was also impossibly difficult as the quest Bryce recommended would pit her against Malignus, a non-player character (NPC) and the evil necromancer responsible for much of the chaos in Retha.

      Chester shook his head, jingling his bridle and breaking Kit’s concentration.

      Sourly, she peered up and down the nearly empty city streets. Most sensible people—players and NPCs alike—had found shelter indoors. Only a few players and the smattering of Imperial guards who were busy patrolling the city ventured out in the poor weather.

      Lightning crashed overhead and thunder rumbled as Kit tugged the sopping hem of her hood farther down.

      Thanks to Bryce's prank-loving personality and his position as the senior community manager for Chronicles of Retha, he had, as a joke, asked his coworkers to log Kit into this character he had made for her—Kitten Lovemuch—instead of putting her into Sky’s End, the full submersion alien shooter game she wanted to play.

      As an elf dancer, Kitten was already a terrible character given that elves thought such a class was beneath them and scorned her as a result. But Bryce had taken the horror a step further and essentially broke her character by manipulating her reputation levels so just about every race and organization in the game hated her guts—including the Imperials and the Court of the Rogue, which were the two basic sides with which players chose to ally themselves depending on their class.

      As a result, everyone—from each city guard to NPC assassin—was out for Kit’s head. Thankfully, the Imperial soldiers appeared not to notice her when she was disguised by misery—as she had discovered when she was covered in garbage after a brief jaunt through the city garbage chutes.

      Lightning crashed again, making a soldier’s horse spook and rear.

      Kit patted Chester's neck and activated the party chat channel. “Is everyone still at the loft?”

      “Yep!” Cookie, a night stalker, chirped over the channel. “Riko and Prowl are still going through their friends list and guild contacts, but the rest of us are just hanging out.”

      “Did you check the extra armor and equipment while I was at the nunnery?” Kit asked.

      Kit and her party—with some help from a high-leveled player—had managed to defeat a rather pesky shadow reaper that had been stalking them since they set out on their quest to destroy Malignus and claim the four seals that would let them face him. Unfortunately, during the battle, Kit had been cursed. As an elf, which gave her an affinity to the element of holiness, the curse affected her worse than others. Moreover, she couldn't waltz into just any cathedral and get it removed, as Imperial guards were usually posted nearby. So Kit had made a side trip to the White Veil Nunnery—the largest cathedral in all of Retha—while the rest of the party regrouped in the loft apartment her main character owned in Luminos.

      “Yeah, Vic got some great upgrades! We all did, really, but she found a great robe set and a jeweled collar for her cat,” Cookie said, enthusiastically referring to her real-life best friend whom she had dragged into the game shortly before things went south.

      Kit grimaced when Chester passed under a blacksmith’s small overhang and the gutter dumped extra water on them. “I hope you found something for yourself?”

      “Oh yeah, of course! I took two Shining Daggers of Agility. Thanks for all the goodies, by the way!”

      “You're welcome. I'm glad we're getting some use out of them—it makes me feel better about being such a hoarder back in the days when I used to play.”

      “Axel is particularly happy, as he found a Mysterious Cloak of Strength, but Vic really had to lean on Gil to get him to take anything. I think he kind of feels bad that we’re taking all your stuff.”

      Kit snorted. “Don't worry about it. Believe me, it was never my goal to become a crusader—do you hear that, Gil?”

      “Yes, Miss Kit,” the mellow crusader rumbled over the party chat. “According to the mini-map, it seems you're not far away. Do you wish for us to come out and meet you so you don’t have to walk alone? I would be glad to help you avoid the Imperials.”

      “Nah. It seems like the rain is distracting the soldiers, as I haven't been recognized since I arrived.”

      “You didn't have to come through the garbage chute?” Vic, a wizard, asked.

      “Nope! I was able to walk through the front gates—which, let me tell you, was a real relief.”

      Kit hesitated. Her estimation of the real-life hours they had spent in-game was weighing down the tip of her tongue.

      Do I tell them this is even more serious than I had thought myself? Do I point out that this quest might end up being the only way we get out of here?

      Ten, or even twelve, hours in Retha was not life-endangering. When the servers went down, all the home rental units had disconnected, leaving only the full submersion units—which were available only at EC-owned arcades—still online. The standard play time in a full submersion unit was two to four hours, but the units were designed to support players for days in case of emergency. Due to the heavy restrictions the government had on full submersion games—and the high requirements gaming companies had to meet in order to launch their systems—all submersion units were equipped with life support and other health/safety equipment.

      They employed experienced gamers who test-played every full submersion game on the market to make sure the sanctions were being upheld. One of Kit's friends from Milk Crown—the guild she and Bryce used to belong to years ago—was hired as a tester shortly after the guild broke up, which was partially why she knew that the greatest danger was not the full submersion tanks and their ability to keep them alive, but the corrupt servers.

      Yanking a player out of a game without the necessary shutdown filters was potentially dangerous. Bryce, in his message, said if it came to that, an estimated 26% of players would suffer from light to serious brain damage—ranging from something as mild as a concussion to significant injury.

      That’s one out of every four players, and it’s a dangerous odd to hedge your bets against.

      “Is everything okay?” Cookie asked.

      “Yeah—I’m fine. Sorry, I was just thinking.” Kit forced herself to laugh sheepishly. They already know what Bryce told me, but maybe we should discuss it again now that so much time has passed. But blurting it out over the party chat channel is not the way to go about it. “I was just thinking maybe I should have set my Safe Haven skill to the White Veil Nunnery if I’m going to keep getting cursed like this.”

      Kit—like everyone in their party—had set the skill to Luminos, the capital of Retha. When activated, the skill would teleport her to the city she had set, no matter where she was at the time.

      “I wouldn’t think it would be worth it,” Vic said. “You’ve only been cursed twice.”

      “True, but it’s a huge pain in the butt to wander out to the nunnery and then wander back. It wastes a lot of time.”

      “Who cares?” Axel—an enthusiastic fighter who sported a manbun and a thirst for reckless behavior—said. “Time is the one thing we’ve got plenty of.”

      “Er…I suppose,” Kit said. “It doesn’t matter. I’m almost back anyway. I’ll see you guys soon!”

      “Yep!”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Travel safely, Miss Kit.”

      The party chat fell silent, leaving Kit with nothing but the rain and her wet pony. She shivered in disgust as cold raindrops seeped through her cloak and rolled down her back.

      Thunder growled in the dark skies, making the ground shudder.

      Kit glanced at her mini-map. The loft was only a few blocks away. Soon she would be warm and dry again! If she had been a human—like her main character—she would have been afflicted with a cold status ailment by now. I guess that’s one of the pluses to playing as an elf. It’s nice to have something work to my advantage besides the Perfect Hair elf trait.

      She sighed…and noticed something black moving out of the corner of her eye. She frowned and turned to peer down a dark alleyway just in time to see the assassin leap from a second-story deck.

      It was a female, dressed in shades of storm-cloud gray. Over her heart was a swatch of a gold embroidery design that resembled an eye peering through a lock hole—the symbol of the Court of the Rogue.

      Great. Apparently Imperial NPCs take bad-weather days, but Court of the Rogue NPCs do not.

      Kit’s elvish instincts kicked in, and she reflexively jerked backwards, barely missing the throwing knife the assassin lobbed at her. She slipped her feet from the saddle stirrups and rolled off Chester’s hindquarters, blinking in surprise when she made a neat flip and landed on her feet. “Okay, maybe there are more advantages to being an elf than I thought.”

      The assassin, it seemed, was not nearly as impressed, for she lunged at Kit and popped the hidden blades in her gauntlets free.

      Kit side-stepped her and intended to flee on foot as Chester had already abandoned her in favor of an apple vender nearby. (It was in her best interest to run; as a dancer she stood no chance against an assassin, even with her elf agility.) She purposely leaped into a puddle, spattering the assassin with mud, and then unlatched her wet cloak and threw it at the NPC, cracking her in the face with the soaked garment.

      With the assassin distracted, Kit turned on her heels to run, but the NPC grabbed the white gauzy veil that was pinned to Kit’s head—the poor excuse of headgear she had been forced to take with the rest of the dancer outfit—and yanked her backwards.

      “Die, enemy of the court!” the assassin snarled as she tossed the cloak aside and reeled Kit in like a fish.

      Kit wondered if it was worth it to unequip the veil and run, or just let herself be killed and then respawn.

      She hadn’t quite decided when she heard a male voice yell, “Alistair—go!”

      “Aye-aye, Captain!”

      A lady knight dressed in full armor sprinted out of a tavern doorway across the street and rammed into the assassin, sending her careening into a stack of crates.

      While the assassin scrambled out of the crates, the knight dramatically traced a line in the air with a wide gesture. Light trailed her fingertips, glowing white hot before forming a pole-axe.

      The knight expertly twirled it as she stepped in front of Kit. “Have at me, ruffian. I will not allow you to harm a fair citizen of this city!”

      The assassin growled and slipped into an alleyway, disappearing as soon as she reached the shadows.

      The knight turned around and smiled dazzlingly—looking much like a lady knight of Retha lore. She had blue-black hair that was pulled back into a high ponytail and crowned with delicately crafted blue and gold metal petals. Her chest-plate was almost corset-like, but it was the same blue and gold as her hair piece and was crafted so it looked like a lotus flower encircled her waist. She wore soft white trousers and blue and gold metal boots that extended the lotus flower motif.

      Obviously the lady-knight was a serious player, as fancy armor sets like hers were rare drops or cost a mint if commissioned.

      “Are you injured?” the lady knight asked.

      Kit shook her head. “No, I’m fine. Thanks for the help.”

      “Of course! That’s what I am here for.” The knight tapped the blunt end of her pole-axe on the ground, and it turned into sparkles that slowly disappeared. “It seemed like she intended to end your life—and so boldly in the middle of the streets, too!”

      “Yeah, she was gunning for me,” Kit said.

      The knight cocked her head. “That doesn’t upset you?”

      “Taking into account the number of times I’ve died over the past few days…no,” Kit said. (The last seal they had gone after was the elvish seal, which was kept in Lèas, an elvish stronghold. While wandering around the area, Kit had been killed by elvish scouts more times than she cared to remember—all on account of her stupid race/class combo.) “But thank you for saving me. I definitely would’ve died otherwise.”

      Unbothered by the rain that still poured from the sky, the knight planted her hands on her hips. “It was my pleasure! Please, allow me to introduce myself. I am Alistair Lionward, cavalry knight and champion of the populace.”

      “I’m Kit.” Kit offered her hand, intending to shake Alistair’s, but the knight instead bowed over her hand as if she were a princess.

      “Alistair,” a male voice called.

      The knight ignored it. “Are you a new player, Lady Kit?” She asked pleasantly.

      (Kit had to hand it to her, the knight’s gaze lingered only momentarily on the black, swirly tattoo that crawled across Kit’s cheekbone and was supposed to be used only on human magic users—another taboo Bryce had broken to make her character as ridiculous as possible.)

      “I used to play a long time ago, but for one reason or another, I logged in right before we got stuck on here.”

      “I see! Then you know your way around Luminos?”

      “Alistair, stop screwing off.”

      The knight either didn’t hear the order, or she still chose to ignore it as her eyes didn’t flicker from Kit’s face.

      “Yes, though it’s changed since I was last here. Shouldn’t you answer whoever’s calling you?”

      “Oh, no. He’s not nearly mad enough yet for that.”

      “Alistair! Heel!”

      “And now he is!” Alastair turned on her heels and bound back to the inn from which she had come, swiftly approaching another player.

      He wore a chain mail hauberk with a red and gold tunic over it that was slitted to make it easier to move in. In addition to the chainmail he had layered metal boots, heavy gauntlets, and large pauldrons that were molded to look like roaring lions and were half covered with a fur mantle.

      Kit glanced over his head at his nameplate, which would normally display his name, class, and health bar. But he must have anonymous mode toggled as nothing popped up. I bet he’s a paladin—they favor chainmail more than full plate armor.

      When Alastair halted next to him, Kit was surprised to see she was slightly taller than the paladin—though he was broader in the shoulders.

      “Didn’t I do well?” Alastair beamed at her friend with the expression of someone who expected to be praised. “Did that properly represent our guild?”

      “Yeah, good job.” The paladin smacked her on the back, but Alastair blushed and smiled even wider. The paladin peered past her and met Kit’s gaze. “You all right?”

      Kit glanced up the street, confirming that Chester was still pigging out at the apple vendor’s stall. She crossed the street, making squelching noises as she moved. “Yes, thanks to Alistair.”

      He nodded. “Good. Sometimes those NPCs can be unexpectedly gutsy and catch you off-guard. We players have to watch out for each other. Did you need anything?”

      Kit shook her head. “Nope, I’m just about to go meet up with my party. But take these as my thank you.” Kit flicked open her inventory, her eyes tracing over the filled slots until she found what she was looking for and tapped the screen, popping the item into her hands. “Here, dwarven rock candy.”

      Kit passed over the colored candy crystals. Alastair took a hunk and tossed it in her mouth without hesitation. Her paladin friend, however, picked up a piece and held it against the torchlight. “You must be a candymaker, then? It’s a rare craft; I don’t know many who select it.”

      Kit shrugged. “It was kind of an impulse,” she said.

      A breeze tickled the back of Kit’s neck. “Kit?” Riko asked over the party chat channel. “Are you okay? Your dot on the mini-map has been stuck in the same spot for several minutes now.”

      Kit briefly switched over to the party channel. “Yes, I’m fine. I’ll be there shortly.” She returned her attention back to the knight and paladin, and smiled. “I really should get going, but thanks again for the help!”

      The paladin inclined his head, but the lady knight smiled and gave Kit another sweeping bow. “Should you ever have need of my services, do not hesitate to call.”

      Kit waved as she ventured back out into the torrential downpour in the streets. She grabbed Chester by the reins and grumbled. “Weren’t you a bundle of help when I was attacked? I’m so close to the loft, it will be just as fast to walk, so I may as well dismiss you. Go on now, you’re dismissed.”

      The pony affectionately butted her shoulder, then meandered into an empty lean-to, slowly fading as he took a swig of water and stuffed his face with grain.

      Kit forged on to her apartment, this time keeping a better eye out for any NPCs. She made it to the loft without a problem, spoke the password (“Honey, I’m home!”) and waded inside, leaving little rain puddles as she climbed the stairs. When she opened the door and slumped into her apartment, Vic was seated on a settee, playing with her cat.

      “You looked like you fell over Tremblebach Falls,” Vic said, naming the giant underground waterfall in the White Needles mountain range.

      Cookie, who had been in the process of sharpening her daggers, slipped the weapons back into their hidden holsters. “I’ll go draw a bath for you.”

      “It’s not necessary,” Kit said. “I’ll dry off in a few minutes.” She sloshed her way over to the crackling fireplace and sat down on a cushion in front of it.

      Cookie padded off to the bathroom and returned with a towel, which she tossed to Kit, who gratefully used it to squeegee water from her long, champagne-pink hair.

      “I assume Riko finished reaching out to her contacts?” Kit asked.

      “Uh-huh,” Cookie said. “Prowl is still chatting someone up, though.”

      Kit fluffed her hair—which was drying in a fraction of the time it would take her much-shorter hair in real life. “Once they’re done, I’d like to hold a meeting.”

      “Okay, I’ll go get Gil and Axellent.” Cookie petted Vic’s cat as she passed, heading for the bedroom—or, more correctly, the walk-in-closet stuffed with drops and loot that was connected to the bedroom.

      Kit squeezed water from her gauzy veil and smiled at Vic, who was using a feather to play with her cat. “Cookie said you found some good upgrades in the closet. Are you happy with them?”

      “Yes, particularly the collar for my cat. It has a 5% affection experience boost, so she's coming to like me a lot faster now.” The wizard smiled as the cat abandoned the feather and climbed onto her lap, purring loudly.

      “You're finally back!” Axel marched through the bedroom door with Gil and Cookie on his heels.

      When Kit glanced at him, she had to do a double take, for the redhaired fighter had gotten an equipment upgrade. His new armor was plain and unadorned—mostly chain mail and rivets over red-leather armor. The only exception was his chestplate...which was pink...with white roses painted onto the metal.

      Kit eyed the fighter. “I see you found the Chestplate of Rose Thorne Woods.”

      Axel puffed up like an angry cat. “It has good stats.”

      Vic rolled her eyes. “We'll see if you are so happy with its stats the next time we run into Solus Miles.”

      “We aren’t going to run into Solus Miles again,” Kit said.

      “Of course, we will!” Cookie chirped. “He may be the best player on the server, but he is your pledged.”

      Kit, still squeezing water from her veil, yanked it so hard she almost pried the dang thing from her skull. “It was an accident. We're not really together. He's not even a friend. Believe me, we won't be seeing him, ever.”

      “That's too bad,” Riko called as she breezed into the room, vacating the bathroom with her fellow guildmate, Prowl, on her heels. “Here I was hatching all kinds of ways you could use his connections, popularity, and most importantly, his money.”

      Eager to change the topic, Kit looked to Prowl, who cared a lot less about her love life than the females of the party. “Did you guys go through your contacts lists?”

      Prowl plopped down in an armchair. “Yep.”

      As the next two parts of the quest were going to be far over their heads level-wise, Riko had suggested that while Kit was busy being blessed at the nunnery, she and Prowl should wade through their friends lists and petition for help any of the guild leaders that were on. As Riko, Prowl, and Kit were the only three in their party who had previously played Chronicles of Retha, Kit originally was going to join them in searching for her friends list, but a quick glance at it revealed that absolutely no one from her list was still on.

      I’m not exactly surprised. I last played five years ago. I imagine a lot of the players I know well left, just like all of my Milk Crown guildmates.

      “It seems that the extended amount of time we've been on here, combined with the lack of communication from EC, has made the longtime players take notice. They are far more open to the suggestion that we should try to do something than they were earlier,” Riko said.

      “Unfortunately, they've got their hands full with their guildmembers and the city itself,” Prowl said. “Thus far, there hasn't been any panic or riots, but it's mostly due to the guildmasters who are coming down hard on their members. Some of the biggest and most influential guilds are here in Luminos, patrolling the streets to make sure nothing is getting out of hand.”

      Kit nodded, though she said nothing. I bet lady knight Alistair and her friend are a part of that effort.

      Prowl adjusted the goggles that were strapped to his head. “Our personal contacts are mostly with the medium-sized guilds. They aren’t the organizers, but a lot of them have gotten involved anyway. As a result, they aren't able to waltz along with us in our little quest until we get all four seals and are ready to go.”

      Kit scratched her chin. “Is the Silver Army one of the guilds here?” She had seen several Silver Army guildmembers in Luminos earlier, which was an encouraging sign: it had been around when she played.

      “It is,” Riko said. “Did you know anyone in there?”

      Kit squinted at the flames that crackled in the fireplace. “I knew some, but they’re obviously offline right now.”

      “White Lady, the guildmistress, was around when Milk Crown existed. Do you know her?” Riko asked.

      Kit grimaced. “Not really, but I know of her. Whenever Milk Crown faced the Silver Army in PVP, she was usually the first target I took out as Azarel, so Silver Army guildmembers weren’t exactly lining up to meet me back then.”

      “I don’t think they would care about that right now, given the circumstances we are in,” Vic said.

      “Indeed,” Gil pipped in. “I would think they would be glad to know you are here and received a message from your cousin.”

      “Well, it’s kind of a moot point.” Prowl folded his arms behind his head and cracked his neck. “The Silver Army is the only big-time guild we had contacts in. Riko talked to the players we know.”

      Kit rubbed one of her tapered ears. “Did you tell them everything?”

      “Nooo, not quite,” Riko said slowly. “My contact was pressed for time, so I simplified the story and said we were investigating a possible way off Retha. I did mention we had a vet player with us who was organizing everything—that would be you. Was that okay? I didn’t think to use your previous experience as Azarel as a deal-sweetener. I’ll have to try that again next time.”

      “I don’t think it will matter for now,” Kit said. “Milk Crown was good, but we’ve been gone for so long pretty much all our esteem and status has faded. I imagine the guilds are more concerned with organizing themselves and keeping the peace in Luminos than chasing after rumors, based on your findings.”

      “That’s pretty depressing,” Vic said.

      Kit shrugged. “I talked to a Silver Army guildmember in the Guildhall when we first arrived in Luminos, remember? It didn’t make a difference then.”

      “Anyway,” Prowl continued. “They’re the only guild who could spare us some help.”

      “They are sending us a level 71 monk. He was their only available member who is at the exact same point in the quest that we are,” Riko said.

      Gil smiled broadly. “A level 71 monk? That’s fantastic! His presence should make things easier.”

      “Not exactly,” Prowl said. “The next two quest lines are, if I’m remembering right, combat heavy.” As Prowl had completed the quest line on his main character, he was the only one of their party who had even a faint idea of what waited for them.

      “Either way, we’re happy for the help,” Kit said firmly.

      “Yes, his aid will be much appreciated. Perhaps it will help us to finish more quickly,” Gil said. “As I haven’t played Retha before I don’t rightly know, but it seems to me that we’ve been stuck in-game for quite some time.”

      “I’m thinking we’ve been on for at least eight hours,” Prowl said.

      I guess this is the best opportunity to bring it up. Hopefully this goes well. Kit rubbed her eyes. “I did a rough calculation, and I think it’s been a minimum of ten, possibly even twelve hours.”

      The silence of the loft was heavy, thick, and supremely uncomfortable.

      “I guess I hadn’t realized it had been that long,” Vic said.

      “It’s tricky to keep track of time in full submersion games,” Cookie said. “You can really do it only if you are certain how many in-game minutes equal a minute of reality.”

      “Ten hours minimum, and EC hasn’t said anything more?” Axel frowned sharply as he scratched his torso, brushing one of the white roses that decorated his armor.

      “It’s not a good sign,” Kit agreed. “Which is why we really have to focus on finishing this quest as quickly as possible.”

      “Isn’t that all the more reason to recruit Solus Miles?” Vic asked.

      “He said he already finished the quest, and he’s not exactly a friendly guy,” Kit pointed out.

      Prowl shrugged. “Whatever you want, leader.”

      “That does bring up a point about the monk,” Kit said. “He’s level 71. If you guys would be more comfortable having him lead you…”

      Prowl groaned. “Come on! I thought you finally accepted that you are the undisputed party leader.”

      “I have, but I don’t want to be a tyrant. If you’re more comfortable having a different leader, I’m open to it,” Kit said.

      After their battle against the shadow reaper, Kit had finally realized that she was indeed stuck being the party leader. She had fought the appointment—mostly because her main character, an echo of arcane, had not been conducive to leading parties or quests, so she had a limited amount of personal experience in it. However, she still had an eye for tactics even after five years off, which grudgingly made her see that the other players weren’t exactly in positions or roles that would let them keep tabs on the battlefield.

      Still, I wish my guildmates from Milk Crown were here. If I screw up and give the wrong orders, I could cost us a lot of time. We need to get out of the game as swiftly as possible, so bungling stuff isn’t really an option.

      Riko smoothed a crease in her robe. “You’re still our leader, Kit. You can call a battle just as well as Tough Beard,” she said, referring to the Guildmaster of her and Prowl’s guild: La-Lune. “You’d probably be better, even, if you get some iron in your spine.”

      Kit pressed her lips together and chose to ignore the compliment. “When is the monk joining us?”

      “His name is Luther,” Riko said. “He said he’d meet us at Elba, the capital of the Solis Empire.”

      Vic pried her cat off her lap when it started kneading its claws into her robes. “Why isn’t he coming right over?”

      “Because he has already visited Elba’s teleportation gate, so he can zip right in,” Riko said.

      Axel groaned. “Aw, man! You mean we have to travel all across the continent again?”

      “It won’t be as bad as when we traveled to Brunascar,” Kit said. “There’s a general teleportation gate here in Luminos that we can take to the Nignay River, which will pop us out downstream of Elba. We’ll still have a bit of a journey, but it will cut days off the trip.” Kit shifted her attention to Prowl. “You said this next part should be combat heavy. Do you remember what we have to do in Elba?”

      Prowl scratched the back of his neck. “I think we have to talk to a librarian. All I remember is at some point we face a giant-arse spider.”

      “Way to raise morale there, Prowl,” Riko drawled.

      Axel shifted so he could peer back at the bedroom. “I think I saw some spider-killer gauntlets in there…”

      “We should set out as quickly as possible I imagine, yes?” Gil asked.

      “If it has been ten hours, I’d say yeah. Things are getting grim,” Vic said.

      “Both of you are right, but we also shouldn’t rush it. We need to be properly prepared, or we’ll just waste time having to run back here later.”

      “Spoken like a leader!” Riko said. She planted her hands on her hips and grinned. “All right, kiddos! Who’s ready for a riverside journey?”

      Cookie cheered, and Gil brought up his inventory screen. “Miss Kit?” The crusader asked. “I bought the food ingredients you requested—both the candy-making items and the camp rations.”

      “Wonderful! Thanks, Gil. I’ll take them off your hands.” Kit smiled as she finally left the fireside and approached the crusader, but inwardly she still fretted.

      I hope we can do this. No, I have to believe we can. Or things may take a turn for the worse in-game…

      [image: ]
* * *

      The air was so cold it stung Solus Miles’ face as he glided far above the ground on the back of his black dragon. This high in the sky, the only noises were the steady beat of Sinistre’s wings, the puffs of Miles’ breath, and the dragon’s sulfuric snorts.

      It was so quiet that when the notification system pinged, it sounded like a crystal chime that could be heard for a mile.

      
        Your beloved has left Luminos and travels east along the Nignay River.

      

      Miles flicked the notification away, and once again considered going into his settings and changing the notifications he received regarding Kitten Lovemuch, his accidental pledged.

      Instead, he adjusted his hold on Sinistre’s black scales, pressing closer to the dragon as they soared through a cloud.

      While it’s interesting, perhaps even amusing, to keep a tally of how often she has died, I could at least turn off her geographic notifications so I’m no longer alerted whenever she moves regions.

      Oddly, Miles found he didn’t really care to make the change.

      He was on his way to the eastern elf stronghold of Chosaint as part of a new quest line from the recently launched expansion pack, Sword of Deceit. As he was already at the level cap, the quest line wouldn’t give him any experience. However, thus far he had been given amazing loot, and though his character level was not increasing, his strength as a royal knight was.

      Sinistre popped out of the cloud and banked, flying past the bamboo forests of Yuuyo.

      He could’ve teleported to Chosaint, but it seemed time was something he had in abundance, and he wanted the space to think without prying eyes watching him. Even now, with a huge majority of the players unable to log on, whenever Miles ventured anywhere near a city, he could feel the stares of other players.

      Perhaps that’s why I don’t mind the notifications. Kitten Lovemuch is very...strange. I don’t think anyone could ever accuse her of being aware of my status.

      Kitten was an odd mixture of intelligence and utter newb-ness. Her appearance, race, and class all pointed to her being among the most inexperienced players in Retha. Moreover, she seemed to have a propensity to get herself killed every ten minutes. But, during the very brief time he had seen her handle her party in the battle against the shadow reaper, she had an unusually strong grasp of party roles and tactics. That, combined with the mere fact that she did not pester him—even though she would be perfectly capable of doing so as his pledged, however accidental that was—made Miles…curious.

      Miles glanced up, his eyes resting on his health bar and name. Next to them was a little icon of a warrior and the number zero—the indication of how many of his friends were logged on at the moment.

      Deep in his gut, Miles wondered if he let the notifications ring on because it was a little reassuring to know he was at least connected to someone else in Retha.

      After all, hours of reality had to have passed by now, and EC hadn’t announced anything. Nor, did he believe, had any of the players been secretly enlightened by the game management.

      Unless, perhaps, the rumor that one of Milk Crown’s members is playing is true…

      Some time ago, when he skulked around Luminos, Solus Miles had overheard a conversation between White Lady, leader of the Silver Army, and one of her guildmates, who mentioned someone from Milk Crown had logged into the game.

      At the time, there had been no leads, but perhaps by now White Lady had uncovered the identity of the Milk Crown member.

      Solus’ interest wasn’t just based on his history, though he had greatly admired Milk Crown when he first began playing Retha. It was also because he keenly remembered that one of the reasons why the guild had disbanded and its members left the game was because one of the founding members had gotten employed by EC. If there was a Milk Crown member in Chronicles of Retha, perhaps there was a chance that they knew what was going on.

      The air grew warmer as Sinistre started to glide, slowly losing altitude as they drew towards the stronghold.

      Once I finish this quest line, I will PM White Lady. This extended gameplay and silence from EC is serious. Sooner or later, we’ll have to do something.
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      It was quiet. Too quiet, considering they were walking along the bank of Nignay River. The Nignay was one of the largest rivers in Retha. It started in the snowcapped mountains of the east and cut across the continent, dividing the bamboo forests of Yuuyo with the elven Fìone Forest. The last remnants of the Solis Empire perched on the river’s shoulders, and, where Kit and the party were, the Nignay was about as wide as a three-lane-highway. It gushed along, chortling and chuckling as it smashed against smooth rocks and frothed along the pebble- and rock-strewn bank.

      But even above the river, Kit, with her elf ears, should have heard the chirping of birds and the rustle of wildlife moving around in the forest abutting the shore.

      Kit stretched her neck to see over Riko’s and Vic's heads—walking immediately in front of her and exchanging casting tips. Gil was in the lead with Axel lagging behind him as he occasionally stopped to swipe crabs, snails, and frogs from the shallow waters.

      They were about to go around a bend, so Kit could see nothing ahead but trees, which even her elf eyes could not see through.

      Uneasy, but not able to pinpoint the exact reason for it, Kit turned around to peer at the back of the party.

      Cookie and Prowl, who had been walking side-by-side as they brought up the rear, paused.

      “Is something wrong?” Cookie asked.

      Kit scratched at her gauzy veil and wished dancers didn't have to wear such eye-catching armor—or at the very least they didn't have armor that left such gaping holes in her defense. “I was just thinking...it's been quite a while since I've died.”

      Prowl snorted, but Cookie rubbed at the hilt of her daggers with her fingertips. “Now that you mention it, it's been a while since we've been attacked.”

      “We took the riverbed path because we won’t get attacked,” Prowl reminded them.

      When the transportation gate dumped them out at a trading outpost just off Nignay River, Kit had decided they would sacrifice ease of traveling for speed. It would have been fastest to travel straight through the woods, but taking horses through a forest at top speed with no road was difficult, not to mention the woods teamed with monsters, and they were sure to be attacked.

      Another option was the road that hemmed the outer perimeter of the forest—which would take them out of their way and add on time as a result. Rather than the fastest or the slowest routes, she had opted for the river route, which was a little tougher—the shoreline was not a great place for horses, given that the footing was mostly rocks and pebbles, so they had to switch between traveling by horse and by foot. However, they were far less likely to be attacked and, more importantly, to be slaughtered and wiped out as a group, which would make them start their journey all over again.

      “Even so, the area seems suspiciously empty,” Kit said.

      Prowl raised his eyebrows and opened his mouth to deliver a sarcastic reply when Cookie interrupted him. “That's true. Didn’t you just tell me that, Prowl? I thought that was why you were setting up the traps behind us, to make sure nothing could sneak up on our backs.”

      Prowl frowned at the night stalker, who had a surprisingly disarming smile given her character class. “You didn't have to tell her that,” Prowl said.

      “Why not? It's the truth,” Cookie said.

      “Yeah, but she's already paranoid as our party leader. The last thing we want is for her to lose her mind when we need it to finish this.”

      “Suddenly it seems to me like saboteurs are awfully expendable, aren’t they?” Kit drawled.

      “Wow,” Vic breathed ahead of them, her voice holding a rare note of awe. “This, this is incredible.”

      Kit, Prowl, and Cookie jogged after the rest the group, who had rounded the bend of the river.

      Ahead of them, the earth suddenly rose in a steep cliffside that was so large and far spreading, it looked as if a giant had started to drag the area up before growing bored.

      The Nignay River cascaded over the side of the cliff, forming a huge waterfall that roared and spat water into the air. Carved into the cliff on either side of the waterfall was what looked like an angel and a dragon.

      The angel had four wings and held a staff in front of it. The dragon was connected to the cliff only by its four massive paws and its tail that disappeared into the ground behind it. It was posed to look as though it were in the process of crawling down the cliffside, preparing to slay any who dared cross in front of it.

      “What is this?” The edges of Vic’s lips curled up as she stared at the waterfall while her cat curled up at her feet.

      “The Solis Sentinels,” Riko said. “Scattered throughout Retha are statues and ruins of the Solis Empire—which was shattered after they managed to seal up Lord Valdis Moarte with the four seals we’re chasing down. These days only a handful of the empire’s cities are intact, making it less of an empire and more of a holding.”

      “Officially, anyway,” Prowl said. “Rumor has it the Solis Sentinels were a game developer’s tip of the hat to Tolkien’s Gates of Argonath.”

      Axel squinted at the waterfall. “Is that an angel?”

      “Retha lore would call them ‘celestial beings,’ specifically winged warriors, but yes, the resemblance is there,” Riko said.

      Normally, the sight of the Solis Sentinels would have tugged on Kit's fondness for the game as she and her guildmates had passed by the statues many times back when she played.

      But...it felt strange and almost foreign to see the statues with her elf eyes. They picked up details she had never noticed before—like the bits of greenery that traveled up the winged warrior’s staff and the nests of enterprising birds who had made their home on the dragon's back.

      This is Retha…but things aren’t the same. It’s not just the expansions and the new quests EC added…it was my guildmates who made this game special to me. And they aren’t here.

      Kit glanced up at the little person icon by her name, which still read “0,” and, oddly enough, she experienced a wave of homesickness for the way things used to be.

      She shook herself out of her reverie and scanned the area again. “Prowl, I think I want you to use your cloaking skill and scout ahead of us—”

      She was interrupted by a guttural roar. Two trees that edged the riverbank were flattened like matchsticks as a swamp troll rolled out of the forest and careened to a stop in front of the party.

      The creature was a gruesome blend of troll and frog. It was approximately the size of a large tractor, and its limbs were thick and moss covered. It had the bulging eyes of a frog positioned on a smashed-in head that had several sets of tusks sprouting from its mouth.

      The swamp troll roared—a shrill noise that made Kit grimace—and slammed its thick arms on the riverbank, making the ground shake.

      Automatically Kit started to back up and fling her hand in front of her, reaching for her echo of arcane magic that wasn’t there. She hissed out between clenched teeth when she remembered who—or rather what—she was and shook her head.

      “Your orders, leader?” Cookie asked—sounding all too much like Prowl who usually took it upon himself to remind her of her status at every possible opportunity.

      Maybe I should start separating them instead of having them work together—but tactically speaking, it works so well! “Gil—engage it with a taunt. Everyone else, back off! It’s difficult to hold onto aggro as it primarily works by sound and smell, so we need to give Gil space to work.”

      “I am totally not judging Gil’s mad skills,” Axel said as he slowly backed up—moving faster when the swamp troll threw a rock at him. “But isn’t it a bit high for him to tank?”

      The swamp troll clocked in at level 30, whereas Gil—their tank—was only level 26.

      “As long as we don’t make his job difficult and Riko backs him up, it will be fine,” Kit said. She watched as Gil strolled up to the creature and used his Cry of Challenge taunt skill to get the troll’s attention. “Cookie, I want you hacking at its back. Prowl, go with her and spring a trap if it looks like the troll is about to change targets. Axel, hit him from the side, but make sure to strike when Cookie and Prowl aren’t. Gil must keep aggro! Vic, stand with Riko.”

      The wizard rolled up the sleeves of her robe as her cat’s eyes started to glow, increasing her magic attack power. “What skill should I use? Heaven’s Fury?”

      “Yes,” Kit said. “And Riko…”

      Riko popped her hood back, making her tawny-colored skin glow in the sunshine. “You want me to attack when my heals are on cooldown?”

      “Yes.”

      The druid winked. “You got it!”

      Kit rolled her shoulders back and gritted her teeth as she made herself draw closer to Gil and the swamp troll. It went against all her instincts—particularly given that she was the lowest-leveled party member at a mere level 21—but she wanted to use a dancing skill that would help Gil, and in order to reach him, she had to be closer.

      I really wish a dancer’s area of effect was BIGGER. That would make this much easier!

      Kit was close enough to Gil and the swamp troll that she could smell the stagnant, fungal scent the monster radiated before she started the first few steps of her Battlefield March skill, increasing the party’s physical attack and defense.

      She edged around Gil, moving so her dance buff would spread to Axel, Cookie, and Prowl as well.

      Axel whirled his impossibly large sword over his head, then lunged at the swamp monster and stabbed its side. “Iron Stab!”

      “Careful!” Prowl snarled when the monster rotated its crimson-orange eyes in Axel’s direction.

      Gil smacked the troll with his shield, once again claiming its attention.

      “Is there a swamp nearby?” Cookie asked as she flung several daggers into the creature’s backside.

      “No. Which begs the question of what in Retha is a swamp troll doing in a river-forest area?” Prowl threw a trap down behind the troll, capturing it when it stumbled backwards.

      The troll roared again—making Kit shudder when the shrill bit of its snarl hit her sensitive elf ears. “It probably was a Cuckoo Toadstool summon.”

      “A what?” Axel ducked, barely missing the troll when it swung its arms and smashed its fists into Gil’s shield.

      The crusader stood as firm as a boulder, though his health trickled away until Riko replenished it.

      “It’s a certain kind of mushroom. You pop the cap off, and it summons a random monster,” Kit said. “You can get anything from a gelata to a dragon—and it’s stacked to pop out rare creatures, so a lot of raid guilds use them to try to summon boss monsters.”

      “Occasionally some of the more devious guilds pop them off in highly populated places, like Luminos, to plague everyone. Cookie, hit him harder. You’re lower-leveled than Gil so you’re not doing very much damage, and you don’t have to worry about stealing aggro,” Prowl said.

      The night stalker nodded, then jumped onto the troll’s back and stabbed him in the spot where his neck met his shoulders, carving a nice amount of HP from its health bar.

      The troll roared and shook her off before swinging around and swiping at the saboteur and night stalker.

      Cookie backed away from the monster, avoiding its grasping, crooked fingers. “I think I should stick to Kit’s directions.”

      “In my defense, I didn’t know you could do that.” Prowl laid out another trap, which snapped down on the troll’s legs, keeping it from lumbering after Cookie.

      Angry, the creature hunched down, forming a mossy ball.

      “Melee, back up—he’s charging an attack,” Kit shouted. Prowl, Cookie, and Axel zipped backwards. Kit followed them, but she had to keep the dance going so she moved at more of a waltzing flounce accented with a few leaps.

      The swamp troll exploded out of its huddle, snapping Prowl’s steel trap as if it were made of twigs. It swung its arms around, smashing its meaty fists into Gil. The crusader was pushed back several feet, though his defensive stance didn’t budge, and his boots left trenches in the pebble-covered ground.

      The swamp troll then lunged for Kit and grabbed her, picking her up with an algae-covered fist that encased her entire torso. It squeezed the breath from her, making her cry out, then threw her towards the river. She slammed into a boulder, taking at least 20% out of her health bar. She slid down the smooth surface of the rock, her lungs burning as she tried to recover her dazed wits and get air back in her lungs.

      As she shakily found her feet, the troll loped up to her.

      “Run!” Vic shouted.

      Kit ducked behind the boulder when the troll raised its fists above its head and pummeled the rock, sending sharp shards flying through the air.

      “Kit, just run!” Vic screamed.

      Grimly, Kit held her ground, dodging whenever possible.

      Within seconds, one of Riko’s lesser heals hit her, and her health began crawling back up. Moments behind it, Gil slammed into the troll’s back.

      The troll swung around, its attention returning to Gil, and Kit sagged in relief. She drifted away—her ribs still smarting—and let Riko’s spell brew longer.

      “Backstab!” Cookie popped out of the troll’s own shadow and savagely stabbed the creature in the backs of its legs, making it collapse on the ground.

      The night stalker darted away immediately, but she didn’t have to—Gil kept the monster focused on him with a combo of taunts and melee attacks.

      “Heaven’s Fury is ready,” Vic called.

      “Wait!” Kit sprinted across the riverbed, using her life skill of Curse Proficiently as she had to hitch up her skirt with one hand and hold her veil on her head with the other. “Sinking ships—I hope whatever game designer came up with this armor set has his insurance premium doubled!” When she was close enough to Vic, she vaulted into the first few idiotic steps of the Luck-Luck Dance—which greatly boosted the luck stat and, as a result, the chance of scoring a critical hit. Kit carefully watched Vic’s health bar and waited several seconds for the buff icon to pop up. “Okay, go!”

      Vic released the spell, and meteors streaked across the sky, pummeling the swamp troll with enough force that he made a small crater in the riverbed.

      “Critical hit!” Axel hooted as the meteors crushed the last bit of the swamp troll’s health bar, finishing it off.

      The monster faded, and the loot screen popped up in Kit’s face before she stopped dancing. “Great job, everyone,” Kit said.

      The LEVEL UP sign and lights gathered around Kit and Vic, and Kit’s character panel popped up.

      
        Congratulations! You have learned the dancer skill: Triumphant Echo.

        Your enemies are entrapped in your triumphant movements and must echo your motions.

        Skill Effect: Forces one enemy to copy your movements. Lasts 5 seconds.

      

      Kit raised an eyebrow at the new skill. “Well. That’s pretty useless.”

      Riko slung her arm over Kit’s shoulders. “Congrats on level 22! What skill did you get?”

      “Triumphant Echo. It’s a copycat move,” Kit said.

      Riko snapped her fingers. “It must be like the bard’s Puppet Master skill! That can be super useful when dealing with powerful mobs.”

      Kit scratched her nose. “It only lasts five seconds.”

      Riko’s smile turned into a grimace. “Maybe not, then. That’s sort of an odd skill to get, though. There’s a dancer in La-Lune, and she never mentioned anything about it.”

      “You shouldn’t be surprised.” Axel laughed as he sheathed his over-sized sword. “It’s Kit. She has a thing for fragile, useless characters.”

      Kit frowned. “Azarel was not useless!”

      “Suuure. That’s why we’ve run into so many echoes of arcane,” Axel snorted.

      Vic, clutching her cat in her arms, marched straight up to Kit, leaning in so close her face disrupted Kit’s character panel screen. “Why didn’t you run?” she asked.

      Kit blinked and flicked the screen away. “I’m sorry…what?”

      “When the swamp troll went after you, why did you stay in one place and dodge instead of running away?”

      “Oh, that. It was for Riko and Gil.” Kit tried to discreetly pull up her skirt and smiled. “A running target is harder for the healer to select and heal, and the tank would be stuck running around in my tracks. If I stay in one spot, both the tank and the healer can do their jobs better. There’re always exceptions of course, but when you’re facing a single monster, it’s almost always the best strategy.”

      Vic nodded once, and some of her intensity dissipated. “I see.”

      Kit—and everyone else in the party—jumped when a pleasant, computerized voice echoed through Retha.

      Attention, Heroes. Retha is still experiencing server difficulties. Log off capabilities are temporarily unavailable. EC is working to rectify the situation. Please remain calm. Thank you for your patience.

      Riko blinked at the sudden announcement. “That was surprising.”

      “No kidding,” Prowl said. “After days of silence, they suddenly try to feed us the same garbage they fed us when this first happened.”

      “Was it the same line?” Cookie asked. “It felt longer.”

      “It was.” Kit mentally replayed the message in her mind. “This time they mentioned they are working on it and asked us to remain calm.”

      “That’s a good thing, I hope?” Gil said.

      Vic slowly shook her head. “I don’t think it is. If they were close to fixing it…they wouldn’t bother asking us to be calm, would they?”

      Kit nodded slowly, though an even more ominous thought occurred to her. Something must have happened to make them specifically ask for us to remain calm. Whatever it was, it can’t have been good.

      “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it.” Axel adjusted the way his massive sword was strapped to his back.

      “It doesn’t change our goal, either,” Prowl added.

      “So…onward and upward?” Riko asked.

      Kit glanced at the drops screen. “Yes, but we don’t have to rush. It’s almost sunset, and I’m not going to lead us up the Sentinels’ stairs in the middle of the night, no matter how strapped for time we are, so we should camp out at the base of the waterfall for tonight.”

      “Good.” Cookie twirled her daggers, then slid them into their scabbards. “I’m getting hungry, and I was just thinking I could use a snatch of sleep.”

      Axel raised an eyebrow. “We can sleep when we’re dead.”

      Everyone fell silent for a moment, the grim reality of his statement highlighting their increasingly urgent situation.

      The warrior flushed. “I didn’t mean it like that,” he muttered.

      Gil patted him on the shoulder. “We can afford to take a rest. It would be worse to travel in a potentially dangerous situation that might set us back. Besides, it will give everyone a chance to prep for the next leg of the journey.”

      “Elba isn’t far from the Sentinels, but Gil’s got a point,” Prowl said. “I don’t remember much about the human seal, but I do remember it had some pretty tough fights. We need to be ready.”

      “To the falls, then,” Kit said.

      “To the falls!” Cookie echoed.
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* * *

      Kit stirred her candy-making pot, which bubbled with a honey syrup she planned to pour over clusters of nuts she had previously arranged on her makeshift baking sheet—Gil’s shield.

      Carefully, Kit followed the recipe instructions, sweating a little as she picked up the heavy pot and began pouring its contents over the nuts. She nodded in satisfaction when she finished the process and pushed the shield away from the fire so the candy could harden.

      She glanced around to make certain she had not disturbed anyone—she was the only one of the party who was still awake. When darkness had first fallen, she, along with everyone else, had stretched out for a short nap. But it seemed Kit’s mind could rest for only so long, so she popped awake halfway through the night and decided to work on her candy-making skills.

      She rolled her shoulders back and tugged on her skirt, wishing she would’ve thought to buy a new armor set in Luminos as she sat down by the fire and rubbed her forehead. Kit stared into the flames and began mentally reviewing the previous day.

      Prowl and Cookie are starting to spend more time together outside of battle. They definitely have a good rapport going on, which I’m sure can be used to our advantage in battles. But Cookie still has that habit of chasing after Vic whenever anything is targeting the wizard. Maybe I should start assigning Vic to Gil? But it seems stupid to put the wizard closer to potential danger…

      Riko muttered in her sleep and turned over, almost rolling on top of Cookie, who rolled herself into a ball. Kit smiled fondly at the rest of the snoozing party members, then glanced at the sky.

      It wasn’t dawn yet, but the eastern horizon now sported more of a purple hue than the black-blue of night. I’ll have to get everyone up soon. But they can sleep a little longer; we really shouldn’t start out until we can see where we put our feet. If I want to speed things up, I guess I could get the camp rations going.

      Kit flicked open her inventory panel, her eyes scrolling through the filled slots until she found camp rations. She dragged one of the tiny burlap bags out of her inventory, making it appear in-game. She tugged the bag open and twitched her nose when the smell of dried beans hit her. Pea soup…not too bad. (To keep camp rations from getting monotonous, each ration could be one of six to-go meals the designers had created. There was no way to tell which one you got until you opened it.)

      She frowned when she realized she didn’t have a pot for the rations, until her eyes settled on her candy-making pot. “It’s not supposed to be used for cooking purposes, but this is just heating camp rations. Besides, maybe the honey residue will give it more flavor.”

      Kit dumped the dried pea soup into the pot and added a slug of water. By the time she had the soup heating over the fire, Vic was sitting up and rubbing her bleary eyes.

      “Sorry, did I wake you?” Kit asked.

      Vic yawned and stretched, upsetting her cat who went to go sleep with Cookie instead. “No, I’ve just been dozing all night. What are you doing?”

      “Cooking some camp rations for us.”

      “Camp rations?”

      “Yeah, it’s a food item that can be cooked over a fire. It’s got a strong heal to it, so it’s super nice when you’re traveling solo, but it also gives you several low-key buffs that last about eight game hours.”

      “Sounds useful.” Vic peered into the pot. “Why haven’t we used them before?”

      “We’ve only rested in Luminos, not out here in the wilds, so we haven’t needed them.”

      “I see.” Vic combed her fingers through her hair. “I’ve been meaning to ask you a few questions.”

      Kit stirred the soup. “Ask away.”

      “You said Solus Miles already completed this quest and got all four seals, right?”

      “That’s what he said.”

      Vic picked up a thick book—the latest weapon she had snagged from the loft—and cradled it in her arms. “If he’s already completed the quest, how can we do it, too?”

      “There’re several kinds of quests in Retha: epic quests, like the one we’re doing that’s used to deepen Retha’s lore and expand your playing area; regular quests, like the ones I completed in Fìone Forest where you do it once and then it’s done, and it doesn’t impact Retha; and world quests, which change the very structure and landscape of Retha itself. There’re a few others—like daily quests, special quests, and festival quests—but epic quests are the ones we’re concerned with. Do you follow?”

      Vic nodded.

      “Everyone can do an epic quest, no matter how many people have done it before them. But they can’t be repeated, so when you complete a part of a quest, it’s finished for you. That’s why we can do this quest, even though other players have completed it, but Miles can’t repeat it. At least, he can’t get the seals again. No one has truly finished this quest as the final step is to defeat Malignus.”

      “Are there any quests that are permanent—where other players can’t complete them once you have?” Vic glanced over her shoulder as Axel and Prowl stirred behind her.

      “Yeah, those are known as world quests. Once world quests are completed, no one else can complete them again. Those are pretty rare, and they’re usually only brought in with expansions and require a large number of people to complete them.” Kit smiled at Axel and Prowl. Prowl grunted, and Axel swayed and looked like he might fall back asleep while sitting up. “Usually the expansion packs contain at least one large-scale world quest. In the Song Unsung expansion, the Isle of Magic was introduced to Retha. That quest line gave players the opportunity to either sink the island or raise it. A bunch of guilds cooperated together and chose to raise it, so the Isle of Magic is still in existence today and is a permanent feature of Retha.”

      Prowl ignored their conversation and peered over the rim of Kit’s candy-making pot. “Camp rations?” He asked in a voice rough with sleep.

      “Yep,” Kit said.

      Prowl looked around the campfire before opening his inventory and pulling out what looked like a decorative bowl that was probably supposed to be furniture decor, as it was roughly the size of his head.

      Kit watched in fascination as Prowl dipped his bowl in the soup—his bowl barely smaller than the pot itself. She shook her head. “Does that make sense, Vic?”

      “Yes.” Vic raised her eyebrows as Axel look stupidly back and forth between the simmering soup and Prowl’s bowl. Eventually, the saboteur pulled another decorative bowl out of his inventory and handed it to the bedraggled warrior. Vic rolled her eyes. “I do have one other question for you, though it’s unrelated.”

      “What’s up?”

      “What is an echo of arcane? Like, I know your main character was one, and I know Riko mentioned they use magic, but I assume they are not like wizards and must fight differently. So…what are they like?”

      Kit rested her chin in the palms of her hands as she stared into the fire. “How can I explain it…. They’re basically glass cannons. They can cause huge amounts of damage, and in exchange are incredibly easy to kill. An echo of arcane makes a wizard like you look hearty.”

      Prowl, lacking spoons, apparently, tilted the bowl back and drank from it like it was a glass. “The soup tastes kind of funny,” he announced.

      “But how is their power displayed? Are they nature users, like druids?” Vic asked.

      Kit shook her head and rubbed her fingertips together. Five years had passed since she felt magic simmer at their tips, she still had moments in battle where she would reach for her magic and reel in shock when it wasn’t there. “Echoes of arcane are titled so because they’re supposed to be one of the few classes that taps into the long since destroyed powers of the Solis Empire. According to Retha lore, the Solis Empire used to be much stronger and possessed many magic users, who all sacrificed their lives in order to seal Lord Valdis Moarte in his realm. They used arcane magic to do so, and echoes of arcane are supposed be the last remnants of those who can use the same power. They don’t use nature or even any kind of physical force—just sheer power that hits the target so heavily they’re snuffed out of existence.”

      Vic blinked. “You mean they were heavy hitters?”

      Prowl snorted. “More than that. Echoes of arcane could one-shot anybody, and I mean anybody. Their spells could tear through armor, defensive walls, even HP sharing, and kill their targets with a single spell.”

      Axel wiped his mouth off on his sleeve. “Sounds overpowered.”

      “They were,” Prowl said ominously. “But they were tricky to use, particularly given that their spells took forever to charge, so usually you could kill them before they got a spell shot off at you. But Kit? She took it to a whole new level and played magic sniper. She hid herself in her surroundings and shot off her spell at her leisure.” The saboteur rubbed his stomach and looked slightly troubled.

      “Sounds dishonest,” Axel said, though with markedly less enthusiasm than he normally would use as he frowned down at his Super Bowl.

      Vic raised both her eyebrows and turned to Kit, who shrugged. “Prowl is right, though perhaps it’s even worse than he thought. Once I shot my first mark, I’d move to a different area and set up shop again. Echo of arcane spells have long cooldowns, but by the time I had selected a new target and found a new spot to hide, I was usually ready to go. Echoes of arcane aren’t mass killers, meaning I didn’t have a ton of kills in every battle. But I could always take out the most experienced, most difficult players to face—whether they were healers, tanks, or Guildmasters themselves.”

      “Kit was possibly the top echo of arcane player at the time, and she was also single-handedly responsible for the second meaning behind the class’s title,” Prowl said.

      “What was that?” Vic asked.

      “People said echoes of arcane were called that because you were dead before you heard the echo of their magic,” Prowl said.

      Axel wrinkled his face. “No wonder you weren’t popular. You shouldn’t cook either, by the way. There’s something wrong with that soup.”

      Kit stirred the simmering mixture. “It’s just camp rations. They aren’t meant to taste great; they’re just to give us the buff and the heal.”

      “I’ve had camp rations before, and this pea soup tasted strange,” Prowl said. He uncomfortably shifted in his spot by the fire. “Did you try lacing it with some sort of potion?”

      Kit peered over the pot and sniffed it. “No, but now that you mention it does look a strange color. There was some leftover candy in there, but I don’t think that could have done anything…”

      “Ack!”

      A cute little trumpet chord sounded, and sparks of red, purple, and blue light fizzed around Kit.

      
        Congratulations! You have learned the life skill: Amateur Poisoner!

        Your cooking is so horrible, you can make pre-made meals poisonous!

        Effect: Anything not cooked using a crafting class skill is turned into a low-level poison. If consumed, it casts a low-level poisoned status ailment, which wears off one hour after consumption.

        PASSIVE SKILL

      

      Kit stared at the skill description. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “You poisoned us!” Axel stabbed the accusing finger in Kit’s direction.

      Vic, staring at the nameplates above Prowl and Axel’s heads—which displayed any buffs and de-buffs cast on them—shrugged. “It doesn’t look too bad. I’m sure you can deal with it.”

      “Why don’t you take a swig of that stuff then?” Axel scowled at her, then gripped his stomach and groaned.

      “This makes no sense,” Kit said. “It’s just camp rations, how could this have happened? And cooking poisonous food isn’t even a useful skill! With my bad luck, I should be getting awesome skills, like a self-heal or something. Where’s the balance in this?”

      “Who cares about balance and how unfair it is? You. Poisoned. Us!” Axel grimaced as the poison status ailment sliced a few points off his health bar.

      Kit sighed and brought up her inventory again. “Sorry,” she said as she searched for antidotes.

      “From what little I have unwillingly grasped about the way this game works, it does seem like an odd skill to give you, a dancer and an elf—two of the most un-intimidating things ever—a poisoning skill,” Vic admitted.

      Prowl’s face was frozen in a grimace. “If we get out of this, I think you can safely tell Bryce that Kitten Lovemuch has successfully broken the balance system of Retha.”

      Kit passed Axel and Prowl vials of poison antidotes as Cookie sat up and stretched. “What’s the commotion about?” she asked as she petted Vic’s cat.

      Gil also woke, cracking his neck as he slowly pushed himself into a standing position and took in the passionate discussion.

      “Captain Chaos here got us poisoned by cooking camp rations,” Prowl snarled. He chugged the antidote and shivered.

      “Really?” Cookie peered into the pot and curiously used the wooden spoon to poke at the bubbling soup. “I didn’t know dancers had poisoning skills.”

      “They don’t,” Kit said in a dead voice.

      “You got it as a life skill? I’m jealous! I’d love to have a poison brewing skill. Then I could coat weapons with it!” Cookie sighed as she stirred the soup and absentmindedly petted Vic’s cat.

      “It does seem like a skill more suitable for an assassin,” Gil admitted.

      “Hey!” Axel snarled. “I drank the entire antidote, but the status ailment is still there!”

      Prowl straightened up and furrowed his eyebrows. “Mine is too. Kit, what kind of low-budget antidotes did you give us?”

      “Maybe an antidote can’t remove it,” Vic suggested.

      “If that were true, it would be quite a powerful skill,” Gil said. “Although it seems it would require your intended victim to eat it.”

      Cookie tapped the rim of the pot. “I wonder about that.”

      “Who cares about whatever poor saps test her food in the future? I’m concerned about me!” Prowl said.

      Axel thoughtfully scratched his chin. “Yeah, but imagine how awesome it would look to still fight at full strength while being poisoned. I think that would cause some serious intimidation.”

      “It says the skill wears off in an hour,” Kit said as she looked at the skill description again. “Is it really that painful?”

      Prowl rubbed his chin. “It’s not too bad—more like accidentally consuming moldy food then true nausea.”

      “I hope you don’t make it a habit to do that often.” Riko yawned and peeled off the eye mask she had placed over her eyes the previous night. “Although perhaps that would explain some of your more idiotic moments.”

      “Riko,” Prowl growled.

      Riko ruffled the saboteur’s hair. “I’m just kidding. But seriously, I don’t think there’s any need to fret. I know several players who have life skills that let them brew poisons, and a couple of them can’t be cured by antidotes. They just wear off, like Kit said. So don’t worry about it. You’ll be right as rain in an hour.”

      “Maybe so,” Prowl said. “But it’s going to make climbing up the cliffside more difficult.”

      “You don’t really have to climb; it’s just a bunch of cleverly hidden stairs,” Kit said.

      “I know,” Prowl said. “But I don’t revel in the thought of climbing while poisoned.”

      “I could carry you,” Gil offered with a smile, which dimmed after a moment. “Or at least one of you.”

      Vic shook her head as she took her cat from Cookie’s grasp while the night stalker continued to peer inside the pot. “You are too generous,” she told the crusader.

      “You can carry Prowl,” Axel declared. “I wish to test my strength! Besides, maybe I’ll get a skill for climbing a cliff while poisoned.”

      “As I said before, there are stairs,” Kit said.

      “Meh, don’t worry about it,” Riko said. “By the time we clean up here, an hour will almost be up. Speaking of which, Kit, could you dump that poison mess somewhere and store your candy-making pot? I’ll use my cast-iron cooking pot and get another batch of camp rations going, as it seems like we still have half an hour until true dawn.”

      “I’ll dump it,” Cookie offered.

      “Thanks, Cookie.” Kit stood and discreetly tugged on her skirt, straightening it so it didn’t bunch awkwardly at her waist. “Riko, could you leave the cooking to Vic? I’d like you to tell Luther that we will meet him in Elba by the mid-afternoon.”

      “Righto, leader,” Riko said in a singsong voice.

      “As long as you don’t touch that new pot,” Prowl said.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. I want the camp rations buff, and I really don’t want to find out what would happen if I poisoned myself.”

      Vic nodded. “Yeah, you should wait to test out your new skill until we find someone who’s really annoying.”

      “Or not.” Kit shook her head with a wry smile as the wizard shrugged.

      “Suit yourself.” Vic took the new cooking pot from Riko, as well as a pouch of camp rations.

      Kit sighed and rubbed her forehead. Triumphant Echo and Amateur Poisoner. I don’t see how either of those skills are going to help me survive.
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      As Kit predicted, the party reached Elba by mid-afternoon. They could hear it before they could see it, as Elba was perched directly next to the Nignay River and was home to hundreds and thousands of birds—many of which raised a racket with their caws and cries.

      “It’s very different from Luminos,” Vic said as they ambled closer to the ancient city. “Even the architecture style is different.”

      “Yes,” Kit said. “While Luminos is all about straight lines and right angles, Elba is more of a testimony to the Solis Empire’s ancient grandeur.”

      The city was mostly constructed out of white rock and leafed with enough gold to make everything sparkle, but unlike Luminos—where everything was clean and new—Elba was smooth and worn from age and use. The buildings were sprawling and far higher than anything in Luminos, and most of them were topped with domes shaped like dollops of whipped cream.

      “Did the monk say where he would meet us?” Gil asked.

      “Yep! He’s waiting over at the teleportation gates.” Riko pointed to the massive obsidian archway positioned just outside the city wall.

      “Perfect,” Kit said. “We should go over there anyway to open up the Elba teleportation gate.”

      “Heck yeah, we should,” Prowl snorted. “I don’t want to make that journey—poisoned—with all you newbs again!”

      “I thought it was fun,” Cookie said.

      Prowl heaved his eyes to the heavens. “That’s because you have the personality of a saint.”

      Gil held his hand to his forehead to shield his eyes from the sun. “I think I see the monk. His name is Luther, yes?”

      “Yep,” Riko nodded.

      Axel squinted. “I think I see him, too: that grumpy guy standing over by the Fibbit services counter?”

      Kit looked in the direction Gil and Axel were squinting and tilted her head. Luther, level 71 monk, was indeed standing at the ticket counter. He was human but had designed his character to be on the handsome side, with gold-colored hair that shimmered in the sunlight, and aqua blue eyes. He wore somewhat flashy armor for a monk—a blue and silver jacket embroidered with silver swirls that brushed the tops of his boots, fingerless leather gloves reinforced with metal, a silver embroidered vast, and plain black trousers.

      It’s safe to assume he’s either got a lot of money or is quite advanced in quests.

      Kit pushed her assumptions aside and smiled as they approached the monk. “Luther, of the Silver Army?”

      Luther raised a golden eyebrow and tried to look down his nose at Kit—which didn’t quite work as she was his height. “You are the party I’m supposed to help?”

      Axel folded his arms across his chest. “Yeah, you got a problem with that?”

      Luther scanned the group, the twist of his lips sharpening when he took in Vic’s character name—Ihatethis—and Kitten Lovemuch’s awful appearance. “Maybe. You guys don’t look like you have a clue how to play the game, much less get out of here.”

      “We are an unusual group, and we have an unusual background. Thanks for joining us, by the way. We look forward to fighting with you.” Kit gave Luther the same smile she had seen Milk Crown’s guildmistress give poor PVP losers.

      Luther scratched his chin. “So who are you, the expendable crewman?”

      “She’s our party leader,” Vic said with ice in her voice.

      Luther laughed outright. “Party leader? Her? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “We’re not,” Gil said. He was the only one of the party who managed to keep his voice even remotely pleasant.

      The monk shook his head. “I’m sorry, there’s no way I’m playing with you guys. You’ve got to be running some kind of scam—there’s no way you’ve found a legitimate way off.”

      Riko slipped between Cookie and Prowl, popping out in front of the party. “It seems there has been a misunderstanding. I’m Riko of La-Lune—my guildmaster is Tough Beard. Are you implying Tough Beard’s people would run a scam?”

      Based on what Riko had told Kit previously, La-Lune itself wasn’t prestigious, but as Tough Beard had been a veteran player, even Kit knew he was well-respected community-wide.

      Luther scratched the back of his neck and was silent for several moments. “Fine. I’ll stick with you guys. But this is stupid.” He turned on his heels and marched away, but Kit and the rest the party remained where they were.

      “What now?” Vic turned her back to the monk, who marched on. She reached out and grabbed Cookie by the shoulder without looking. (The night stalker had pulled out several hidden daggers and looked like she was contemplating manslaughter while she studied Luther’s back.)

      “We go to Elba and make our way to the library,” Kit said.

      “Will you be able to go through the gates here?” Riko asked.

      “I don’t think so…” Kit pulled up her reputation panel, and, by this time, was so used to being hated she didn’t even flinch when she saw the negative reputation levels she had with every faction in Retha. (Excluding the dwarves of Brunascar, who accepted her after finding out all elves hated her.) “Nope. They hate me, so I am likely a kill-on-sight target.”

      “Then how do you propose you enter the city, Miss Kit?” Gil asked

      Kit rubbed her thumb along the flowery design of her tattoo. “There's a hidden archway I can enter. It was part of a quest between star-crossed lovers and is super dramatic. But once you personally know where the secret entrance is, there's nothing to keep you from using it outside of the quest.”

      Riko winced. “I'm sorry, but that won't work. That door was patched up and shut permanently due to a world quest introduced in one of the expansion packs.”

      Kit blinked in surprise. “They got rid of it?”

      Riko nodded.

      Kit shifted uncomfortably, aware her lapse in knowledge showed just how long she had been gone. I expected some changes, just not on such a small level. But it's not anything to be upset about.

      Still, the revelation bothered her. It was a little like returning to your parents’ home and discovering they had turned your bedroom into a weightlifting room.

      “What will you do now?” Vic asked.

      “Should we be worried that monk boy is wandering off without us?” Axel asked.

      “He'll figure out we haven't followed him eventually,” Prowl said flatly.

      Kit flicked her war fans open and shut a few times as she thought. “I think there's a large tree I can climb that will drop me into a stable yard that is walled off and opens directly into the city. There is a gate there, but it's not as well guarded, so I should be able to sneak in.”

      Cookie slid her daggers back into their sheaths. “Sounds great! Lead the way.”

      Kit grinned as she looked past the party and saw Luther had finally noticed they weren't following. He stood with his hands on his hips and his eyes narrowed just outside the city gates. “No, everyone should go in the city the normal route. I know where the library is, so I'll meet you there. Unless...the location of the library hasn't changed, has it?”

      “No,” Prowl said. “It's still the same.”

      “Then I'll see you there.”

      Gil tucked his large shield onto his back. “Are you certain you do not wish for us to accompany you? Even just one of us?”

      “Yeah. There's a chance that if I am caught by guards, your reputation with them will take a nosedive, too. There's no sense risking it. Besides, you guys are the ones who will be stuck dealing with Luther while I'm gone.”

      “Oh, goody,” Prowl said.

      The party turned to look at the monk, who tapped his booted foot on the ground. “Are you going to sit there and chatter all day, or are we doing this quest anytime soon?” He shouted.

      “I don't like him,” Cookie announced.

      Kit laughed. “Of course you don't. He insulted Vic, which automatically means you hate him. Try not to take it to heart, though. The fae are camped out in a much higher-level area, and we will need his help if we want to survive.” Kit offered the night stalker a quick smile and brushed her champagne pink hair over her shoulder. “I'm off. See you guys at the library!”

      They grumbled behind her, but when Kit glanced over her shoulder, the party was reluctantly ambling in Luther's direction.

      Catching sight of several guards strolling towards the Fibbit service counter, Kit picked up her pace so she was jogging, again pleasantly surprised by the ease at which her character moved as she trotted around the perimeter of the white wall that encircled the city. “Elven physical abilities are much more of an advantage than I would've thought,” she mused as she reached the back side of the city. “If I had jogged this distance on Azarel, I probably would've collapsed somewhere on the brink of a heart attack by now.”

      A shorter wooden wall that couldn't have been more than ten or fifteen feet high branched off from the white stone city wall like a budding polyp. Kit was relieved to see the giant oak tree was still exactly where she remembered and that it still had a thick branch that spanned the stable wall.

      She looked around, then began to shimmy up the tree. It was a somewhat awkward process as she had to both look where she was climbing, and keep an eye on her surroundings. It was partially so she wouldn’t get caught, but mainly so she wouldn't accidentally flash anyone who walked beneath her, thanks to her flapping skirt.

      “I'm going to have Bryce give me the name of whoever designed the dancer armor, and I'm going to find them, and I'm going to put them in a skirt and a belly shirt, and then I'm going to chase them across the city and make them jump fire hydrants and crawl across a beach covered with shells.”

      Tree bark dug into Kit's bare midriff, and the several times she lost her grip and slipped a little, she was on the receiving end of bark burn.

      Kit departed from the sturdy trunk and begin shimmying her way across the thick branch that breached the stable wall. She was halfway there when the branch creaked and shook a little. “What the French toast?! Don't you dare give out on me now, branch!”

      
        Congratulations! Your life skill, “swear proficiently,” has risen to level four!

      

      Kit flicked the notification away. “Not now!” The creak turned into an ominous groan, and Kit picked up her shimmying pace. She barely squeaked past the wooden wall before the branch gave, dumping her inside the stable area.

      Kit twisted midair and would've landed on her feet, if a stroke of bad luck hadn't placed a guard directly beneath her. She hit him like a sack of flour, sending him sprawling to the ground.

      He lay there, slightly addled, and Kit quickly picked herself up. “Sorry. I am so sorry.” Normally she would have stayed behind to help the guy get up, but as he was a soldier, Kit was fairly certain he was going to throw her out the moment he regained all physical capabilities.

      Instead, she hurried away, still apologizing over her shoulder. “Next time I’ll watch where I'm climbing. Take it easy! Sorry again!” She slipped behind a horse lean-to, doing her best to stealthily follow the edge of the wall and move casually towards the large doors that opened into the city.

      Twice she had to stop to hide, once behind a hay bale and once behind a large draft horse, but the soldiers seem less diligent than the Imperials back in Luminos. They never once looked her way even though a lot of them milled about, seeing to the horses and equipment.

      Kit crouched behind a barrel near the door and peered around. Seeing nothing but NPCs and players milling about on the other side, she darted through the open door, brushing stray flakes of bark from her clothes and holding her veil secure against her head so it didn't make a tempting target for any pursuers to grab.

      When no one shouted or raised the alarm, the tension leaked from her shoulders and she let the crowd sweep her down the street.

      Elba was smaller than Luminos, though it was more difficult to navigate as it offered fewer housing options, fewer shops, but much bigger and grander buildings. The street blocks were much bigger, and the back alleyways wove around and around like a drunken butterfly.

      Kit resisted the call of the open air market—which wafted the scent of fresh bread in her direction—and instead worked her way around the lavish, ornate palace that squatted in the middle of the city, casting a shadow over much of it.

      The library was tucked behind it—an ornate three-tiered building made out of the same white stone and gold leafing as the rest the city. Sculptures of warriors, wizards, elves, dwarves, and more lined the library walls, and two stone dragons the size of draft horses were posed on either side of the front entrance.

      Kit consulted her mini-map to check on the location of the rest the party, confirming they were waiting at the front entrance. She climbed the stairs that were carved into the block the library was perched upon, smiling when she caught sight of Cookie exuberantly jumping up and down as she waved.

      “You made it!” Cookie chirped when Kit joined them just outside the doors.

      Kit smiled. “Without a problem. Everyone ready to go in?”

      Luther, his hands tucked into pockets of his blue jacket, slouched into the library. The rest of the party waited for Kit to lead the way and meandered behind her.

      Inside, the library was so quiet compared to the cacophony the birds, NPCs, and players raised, Kit's ears rang. The building smelled of old paper, and the only noises were the occasional rustles of pages being turned and of sniffling noses.

      The Solis Empire Imperial library felt like a cross between a library and museum. There were more books than a person could read in a lifetime—perhaps even twelve lifetimes—and ancient artifacts, bracelets of gleaming brass, and carefully polished instruments were placed in ornate positions on the walls and in displays scattered throughout the room. It was dimly lit, though all desks were equipped with lanterns for reading, and the polished artifacts and instruments gleamed in the low light.

      “Oh, yeah.” Prowl narrowed his eyes as he studied a screen he had pulled up. “I forgot; I have an achievement I can finish here.”

      Riko snorted. “You want to finish an achievement now? We’re in the middle of a life-threatening quest.”

      Prowl shrugged. “Yeah, but why not? It's not like we all need to be here to talk to the fussy old librarian.”

      Vic wrinkled her nose at him. “Do you have no sense of urgency?”

      “The way I see it, as long as I don't get left behind, it doesn't really matter what I do in the library as we aren't about to face any sort of fight. Kit's the one who really has to be on her game and make sure we'll get through this. I can screw off.”

      Cookie frowned slightly. “I guess I understand your reasoning. What do you have to do?”

      “I have to be shushed by a particular librarian—though I don't know which one.”

      Luther, who had been careful to walk apart from them, gave Prowl a withering glare. “You do realize you’re only further convincing me this whole thing is a scam, right?”

      “I don't particularly care what you think.” Though Prowl's voice held no malice, he eyed Luther with dislike.

      “What's the achievement you're trying to unlock?” Kit asked as she scanned the library with her elf eyes, searching for the head librarian—he would be easy to pick out from all the other dark-robed librarians as his colors would be white and gold—who was the most likely candidate to help them on their quest.

      Prowl consulted his screen once more. “Library trickster. I was shushed by librarians from all the major cities—Luminos, Brunascar, Lèas, and a ton more. Elba was the last hold out.”

      “And what do achievements do?” Vic asked.

      “Nothing.” Riko said in a dead voice. “Nothing at all.”

      “Then why do it?” Vic asked.

      “Who knows?” Riko asked.

      “It's a completionist thing.” Kit’s gaze locked onto the head librarian—a surprisingly buff -looking man who seemed to be perpetually carrying a stack of books. “Go ahead, Prowl. Just make sure you stay in eyesight.”

      “Stupid,” Riko muttered.

      “I don't see the harm in it,” Gil said.

      “Want to join me?” Prowl asked. “Gil? Axel? You can get the start of the achievement.”

      Gil shook his head. “I would like to listen to the head librarian, but thank you.”

      “Count me out,” Axel snorted. “I'm pretty sure my honor would never recover if I was tossed out of a library for being shushed.”

      “Then good luck, Prowl. Come on guys, this way.” Kit led the way to the circular desk behind which the head librarian stood.

      “You know,” Vic started, “I'm starting to think EC is missing out on a major cash opportunity. It would be so easy to run vacation resorts in these full submersion games. People would line up for them.”

      “Line up to vacation in a videogame?” Luther scoffed. “Are you joking?”

      “No, because I'm not looking at it the way all you gamer freaks are,” Vic said. “Think about it: you could take a pretty lengthy vacation in just a few short hours of playing time. You get to see beautiful sights, eat as much food as you want without worrying about gaining weight, and the cities are unnaturally clean.”

      “What do you mean, Miss Victoria?” Gil asked.

      “If Elba was anything like reality, outside it should have been coated with bird poop. But it's not, so it makes the city even more grand than it would be in real life.”

      “It's actually a fairly good point,” Riko said.

      “I'm telling you: virtual-reality vacations. They should already be a thing.” The wizard fell silent as the group stopped at the circular desk.

      Kit smiled at the head librarian. “Greetings to you, master of this great collection. We are here to seek your assistance in a matter of grave importance.”

      The buff librarian turned towards Kit with a neutral expression, but the longer he looked at her, the more his features morphed into a scowl. “Who are you?” He asked disdainfully.

      “Crud, I forgot about that. Riko!” Kit backed away from the desk and let Riko take the front position.

      Luther frowned as he looked from the librarian to Kit. “You have a low reputation with the Solis Empire? At your level?”

      Kit watched Riko smile at the librarian and ease his distrust. “Yeah, it's a long story. I got this character—”

      Luther held out his hand to forestall her. “I don't care.” He moved away from Kit, once again standing as far away from the party as possible while remaining in hearing range.

      “We don't have to worry about him winning any popularity contests anytime soon,” Cookie said.

      Kit grinned at the night stalker, then returned her attention to Riko.

      “Good afternoon, sir. We are in a bleak situation, and I hope you can help,” the druid said.

      The head librarian folded his formidable arms across his broad chest. “Knowledge can illuminate even the darkest of situations, but I can’t claim to know everything. Tell me of your troubles.”

      “You see—”

      BAM! The loud crack of a book being dropped onto a desk from a great height echoed through the library.

      Kit and the party turned around to see Prowl, standing over the book he had purposely dropped. “Sorry,” he said.

      The librarian nearest to him frowned and held a finger to her lips, “Shh.”

      Prowl nodded and skulked away.

      Riko shook her head and returned her attention to the head librarian. “I apologize for the interruption. As I was about to say, we are on a massive quest in search of the four seals that have locked Valdis Moarte in his lands.”

      The NPCs eyebrows crawled up his forehead. “The four seals? Do you not know the danger in bringing them together?”

      “Indeed, we do. In fact, we would not be searching for them if it weren’t for Malignus’s minions, who have begun seeking them out as well. We’ve had numerous altercations with his forces, and it has become clear to us that he will not rest until he finds the seals and unlocks his master.”

      “This is a serious matter you have brought before me,” the librarian said.

      Riko nodded. “It is, and I know it would be difficult—”

      A chair was loudly pulled out from underneath its desk, the groan of the wooden legs scraping the smooth stone floor like fingernails on a chalkboard in the silence of the library. Riko pressed her lips together and turned her head on her neck like something from a horror movie as she glared in Prowl’s direction.

      The saboteur didn’t see it and instead bowed unrepentantly to a librarian who hissed, “Shh.”

      Her voice tight, Riko tried to smile at the head librarian again. “I know it might be difficult to believe us, but we do have some credibility. We have already spoken to the elves of Fìone Forest and the dwarf King of Brunascar. They gave us their leave to take the elf seal and the dwarf seal.”

      To illustrate, Cookie pulled the dwarf seal out of her inventory, hefting the golden, plate -sized disk in one hand.

      The librarian took it reverently, flipping it over in his hands. “Then what, may I ask, has brought you here?” He asked after passing the seal back to the night stalker.

      “We look to you for help in locating the human seal,” Riko said.

      The head librarian adjusted a stack of books near him. “The human seal, you say…”

      “Yes.”

      Kit watched Prowl as he edged around the perimeter of the central chamber, peering up the staircase that led to the upper tiers, as well as into the lower-level chamber beneath their feet.

      “I shall have to look it up to confirm my memories, but I can confidently say the seal no longer resides in Elba,” the head librarian said.

      Kit whipped her head back to Riko and the librarian so fast her neck cracked. “What?”

      The librarian swiped a set of silver spectacles from his desk as he once again eyed Kit, then slipped the glasses on. “When the Solis Empire began to crumble, many artifacts were either sent away for their own safety or outright stolen. I cannot say which it is in this case until I look it up. This way, please.”

      The head librarian glided away from the desk, marching towards the bookshelves that held thousands of books. He moved past several shelves, his eyes running up and down book spines and lingering on color-coded scrolls.

      He paused and finally pulled out a large scroll that was perhaps the length of Kit’s torso. He placed it on a desk and carefully began unrolling it, searching for the right passage on the scroll that was covered with foreign script and symbols.

      “Looks like gibberish to me,” Axel muttered.

      Kit blinked and let her character information flood her mind as she stared at the scroll. Soon she was able to make sense of the script. “It’s a ledger book and a list of Solis Empire artifacts.”

      “Yes,” Vic agreed.

      The head librarian pulled the scroll away from Kit, but he nodded to Vic. “You are correct.”

      Cookie nudged her best friend. “You can read it?”

      “You can’t?” Vic asked.

      “Cookie’s class is not one that would deal with the fallen empire,” Kit said. “But you, as a magic user, get a passive skill that lets you understand its ancient writing system.”

      “And you get it because you’re an elf?” Vic guessed.

      Kit nodded.

      “Here it is,” the head librarian pointed to a particular passage with a long finger.

      Before he could continue, there was another massive crash as several books toppled from a shelf—undoubtedly Prowl’s handiwork again.

      A glance confirmed it, as the saboteur was picking up books under the gaze of a librarian who shook a finger at him.

      Riko didn’t even turn to look at her guildmate. Instead, her fists shook with barely contained rage. “That idiot,” she said.

      Luther studied the stitching on his fingerless gloves. “He is going to get us tossed out if you allow him to continue on this rampage any longer.”

      Kit toggled the party chat and turned away from the head librarian. “Prowl, do you think you can hold off on the achievement? We’re about to get the next set of instructions, and it’s not wise to push the head librarian any further.”

      “But I’ve only got a few librarians left,” Prowl said.

      “Then make a big scene as we leave, and they’ll all shush you,” Kit said.

      “That’s a pretty good idea,” Prowl said. “I’ll do that.”

      “Sure, just wait until we’re leaving.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Kit turned back to the group with a pleasant smile, though the head librarian arched an eyebrow and tapped his fingers on the table top.

      “You were saying, Sir?” Riko respectfully asked.

      “I have found our record of where the seal went, but I’m not certain I wish to share it with you as your compatriot seems bent on ruining the atmosphere of these hallowed halls.”

      “I apologize for his conduct.” Riko knitted her hands together and bowed over them. “He is a simpleton—and quite daft if you know what I mean.”

      “Hmm…” The head librarian did not sound convinced.

      “The seal?” Cookie asked. She still hadn’t put away the dwarven seal, so she held it out. It glimmered in the dim torchlight, looking ancient and mysterious.

      “All right, all right,” the head librarian waved his hand, then once again returned his gaze to the passage he had marked out previously.

      Cookie grinned and returned the seal to her inventory as the entire party—excluding Luther—leaned forward to listen.

      “The seal was shipped with a number of artifacts to the city of wizards over a hundred years ago for safekeeping,” the librarian said.

      Kit steeled herself to keep from releasing an audible groan.

      I had prepared myself for more combat, but I didn’t think the quest would drag out and send us zigzagging across the continent for one seal. It’s going to burn up a lot of time—something I don’t know we have much of.

      Vic stared at the scroll. “It says it was sold, not sent away.”

      A muscle twitched in the librarian’s cheek. “Yes. Well. A hundred years ago, the Solis Empire was barely holding on by a thread and needed every resource it could find.”

      Axel scratched the top of his head. “So you decided to sell an ancient seal that is the key to release Lord Valdis Moarte in Retha to a bunch of magic fruitcakes?”

      “Considering you’re on a quest for the good of Retha, the lot of you are awfully annoying,” the NPC said.

      “We apologize. It’s been a long journey already; please forgive our inexcusable conduct,” Riko said, smoothing things over.

      Behind her, Luther snorted.

      “Yes, very well.” The head librarian sighed and removed his spectacles from his nose. “Regardless, if you still wish to seek out the human seal, you must go to the City of Wizards. I would suggest you speak to Wizard Yllista; she is the wizard authority on Solis Empire artifacts.”

      “Wizard Yllista, we understand.” Riko repeated. “Thank you for your help in this grave situation. We appreciate your expertise—and honesty.” Riko bowed and motioned for everyone else to mirror her.

      Kit and the others followed suit.

      “I wish you luck on your journey and luck in your dealings with Wizard Yllista.” The librarian replaced the scroll in its spot on the bookshelf. He offered a slight bow of his own, then returned to his desk in the center of the chamber.

      Kit frowned slightly “Why did he wish us luck over seeing a wizard?”

      “Forget about it,” Riko said. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      “Should we call for Prowl?” Gil asked as they made for the door.

      “Leave him,” Riko said tightly.

      Kit smiled at the concerned crusader. “I’m sure he’ll—”

      She was cut off by a high-pitched shriek. Kit and the party turned around and were treated to the sight of Prowl crouching next to a campfire he had started in the middle of the library—probably using the basic firestarter skill all players were given.

      A quick-thinking librarian NPC grabbed a vase of flowers, chucked the buds, and threw the water on the fire, putting it out.

      A librarian gasped, “You barbarian!”

      “Actually,” Prowl said, sounding smug and satisfied “I’m a saboteur.”

      Three players who stood near him—an illusionist, a dueler, and a bard—laughed at the joke. The librarians were not so amused.

      “Get out! Get out now!”

      “You roughhousing rascal!”

      “We officially revoke your library privileges!”

      They gathered around him in the cluster, reeling at him like upset chickens. The head librarian himself had to strong-arm his way through the dedicated librarians. When he reached Prowl, he grabbed him by the shoulder and dragged him towards the doors.

      “I think now would be a good time to leave,” Gil said.

      “I agree completely.” Riko turned on her heels and hurried for the doors, the rest the party right behind her.

      Everyone filed out just before the head librarian reach them and shoved Prowl through the doors. “You are banned from returning until you learn to act like a civilized library patron and give the library collection the respect it deserves.” He cracked his knuckles and glared at Prowl, then spun around and stormed back into the library.

      Riko smacked her guildmate on the arm. “Way to go, genius. You probably just made us almost as hated as Kit!”

      “Ouch,” Kit said.

      “But it worked.” Prowl smiled broadly. “I got my achievement.”

      Riko folded her arms across her chest. “And? Did you get anything for it?”

      “Yeah, a title: Library Deviant,” Prowl said.

      “Unbelievable,” Riko growled.

      Fearing the two guildmates might kill each other, Kit cleared her throat. “I think I’d like to get away from here before the head librarian decides to call soldiers to have us forcibly removed. But we should talk about our next move before we teleport out of here.”

      Luther snorted as the party followed Kit down the stone stairs. “What is there to discuss? We port to the City of Wizards, the end.”

      Gil scratched his 5 o’clock shadow. “I don’t believe we have that teleportation gate.”

      “We don’t,” Vic said as they joined the street traffic.

      “We’ll have to travel by land again,” Cookie said.

      “That’s not possible this time,” Kit said.

      Axel adjusted the way his giant sword sat on his back. “Why not?”

      “The City of Wizards is located on a small floating island that constantly circles Atlas Bay,” Prowl said. “You can only reach it by boat at one of its scheduled stops.”

      Kit lingered at a store window, her eyes scanning the armor the shop offered. To her disappointment, none of it was for dancers. “I think our best shot is probably to return to Luminos. Again. It’s built directly next to a river, and we can catch a river boat ride from there that goes directly to the City of Wizards.” She scowled, slightly popping her cheeks. “It’s still a burr in my blanket that they’re making us globetrot for this leg of the quest.”

      “It’s an epic quest,” Luther said with a hint of a sneer in his voice. “What else could you expect?”

      “Anyway.” Riko dodged a cart pulled by two fuzzy ponies that reminded Kit of Chester. “Kit’s right. Luminos should be our first stop. We don’t need to stock up on anything, as the city of wizards doesn’t have any monsters or enemies on it, and we won’t encounter any while on the boat ride either, I think. So we can at least cut down on some time that way.”

      “I guess,” Kit said dubiously.

      Cookie slung her arm in front of her and pointed upwards. “To Luminos, then!” She looked expectantly to Vic, who sighed and rolled her eyes.

      “To Luminos,” the wizard said with zero enthusiasm.

      Prowl and Riko chuckled at the friends’ antics, but Kit rubbed her cheek tattoo again as she thought.

      Since getting to the City of Wizards is so easy, why on earth did that head librarian wish us luck in dealing with the wizard? …Maybe I’m overreacting. I have grown sensitive, probably overly so, during the last two game days. Most likely it’s nothing.

      Kit tried to shrug off the unsettling idea, but it stuck with her like a shadow even as the rest the party members laughed and made their way to the teleportation gate.
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* * *

      Kit leaned against the railing of the small barge, her ears pricked as she listened for any hint of the city of wizards. The boat was surrounded by fog so thick, Kit could barely see across the barge deck. It muffled the grunts of the deck hands and the crackling calls of seabirds and made everything far more mysterious.

      “Any signs of the city?” Riko asked as she joined Kit at the rail.

      Kit shook her head. “Nope. Even my elf eyes can’t see through this.”

      Vic, with Cookie in her wake, stomped the length of the boat. “I swear we’ve been sailing for days,” Vic grumbled as she tucked her hands in the sleeves of her robes.

      Cookie didn’t even look up a she inspected the blade of one of her daggers and trailed her friend. “Now, bestie, it hasn’t even been a day. You’re just cranky because you had to send your cat away for the voyage.”

      Vic sniffed but did not deny the claim.

      Axel staggered across the deck as the barge rolled with the sea. “I don’t like this. Something could attack us in this fog, and all this magic is making me jittery. Ain’t natural.”

      Gil and Prowl popped up through the small hole that led to the lower deck. “According to the schedule, we can expect to see the city any moment.” Gil stretched like an old man, then rubbed the dark circles under his eyes.

      “We won’t see it so much as it will arrive,” Riko said.

      Vic’s already semi-permanent frowned sharpened. “What do you mean?”

      Riko opened her mouth to reply, but the captain of the ship rang a small brass bell. “Oh, perfect timing. Here, you can see for yourself.” The druid turned around and gestured to the foggy space in front of the ship.

      Slowly, high above their heads, a dark, jagged shape pierced the clouds. The fog screened much of the city, but it was a big enough landform that Kit could make out some of the shapes of the outer buildings and the smooth earth base of the city as it hovered over the waters.

      “It flies?” Vic sputtered.

      “Actually, it floats,” Luther said as he joined them on the deck. “A number of magic spells keep it afloat above the waters, and a separate set keep it constantly moving in an oval shape around the bay.” His explanation, though helpful, was rendered irritating due to the know-it-all tone his voice took.

      Cookie peered up at the city. “How are we going to get up there? Ladders?”

      “Nope,” Kit said. “The wizards will bring us up.”

      “How?” Vic asked.

      The barge shuddered for a moment, and Kit grinned. “Hold on!”

      Vic yelped as gold magic encased the ship, slowly scooping it out of the water and raising it like an elevator.

      Kit laughed wildly as she held onto the rail and peered over the side of the boat as they rose higher and higher.

      Back when she still played Retha, she commonly took the boat ride out to the City of Wizards instead of taking the much faster teleportation gate, just to experience the boatlift. The show wasn’t as good as it was on a non-foggy day, when you could see for miles as the wizards pulled the ship up to their city, but it was still enjoyable.

      The ship glided to a stop when it reached the wooden docks that jutted out from the floating city. It bumped against the wooden structure, then stopped moving altogether when a wooden cage swung out from underneath the dock and cradled the ship, holding it steady.

      “Everyone off!” The captain shouted.

      Axel was the first to disembark. He didn’t seem much happier to be on the creaking dock than he was to be on the rolling ship. Kit was last; she counted off all the party members and slipped off the ship behind Luther.

      “Where do we go now?” Cookie asked.

      “We need to head into the city proper,” Kit said. “It can be dangerous to stand around out here when the city starts to move again.”

      Vic zoomed down the large dock, nearly jumping onto the stone cobblestone courtyard to which the docks led. By the time the rest of the party had caught up, she had already summoned her cat and was cuddling it.

      Just as Kit made it to the courtyard, the city rumbled and began to move, slowly gliding through the air. Everyone staggered a few steps as they adjusted to the slow movement.

      “A floating city…that’s pretty awesome,” Cookie said.

      “I like warrior cities better,” Axel said.

      “You haven’t yet seen the city when it’s not covered in fog,” Gil pointed out.

      “I don’t have to,” Axel said. “I know what I like.”

      Luther tapped his foot on the ground—which seemed to be an impatient tic of his. “Are we going to stand around, or are we going to continue with this quest?”

      “Hold up a sec,” Prowl said. “I think the fog is starting to clear.”

      As the city moved out of the clouds of fog, the sun pierced the gloom, and they were plunged into abrupt light, revealing the bright blue bay, the cloudless sky, and the one-of-a-kind City of Wizards.

      It was much smaller than Luminos or Elba and was extremely compact. The buildings were made of white plaster, and all of them were topped with orange-red roof tiles. Many of the buildings were tall and rickety looking, but there was one impossibly high bell tower that was located just off center enough from the middle of the city to be annoying. It housed a giant gold orb of light in the belfry. All the buildings in the city seem to lean towards it, as if it were a magnet.

      “It’s nice,” Cookie said. “But I would’ve thought it would be more magical.”

      “These people are wizards, not architects,” Prowl said dryly.

      “The city proper is pretty fun. Come on, you’ll see as we walk to the bell tower,” Riko said.

      “What’s at the bell tower?” Vic asked.

      “It’s the seat of the city government,” Kit said. “There’s a wizard council housed there, along with a bunch of bureaucratic offices. They’ll be able to tell us where Wizard Yllista is.” She started to walk down a central street, then paused. “Unless, has this city changed too since I left the game?”

      Riko slung an arm over her shoulders and gave her a friendly squeeze. “Nope! These old stomping grounds are exactly as you left them. Lead on!”

      The walk to the Bell tower was a pleasant one, and Kit kept the pace slower than she normally would have, giving the new players a chance to take in the city.

      The City of Wizards, in addition to its architecture being plainer and perhaps a little eccentric, didn’t feature many common decorations that other cities had—like colorful flags, fancy signs, or even an abundance of stores.

      Instead, just about every window and patio sported flowerpots and green plants, and strange runes were carved into white plaster walls. Multicolored orbs of light hovered in the air, lighting up the streets like brightly colored fireflies.

      There was a handful of shops—most of them dealing in magic-exclusive weapons, armors, and goods—and even fewer food stands, so it wasn’t a place regular parties came to stock up at. However, individual wizards and magic-using players milled up and down the streets, looking for rare ingredients or powerful upgrades.

      Once or twice, Kit gazed wistfully at armor pieces meant for echoes of arcane.

      Even with all my elf knowledge and dancing practice, sometimes I still want to reach out and cast an arcane gate.

      Kit flexed her fingers as they reached the base of the bell tower. “Riko, you’re up.”

      Riko winked at Kit. “This won’t take a minute.”

      The party entered the bell tower, which was bigger inside than it appeared to be outside. Just past the doors was a large desk run by a teenage boy and girl—who appeared to be identical twins with silver hair and red eyes.

      They looked up when the party entered the bell tower and chorused, “Welcome to the City of Wizards! How can we be of service?”

      Riko tapped her fingers on their wooden desk. “I’m looking for a wizard by the name of Yllista. Can you tell me where to find her?”

      The twins tucked their chins oddly. “Certainly. She should be in her laboratory at this hour.”

      The female twin broke their joint chorus to add, “Actually, she’s always in her laboratory.”

      Her twin elbowed her, and once again they spoke as one. “The entrance to wizard Yllista’s laboratory is less than five minutes away. To find it, exit the tower and turn right. When you reach the magic emporium store, turn left up the street. The entrance is the second manhole on that street.”

      Luther frowned. “She works underground?”

      “Yes.”

      Riko patted the desk and offered the twins a smile. “Great! Thanks for your help—we appreciate it.”

      “Good luck,” the twins called as everyone meandered towards the door.

      Kit glanced back at them, but their neutral expressions gave nothing away. So she hurried to meet up with the rest the party outside.

      “They said to take a right, so this way.” Prowl made the turn and started up the street.

      “Is there anything we should buy Vic while we’re here?” Cookie asked.

      Riko flicked up the hood of her robe. “No, everything here is mostly meant for wizards who are over level 30. Vic still has a little ways to go.”

      Vic shifted her cat from her arms to her shoulder. “Does the city only have materials good for wizards?”

      “No,” Riko said. “All magic users frequent here. It’s a lot less dangerous to get to than the Isle of Magic, and they do have a couple of rare armor sets for sale.”

      “I believe that is the magic emporium.” Gil nodded to a gaudy shop that had everything from kites to lanterns dangling from its canvas overhang. “We must turn left here.”

      “Do you remember this part of the quest, Prowl?” Kit asked.

      Prowl shook his head. “No, though I might remember better when I see Yllista’s laboratory. Why? Are you still worried?”

      “A little,” Kit’s admitted. “Even if they have us globetrotting, this still seems a little too easy.”

      “Wasn’t the elf seal even easier?” Axel asked.

      “Speak for yourself!” Prowl scowled at the warrior. “Listening to those dumb stories for three days and three nights was torture.”

      “Actually, it’s because of the elf seal I’m a little worried,” Kit admitted.

      “What do you mean?” Riko asked.

      “I kind of doubt they would give us two easy quest lines in a row—particularly after they made us face a den full of dragons for the first bit.”

      “You are being stupidly paranoid.” Luther said. “We’re in the middle of the City of Wizards; nothing can happen to us.”

      Kit shrugged and said nothing more about the matter, but Cookie eyed the monk—her expression unusually serious.

      Prowl picked up on the night stalker’s look, and he casually shoved his hands in his pockets. “You know, I’ve been meaning to ask you, Luther. What inspired your name—the priest dude or Lex Luther of Superman fame?”

      “Why would I name myself after a supervillain?” Luther scoffed.

      Prowl shrugged. “Because you have a crappy personality?”

      Luther scowled and took a step towards Prowl, but Gil put a heavy hand on his shoulder, drawing his attention. “What?” The monk snarled.

      Gil pointed down at Luther’s feet. “I think you’re standing on the manhole we need to go down.”

      Luther backed up, and Gil squatted down and peeled back the metal grate cover. “Safe or not, I reckon I’m with Miss Kit. This seems like an odd place for a laboratory.”

      “Maybe so, but we don’t have much of a choice,” Kit said.

      “Prowl, you go in first,” Riko said.

      Prowl’s brows furrowed into a sharp V. “Me? Why?”

      “Because you can cloak yourself,” Kit said.

      Prowl frowned, but before he could reply, Cookie sat down next to the sink hole and dangled her legs into it. “I’ll go!” She slipped inside, cloaking herself as she fell. There was a quiet splash when she landed.

      Prowl muttered an oath, then slipped in after her, raising a second splash when he landed. “It’s safe. I don’t see anything,” he called up to the rest the party.

      One by one, Kit and the others dropped down the manhole.
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      Kit crouched when she landed, grimacing when the inch of water spread across the ground flooded her sandals. “Cretins and crannies, I really hate this armor!” She puffed up with anger for a moment before acceptance soothed her, and she sighed deeply. Then, she finally peered around.

      They had been dropped down into a tunnel that trickled with water and slowly slanted down, pitching them deeper into the earth. The only spot of light in the area was the circle of light that beamed down from the manhole, but Kit could see the far-off twinkle of torches with her elf eyes.

      She glanced behind them, but the sewer was blocked off with an immovable iron grate. “I believe we have to follow the water.”

      “Gee, you think?” Luther said.

      “Lead on, Kit,” Riko said in a singsong voice.

      Kit nodded. “Gil, if you wouldn’t mind walking with me?”

      The crusader shook his head, making his shaggy hair flop. “Not at all.”

      Kit, feeling much braver with the crusader at her side, led the group deeper into the bowels of the sewer system. They had only gone a few steps when the computer voice announced once again:

      Attention, Heroes. Retha is still experiencing server difficulties. Log off capabilities are temporarily unavailable. EC is working to rectify the situation. Please remain calm. Thank you for your patience.

      “They seem to be releasing that message at regular intervals now,” Gil said.

      “Do you think something happened in Luminos?” Axel asked. “Everyone seemed awfully concerned about hysteria when we were there.”

      Kit glanced at Luther, but the monk said nothing. “Have you heard of anything, Luther?”

      Luther jerkily shrugged his shoulders. “There’ve been a few altercations in the streets.”

      Kit nodded, but her forehead creased with worry. A few altercations isn’t terrible…but it’s still not good. She was glad to find that her elf eyes had not deceived her when, after several minutes of walking in near darkness, they reached a set of large double doors that were marked by sputtering torches.

      “I think this tunnel must’ve brought us halfway into the rock base of the city,” Vic said as Kit wrapped her knuckles on the doors.

      “It was a rather steep descent,” Gil said.

      Axel squinted at the door. “Do you think we can just go in?”

      “I don’t know,” Kit said. “I’m reluctant to barge in when this place is so far from the rest of the city.”

      Riko brightened. “Maybe she keeps treasure, like a dragon!”

      “I doubt that,” Prowl said.

      Riko ignored him and knocked on the door.

      Luther rolled his eyes, then yanked one of the doors open and stormed inside.

      “Touchy,” Axel said. “Do you think he’s going through puberty?”

      “I heard that!” Luther snarled from inside the lab.

      “Since he’s well enough to talk, I assume nothing has attacked or eaten him,” Kit said. “We can probably go inside.”

      “Right-o!” Cookie saluted Kit with her daggers, then slipped through the open doors.

      Kit followed her, stepping into a huge chamber. The ceiling was at least thirty feet high, but most of the room was obscured by a maze of walls—which were fifteen feet tall. The area was lit by paper lanterns that hung from pegs fastened to the maze walls, and a fine layer of dust covered the rock floor.

      Vic must be right—Yllista couldn’t have a chamber with this high of ceilings if we were close to the surface.

      Kit glanced at Prowl as he rubbed his chin and looked around the chamber. “Is something wrong?”

      “I think I remember this area,” the saboteur said.

      “Do you remember what you had to do?” Kit asked.

      Before the saboteur could respond, a husky voice boomed. “Leave these halls.”

      Kit glanced around the chamber, but even with her sharp elf eyes she saw no sign of life. Riko met her gaze, and Kit batted her hand at the druid.

      Riko nodded and leaned back slightly as she shouted, “I'm afraid we can't do that. We need to speak with you, Yllista.”

      “You seek to bother me in the sanctuary of my laboratory? Be gone!” The voice seemed to thunder from every direction, and no matter how hard Kit listened, she couldn't pinpoint the direction from which it started.

      “This is important,” Riko said firmly. “The fate of Retha hangs upon it.”

      The speaker, Yllista assumedly, growled. “Very well. Then your fate shall hang in the balance as well.”

      The doors slammed shut behind them, locking them in the chamber, and Yllista’s laughter—which was a little like the shriek of seagulls—echoed through the room before it eventually faded away.

      “Oh, yeah,” Prowl said dryly. “I remember this place, all right.”

      Riko ran to the doors and tried to pull them open, but they wouldn’t budge. “Crazy old coot,” she muttered under her breath.

      Axel scuffed the toe of his boot on the dusty floor. “I guess that means we have to go into the maze?”

      Kit again looked up and down the room. She rubbed her ears as she heard the faintest whisper of movement. “There's no other place for us to go, so yes. Does anyone else hear that?”

      Vic cradled her cat against her chest. “Hear what?”

      Cookie dropped to a crouch and pulled three daggers from her belt. She hurled one into the shadows, straightening only when it connected with something and hit it with a wet squelch. “That, I'm guessing.” Using a dagger, she pointed to the body of a house cat-sized spider. Its legs continued to twitch until it disappeared, slain by Cookie’s throw.

      Vic shivered. “Oh, gross!” She began petting her cat with renewed vigor as Cookie trotted up to the maze to reclaim her dagger.

      Kit swung around, her eyes tracing the walls. “Unfortunately, I don't think it was alone.”

      “We've got a mob incoming,” Luther said.

      Prowl popped open a pouch on his belt and pulled out a mint leaf to chew on. “Looks like a bunch of low-level spiders—the highest one is level 15. What are your orders, oh venerable leader?”

      “Let's get into the maze,” Kit said. “I think the spiders will just keep respawning no matter how many we kill, so our primary goal is to keep moving. Kill them if you have to, but don't waste time.”

      “Fine with me.” Vic bolted for the maze entrance.

      “Gil goes first, and Riko, I want you to use Earthen Pit at the maze entrance to buy us some time,” Kit said.

      Luther ignored Kit's orders and strode to the front of the group with Gil. Though Kit would much rather have had him bringing up the rear, she bit her tongue and said nothing.

      It's not worth it to antagonize him at this point; I'm better off waiting until it's really important.

      Kit walked in the center of the group, though she paused for Riko, who waited until the first wave of spiders reached her before releasing Earthen Pit and crushing them when they dropped in the gaping hole.

      Axel whistled. “Nice spell.”

      Riko winked as she hurried to catch up. “Are you regretting making a warrior instead of a mage?”

      The group turned left and came to a dead-end.

      “Nah,” Axel said as they backtracked. “I like staring at my opponent in the eye.”

      “Eyes,” Prowl corrected as they turned up a different passageway.

      Kit tilted her head. “The spiders are still coming. It sounds like they're climbing the walls.”

      “Incoming,” Gil called as the first spider climbed over the crest of a wall and jumped down at them.

      Axel speared it with his colossal sword. “What the heck,” he complained. “I only got, like, five experience points for that.”

      “They don’t have any drops either,” Kit added. “Prowl, what can you tell me about this place?”

      “That we have to get through it and survive the spiders,” Prowl said.

      Riko rolled her eyes when the party hesitated at an intersection before randomly choosing a direction. “I forget how absolutely enlightening you can be at times.”

      Prowl snorted. “I’d like to see you remember a quest you ran years ago.”

      “Kit does it.”

      “Because Kit is the freaking Rain Man!”

      “We need to be more logical about this,” Kit said, interrupting the guildmates’ quarrel, “or we’ll just wander around the maze and the spiders will eventually overrun us.”

      Gil stomped on a spider, crushing it instantly. “There are some rune carvings in the walls.” The crusader resumed walking, but he pointed to a glowing script as he passed it. “Do you think they could lead the way out?”

      Luther snorted and ran a hand over the rune in dismissal. “It’s just a decoration.”

      As soon as the words were out of his mouth, a panel opened in the wall, and arrows shot out, making a pincushion out of the opposite wall and narrowly missing Luther and Gil.

      “Okay,” Kit said with more calmness than she felt. “Nobody touch the runes.”

      Luther, cowed by the arrows, mutely nodded.

      When they came to a T intersection in the maze, Cookie squinted at the top of the walls. “I think we have another wave of spiders incoming.”

      “What direction are they coming from?” Axel asked.

      Kit tilted her head, listening to the spiders’ scuttling legs as she studied several runes her character knowledge informed her that she knew. “That way,” she said distractedly, pointing to the right path of the T.

      She snapped out of her reverie when Axel began stomping up the path and crushing any spiders he came across. “Wait!” She called. “This placard says—”

      Axel marched across a line of bricks on the ground, which were slightly raised above the smooth stone floor. Something clicked, and the floor started to rumble.

      “Axel, get back here! Everyone, back up!” Kit shouted.

      Axel spun around and sprinted back towards them, though he eyed the few spiders he passed. The rest of the group followed Kit's orders and inched back up the path they had come down. All except Luther, that was.

      Luther stood at the edge of the intersection and frowned when Axel almost collided with him as he sprinted around the corner. “I don't get it,” Luther complained as he stuck his nose into the intersection. “Why do we have to—”

      A giant boulder careened down the passageway Axel had vacated, passing so close to Luther it almost smashed the monk's nose.

      Kit released the puff of air she had held in. “The sign mentioned danger to the right,” she said.

      Vic and her cat studied the ancient script, which was carved into the wall. “I can read this. It must be written in that ancient Imperial language, right?”

      “Yes.” Kit said. “If you and Riko would also keep an eye out for similar signs, I think we'll have a better warning about traps.”

      Vic nodded once and stepped away from the wall, but not before one of the large spiders—which had climbed over the wall and sat on top of it—dropped down on her. The wizard screeched, and her cat hissed. “Get it off! Kill it!” Her words became indiscernible as she howled.

      Cookie flipped two daggers out of her belt, but her eyes were wide and she bit her lip as she moved around the cramped pathway, searching for a clean shot that wouldn't hit Vic as well.

      Gil calmly walked up to Vic, grabbed the spider by one hairy leg, threw it on the ground, and then nonchalantly crushed it with his shield.

      He smiled kindly at the wizard and patted her shoulder as she shivered in disgust.

      Kit flicked her silky, champagne pink hair over her shoulder. Maybe it's not such a bad idea to put Vic closer to Gil... When the party had calmed down, Kit stepped back into the intersection. “Let’s give the left path a shot. Prowl, do you have extra pepper grit or something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Could you spread some on the ground to make some sort of sign so we know which ways we’ve gone?” Kit fussed with the paper and metal fans that hung from her wrists, irritated with her inability to do more.

      “Yeah—but the spiders might shift it around,” the saboteur said.

      “I’d still rather try it than keep trekking in circles like this,” Kit said.

      “Good point. All right, I’ll cook something up.”

      Kit waited for a moment to let Prowl get to work, then nodded to Gil. “If you don’t mind starting us out again, Gil?”

      “Of course, Miss Kit.”

      Vic clutched her cat closer as the party shuffled along. “I hate this game.”

      “What happened to a vacation resort?” Riko asked. She didn’t even pause as she used Nature’s Bindings on a spider and crushed it against the stone ground.

      “I said they could make a vacation resort, not that this place is a vacation resort,” Vic snapped. “This game is a lot closer to purgatory than a recreational hotel!”

      “Just so you know, fire is exceptionally effective against spiders,” Kit said.

      Vic shifted her cat to one arm. The cat climbed onto Vic's shoulder as the wizard sketched a rune in the air. “Fireball!” She aimed the spell at a spider that had been crawling along the wall, slowly closing in on them. It instantly incinerated the monster.

      A wide, cheshire-cat smile slowly crawled across her lips as her pet purred. “Fireball! Fireball! Fireball!” The wizard laughed manically as she blasted the few spiders that slowly closed in on the party.

      “While I appreciate the enthusiasm, be careful to keep an eye on your mana,” Kit said.

      “Why?” Luther snorted as they walked along, taking a few twisting turns that Prowl marked out. “What else could we encounter in this dank hole?”

      Up ahead, there was a thud so loud it shook the floor, and then a high-pitched squeak—like a rusty door being pushed open.

      “Dude, really?” Axel groaned.

      “What?” Luther snapped.

      Prowl rolled his eyes at the monk. “Please don’t tell me you haven’t realized that every time you question Kit in this hellhole, something bad happens.”

      Vic stopped shooting off fireballs long enough to peer up the hallway. “What was that?”

      Riko rubbed her fingers together, further manipulating the vines she had already called with Nature’s Bindings. “I don’t know, but it didn’t sound good.”

      Gil raised his shield as he more cautiously walked up the path.

      “Prowl?” Kit asked faintly as they trekked along. “Is this…?”

      She fell silent when the pathway opened up into a large courtyard area. Her heart pounded when she spotted a huge metal cage at the far side. It held something large and bloated, and its door was open.

      “Yep,” Prowl confirmed. “It’s the giant-arse spider.”

      The spider—which was the size of a car—crawled out of its cage, its many-jointed legs clicking as it moved. Its abdomen was covered with coarse hairs; its many eyes glinted in the dull light, and it wiggled its giant, fur-covered fangs. As the party watched, it scooped up one of the smaller spiders with its fangs and devoured it whole.

      Vic turned on her heels to run back in the direction they had come from, but Cookie grabbed her by the collar of her robes and held her in place.

      “Pst, leader, what do we do?” Prowl whispered.

      Kit’s mouth went dry as she stared at the spider—which was level 40. “I have no idea.”

      Luther scoffed. “So wise, aren’t—”

      Axel slapped a hand over Luther’s mouth. “Sorry, man. I’m not superstitious or anything, but I have not enjoyed having traps sprung on me, and there’s no telling what hell this place will bring on us if you open your mouth again.”

      Luther glared at the warrior but kept his peace.

      “Let’s try to back up before it notices us,” Kit said.

      “You don’t think we need to fight our way past it?” Riko asked as the group shuffled back in the direction from which they had come, trying to slip farther down the pathway.

      “We might, but that sucker is level 40. There’s no way Gil can tank that.”

      “Luther could,” Prowl helpfully piped in.

      “I am not tanking that,” Luther snorted.

      Cookie twirled a dagger between her fingers. “You might not have a choice.”

      They were almost around the bend—out of sight of the spider.

      “Oh, look, another sign,” Vic said.

      “What does it say?” Gil asked.

      Kit glanced back over her shoulder at the giant spider—which still hadn’t left its cage. She heard something move—probably a spider crawling around the top wall of the maze—and squinted up into the darkness.

      Vic peered closely at the sign chiseled into the wall. “Something about darkness?”

      Gil adjusted his shield and frowned. “The room is only dimly lit already.”

      “Looks like it involves casting a spell of some sort,” Vic said.

      “A curse, probably,” Riko said.

      Kit started to twist around—concerned about the possibility of a curse status-ailment—when three spiders dropped down from the ceiling, aiming to land directly on her. Tapping her elf agility, Kit slid backwards, bumping against the maze wall. When she felt her hand brush some sort of carving in the wall, she wished with everything she had she could let out one proper swear word. Instead, she said, “What the flip!” just as a vapor wrapped around her hand and a little icon of a broken music note popped up below her name on her nameplate.

      “What’s the curse?” Prowl asked.

      Kit angrily stared at the icon, reading the explanation. “It interrupts any class skills I use.”

      “At least it doesn’t cause you physical pain,” Vic said.

      “Hey, monk, can’t you take it off her with Bless?” Axel asked.

      Luther glanced at Kit and shook his head. “No.”

      Vic folded her arms across her chest. “You’re just saying that to be a twerp.”

      Luther glared at the wizard. “For your information, I am not. I’m a monk. My Bless doesn’t get as high leveled as a priest’s or cleric’s. As it is, it’s not strong enough to remove the high-leveled curse on Kitten.”

      “Hey, guys...” Cookie said.

      “What’s up?” Prowl asked as he joined Cookie at the back of the group.

      “I think the spider knows we’re here.”

      Kit bolted off the wall and scurried to join them, her gaze zeroing in on the spider. The terror-inducing monster had exited its cage and was positioned in the center of the courtyard. It planted its legs, then furiously clicked its mouth fangs and began hissing.

      “RUN!” Kit shouted as she turned around and started fleeing—Prowl and Cookie on her heels.

      The spider’s low hissing became more venomous and louder as it lurched into motion, scuttling after them.

      “What are we going to do?” Vic asked as they fled through the maze.

      “Can’t we take it? Luther is way over-leveled,” Axel said.

      “Not happening,” Luther said. “It’s not your average monster you run across in normal maps. It’s elite!”

      “Like the dragons in Brunascar?” Cookie asked.

      Prowl paused long enough to throw down several traps behind them. The spider hissed angrily when they clamped shut on it. “Exactly like them, which is why my traps won’t hold it long,” the saboteur added. Behind them, something crunched, and Kit could hear the spider’s joints click as it lunged into motion again. “The only reason we’re staying ahead of it is Kit’s Cowardly Leader buff!”

      “Her what?” Luther asked.

      “I have a life skill: Cowardly Leader. It grants a speed buff to me and my party—if I’m leading—when fleeing engaged monsters.”

      “Somehow I’m not surprised you would have such a skill.”

      Kit ignored the dig. “Follow the marks Prowl left behind.”

      “Too late,” Riko said from the front of the group. “We already passed that turnoff!”

      “What?” Kit yelped.

      “Look out!” Vic shouted.

      Someone triggered one of the maze traps, and spears shot up out of the ground, nearly impaling Gil and Kit.

      “This isn’t going to work,” Kit said as they ran blindly through the maze. “I need a minute to stop and think.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re not going to get it now,” Luther grunted. One of the smaller spiders jumped at him, but he executed a smooth kick that smashed the monster into oblivion.

      “You’re the leader, Kit,” Prowl said. “Make it happen.”

      In that moment, Kit wanted to both burst into tears and strangle Prowl. He was right—she was the leader, but with the spider closing in on them, pretty much the only thoughts strolling through her mind were of pure terror. Maybe I am as poor of a leader as Luther says…. But if I could just have a few moments! “We have to regroup somehow.”

      “What are you thinking?” Riko asked.

      “Luther, you need to peel off and tank the spider while we get ready,” Kit said.

      “Are you crazy?” the monk snarled. “It will kill me!”

      “You don’t have to fight it—just let it chase you and heal yourself as you go,” Kit said.

      “No! You’re just going to bumble ahead without me!”

      “No, we won’t.” Kit glanced over her shoulder, and her heart shuddered as she saw how the spider had gained on them. “Turn!”

      The group made an abrupt left turn with a path that branched off. Prowl—the last in the group—barely made it out of the original passageway before the spider spat a wad of sticky web that hit the maze wall and hissed with acidic goo.

      “Whatever, I won’t be your sacrificial lamb to hold that monster off,” Luther said as they hurried up the new path.

      “You wouldn’t be sacrificed,” Riko said.

      “You want me to take that thing on alone—that’s as close to sacrificed as it gets!” Luther shouted.

      “We’re a party; we have to work together,” Gil said.

      “Yeah, right,” Luther snorted. “I’ve seen this play out a million times before. You’ll just use me to buy time for yourself!”

      How old is this guy? He acts like more of a teenager than Axel does! “We won’t!” Kit shouted. For the first time in interacting with Luther, her voice was angry. She skid to a stop and grabbed Luther by the collar of his robes while her eyes blazed with anger.

      “Uhh, Miss Kit?” Gil called from the front of the party.

      Kit ignored him and instead growled into Luther’s face. “I don’t know what your problem is, or what kind of screwed up system Silver Army has these days, but I never. Leave. Anyone. Behind!”

      The party was silent for a moment as Kit and Luther stared at each other.

      Somewhere behind them, the spider hissed.

      “I hate to break the moment, but we’ve gotta go!” Prowl said.

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to say—we’re at a dead end,” Gil said.

      “What?!” Vic shrieked.

      Axel pulled his oversized sword out of its scabbard. “The spider’s almost here!”

      “I can use Earthen Pit on it,” Riko said.

      “And what, we climb over it? That’s not gonna fly!” Prowl snarled.

      “It’s almost here,” Axel shouted.

      Cookie and Prowl popped their daggers out of their sheaths, and Gil moved to take up the rearguard.

      The spider crawled around the corner. Its giant legs stretched across the pathway, letting it brace itself against the walls.

      Kit flicked her fans open. “Bucks, ducks, and pucks!” She stiffened as the spider lifted its head and lowered its abdomen—presumably to hit them with its acidic webbing. She braced herself for the blow, but at the last minute, Luther stepped to the front of the group. Using a roundhouse kick, he slammed one of the spider’s legs out from underneath it. When it jostled and tilted to one side, he used a punch combo that nailed the spider in the face.

      “You better come back for me!” The monk was gone, darting beneath the spider before Kit could respond. The spider hissed and gave chase, lunging for Luther as he lured the monster away.

      Axel nodded in satisfaction. “He has a man’s pride,” he stated.

      “Either that or he located a second brain cell to rub together with his original one,” Prowl said.

      Riko wiped sweat off her forehead and shook her head. “Kit, how in Retha are we going to beat that thing?”

      How can we safely get out of this place and take that thing on? Wait… Kit furrowed her fine brow as she listened to the monster crawl through the maze after Luther. “I’ve got an idea,” she said. “Come on—we have to find the way out first!”

      Kit led the way back through the maze—relying on her memory to reach the original courtyard where they had found the massive spider.

      As the party ran, the smaller spiders still scuttled after them. They ignored them and focused instead on their speed.

      When they clattered into the courtyard, Kit skidded to a stop. “Riko, Vic, look for the signs that point out traps. Read them and find out what they are. Prowl, mark the path when we know it’s right—and leave a different marker for any traps Riko and Vic find! Axel, Cookie, Gil—we’ve got to find the way out!”

      “On it!” Cookie shouted as she ran head-first into the maze.

      “Wait up,” Axel said.

      Gil saluted, then trotted after the pair.

      Kit took the moment to catch her breath and listened closely. She could hear Luther and the spider off in the distance. Using her role as raid leader, she pulled up Luther’s information, wincing when she saw his health bar, which was at 65%. Tapping into party chat, she called out. “Luther, how’s it going?”

      “Not well,” the monk wryly said. “I hope whatever brilliant plan you’ve come up with will soon be ready.”

      “It won’t be long,” Kit promised. She inhaled deeply, then ran into the maze after the exploring trio, gazing up and down the paths as she looked for traps.

      Two spiders scuttled across the floor, making a beeline for her. Kit kicked the first, then flicked open her razor sharp fans and sliced the other, wiping both of them out. She shivered in disgust when their legs continued to twitch as they faded away. Sometimes I wish EC didn’t try quite so hard to make Retha feel realistic.

      A breeze brushed the back of her neck, signaling the party chat was active again.

      “I’ve got the exit in my sight,” Cookie said.

      “Good girl!” Riko praised.

      “What’s beyond the exit?” Kit asked.

      “A wide open space.”

      “Perfect! Make arrows in the dirt with your daggers, Cookie, to mark your way back. Riko, Vic, work your way towards her. Prowl—have you marked out the traps they’ve found?” Kit paused to whack one of the smaller spiders in the head with her metal-edged fans, making a deep slice that killed it.

      “Yep,” Prowl confirmed. “I’m using my track skill to find Cookie—I’ve got Vic and Riko with me.”

      Kit sagged briefly. “Good thinking!” I hope this works. We’ll wipe if it doesn’t…

      “I’m at half mana,” Luther announced several moments later via the party channel.

      Kit took a deep breath to calm herself. “Riko and Prowl—you two keep marking Cookie’s trail. Everyone else meet me back in the courtyard. Luther—we’ll be coming for you shortly.”

      The monk grunted. “That’s comforting.”

      Kit grimaced as she watched his health briefly drop to 25% before popping back up to nearly full.

      By the time Kit made her way back to the courtyard, Gil and Axel were waiting for her, and Vic and Cookie were on her heels.

      “What’re your orders, boss?” Cookie asked, not even winded by her crazy run through the maze—even though Vic was so out of breath she had to sit down.

      “Riko, Prowl, can you listen and work at the same time?” Kit asked.

      “Yep,” Riko said. “Don’t worry about us!”

      Kit nodded, then focused on the party members that clustered around her. “Two of us will lead the spider through the maze, straight down the path Cookie has marked,” she said.

      “You want to lead it out of the maze?” Vic asked.

      “Yes—it will be easier to fight if it can’t box us in. But I want to maximize the maze while we’re in it. So as we lead it down the path, I want everyone else to be stationed at the traps you and Riko found, Vic, and set them off when they’re in range.”

      “Uh, problem.” Axel hefted the hilt of his sword into the air as if he were raising his arm. “Only you, Vic, and Riko can figure out what the traps are.”

      “Exactly,” Kit said. “So while the spider is getting dragged over here, you, Gil, Prowl, Cookie, and Riko will get into position by the traps. Vic will start at the first trap and explain it to whoever is posted there, then will move down the line.” Kit paused. “Riko, how many traps are there total?”

      “Mmm, looks like five of them.”

      “Great. I want Riko at the last trap. For everyone else, once you’ve set off your trap, follow the marked path and exit the maze. We’ll ambush it when we get it out of the maze. Does everyone understand?”

      A chorus of “yeps” and “yeahs” filled the party chat.

      “It’s an excellent plan, Miss Kit,” Gil said. “However, you mentioned that I should be positioned at a trap. If I’m staying here, who will be the second person to draw the spider here?”

      Kit took a deep breath. “Me.”

      “What?” Riko yelped.

      Axel gave her a thumbs-up. “You’re living up to your name, Shark-bait.”

      Both Vic and her cat fixed Kit with unnerving stares. “It seems counterproductive to give the most dangerous role to our party leader.”

      “Maybe,” Kit agreed, “but if something goes wrong, I’m the least able to help. My curse status ailment renders me useless, and I haven’t got the stats to make a difference in any other way. It’s the best use of the available resources.”

      “Did you forget to factor your brain into this?” Prowl drawled. “Because I’m not listening to monk-boy if you end up tapping out.”

      Kit glanced at Luther’s health bar—expecting a sharp retort—but based on the way his health jumped up and down, the monk must have been so focused on surviving, he couldn’t reply or hadn’t heard.

      “We don’t have time to reconfigure the plan; we need to extract Luther now. Prowl, are you done marking the trail?” Kit asked.

      “Yeah. I’m almost back to you,” Prowl said.

      “I’m stationed by the last trap as instructed,” Riko chimed in.

      “Good.” Kit eyed the far end of the courtyard. I need to get going if I want to grab Luther before it’s too late. But how will I find him in this place? It was perhaps the weakest point of her plan. Technically, it would be wisest to send Prowl after him with his tracking skill, but that was a waste of a strong fighter.

      This place cheats. The traps, my curse, the endless mobs…I am becoming less and less convinced that the game’s algorithms really do balance things. So how can I break out of the box they’ve put us in? Kit scowled up at one of the smaller spiders which scurried across a wall in a move that defied gravity. She blinked, then brightened. That’s it! “Everyone except Gil, head to your stations and find a trap!” Kit announced just as Prowl sprinted into the courtyard.

      “For real?” the saboteur complained. “You had me run all that way to turn around and go back?”

      “What do you want me to do?” Gil asked.

      Kit pointed to a wall. “Give me a boost, please.”

      The crusader tilted his head and smiled—which made the dark circles under his eyes less prominent. “I think I see what you want. Okay!” He cast off his shield for a moment and knelt by a wall.

      Kit stepped onto his shoulders and crouched. When the crusader stood—moving easily due to Kit’s feather-light elf weight—Kit leaped and grabbed the rim of the wall. For a moment, her game-gifted elven instincts and real life instincts battled, and she dangled from her tenuous grip, but her elf instincts won, and she pushed off the wall with her feet and lightly hefted herself up so she stood on the top of the maze wall—which was about as thick as a cinderblock.

      She frowned as she studied the starting end of the maze, her elf eyes picking up on the faint light Luther shed whenever he healed himself. “Thanks, Gil. Luther—I’m on my way!”

      Kit sprinted across the top of the maze, lightly jumping across some of the narrower pathways, and leaping over the occasional small spider that scurried at her. She made the mistake of glancing down once into the maze, and almost tipped over the side as her brain hyperventilated at the swarm of spiders that filled the halls.

      She forced herself to focus on the top of the maze and picked her way towards Luther and his bursts of light. Yes, I definitely undersold elf physical capabilities back in my gaming days. I would never be able to do this on Azarel—I would have gotten winded and lost my balance jogging around the exterior of the courtyard.

      Kit was close enough to Luther that she could have thrown a stone into the passageway in which he ran—he could really book it at the open stretches. The spider’s angry hisses and clicks filled the area, making Kit shiver as she plotted her course so she would reach a stretch of the maze before Luther.

      Cringing when she realized the monk’s health lingered around 40%—and he hadn’t done anything to raise it yet—she sat on the wall and slowly lowered herself down. She clung to the rim with one hand and crouched against the wall so she could dangle her hand down. Hopefully Luther weighs less than he looks.

      Just as she calculated, Luther swung around the corner and sprinted in her direction.

      “Luther!” Kit shouted and held out her hand. The spider careened around the turn after him, its fangs clicking ominously. It paused and reared back, pointing its abdomen in their direction.
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      Luther jumped and grabbed her hand. He pulled on her—but thankfully not hard enough to yank her off the wall, as he had the foresight to tap one of his monk skills and kick off the wall.

      Though they moved fast, the spider still had enough time to shoot its acidic webbing at the wall. It barely missed Luther as he swung out of the way in the nick of time, but it spattered on the wall, flecking Kit with small gobs.

      Kit winced at the burning pain, but she waited until Luther was able to heft his torso up over the rim of the wall before she let him go and pushed up the wall herself. She landed lightly and hurriedly flicked the acidic webbing off her legs and bare belly (because of course it would hit her there) hissing when her fingers brushed the gunk.

      Luther scrabbled up with markedly less grace than Kit, and he had to lunge forward (and almost collided with her) as the spider—moving lightning-fast—pounced on the side of the wall and reached for them with its two front legs.

      “This way!” Kit swiveled and led Luther across the top of the maze. The courtyard was easy to spot—it was a gaping hole among the endless turns and twists of snaking hallways.

      “The mob spiders are multiplying, fast,” Luther said as they hurried along the top of the walls. He healed himself as they ran, gradually restoring his health.

      Kit curled her hands into fists to keep herself from looking down, but even gazing across the top of the maze, she could see that more spiders were scurrying along the tops of the walls.

      The angry hisses of the spider followed them like a shadow, but when Kit glanced back over her shoulder, she was relieved to see the monster remained in the maze instead of climbing up the walls and joining them on top.

      They were almost to the courtyard when Kit jumped a narrow hall and landed on the top of the opposite wall. Unfortunately, one of the small spiders had oozed its goopy, acidic webbing on that wall. She skid, but kept her balance well enough that she managed to kneel rather than fall into the ravine of the maze. “Luther—look out,” she called, but she was too late.

      Luther had already hopped the gap and landed next to her. His feet slipped out from underneath him, and he toppled, falling directly on top of Kit.

      His mass knocked the air out of her as her torso straddled the wall and her legs hung over the side, her knees banging into the wall. She gasped and coughed when she finally got enough air. “Creeping, cruddy cream puffs!”

      Luther regained his balance and crouched. “Pull up!”

      The wall shook as the monstrous spider pounced on it, framing Kit with its two front legs. Kit squeaked and curled her legs up underneath her as Luther hauled her up.

      The spider lunged for her—its huge fangs clicking—but all it got was a mouthful of one of the gauzy ribbons that hung from her skirt.

      The ribbon snapped, and Kit hurried to right herself.

      
        Your armor has been damaged.

      

      “Oh, has it? I didn’t notice!” Kit snarled at the pop-up screen before she flicked it away and made a beeline for the courtyard with Luther on her heels. When they finally reached it, Kit made a flying leap. When she landed, she rolled—her shoulder taking the brunt of the contact—and popped to her feet.

      Luther was a little more cautious as he flipped over the side of the wall, then lowered himself down. “Keep moving!” He zipped past Kit as he sprinted for the exit at the far end of the courtyard.

      The spider lurched into the courtyard, and behind it scurried a carpet of the smaller arachnids. It hissed and scrambled towards them, the strength of its steps making the floor vibrate beneath Kit’s feet.

      Kit fell in line behind Luther, almost stepping on his heels in her haste. “Follow the marked path.”

      “I know—I heard you tell everyone.” Luther made a sharp turn and almost collided with Axel.

      “What’s here?” Kit pulled her veil over her shoulder so it wouldn’t trail behind her so invitingly.

      “Spear trap.” Axel pointed to a line of bricks laid decoratively across the floor. “You’ll have to jump the bricks.”

      Kit and Luther cleared the trap just as the spider careened into the hall after them.

      “Come here, you bug-faced-freak!” Axel called.

      Kit had to admire the warrior, for she winced and took an uneasy step backwards, but Axel remained crouched on the ground, grinning like a maniac as the spider bore down on him.

      He waited until the spider was almost on top of him before hitting one of the bricks with his foot.

      Spears shot out of the ground, plunging into the spider’s exposed underside. The spider hissed and floundered, scraping its abdomen across the spears until the trap reset and the spears sunk back into the ground.

      “Wahoo!” Axel cheered. The trap shaved off approximately 5% of the spider’s health bar.

      Kit grabbed the warrior by the arm and tried to haul him to his feet. “Get going. We’ll meet you outside.”

      “You sure you don’t want me to serve as the bait?”

      “Yes. Now go!”

      Axel took off running as Luther and Kit slowly edged down the hallway.

      The spider staggered, leaking black bile for a few moments. It no longer hissed, but it was more frightening as now it moved silently.

      “It’s got aggro on Axel.” Luther leaped for the spider with a leg extended, kicking the arachnid square in the face. It grabbed Luther’s trousers with its fangs as he landed, ripping his armor, and scrabbled to catch him with its legs as he darted beneath it.

      Kit looked around, but there was nothing loose in the maze—everything was connected to the walls or floor. “Oh, sheep. Sheep, sheep, sheep!” She hurriedly opened up her inventory and pawed through it as the spider practically sat down on Luther.

      “You gonna help?” The monk grunted in pain when one of the spider’s legs grazed against him, and the razor-sharp hairs that covered its multi-joined leg made a deep cut on his face.

      “Yeah.” Kit grabbed the first disposable thing she saw in her inventory and pulled it out. It was a gelatinous glob—a cheap drop the jelly-like gelata monsters frequently dropped. Kit grimaced but paused only long enough to fix her aim, then lodged it at the spider.

      Her aim was thankfully true—probably another elf-race side-effect—and the glob spattered the spider in the face.

      Everything was still in the hallway for a moment as the spider—monstrous, terrifying, and nasty—pulled its head into its body like an upset cat that had just gotten dosed with a bucket of water.

      “Out of everything you could throw at it, you choose a gelatinous glob?” Luther snarled as he darted around the spider’s legs and joined her in the hallway. “Don’t you at least have pieces of rock—or a stun skill?”

      “I was in a hurry.” Together, Kit and Luther zipped up the stretch of the hallway, moving faster when they could hear the spider begin to crawl after them. “And I still have that curse on me, so even if I had a stun skill—which I don’t—it wouldn’t have helped.”

      “You’re a support character! How do you not have a stun skill?”

      “Because EC is unfair, and the idea of a balanced game is just a pretty fantasy,” Kit said. “Now look lively—it’s gaining on us!”

      When Kit and Luther rounded the corner, they found Prowl—who set off a boulder trap that nearly took out Kit and Luther in addition to crashing into the spider. Next, Cookie had another spear trap that took a nice chunk out of the spider’s health bar.

      Unfortunately, Kit and Luther had fudged keeping aggro and had been forced to attack the spider again after Cookie fled, so as they made their way up a twisting path, Kit nursed an arm—injured from another wad of the acidic webbing—and Luther was running around with a bleeding face wound.

      Both were relieved when they made another turn and spotted two of their party members crouched behind a statue of a stone lion. “There’re Vic and Gil!” Kit said.

      “I’m not blind,” Luther snapped as they ran towards them.

      “Vic, what are you doing here?” Kit asked. “You were supposed to keep moving after giving directions.”

      Vic crouched next to Gil and rubbed her hands together in glee. “I know, but this trap is just too good! I have to see it in action!”

      Luther raised a judgmental eyebrow.

      “Sorry, Miss Kit,” Gil said. “I couldn’t convince her to move on.”

      Kit flicked her bangs out of her face. “It’s fine. She’s probably the safest with you out of anyone in our party anyway. But seriously, get ready to move.”

      Gil wedged the edge of his shield into a crack in the wall so it blocked Vic and stood upright on its own. “It’s coming!”

      Kit and Luther backed farther up the hallway, their stances wary as the spider careened towards them, its many eyes glowing red with anger.

      Vic eagerly popped out behind Gil’s shield, and her smirk grew as the spider scrambled towards them.

      Gil braced himself on the giant stone lion. When the spider was completely inside the passageway, he pushed against the lion statue. He clenched his jaw as he strained, and slowly, gratingly, pushed the lion statue flush against the wall. Something clicked, and there was a loud clank.

      Then… nothing happened.

      “Give it a moment,” Vic said. “It will work!”

      The spider kept advancing, so Luther darted forward and kicked two of the spider’s legs out from underneath it. “This is a stupid trap!” Luther used another punching combo to nail the spider in the face, but he was forced to retreat to Kit’s side when it lunged for him and almost splashed him with its poisonous black bile blood. “It obviously doesn’t work. And who would accidentally set it off by pushing that lion?”

      Gil reclaimed his shield. “It’s not a trap for people…it’s a trap for the spiders.”

      Kit blinked. “What?”

      The lion’s granite jaw dropped, and the statue spewed out fire.

      “That’s right, burn!” Vic crowed as the hallway turned sweltering from the heat of the trap.

      “Vic, you need to get going—or you’ll get aggro,” Kit shouted above the roar of the fire.

      The little spiders that followed in the monster’s trail shrieked as they died, incinerated into ash in a moment.

      “Fireball!” Vic added her spell to the flames the lion still emitted.

      Kit held an arm before her face to try and shield herself from the intensity of the flames. “Gil, get her out of here.”

      Gil hefted his shield. “Miss Vic, we must go.” He tugged on the wizard’s arm and towed her behind him as he trotted down the hallway.

      “Kill it with fire!” Vic called over her shoulder.

      Kit and Luther began briskly walking down the stretch of the maze, being careful to stay within sight of the spider.

      The fire trap was really a marvelous attack compared to the others they had sprung, as it had dragged the monster’s health almost down to the 50% point.

      Slowly, the fire faded, and the lion finished by puffing a ring of smoke. Only the large spider remained—the small ones had been burnt to a crisp.

      The spider crouched, then lunged forward—once again hissing in anger.

      Kit and Luther took off running.

      “Riko, we’re enroute,” Kit spoke over the party chat.

      “I’m ready for you!” Riko said cheerfully.

      Luther and Kit sprinted the last few turns of the maze, following the grit markers Prowl had planted.

      The spider crawled behind them, its hissing growing closer.

      They turned the last corner and hurdled past Riko—who stood just outside the maze.

      “Here we go!” the druid shouted. When the spider started to skulk from the shadows of the maze to the outside, Riko pressed a decorative flourish, which caused two wooden doors to pop out of the maze walls and slam shut across the exit.

      The spider shrieked—one of its front legs was caught between the doors—and slammed its body against the gate.

      “Prowl, get some traps up! Vic, load Heaven’s Fury, and Riko, get Earthen Pit ready!” Kit shouted. “Luther, how’s your mana?”

      The monk was sitting down to restore his mana faster. “Fifty percent.”

      The doors rattled as the spider continued to ram them.

      “Luther has to tank—this is too powerful for Gil. But Gil, I want you to cover Riko and Vic. Cookie and Prowl, attack from behind with Prowl trapping whenever possible. Axel, you strike wherever you can apply the most damage, but don’t be stupid about it.”

      Before Kit could say more, the wooden doors were sucked back into the walls, and the spider careened out of the maze and straight into the metal traps Prowl had laid.

      “Attack!” Kit shouted.

      Cookie winked out of view as Riko cast Earthen pit. The spider fell into the hole, but it managed to climb half out before Riko crushed it between slabs of rock.

      The spider’s health hovered somewhere around 45%, but as Cookie popped out of the air and plunged her dagger into the spider’s abdomen, it didn’t do nearly as much damage as Kit had hoped. Riko and Prowl’s attacks did well—which was both encouraging and discouraging, as it meant it was not the spider’s defense but level that made the lower-leveled members of the party deal so much less damage.

      We’re out of our league…again.

      Luther carefully guarded his mana and attacked the spider only when it was necessary for him to keep aggro.

      “Nature’s Blessing.” Riko’s healing spell settled over the monk in a cloud of green, slowly raising his health.

      Kit stared at the spider’s health bar—which was slowly crawling downwards even though no one was attacking it. …What? She moved her attention to its name—intending to see if one of Luther’s punch combos had a de-buff on it—when the spider swiveled in Riko’s direction and lunged.

      Gil stepped in front of the druid, grunting when the spider slammed one of its legs into him. It hit him with such force, he was pushed back several feet, his feet almost skidding out from underneath him.

      Kit winced and glanced at his health bar—the attack had knocked Gil’s health down to 75%. “Prowl, use Mangle.”

      “That’s a waste of money,” Riko said.

      “You think we’re getting out of here alive without it?” Kit asked.

      Riko paused to consider the question. “…Cast it, Prowl!”

      The saboteur snorted. “As if I needed your permission!”

      Cookie—who had jumped onto the spider’s back and plunged a dagger there—leapt off the monster. Prowl sprinted for it and dropped to his knees so he could skid under the spider. He threw two wads of clay—one which embedded itself under the spider’s head, the other in the abdomen.

      Prowl zipped around the spider—looking for a spot to throw his last bit of clay. Axel was positioned at the spider’s opposite side and was hacking away at its legs.

      The spider moved like lightning, jumping Axel and sinking its fangs into the warrior’s torso.

      “Axel!” Gil shouted.

      Luther chopped down on the spider’s head, and Axel managed to use his sword like a lever and cut into the spider’s underside.

      The monster let go and retreated backwards. Prowl followed it as he tried to get a good shot for his last clay blob.

      Kit glanced at Axel’s health in concern as Riko applied Nature’s Blessing to the warrior. Kit was surprised to see that although he had been directly bitten, he was not poisoned, and his health was still at 50%.

      “How are you still alive?” Vic asked.

      Axel limped away from the spider and gave the wizard an unsteady thumbs-up. “Good armor stats.” He patted his rose-encrusted chestplate and winced. “Though it’s pinching like a brute right now.”

      “It’s damaged—but you can have it fixed at an armorsmithy,” Kit said. “Prowl—what are you doing?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing—having tea with it?” the saboteur snarled as he wove between the spider’s legs.

      “Just plant your clay and go!” Kit shouted. Another glance at the spider’s health revealed it was still slowly crawling downwards, even though everyone had backed off for the moment. A glance at its name revealed that the spider…was poisoned?

      How did that happen?

      Vic interrupted Kit’s thoughts by speaking the words of Kit longed to hear. “Heaven’s Fury is loaded!”

      “Cast it as soon as Prowl pulls back to load Mangle,” Kit instructed.

      “Clear!” Prowl threw his remaining clay blob at the spider’s side and retreated, joining Cookie on the sidelines as he prepped for his skill.

      Fiery meteors fell from the ceiling, bludgeoning the spider.

      “So unrealistic,” Vic complained. “If I really am summoning meteors, it should only work outside.”

      “Who cares—as long as it inflicts damage?” Kit said as she watched the massacre.

      As Heaven’s Fury pummeled the spider, Prowl flicked out a dagger, cut his thumb on the edge, and began murmuring.

      Kit glared at the spider—its health was at roughly 25%.

      Just as the meteors began to let up, Prowl sprinted at the spider and shouted “Mangle!” Lines of light shot out of the wads of clay he had placed on the spider, forming a triangle shape. Prowl threw his dagger, hitting the spider in the abdomen. Red magic began to gather around the dagger as bolts of electricity shot from the bits of clay to it. The magic eventually erupted into a flash of light and a large boom that made the spider’s legs skid out from underneath it.

      Cookie sprung on it the instant the light cleared, hacking at it with her daggers. Axel moved with her, wielding his giant sword deftly despite his injury.

      Kit itched to do something—anything! But when she tried to use Battlefield March, followed by Counterdance, both times the skills were interrupted by her curse before her dances even had time to lay the buff on the party.

      Riko snapped out another round of Earthen Pit as Vic loaded Heaven’s Fury once more.

      The spider hissed and lurched in their direction—where Gil crouched with his shield raised—until Luther intervened. “Thunder Punch!” He slammed his fists—which crackled with electricity—into the spider’s sides.

      The monster instantly turned on him and hissed.

      Prowl moved past Luther and plunged his dagger into the spider’s side. The monster shrieked and hit him with one of its legs, sending him flying. He hit the hard ground with an oomph as the spider reared up and aimed its abdomen at him.

      “Prowl—move!” Kit shouted.

      The saboteur was too slow, and the spider shot its acidic web at him—pinning him to the ground. Prowl roared as the acid started to burn through his armor, but with his arms stuck to his sides, he couldn’t free himself.

      “Prowl!” Cookie ran towards Prowl with her dagger drawn, but before she could reach him, the spider nailed her with its acidic webbing as well. The night stalker dodged and avoided the worst of it, but some of it still wound around her legs, making her topple to the ground. She briskly swiped her dagger through the webbing and was up in an instant, once again heading towards Prowl. She skid to a stop next to him and began sawing away at the web—grabbing it with her bare fingers—as the spider closed in on them.

      “Get out of here, Cookie,” Prowl growled.

      “No.” Cookie yelped when the spider sprayed her again with its webbing, tying her to Prowl. Thankfully, she could still handle her daggers in the awkward position, and she kept slicing through the painful, gooey material.

      “Luther,” Kit called.

      “I’m completely out of mana.” Luther shook his head and crouched on the sidelines.

      “Riko—use Nature’s Bindings!” Kit shouted.

      “I can’t.” Riko held her staff out in front of her and pointed to Prowl. “It’s taking everything I’ve got to keep us all alive!”

      Kit swiveled to change her line of sight. “Axel, Gil!”

      “On it!” Axel jumped at the spider, which knocked him away with a leg, smashing him into the wall of the maze where he did not stir.

      Gil fared better. He held strong to his shield when the spider tried to fling him away as he had with the warrior. So instead, the spider shot Gil with its acidic webbing as well. It did no damage to him due to his metal armor, but when it wrapped around him, it pinned him awkwardly to his shield.

      The spider clicked its fangs as it lowered its massive head towards Prowl and Cookie. I have to do something—we can’t lose both of them!

      “Oh sheep!” Kit shouted as she ran towards the monster. “Bleating sheep, stupid sheep!” She tapped Cowardly Leader and darted around the spider’s leg when it tried to smash into her. “Festering, fuzzy, French sheep!” She snapped her fans open as she darted beneath the spider. I hope the dwarves really improved these! She thought before she rammed the metal-edged fans above her head. “Violent Outbreak!”

      The attack was an instant cast, so it couldn’t be interrupted. It made only a tiny bit of damage, but it was enough to draw the spider’s attention away from Prowl and Cookie.

      Kit turned on her heels and fled like a rabbit, and the spider scurried after her. “Tango dancing sheep!”

      “What do you have against sheep?” Prowl asked.

      Congratulations! Your life skill, “Cowardly Leader,” has risen to level two!

      Kit impatiently flicked the notification away as she started running in serpentines.

      “If it’s better to stay in one spot when being attacked, why are you running now?” Vic asked as she continued to cast round three of Heaven’s Fury.

      “Because if I don’t, I’ll be one-shotted!” Kit shouted. A little bell rang, and a screen popped up in Kit’s face just as she turned to snake her way through two of the spider’s legs.

      
        You have a private message from: Solus Miles.

        Accept message?

      

      “What the heck?” Kit shouted. “What is up with this bad timing?”

      She tried to flick the “no” button, but as she was bounding up and down—no, as an elf she was probably swiftly fleeing—her finger missed, and she accidently jabbed the “yes” button.

      She grit her teeth. “Yeah?”

      “What are you doing? You’re cursed again.” Even though she was being chased by a giant spider and half of her party was out of commission, Kit still had to grudgingly admit that Solus Miles’ voice was rather soothing.

      “Fighting a giant spider in a maze thanks to the lovely Yllista,” Kit spat.

      “...That thing was at least level 40. You aren’t even level 25.”

      “Uh-huh. Look, I’d love to chat, but—KYAAA!” Kit broke off into a scream when, as she darted past the spider, the monster lunged for her and snagged her white veil with its fangs. It started to reel her in with the veil, so Kit hurriedly opened up her inventory, intending to unequip the veil and free herself.

      “Thunder punch!” The air near Kit’s head sizzled as Luther pummeled the spider square in the head.

      It released Kit—and her now holey veil—to hiss at Luther. He punched it once more, then turned on his heels. “Come on!”

      Kit was so grateful, she was almost light-headed. “Thanks,” she gasped as they ran away. “I promise I’ll never let Prowl say anything mean about you again!”

      “Releasing Heaven’s Fury!” Vic shouted moments before fiery meteors again pummeled the spider.

      Kit watched in great satisfaction as the spider’s health bar turned red.

      Riko cast another healing spell on Prowl and Cookie, then glanced at the spider. “I think we have him!”

      Kit held her breath and almost groaned when the meteors faded, and the spider had 1% left in its health.

      “Aw, come on!” Axel shouted.

      The poison icon below the spider flared, and the last of the monster’s health disappeared.

      The spider screamed as it collapsed, its legs still twitching as it faded away.

      Kit sat down hard before the drop screen appeared, giving her a chance to distribute all the loot.

      “That was awful.” Riko sagged against her staff and pushed her dark hair out of her eyes.

      Luther rubbed his eyes. “It’s what happens when you attack a monster with an embarrassingly low-leveled party.”

      Gil squinted around the dimly lit chamber. “It seems that all the small spiders have stopped respawning as well.”

      “Yeah—the big spider was the mob boss.” Prowl winced in pain. Even though Riko’s heal spell slowly dragged his health up, he was still nursing some nasty burns from the webbing. “It’s too bad Riko and I can’t snag items from our main characters, or this could have gone easier.”

      Vic snorted. “In what way?”

      “Riko’s main has a Mon-mon Draught,” Prowl said. “If you throw that at a boss, you can use any skill on it—including ones that normally wouldn’t work against them, like skills that inflict long status ailments—and it will be super effective.”

      Riko smiled proudly and forced herself to stand up straight. “I wouldn’t need my main for that. I have one on this character too!”

      “What? And you didn’t use it?” Prowl asked.

      Riko scoffed. “Are you crazy? A Mon-mon Draught is worth over 2 million gold pieces. There’s no way I’m throwing it away on a boss who has a good chance of killing us.”

      Prowl grumbled under his breath about his stingy guildmate, but Kit thoughtfully eyed the druid. “Will you ever use it?”

      “I’m saving it for a really dire time,” Riko said. “Or for when the market drives the price up even higher—whichever happens first.”

      Vic shrugged and called to her friend who had wandered away. “Cookie, what are you doing?”

      Cookie had ventured close to the door—the only other way out besides the still-shut front entrance that had dumped them into the maze. “I think it’s unlocked.”

      “It better be,” Vic said darkly.

      “Thanks for checking it out, but you should come sit down with everyone,” Kit called to the night stalker. “We can’t move on until we’re fully recovered.” She poked a finger through a hole in her veil and shook her head. “We’ll have to stop and get our gear repaired before we go on to the next leg of the quest. But that reminds me…who here has a poison skill?”

      “A what?” Vic asked.

      “A skill that utilizes poison and puts a status ailment on monsters—it slowly carves away at their health,” Riko said. “And I don’t think any of us do.”

      “Someone has to,” Kit said. “The spider had a poison status ailment.”

      “That was me.” Cookie plopped down next to Vic with a sheepish grin. “I don’t have any skills, but I tried coating my daggers with poison to see if it would do anything. It worked, but I was hoping it would give me a life skill, and it didn’t.” Cookie held up a tiny glass vial filled with a brownish substance.

      Kit blinked. “Where did you get poison?”

      “It’s actually a sample of the stew you made when we were camped out by the sentinels.”

      “You mean you used Kit’s cooking? Hah!” Axel released a honk of laughter.

      Kit sighed and pulled her legs to her chest. “I don’t know if I should be flattered that it worked so well on a boss, or angry that this means I’ll never be able to cook a thing in the game outside my candy.”

      Riko tapped her chin as she thought. “I wonder if you could level up—or would it be level down?—your cooking skills to create a more lethal poison…”

      “Either way, you should cook up another batch for Cookie.” Prowl took the vial from the night stalker and held it up against the light of a torch. “Maybe even I’d give it a try.”

      Gil stood, braced against his shield. “Do poison status ailments stack?”

      Before Kit could respond, another screen popped up.

      
        You have a private message from: Solus Miles.

        Accept message?

      

      “Shoot—I forgot about him!”

      “Who?” Luther asked.

      “Solus Miles.” Kit hurriedly accept the message and scrambled to her feet. “Hello?”

      “You sound calmer,” Solus said.

      Behind her, Luther perked. “Wait, you’re friends with Solus Miles?”

      Riko smiled smugly. “Actually—”

      “Don’t, Riko!” Kit called in warning before she wandered away and focused on Solus Miles. “Sorry about that—party politics. But yes!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Solus stood at the edge of Chosaint, his back pressed against the wall and the hood of his cloak pulled up. He watched NPC elves and a smattering of players mill around the city. “Did your party wipe, then?”

      “Nope! We killed the spider—by the skin of our teeth.” Kit's voice was so bright, Miles could hear the smile in it.

      He shifted so he could rest a palm against the hilt of his sword. “Congratulations. I'm impressed; you seem to bully your way through boss battles rather well.”

      “Thanks, but even I have to admit I think we're at our limit. This maze was a lot harder than it should've been.”

      Miles hesitated. “If you are in dire need of help, you can call me. Though I believe you should take time to grind out some levels.”

      “T-thanks! That's really generous of you. We're working on the questline to reclaim the four seals—the epic questline that eventually leads to Malignus.”

      “I recall you told me that when we first met. It is the same quest that drew you to Fìone Forest, wasn't it?” Miles shrugged, even though she couldn't see it. “Depending on the battle, I might not be able to help since I have already completed that questline.”

      “Yeah, but I'm hoping we won't have to face another boss for a little while now. It would be pretty unfair to throw us into another big battle after finishing that one. Do you remember what you had to do to reclaim the human seal?”

      “Not with the greatest clarity. I do remember the battle with the spider, and I believe at some point you will have to go to the Igneo Desert.” Miles flexed his fingers and tugged on his gloves.

      Kit exhaled a gut-deep sigh. “Naturally. Of course we need to do more zigging and zagging across Retha.”

      “That is generally the point of such epic quests,” Miles said.

      “Has anybody ever told you you're not a very sympathetic pledged?” Kit asked.

      A ghost of a smile twitched across Miles' lips. “You would rather I lie?”

      “No,” Kit said. “But offering sympathy is not lying.”

      “I thought I was being informative,” Miles said with false innocence.

      “Right. I am so sure of that.” Kit groaned. “I should probably go. My party is just about recovered from the battle, and we have to keep moving.”

      Miles glanced at the sky, which was heavy with clouds. “I understand. Remember to take care of the curse placed upon you.”

      “Believe me, there is no chance of me forgetting it,” she grouched. “What I wouldn't give for a skilled priest. But, I digress. Take care, Solus.”

      Miles raised an eyebrow. “I believe it would be more appropriate for me to say that.”

      Kit laughed. “Probably. Then I'll just end with a ‘talk to you soon!’”

      With the PM closed out, Miles was surrounded by silence once again. He turned, intending to leave the city, when a notification screen flashed before his eyes.

      
        You have a private message from: White Lady.

        Accept message?

      

      Miles pressed yes and waited for the game to hook up the PM.

      “Hello, Solus Miles,” White Lady said in a melodious voice.

      “Hello,” Solus said, feeling a little awkward. (He had never been much of a talker, but he particularly hated initiating conversation.) “I assume you received the letter I sent?” He strode towards the city gates, making his cloak flare behind him.

      “About the player from Milk Crown? Yes. I’m sorry to say I don’t know much more than what you already said: A female player spoke in the guildhall claiming to know a way out—supposedly by killing Malignus.”

      That’s new information. “That’s impossible.”

      “I agree. But if she really was from Milk Crown, it’s likely she was telling the truth.”

      “Even if she was, it’s still impossible,” Solus said bluntly. Malignus was responsible for most of the chaos in the game as he worked to revive his master who had once terrorized all of Retha—Lord Valdis Moarte.

      “It’s our only lead,” White Lady pointed out. “And unfortunately, my guild doesn’t have the capacity to conduct an in-depth search for her. Panic is starting to set in on the players. There was a mess down in Tovel that KOS had to settle when two guilds attacked each other.”

      The revelation made Miles frown. I was aware of the tension, but I didn’t know it had turned into violence. The thought bothered him; it was bad enough to be stuck in the game. But if players lost their calm and revolted, Retha would become a living cage of violence.

      White Lady continued, “I did manage to discover a little more information about this Milk Crown member, though.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. The player is evidently a dancer.”

      Miles stopped in the middle of the city gateway for a moment. A dancer? He instantly thought of Kit before he pushed the idea aside and started walking again. Doubtful. No one from Milk Crown would design a disaster of a character like the one she plays.

      “And,” White Lady continued. “I discovered who she claimed to be: Azarel.”

      Miles paused once more. “The Dog of Death?”

      “One and the same.”

      Azarel. She had been famous for dealing the most damage out of all of Milk Crown. Though easy to kill, everyone feared her when they faced her on the battlefield as her spells could cut through everything, and she picked her targets with a ruthless sort of calculation. Though Miles had been a rather pitiful player when she played, he still had a deep respect for her. (Anybody who could play their class as deftly as she did deserved it.)

      “Even if we know who she claims to be,” White Lady continued. “It doesn’t help, for no one remembers the dancer’s name.”

      “I see,” Miles said. “Will you message me if you learn anything more?”

      “I’d be happy to.”

      Miles closed out the PM both frustrated and relieved. It was encouraging to know it was Azarel in the game. She had been one of the core members of Milk Crown, so the chance that she had insider knowledge from the other Milk Crown player who now worked for EC was fairly high. But defeating Malignus? It cannot be done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Evasive Maneuvers

          

        

      

    

    
      Kit massaged her neck as she returned to the rest of the group. Luther was studying her carefully with narrowed eyes, but everyone else had started pulling their weapons and armor together, getting ready to move on.

      “How likely is it that there are more monsters waiting for us beyond the door?” Gil asked.

      Riko pressed her lips together and glanced at her guildmate. “Do you remember, Prowl?”

      “I think it’s just Yllista,” Prowl said.

      Vic snorted. “You sure know how to inspire confidence in your answers.”

      Kit tilted her head as her elf ears twitched. “Do you guys hear something?”

      Axel and Luther sprung to their feet as Cookie and Prowl faded into the shadows.

      Just as Vic grabbed her cat, the doors were blown off their hinges.

      “You murdered Brutus!” An older woman accused them in a shrill voice.

      Kit flicked her fans open and shut. She must be Yllista…

      Yllista was a short, older woman who probably didn’t even stand as tall as Kit’s shoulders. Her silvery hair was arranged in motherly curls, and she looked like she was in her fifties.

      “Wizard Yllista?” Kit asked.

      The woman planted her hands on her hips and scowled up at Kit. “Yeah? What do you want, you pack of murderers?”

      Kit hurriedly backed up, worrying that her low reputation was affecting the wizard's already sour mood. “Riko!”

      Riko smiled gamely as she approached the older woman. “We came here to seek your wisdom and counsel.”

      “Yeah? Well, you're not getting it!”

      Riko patiently folded her hands together. “We were sent to you by the head librarian of Elba. He said you would be able to help us.”

      “I don't care if the Empress herself sent you. You killed Brutus!” Yllista said.

      “The spider?” Prowl asked disbelievingly.

      “His name was Brutus. Unfortunately for you, I don't work with killers!” Yllista pointed to the sky with a finger extended and began to trace out a shape.

      “She's casting a spell!” Luther shouted.

      Yllista muttered under her breath, and her fingertip glowed as Kit and the rest of the party hurriedly backed away from her. Just as the wizard started to lower her finger and release the spell, a man skid through the doorway Yllista had burst through.

      “Yllista, stop it this instant!” He strode closer, a look of disapproval set on his handsome features. He appeared to be perhaps in his 40s, and he had rich mahogany-colored skin and kind eyes.

      “They killed Brutus.” Yllista’s voice turned whiny as she spun to look at him.

      The man folded his arms across his chest. “So?”

      “So they have to pay!”

      He shook his head. “You didn't even like that spider. You put him in this maze because he almost killed the cat last time he got out of your lab.”

      Yllista's lower lip jutted out. “I was only going to test out a little spell on them.”

      “I’ve already told you that’s unacceptable. Not only is it rude, but if the wizard council gets wind of it, they’ll issue you another citation!” He turned his attention to the party. “I apologize for the cold reception my wife gave you.”

      “Wife?” Kit asked.

      Vic almost dropped her cat in shock.

      Riko recovered first. “It was no trouble. Losing a...pet is always a struggle.”

      “Thank you for understanding,” he said. “Now, what did you need?”

      “Ah, yes. We came here today to seek out information about the location of the human seal.”

      “By seal, I assume you mean one of the four seals that was used to lock Lord Valdis Moarte in his lands?” The man asked.

      “That's the one,” Riko said.

      He turned to look at Yllista. “Do you know where it is?”

      The wizard studied her nails. “Maybe.”

      “Yllista,” he said in a warning tone.

      “All right, all right. I'll go look into it since you are being such a spoilsport.” Yllista waddled back through the doors, disappearing into the depths of her lab.

      The man nodded in satisfaction, then spread his arms out in a gesture of welcome. “Fear not. I can promise you that Yllista will find the information you seek. In the meantime, I had best introduce myself. I am Jeffrey, Yllista’s husband and a sage.”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Jeffrey,” Riko said. “We thank you for your timely arrival.” She continued to talk—explaining to him why they were searching for the seals as well as which ones they had already found.

      A breeze brushed the back of Kit's neck as the party chat activated.

      “How rude would it be to ask him how he got saddled with Yllista?” Prowl asked.

      “Very!” Kit said.

      “She must have some very likable and redeeming qualities,” Cookie said.

      Prowl popped a mint leaf in his mouth and began chewing it. “You are definitely an optimist.”

      “Is that a bad thing?” Cookie asked.

      Prowl smiled fondly. “In you? Not at all.”

      Vic narrowed her eyes suspiciously at Prowl while Riko, still exchanging niceties with Jeffrey, meandered over to him and stepped on his foot. “Stop flirting with minors,” she hissed, before smiling again at the sage.

      Cookie blinked. “Minor? Who’s a minor?”

      Vic slung her arm over Cookie’s shoulders. “Never mind that. Just stay away from dirty, old, perverted men.”

      “Hey, I'm in my twenties!” Prowl barked.

      Luther rolled his eyes. “I swear, my IQ just might drop from associating with you cretins.”

      Kit smiled and drew closer to the monk. “Thank you for tanking the spider—and for saving me back there.”

      Luther grunted. “Your plan worked better than I thought it would,” he admitted.

      “It was still a closer call than I would've liked,” Kit said.

      “Really? I had thought it was pretty much a guaranteed party wipe.” Luther shrugged, then straightened up when Yllista returned.

      The wizard held a leather-bound book above her head and waggled it. “I found the necessary records.”

      “Thank you!” Riko clasped her hands together and smiled at the wizard.

      Yllista did not look moved by Riko's show of thankfulness, but instead shoved the book into her husband’s hands. “Here, you can find it for them.”

      Her husband took the book but raised his eyebrows. “Is there something keeping you from doing so?”

      “Yes! I'm still nursing a broken heart over Brutus's death.”

      Jeffrey shook his head slightly at his wife's antics and began to page through the book. “It's the human seal you said you are looking for, yes?”

      “That is correct,” Riko said.

      Jeffrey tapped a slightly singed page in the book. “It seems that the seal used to be stored here in the city,” he started, raising Kit's hopes. “But it was lost when the City of Wizards lent it to a scholar.”

      Axel furrowed his brows. “How do you lose a seal?”

      “It wasn't lost; it was stolen in transit about twenty years ago.” Yllista scratched Vic's cat under its chin, making it purr. “We have no way of knowing where it is now.”

      Kit pinched her nose and tried to stay calm. Maybe I should sit down and meditate. Meditation is supposed to lower your blood pressure, I think.

      “Can you at least tell us in what region it was stolen?” Riko's voice was still reasonably calm, but Kit could detect a faint tremor that betrayed her frustration.

      “Certainly,” Jeffrey said. “It was the Igneo Desert.” He shut the book, and his eyebrows slanted in sympathy. “The desert is overrun with bandits and thugs, but for something worth as much as the seal, you should probably search out the bandit leader Mullens. He often camps between the city of Bangle and the White Sands Oasis. He might know where it is.”

      Yllista snorted. “If he doesn’t kill you first. He is a bandit, after all!”

      Jeffery frowned at his wife but was distracted when Riko bowed to them.

      “Thank you for your aid. We deeply appreciate it,” she said.

      As Riko said their goodbyes, Kit checked the questlog. Sure enough, “Speak to the bandit Leader Mullens” had popped up as their next objective.

      “To the desert?” Gil asked.

      “Not yet. Let’s use our Safe Haven skill and warp back to Luminos,” Kit said. “I’ll travel to the White Veil Nunnery to get this curse off me, and you all can get your armor repaired.”

      “Sounds good.” Prowl adjusted the goggles strapped to his head. “Everyone ready?”

      “Yep!”

      “Yes.”

      “See you there.” Axel activated his Safe Haven skill, which ported him out of Yllista’s lab. The rest of the party were only a few moments behind him. Kit was the last to leave, and she bit her lip as worry gnawed at her.

      How much time has this long questline cost us? I’ll have to try and make a new estimate while I ride to the nunnery.
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* * *

      Kit sat on a wooden bench inside the gorgeous cathedral of the White Veil Nunnery as she waited for Sister Miriam—the nun who usually blessed her—to finish up with some other players.

      Kit frowned down at the calculations she had scrawled in the margins of a cooking book she happened to have in her inventory. Maybe it’s been longer than I thought. Based on the questline, by now perhaps it has been closer to eighteen or even twenty hours….

      She rubbed her eyes and shut the book. Does it really matter how long we’ve been in here? Either way, things aren’t looking good.

      “Welcome, my child,” Sister Miriam called as she swept across the cathedral aisle, a benevolent smile on her lips. In her wake bounded a young novice nun who carried a small wooden chest. “Are you here to be blessed again?”

      Kit smiled and stood. “I am.”

      The nun nodded, then clasped her hands. “May the light of heaven shine upon you, brightest of the elves. May it guide your actions and keep you safe as you venture into the darkest of battles.”

      Though Kit had journeyed to the nunnery and been blessed numerous times, she still loved to see the magical way the light pierced the skylights and encircled her in a warm, white blanket.

      She breathed more easily when the curse icon disappeared from beneath her name. “Thank you, Sister Miriam.”

      The nun patted Kit on the top of her head—though she had to stand on her tip-toes to do so. “You’re welcome, child. If you’ll excuse me, I see another hero in need of my services.” She swept off as swiftly as she arrived, making a beeline for a bedraggled swashbuckler.

      The novice remained behind and rattled her wooden chest. “Ahem.”

      Kit grinned and dropped a fistful of coins into the box. “I haven’t forgotten.” She glanced up at the ceiling—marveling at fresco paintings and the gorgeous architecture. Vic might change her mind about Retha serving as a resort if she saw this place. “How old is the White Veil Nunnery?” Kit asked.

      The novice wiped a smudge off her collection box with a sleeve of her habit. “It’s one of the oldest buildings in Retha.”

      Kit blinked. “Really? How did it survive when Valdis Moarte roamed the lands?”

      The novice looked around the cathedral with the assurance of one who knew every nook and cranny of it. “It didn’t survive—it thrived. I believe Sister Miriam has told you before that the White Veil Nunnery is the most holy place in all of Retha?”

      “Yes.”

      “And that is why.” The novice proudly raised her chin. “Its holy aura is so strong, even the likes of Lord Valdis Moarte could not enter our hallowed grounds without gravely injuring himself. As a being of darkness, the holiness of the nunnery so strongly opposed him, neither he nor his forces could set foot on the island—much less the river.”

      Kit rubbed her chin. “I see…” Have I heard that before? I don’t think so…but it has been five years. “I assume that means Malignus cannot abide this place either?”

      The novice snorted. “Of course!”

      That’s an interesting angle…one that might be worth pursuing.

      The novice curiously studied her. “You seem to come here a lot.”

      “Yes. I think I’m going to follow Vic’s advice and set my Safe Haven skill for here. It will save me a lot of time.”

      “What?”

      “Sorry, nothing. Thank you for the help—I do appreciate it.”

      “May blessings fall upon you.” The novice offered her a quick smile, though Kit could see her gaze dart towards the swashbuckler Sister Miriam was still helping—probably because she wanted to shake him down for funds.

      Kit turned towards the door. “Good day to you, then.”

      “And also to you!” The novice scuttled after Sister Miriam, the coins in her box bouncing.

      Kit rolled her shoulders back as she exited the cathedral and trotted down the steps. Now…for Igneo Desert!
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* * *

      The desert sun beat down upon Kit, baking every inch of her exposed skin. It was sizzling hot. Even the desert breeze that tugged on her patched veil was sauna hot and pelted her with grains of sand.

      Kit scanned the desert, looking for the nearly unnoticeable signs that marked out the ruins of what used to be a paved path. She rode side-by-side with Luther, whose temperament had improved enough that he was no longer quite so sarcastic—though no one would mistakenly call him pleasant. She glanced at the monk. “I think the path will veer more to the left sometime soon.”

      Luther nodded and patted his horse—a fancy red roan decked out in tack that matched his armor. “There's a well up ahead if I remember correctly. We have to go to the left of that.”

      Vic unhappily ruffled her robes and squinted out into the red-gold stretch that was the Igneo Desert. “I don't get it. Why are you two so concerned with where we ride? Usually we meander wherever we fancy.”

      “Yes, but this is bandit country,” Riko said. “It may look like it’s barren and devoid of monsters that will attack us, but that's because it is instead teaming with bandits. And their AI is smart enough that they know to camouflage themselves in the sand and dunes.”

      “But if you can follow the trail that marks the way to Bangle, you shouldn't run into any of them if you're careful enough,” Kit added. “Thankfully, there's a daily quest you can complete that follows the path to Bangle, and I did it a lot, so I vaguely remember this. But Luther has run this stretch even more than I have, so we should be safe.”

      Cookie frowned as she adjusted some of the daggers on her belt. “You said the bandits are smarter…. How smart is that?”

      Prowl glared angrily at the back of his horse's ears. “Smart enough that they know to avoid my traps. Monsters, bobokins, goblins, even most bosses will wander into my snares. But bandits jump them, go around them, or avoid them altogether.”

      Axel winced. “Tough break. That really limits the skills you can use, doesn't it?”

      “Yep.”

      “That's what you get for relying on your traps,” Riko said with no sympathy in her voice.

      “I relied on my traps because you wouldn't let me use Mangle!”

      “As if that made a big difference. You can only use it once a day!” Riko scoffed.

      Kit smiled slightly as she continued to look for the next road marker—which was usually a wooden post or the occasional bits of rock that could be seen through the sand.

      “So, you used to play Retha five years ago,” Luther said carefully.

      “Yes, I played with the guild Milk Crown.”

      “I can't say I've heard of them.”

      “Yeah, we were an old guild that completely dissolved, so I'm not shocked.”

      “Did you ever get a chance to run the Blackmore Castle raid?”

      “Yeah, that was one of my favorites!”

      Luther nodded. “I've only done it once—it usually requires cooperation from multiple guilds now to do something like that, even though we have a higher player population.”

      Kit opened her mouth to reply, when Chester, her pony, snorted and danced a few steps. Kit was ready to scold him, until a spear hit the ground where the pony had passed moments before.

      “Bandits!” Prowl shouted.

      Kit vaulted from Chester's back and immediately launched into her Battlefield March skill. “Gil, cover Riko and Vic.”

      “Yes, ma'am.” The crusader had dismounted his horse just as fast as Kit had and was already almost to Vic, his shield held up. Two arrows bounced off the metal surface as he moved to stand in front of Vic while the wizard summoned her cat.

      “They're coming from the west,” Luther called.

      “I see them,” Prowl said. “It looks like there's four of them, and they are all level 38.”

      Riko brandished her staff with a cocky smile. “Thirty-eight? That's not too bad. Luther and I can make quick work of them.” She began casting Earthen Pit as the four bandits raced towards them on horseback.

      The bandit that was armed with a bow guided his horse in a wide circle around them. He fired off his arrows at Riko and Vic, but Gil, braced against his shield, intercepted them.

      That archer can pick us off from a distance... “Luther!” Kit called.

      “I know,” the monk said sourly. He chased after the mounted bandit, his fists glowing with magic.

      Cookie threw a dagger at one of the bandits as he directed his horse straight through their dismounted party. The strike didn't do much damage, but it did knock him from his horse and straight into the waiting Axel.

      Riko used Earthen Pit on the other two bandits. Their horses threw them as they struggled to get out of the hole Riko's spell created.

      Kit leaped and twirled as she maneuvered around the party, trying to stretch the range of her buff as far as possible. She watched Axel and Cookie pass their bandit back and forth between them, confusing it so it didn't keep aggro on either of them for very long.

      Riko was making short work of one bandit, and Vic assisted her by using Fireball to set his clothes on fire.

      Luther had miraculously caught up to the riding archer and dragged him off his horse—the bandit had the smallest sliver left of health after enduring a pummel from Luther's fists.

      All in all, we're in surprisingly good shape. Is it because we're finally working well together as a team now? Or is it just because we're used to fighting elite monsters and bosses?

      Prowl was going hand-to-hand against the remaining bandit. He was inflicting plenty of damage, but he was also taking more hits than usual, as his typical strategy involved trapping his enemies.

      But perhaps there is a way to trap them, even if they are too smart. “Hey Prowl,” Kit called. “Throw down a trap!”

      Prowl glanced her way with a look of disbelief, but leaped backwards to get some space between himself and the bandit. “I really hope this means you have a plan?” He set a trap, and just as he had predicted, the bandit veered around his trap and kept attacking.

      “Sort of,” Kit said. “It's really more of an experiment.”

      “You certainly know how to inspire confidence.” Prowl continued to tangle with the bandit as Kit called up her skills.

      “Triumphant echo!” Kit posed for a moment with both of her fans flicked open and one hand stretched high above her head with the other stretched forward and pointing at Prowl's bandit. Golden bubbles floated around her, and the faintest shimmer of gold appeared around the bandit. A moment passed before he froze, his limbs stiff as the skill forced him to copy Kit's elegant pose.

      I only have five seconds, so I've got to move quick. Kit dropped the pose and spun around, then ran. This forced the bandit to abandon Prowl and run a path straight into the trap Prowl had previously laid.

      Prowl whistled as he descended upon the trapped bandit. “That worked slickly.”

      “I wasn't sure it would work at all,” Kit admitted. “But it does make me feel better about the skill.”

      Luther trotted past, heading for Cookie and Axel as Riko and Vic finished off their bandit.

      “Doesn't this attack strike anyone else as being a little odd?” Riko asked.

      Kit, who decided to give The Luck-Luck Dance a spin—even though she felt like an idiot as the moves were embarrassingly close to the chicken dance—twirled in a dizzying circle. “What do you mean?”

      “We were traveling on the road. That's usually a safe zone—and you and Luther were really on top of it.” The druid frowned slightly as she cast Nature's Blessing on Axel, giving him a small surge of health.

      “It is a little odd,” Kit agreed.

      “Could it be an encounter?” Cookie asked as she stepped back and let Luther take her place in attacking the bandit.

      “A what?” Vic asked.

      “An encounter,” Cookie repeated. “Sometimes you have special battles for particular quests—they usually move the questline along.”

      “Do you remember an encounter like this, Prowl?” Riko asked.

      Prowl snorted. “Are you seriously asking me this when the only thing I remembered about Yllista’s maze was the big-arse spider?”

      “I think Cookie is right.” Kit stopped dancing and swiveled to shout to Luther, “Wait! Don't kill him!”

      Luther paused, his fist less than a hands-width away from the bandit's nose. “Why?”

      The bandit, with less than 3% health, coughed. “Truly, you are worthy adversaries, but the wrath of Mullens—”

      Before he could continue, Axel, who'd apparently not heard the order, stabbed him in the back, inflicting the last bit of damage necessary to slay him. “Heroes, one! Bandits, zero!” Axel crowed.

      Luther scowled down at the bandit as he faded. “He was about to give us information on the questline, wasn't he?”

      “Yep, probably,” Kit said.

      “Way to go, Axel!” Vic said.

      “Say what now?” Axel asked.

      Kit waved her hand over her head. “It's nobody's fault. We weren't prepared for a bandit encounter.”

      Cookie twirled her daggers, then slid them back into their scabbards. “What do we do now?”

      “Will we be able to continue? I mean, if our information source is dead, how can we move to the next part of the quest?” Vic brushed sand off her robe, then approached her horse and mounted up.

      “It won't be a problem,” Kit said. “We just have to wait for the bandits to respawn.”

      “How long will that take?” Gil asked.

      Prowl threw himself onto his horse's back. “About a day.”

      “In the meantime, we should probably continue to Bangle. We can get the teleportation gate unlocked and see if there's any other information about the great bandit Mullens,” Kit said. “We're almost there anyway.”

      “I have made a marker of this spot on my map,” Luther announced.

      “Great!” Kit peered around the group, watching as they mounted their steeds. When she caught sight of Vic's sour expression, she added, “Don't worry too much about the delay. We would've had to journey to Bangle anyways to unlock the teleportation gate as it's the closest one to us in this giant desert.”

      “Do they have armor shops in Bangle?” Cookie asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Prowl said. “Bangle has a great player market. Most of the time it's actually easier to get strange or exotic ingredients in Bangle because the NPC shops are so much more specialized.”

      “It's a fun city,” Kit said.

      Luther snorted. “It's a madhouse.”

      “It can get crazy due to all the contests the NPCs hold for us players,” Riko said.

      “What kind of contests?” Axel asked.

      Prowl adjusted his goggles and squinted up at the sun as Kit climbed onto Chester's back and they resumed their journey. “All sorts,” the saboteur said. “There are horse races, archery contests, insult battles, the chicken chases.... They've got a heck ton more than I can think of.”

      “Cool,” Cookie said. “Then we can explore while we wait!”

      Kit bit her tongue to keep from reminding everyone that they didn't exactly have time to fritter away, and rather than checking out the contests, it would be better to use the time to grind out a level or two. But, it's like the Guildmasters back in Luminos. We need to keep our morale up, or the battle will be lost before we even begin it.
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      Kit slipped through the crowds that clogged Bangle’s streets, her eyes scanning the city as she searched for NPCs.

      “I’ve got something,” Riko said over the party chat channel. “I’m at the water trough near the Gold Spot Oasis.”

      “Got it,” Prowl said.

      “On my way,” Kit added. She changed directions—bringing complaints from several players who nearly collided with her as she moved in the very center of the street. (It was the safest spot for her. Bangle’s guards were much less thorough than Luminos’ due to the strong presence of the Court of the Rogue in the desert, but they were still Imperials who would arrest and/or kill Kit on sight.)

      “Do you need us to come?” Cookie asked—also through the party chat channel. (The party had split up with Riko, Prowl, and Kit searching out information in hopes that they could move forward somehow with the quest rather than wait out the rest of the day and the night for the encounter to reset. Luther had gotten stuck escorting everyone else around the city.)

      “Nah, you keep enjoying the sights,” Prowl said. “Me, Riko, and Kit can handle this.”

      “This city is awesome!” Axel said. “They’ve got fire dancers! Hey Kit—why can’t you be as kickbutt as these fire dancers?”

      “If I remember correctly, the firedancers are NPCs.” Kit ducked through a white tent that held a bunch of NPCs bickering over the price of goats.

      “They are,” Luther acknowledged. “There are many NPCs that are overpowered compared to players—including fire dancers.”

      The party chat went silent—probably since they had taken the conversation out of it—as Kit trotted around the edge of an oasis, glancing around her with an affectionate smile.

      Bangle had been built around a series of oases—some as big as a pond and others as small as a bird bath. Most of the buildings—which were much shorter and squatter than other cities—were made of sandstone, so it looked as if they had sprouted from the desert itself. The roofs, all trim, and any sort of edging were all a brilliant turquoise color, making the city itself look like one large oasis—especially due to all the greenery.

      Bangle was the only city in the Igneo Desert that boasted a fair amount of greenery due to the many sources of water the oases provided, so among the red of the sandstone and the turquoise roofs, there were bright smatterings of green.

      Everything in Bangle was smooth with rounded edges—worn flat by sand and wind—and the city favored intricate archways and carvings made out of rock the same turquoise shade as the roofs.

      Kit had always loved visiting Bangle. No matter where you stood in the city, you could see pools of water, and the air was always heavy with the fragrance of spices like nutmeg, cinnamon, and pepper.

      Kit hopped a wooden fence and glided down a street, popping out near the Gold Spot Oasis—labeled so because the waters of this car-sized oasis glowed gold when the sun set.

      Riko was there, talking to a female human NPC and a female wind fairy NPC. Prowl skid in moments after Kit. He settled in next to her as they lingered near Riko and her sources.

      “So you say Mullens has a hideout somewhere nearby?” Riko asked the NPCs.

      The wind fairy nodded, and the paper pinwheel she held spun with the breeze she created. “It is a fortress built into rock.”

      “I’ve heard he has at least forty men stationed there,” the female human added. “And all of them are armed to the teeth.”

      “They are the most cut-throat men of the Igneo Desert,” the wind fairy said.

      “I assume this means Mullens frequently pillages smaller cities?”

      The human NPC shook her head. “The guards are too vigilant for that. Plus, all respectable cities in the Igneo Desert have walls. No, Mullens and his men add to their wealth by robbing those who travel from city to city. It’s why the merchants are always looking to hire heroes to escort them.”

      “Is Mullens known for collecting ancient artifacts?” Riko asked. “My friends and I are tracking a particularly powerful artifact, and we fear Mullens may have it.”

      The wind fairy snorted. “Mullens has as much use for an artifact—no matter how powerful it is—as he has for ear floss. If there’s a rumor he has acquired it, then it’s likely true—he has a nose for things that cost real money. And if he had it, then he has most assuredly already sold it to the highest bidder.”

      “Or one of the rival gangs might have managed to steal it from ‘im,” the human chimed in. “Folk pay off his men all the time.”

      Riko tugged at the neckline of her robes. “Didn’t you just say they were the worst cut-throats in the desert?”

      “Yes,” the human said. “But they’re as loyal as tomcats. They work for Mullens because he pays them well, but they’ll stab him in the back if the price is right.”

      “Do you know where his hideout is?” Riko asked.

      Both of the NPCs shook their head. “If you catch one of his men, they should know.”

      “I see. Thank you for your time.” Riko smiled courteously as the two NPCs nodded and moved on, then turned to face Kit and Prowl. “So…unless Prowl magically remembers where in this wretched desert Mullens has set up shop, we need to wait for our encounter to get the exact location. But I don’t think we’ll find the seal there.”

      “We won’t,” Prowl said confidently.

      “But it still is a problem,” Kit said. “We can’t handle a gang of thieves at our current levels.”

      “You don’t fight them—you try to sneak through the hideout. If they catch you, they throw you in a cell that’s easy to break out of,” Prowl said.

      “Oh, that doesn’t sound too bad,” Riko said.

      Prowl snorted. “Don’t be fooled. Each time they catch you, they remove something from your inventory. It may be something as harmless as a potion, or it could be something as expensive as a weapon.”

      Riko’s expression turned ugly. “I’m not going in there.”

      “We might not have to.” Kit thoughtfully traced her stupid face tattoo. “If we can stumble into the next leg of the quest, we can skip it.” (Occasionally, if you were lucky, you could skip events in a quest provided you launched yourself into the right chain of events. It was somewhat similar to being dumped in a maze made of hedges and cutting your way out instead of finding the right path. Sometimes it paid off; other times, it took three times as long.)

      Attention, Heroes. Retha is still experiencing server difficulties. Log off capabilities are temporarily unavailable. EC is working to rectify the situation. Please remain calm. Thank you for your patience.

      Kit looked up as she listened to the regularly scheduled warning, but Riko and Prowl brushed it off. “Do you remember what you had to do after sneaking through Mullens’ hideout, Prowl?” Riko asked.

      Prowl shook his head. “I know we came to Bangle, but after that, we split up. A few party members stayed behind to finish up that part while the rest of us moved on to claim the fairy seal. The guy leading our party had already finished this quest on his main character, so he knew what happened next and told us to move out.”

      “He sounds way more observant than you,” Riko said.

      “He did it twice within a few months. I completed this quest over six years ago!”

      Kit frowned. “Is it possible to split up? Don’t we have to stay together?”

      “We didn’t have to when we snagged the elf seal,” Riko pointed out.

      “That’s true.” Kit sighed.

      “What do we do next?” Riko asked.

      “I’m starting to get hungry, and we haven’t slept since we camped out at the sentinels, so I vote we take it easy for the night,” Prowl said.

      Riko rolled her eyes. “We’re on a quest that might be our only shot at freedom, and you want to eat. Well done, Prowl.”

      “I’m not tired yet,” Kit said. “I think it’s another one of my race traits. I could try looking for more information tonight, but I think at the very least we should link up with the rest of the group and tell them what we’ve found.”

      “I suppose,” Riko said. “Where are they?”

      Prowl consulted his mini-map. “They’re by the archery range right now—though it looks like they’re heading towards the gladiator plaza.”

      “All right, then,” Kit said. “Let’s go meet them.”
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* * *

      The sun was starting to sink low on the horizon, and the clouds were burnished with pink and gold by the time Kit, Riko, and Prowl found the others gathering around the edge of the gladiator plaza—which was sort of like a miniature colosseum where players and NPCs fought in non-lethal contests of combat.

      “Hello!” Cookie waved them over. “Thanks for letting us look around. Bangle is amazing! I’d love to give the horse races a try if we weren’t so short on time right now.”

      Vic—who was eating something fried on a stick—asked, “Did you learn anything useful?”

      “Last round of the day: be declared the strongest fighters!” An NPC shouted with his hands cupped around his mouth. “Fight for glory and wealth, and be crowned champions! Accepting teams of three.”

      “We learned some details about Mullens—in particular that we probably have to go to his hideout.” Riko swatted at a fly with a scowl. “Unfortunately, based on what little Prowl has managed to remember, it seems like sneaking through the hideout will be a difficult task.”

      “Personally, I'm hoping we can skip infiltrating the hideout and pick up the questline somewhere here in Bangle, but that might not be possible.” Kit glanced around the party. Everyone except for Axel listened closely—the warrior was too busy gawking at the gladiator plaza.

      “Very well,” Gil said. “Then what is our next step?”

      “We've been keeping a pretty grueling pace, so we should take tonight off,” Prowl said. “We have enough money that we can afford to stay at an inn, and if any of you are short on cash, Riko can bankroll you.”

      Riko squawked in anger.

      “I'd be grateful for the break,” Cookie admitted. “But do we really have that kind of time?”

      Somewhere behind them, the NPC organizing the gladiator battles continued to shout. “Sign up to prove your skill, and win wealth beyond your imagination! A generous sponsor was moved to offer prizes from his own collection this night. Win, and build your legacy!”

      “To put it bluntly, you’re right; we don't have this kind of time,” Kit said. “But if we push ourselves to the brink, we'll begin making mistakes which will cost us even more time. Besides, if I can't pick up the next leg of the quest, we can't do anything until tomorrow when the encounter is reset.” She tried to believe her own words and offer them a calming smile, but it felt hollow. We’re in a scary situation.

      Kit ran a hand through her hair, and despite herself, she was quite impressed with the perfect hair elf trait. Though her veil had been patched, and it was now an off-white color after being reeled into the spider's mouth, her hair was still pristine.

      “I see.” Cookie smiled sadly. “Then we better take this chance to rest up so we can push hard for the next bit.”

      Before anyone could reply, Luther smacked Axel on the shoulder. “Stop gawking at the battles. I already told you, we can't enter.”

      “Technically, that's no longer true, as Kit just said we have time now,” Vic said.

      Luther narrowed his eyes at the wizard. “Maybe, but the fights are well above Axel's level, which means the only three who could enter it would be myself, Riko, and Prowl. As we would be going against human opponents, Prowl would be mostly out of commission and more of a hindrance than a help due to his inability to trap them.”

      “Excuse me?” Prowl sputtered.

      “I wasn't actually looking at the opponents,” Axel said—though he was barely audible above Prowl's growling. “It was the rewards that caught my eye.”

      Riko perked. “Rewards?”

      Axel nodded and pointed to the stand where the referees leaned against a table that held an assortment of prizes. “I was thinking that the prize for winning looks an awful lot like the elf seal and the dwarf seal.”

      The winning prize included the usual bag of gold coins and a well-forged weapon of the winners' choice, but there was an additional item—a plate-sized disc that leaned against the bag of coins.

      Kit zeroed in on the disc with her elf eyes, observing the silver finish and the Solis Empire's ancient runes carved around the perimeter.

      “That's it!” She laughed and almost jumped in glee. “Axel, you're a genius! That's it! That's the human seal!”

      Riko frowned. “This seems almost too convenient.”

      “It lines up, though,” Prowl pointed out. “When the party I was with split, the other team had to investigate some old guy. He’s probably the one who donated this stuff.”

      “So we need three people, but what are you fighting against?” Kit asked.

      “NPCs—all humans. Their levels range from level 40 to 45,” Luther reported. “You fight in teams of three.”

      Cookie balanced a dagger on a fingertip. “I don’t mean to doubt you, Prowl, but can you handle that?”

      Prowl made a face, but Riko responded before he could. “Prowl’s not the only problem,” she said. “I’m pretty limited in my damage-dealing skills. Most of them take time to cast.”

      “We could probably make it.” Luther rubbed his chin as he studied the fighters lined up outside the plaza. “It’ll be close, though.”

      Kit shook her head. “If we miss this, we’ll have to wait another full night for the contest to be held again.”

      Luther raised his eyebrows. “I understand, but I don’t get what you expect me to do about it. I can’t just summon a random guildmate from the Silver Army. They’ll never get here in time.”

      “We could try to hire someone,” Gil suggested. “Or is it a requirement for this quest that three of our party must enter the contest?”

      “No, it should be allowed,” Prowl said.

      Thinking back over Solus Miles’ words, Kit scratched her ear. “There might be another way…if you’ll excuse me for a moment.”

      Kit backed away from the group and retreated until she was out of hearing range. She put her back to one of the sandstone buildings (better to keep herself from being attacked by a passing Court of the Rogue member) and wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt. He told me to call him. This is allowed. I think.

      As Kit sent out the PM request, she tried to rehearse the conversation in her head, very much aware she was about to ask the best player on the server to play the part of hired muscle.

      A moment later, Solus Miles’ smooth voice filled her ears. “Hello?”

      “Hi, Solus. Do you remember when you said I could ask you if I needed help?”

      “Yes.”

      “Um, well, we’re at the part of the quest where we have to win a gladiator battle in Bangle. We have to sign up ASAP, but we don’t think we can win with our current lineup.”

      “And?”

      Kit shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Here’s the tricky part. “I would really appreciate it if you would join our team of three and fight for us. The enemies are all under level 50, so it will be a walk in the park for you.”

      “Fine. Summon me.”

      “W-what?” Kit stammered—both surprised and pleased with Solus Miles’ willingness to help.

      “Summon me. After becoming pledged, we were given a skill that allows us to summon each other anywhere. It’s called Love’s Call.”

      “Oh, right,” Kit said, feeling like an idiot. (At least in this area she could plead ignorance—she had never been pledged when she played as Azarel.)

      Kit found it on her skills list as the rest of the party ambled towards her.

      “Kit, they’re about to close the contest. What do we do?” Riko called.

      “One second!” Kit cleared her throat, then activated the skill. “Love’s Call!” Her arms moved on their own as her hands clasped the spot over her heart. “Though our hearts are apart, they beat as one!” She twirled in a circle then held out her hand—internally gagging over the forced dialog. “Come to me, my sweet honey!”

      Luther frowned. “Who are you—”

      A door of light appeared next to her outstretched hand. Kit almost yelped in fright when Solus’ arm suddenly popped through the gateway and clasped her hand. She stepped back, drawing him out.

      Luther’s eyes bulged in his skull. “S-Solus Miles?”

      Solus released Kit’s hand and restored order to his black cloak with a snap of the fabric. “Where is the contest?” he asked, no nonsense.

      Kit pointed to the plaza. “This way. Luther will be on your team, as will Riko.”

      Riko winked at Solus before she trotted ahead to register them. “We meet again, good sir! In case you don’t remember, I’m Riko. The startled monk is Luther.”

      Luther trailed in Solus’ wake—he had recovered himself enough to somewhat school his expression, but Kit could feel him staring at her back as he obviously tried to figure out their connection.

      Solus unsheathed his sword as Riko signed a piece of parchment and chatted with the NPC who organized the fights.

      “Excellent—it seems like we’re the only player team entering the contest today, so it’s very straightforward,” Riko chirped. “We beat our NPC opponents to a pulp and proceed to the next round. There are five rounds total.”

      Solus nodded and strode into the ring—Luther hurried after him, but Riko strolled along with a sly grin.

      Kit joined Vic, Cookie, Prowl, Gil, and Axel on the sandstone slabs that were arranged into uncomfortable bleachers. “This shouldn’t take long,” Kit said as the NPCs (three fighters all level 40) entered the ring from the opposite end.

      “Really?” Vic asked as she nibbled on her fried food. “Is Solus truly that powerful?”

      A referee rang the bell, and Solus brandished his sword overhead. “Honor’s Judgement!” The earth started to shake and tossed sand and small pebbles into the air.

      The three fighters exchanged looks and took a step forward, when a sword blade the size of a bus shot out of the ground beneath them, flinging them into the air. The sword blade was made of blue light and crackled with lightning, zapping the fighters as they hurtled back towards the ground.

      “Fight over!” the referee rang his bell twice, signaling that the opponents had been successfully knocked out. “Victory goes to: Team Lots of Money!”

      “Yeah,” Cookie said. “He’s that strong.”

      Gil whistled, his armor making a clanging sound as he leaned forward. “What level is he?”

      “The level cap: 130,” Prowl said as the referees dragged the unconscious fighters out of the ring. “But don’t be fooled. His incredible strength isn’t just because he’s high leveled—it’s also due to his legendary hero skills.”

      “And he pledged himself to Kit?” Axel scratched the side of his nose and raised his eyebrows. “Strange times we’re playing in.”

      “Thank you for your support,” Kit said dryly.

      Vic leaned back with a grin. “I’ll admit, I had no confidence in Prowl’s ability to fight these guys—”

      “Vic!” Cookie chided as Prowl rolled his eyes.

      The wizard ignored her. “But watching Solus fight is going to be a thing of beauty.”
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* * *

      To be correct, watching Solus face the NPCs was not beautiful so much as it was like watching a wolf set loose among sheep. He ravaged their opponents—usually before they could even fire off a single skill.

      Riko was unashamedly acting as eye candy and spent the majority of her time waving to the crowds, while Luther stayed in a position that best allowed him to see Solus’ attacks.

      When the fifth and final round rolled around, the sun was only a sliver on the horizon. Most of the city was lit by burning torches and braziers, and NPCs and players alike had gathered to watch Solus face off against the last opponents.

      Kit watched as two wizards, a priest, a fighter, a thief, and a knight—all level 45—reluctantly entered the ring. They clustered together, talking in lowered voices.

      “Final Round,” a referee announced. “Fight!”

      The bell rang, and Solus swept his blade to the side.

      Before he could cast a skill, one of the wizards brandished a staff above her head. “Silence!” She jabbed a finger at Solus, and a few glowing runes formed over his head.

      “Oooh, even for an NPC, that’s smart,” Kit said.

      The two wizards shot off Fireball in quick succession, but Solus held his sword in front of himself, and the spells split and faded.

      “What did silencing him do?” Vic asked.

      The fighter bolted towards Solus. The royal knight stopped him with a kick to the stomach before he turned around and stabbed his sword into the open air behind him, hitting the thief that had cloaked himself. The blow instantly knocked him out.

      “Silence is another status ailment that blocks you from using your skills for a short amount of time—unless you take a potion that removes it,” Prowl said. “Not like it matters in this case.” He nodded at the plaza, where Solus strode towards the NPC wizards—who squealed and fled.

      Solus was on them in a second, striking each of them with his sword and knocking them unconscious. Luther had taken out the priest in the meantime, leaving only the fighter.

      Riko had cast Nature’s Bindings on him, so he was rooted in place as Solus stalked towards him, his sword extended. Instead of using his blade, Solus jabbed the fighter in the temple with the hilt of his sword, and the fighter collapsed.

      “We have a winning team!” the referee shouted. He popped a balloon filled with paper confetti above Solus, Riko, and Luther as he ambled out to meet them. The referee took Solus’ and Luther’s wrists, and held their hands in the air. “Congratulations! Team Lots of Money has successfully beat off all challengers, taking home the title of the best fighters!”

      “The seal is ours,” Kit sighed happily.

      “And I imagine in record time, too, based on how quickly Solus beat those NPCs,” Cookie added.

      The referee led Solus, Luther, and Riko over to the table of prizes as the crowd cheered. Riko instantly pounced on the silver seal, making a pop-up screen appear.

      
        You have obtained: The Human Seal.

        Only the Fae Seal remains for you to claim.

      

      “I’m surprised she didn’t take the money first,” Prowl said.

      Solus glanced at the table with an arched eyebrow of disdain, then jumped the wooden fence and glided in their direction.

      Kit was so overwhelmed—so grateful—that she threw her arms around Solus in an exuberant hug without thinking. “Thanks for your help, Solus! That went much faster and smoother than it would have without you.” When she finished speaking, she realized exactly who she was hugging and felt her face burn in a blush.

      However, before she could back away, Solus briefly wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “I am glad I could be of assistance.”

      When he released her, Kit backed away and coughed to cover her embarrassment. Thankfully Riko wasn’t around to make fun of her—though Vic did have both of her eyebrows raised.

      Solus eyed Axel—who was gazing at Solus’ sword with adoration. “What will you do next?”

      Kit tucked her hair behind her ear. “I think we’ll take the night off, and then set out for the gnomes tomorrow morning.”

      Solus had been staring at her rather yellowed veil and blinked. “I beg your pardon. Please tell me you didn’t just announce you intend to leap straight into the fae part of this epic quest?”

      “We totally mean to do just that,” Prowl said.

      Solus frowned. “The fae quest will pit you against an entire goblin encampment where most of the enemies are level 50 or higher. You cannot possibly win.”

      Kit blinked, surprised he remembered the questline in such detail.

      “Not necessarily,” Cookie said brightly. “With some cloaking and poisoning, we might be able to creep through the camp.”

      Kit was glad the night stalker had spoken; she knew she wouldn’t be able to respond nearly so positively.

      Solus narrowed his eyes. “You mean to hurl yourself at the goblins in suicide runs, don’t you?”

      “What’s wrong with that?” Vic asked.

      Solus briefly closed his eyes, and judging by the careful way he was breathing, he was trying not to yell at them for essentially breaking every traditionally held/unspoken rule of gaming.

      Luther and Riko rejoined the group. (Riko was practically dancing thanks to the money purse they had won.)

      “Here’s the seal, party leader,” Riko said. “Who should carry it?”

      “Gil, I think,” Kit said. “It’s not as important now since we beat the shadow reaper, but I would still like to spread them out—to soothe my paranoia if nothing else.”

      Gil bowed low before he took the seal from Riko. “I am honored, Miss Kit.”

      Luther awkwardly cleared his throat. “I’m glad we were able to claim the seal. Thank you, Solus Miles, for your aid.”

      Hoo, hoo! Solus brings out the manners in him, does he?

      Solus still had his eyes closed and did nothing to acknowledge the comment.

      “He’s meditating. Helps him be…knightly,” Kit awkwardly said. “But it brings up the question—should we spend the night here in Bangle or return to my flat in Luminos?”

      “I vote Bangle,” Cookie said. “We haven’t really had a chance to see much of any city outside of Luminos and Brunascar as we’ve been in a hurry. It would be fun to experience a different setting.”

      “I agree with Cookie,” Prowl said.

      Riko snorted. “What are you talking about? You’ve stayed in every city there is in Retha!”

      “Yes, but I can be concerned as a veteran player for my fellow party members,” Prowl said.

      “You better work on re-wording that, because it sounded pretty dorky,” Riko said.

      Prowl narrowed his eyes at her, but their semi-friendly fight was broken up by Solus Miles’ unexpected announcement.

      “I’ll tank you through the goblin encampment so you may level grind,” he announced.

      Now it was Kit’s turn to blink. “I’m sorry…what?”

      “After you receive instructions for the next part of the quest, I will meet you at Tir Nog. We will fight our way to the encampment, through the encampment, and back,” Solus announced. “In fact, we will not return until you are at least level 50.”

      Axel whistled. “That’s some serious level grinding.”

      “It won’t be as bad with a high-level tank grabbing everything for you,” Luther said.

      “I’m afraid it will also take too long,” Kit said. “We can’t do it.”

      “Kit,” Riko said. “Can I talk to you for a moment?” The druid didn’t give her a chance to refuse and instead gently tugged her away. “This is too good of a chance; we can’t pass it up.”

      Kit shook her head. “Our priority isn’t leveling—it’s getting out of here!”

      “Think about it,” Riko argued. “Even if you ignore the very real possibility that we won’t be able to complete the next few rounds of the quest because they are too difficult, no one will want to take us to meet Malignus if we’re so underleveled. If by some miracle they do, we’ll die and respawn away from the party.”

      Kit tugged on a lock of her pink hair. “I get what you’re saying…but I feel responsible for everyone. What if this takes too long?”

      Riko smiled up at Kit. “Traveling with a tank at level cap is literately the fastest way you can level. Believe me, you’re doing a great job. We’ll get through this, I know it.”

      Kit sighed, then nodded.

      Winking, Riko added, “Besides, who else would take better care of us than your pledged?”

      “Riko,” Kit growled.

      The druid sashayed off before Kit could say anything more.

      Running her hand through her hair, Kit rejoined the group and smiled at Solus. “Thank you for your generous offer, Solus. We’ll take you up on it.”

      Solus nodded. “Summon me once the gnomes tell you to go sack the goblin encampment.”

      Kit’s smile froze on her lips. “You aren’t going to travel with us?”

      Solus gazed past Kit and nodded at the market—which remained open all night long. “No. I have several errands to run, and why should I when you can summon me?”

      “Because it’s super embarrassing?” Kit tried.

      This time Solus raised both of his intimidating eyebrows.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll do it.” She sighed, and her smile turned genuine once more. “Seriously…thanks for the help. We couldn’t have won the match today if not for you.”

      Solus nodded, but he was again staring at Kit’s “armor.”

      Kit shrugged and turned her attention to the party. “Everyone use tonight to stock up on the essentials and rest. We’re setting out at sunrise tomorrow morning.”

      Cookie playfully saluted. “Yes, ma’am!”

      All the party members meandered towards the market, pulling another smile from Kit. It had been so long since she played with a group…since Milk Crown dissolved, really. I’ve missed it…more than I let myself admit.

      Kit turned to say farewell to Solus, only to discover he had disappeared during the dismissal.

      “Hey, Kit. You coming?” Riko called.

      Smiling, Kit trotted after them. “Yes!”
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* * *

      The second Kit had turned her back, Miles had taken the opportunity to leave. He had some shopping to do, and while the streets of Bangle often had interesting goods, Miles was looking for dancer armor. The best place for that, of course, was on the Isle of Magic.

      Using the teleportation gates, he popped out into the only city on the Isle of Magic—Dazzle. The city was a swarm of brightly colored gems, fae folk, and merchant stands. Any class that involved magic—from rune knights to spirit walkers—could find top-ranking equipment and weapons on the Isle of Magic.

      Miles lingered at a window that boasted support class equipment.

      Her current armor set is deplorable. Moreover, her tactics are ridiculous.

      As a serious gamer, he was irritated by Kit’s habit of fighting higher-leveled creatures than she should, throwing off the game’s balance, and generally ignoring the unspoken rules gamers followed.

      She was doing everything wrong!

      …and yet she had progressed further in the epic quest than Miles had thought possible.

      She breaks the rules, but she’s careful in how she does it. This isn’t sheer luck—she’s not bumbling into it. It’s all careful planning on her end.

      Much how Azarel used to play.

      I should ask her. It might seem ridiculous, but at least then I could strike her from the list of possibilities. Plus, she certainly has knowledge of the game.

      It occurred to him (for the merest moment) that his strange fondness for her might make him overestimate her true abilities, but he brushed it off as he strolled down the street.

      Kit is smart, even if her character makes her look like an idiot.

      He paused when he found the shop he was looking for: Danger’s Delight. He allowed himself a slight smirk before entering.

      At least she’ll look a little better by the time she levels enough to fit into what I’m going to buy her.
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      It took over a day of riding on the Aridus Plains before Kit and the party reached the borders of Rùnda Woods—the thick forest that surrounded Tir Nog, the home of the fae folk.

      Rùnda Woods was as unlike Fìone Forest as possible. All the leaves were such a dark green color, they could almost be mistaken as black. The majority of the trees were short and squat with bumpy bark that resembled grimacing faces, and the woods’ paths seemed to take a perverse joy in leading them through small glades of taller trees where monsters stood in the shadows.

      As they stuck to the road, very few of the creatures attacked them, but by the time they were nearly to Tir Nog, Kit had to admit Solus and Riko had a point about leveling.

      “What class did you play as back when you were a regular on Retha?” Luther asked.

      Kit blinked at the sudden interruption on her musings. “An echo of arcane.”

      “Interesting class choice. They’re pretty tough to use well—even though they are extremely powerful.”

      “It helped a lot that I had great guildmates,” Kit said. “And the guild in general concentrated on everyone playing to their strengths, so I had a lot of encouragement, too.”

      They rode along for several moments of silence.

      Chester grabbed a mouthful of leaves off a bush.

      “So it’s true, then,” Luther said.

      Kit tried to rein the naughty pony back in. “Sorry, what?”

      “You’ve been in contact with an EC employee, and they said we’ll be automatically logged off if we defeat Malignus. Also, Solus Miles is your pledged.” Luther squinted down the twisting road rather than look her in the face.

      “Yes,” Kit said. “How did you figure it out? You were pretty unwilling to listen when you first joined us.”

      Luther shrugged. “I heard snippets here and there. Cookie told me about it while holding a dagger and giving me the evil eye whenever you were off with Prowl and Riko.”

      Kit grinned at the mental picture, and there was another stretch of silence between them. “So…do you believe me?”

      Luther pressed his lips together tightly and squeezed his horse with his legs, making the red roan prance for a few steps. “Yes,” he said finally.

      “What changed your mind?”

      He glanced down at her—the height difference between her pony and his horse set him higher. “Because you’re either telling the truth, or you’re absolutely nuts.”

      Kit laughed.

      Luther continued, “There is no way for you to turn a profit out of your ridiculous claim, and no way you can use it for personal gain—which leaves me with the truthful option, or the possibility that you are mad. Unfortunately, you are too skilled at tactics to be completely crazy…so you must be telling the truth.”

      “Will you tell your Guildmistress all about this?” Kit asked eagerly.

      Luther exhaled so deeply his cheeks puffed. “Yes. When we’re all finished with this quest.”

      Kit nodded. “Okay. I’ll hold you to that.”

      I wish he would offer to PM White Lady right now…but he’s right. The timing isn’t ideal. It would be better if we could reclaim all four seals first; that way we’re ready.

      Gil, who led the party, turned his horse around a corner and smiled. “I believe we’ve reached Tir Nog!”

      Tir Nog was not really one city, but several. There was a huge log that was as tall and wide as an office building which the more earthy fae—like the dryads and naiads—called home. It was peppered with large toadstools, which fae folk slid down as if they were slides. The gnome home in Tir Nog was easy to pick out. They had created a mini-castle of sorts that was settled on top of a rock pile. It had sections made of different stone and looked slightly patched together. It defied gravity in that its central section was much larger than its base, and as a result, it appeared to lean slightly. There was also a small island that dangled by an intricate rope system from the largest tree in the forest. (The hanging island was home to all the flying fairies.) Finally, on the far side of Tir Nog was a traditional palace where the summer king and the winter king—the twin brothers who ruled over the fae folk—held their court.

      “We can go straight to the gnomes, right?” Prowl asked. “We don't have to go pay our respects to the kings or anything?”

      Kit shook her head and brought up her questlog. “Our quest objective only mentions seeking out the gnomes. I would assume that means we're off the hook.”

      “Good!” Prowl enthusiastically patted his horse. “Because let me tell you, those kings go off almost as long as the elves.”

      “To which location, then, are we headed?” Gil asked.

      Kit pointed to the ramshackle but still beautiful, oddly balanced miniature castle. “That's where most of the gnomes reside.”

      “After the dwarves, the gnomes are the second most skilled race in metalworking—although they concentrate their efforts on some pretty weird stuff,” Riko said.

      “What do you mean?” Vic asked.

      Kit cleared her throat. “The dwarves are more classical. They prefer clean lines in their architecture and focus on making perfect weapons, beautiful jewelry, and decorative iron working. The gnomes have more of a scholar bend to them, and they’ve done a lot of experimentation with the pieces and bits of magic left behind from the Solis Empire when it was grand, before the Lord Valdis Moarte tore it apart.”

      “Please tell me they haven’t built robots,” Vic said.

      Riko laughed. “Don't be silly!”

      “Yeah,” Luther piped in. “They've only been able to create golems.”

      “Golems, as in magic-powered artificial servants, usually made out of clay?” Vic asked.

      “Correct, but due to their skill and iron working, the golems are usually made out of suits of armor,” Luther said.

      “How is that not a robot?!” Vic demanded.

      “I believe the fact that it is magic-powered puts it in the realm of fantasy, marking it so it would not be considered science-fiction and thus a robot.” Gil smiled at the wizard, who appeared to be at least slightly mollified with his explanation.

      Axel snickered. “Slap a pink unicorn or some magic on it, and anything can be considered fantasy.”

      They dismounted when they reached the bottom of the rocky hill the gnome fortification was perched upon.

      “We need to remember to grab the teleportation gate before we go,” Kit said as she wrapped her pony's reins around a hitching post.

      “Believe me, I have no wish to make that trip again, so I'm highly motivated to remember that,” Vic said.

      “I thought it was interesting to ride through the woods,” Cookie said. “It was very different from the elf forest.”

      Vic snorted as the party began to pick their way up the rocky incline. “You mean it was a lot deadlier.”

      “I don't know that I would say that,” Kit said.

      “You were the only one getting shot at in Fìone Forest, so your observations mean nothing here,” Prowl said.

      “Careful,” Luther grunted as he jumped a large boulder. “If you push her too hard, she might tell her boyfriend.”

      “Is that why you had a sudden personality transplant?” Prowl asked. “Here I thought it was that you were growing up and finally leaving puberty behind you.”

      Luther spun around so fast he almost lost his footing. “What?”

      Prowl grinned wolfishly, but before he could make a reply, Riko breezed between the two of them. “Oh, look! We've arrived. How convenient. Everyone, inside!”

      Gil heaved the front door open, but it was Riko who entered the gnome castle first. The party filed in behind her, filling the front entryway.

      Inside, the gnomes' home looked as disorderly as the outside. Though they were only in a receiving room, one side of the room was lined entirely with stuffed bookshelves. The opposite wall, which was filled with painted portraits of important gnomes from the past, had a pretty, soft green wallpaper that was barely visible beneath the ornate frames. The far side of the room—which was painted blue—had two different staircases that led off into separate directions and about six different doors.

      Standing in front of one door was a gnome Kit knew fairly well from her days as Azarel: Scholar Miotal, the gnome leader.

      Scholar Miotal was a little shorter than the average dwarf and sported meticulously combed mutton chops and a handlebar mustache. His hair was salt-and-pepper gray, but his eyes—which were an iron gray like the metal he worked with so much—gleamed cunningly. He clapped his hands together and beamed. “You have arrived!”

      Riko had been preparing to launch into a beautiful greeting and was caught off guard by this statement. “We—have,” she said haltingly.

      Scholar Miotal strode across the room, his hands tucked behind his back. “You are here because you seek out information regarding the fae seal, no?”

      Riko and Kit exchanged glances. “How did you...?” Riko trailed off as the gnome leader started to chortle.

      “I am good friends with the wizard Yllista. After you left her laboratory, she sent me a warning that you would likely soon grace these hallowed halls. Let us cut to the chase. I know you are after the four seals, and I assume you are now seeking out the fae seal.”

      Riko nodded.

      “I do have information—current, relevant information—regarding its location. However, I'm not going to give it to you for free.” Scholar Miotal chuckled and tapped the tip of his red, round nose.

      “I never would've guessed. Another task for us to complete,” Prowl said between gritted teeth. “How lucky for us.”

      Riko was too far away to step on her guildmate's feet, so Cookie gently nudged him instead. This raised a smirky smile out of the saboteur, but at least he mercifully fell silent.

      “What is it you would have us do?” Riko asked.

      “There's a goblin encampment south of here, in the Soggy Swill Bog.” Scholar Miotal scratched one of his mutton chops and studied the party thoughtfully. “I want you to wipe it out.”

      Kit was not surprised. Solus Miles had said as much when he gave her directions to summon him after speaking to the gnome leader.

      “How do we know this information will be of any worth to us?” Riko asked.

      Scholar Miotal placed a hand over his heart and staggered back a step as though he were wounded. “You do not trust me?”

      “We were sent on a wild goose chase to recover the human seal,” Luther said dryly. “I'm afraid trust is something we have in short supply.”

      Scholar Miotal rolled his eyes. “Of course you would have troubles with the human seal. Humans generally aren't terribly bright and have the tendency to misplace the most important things—which I am certain included the seal. But allow me to soothe your fears. My information will take you straight to the location of the fae seal.”

      Luther studied the gnome leader suspiciously. “We won't have to fight an entire army or sneak through a bandit hideout to reclaim it?”

      “Of course not!” Scholar Miotal smiled winningly. “The location should be quite easy for you to reach and retrieve.”

      “To reiterate, all you wish for us to do is to clean out the goblin encampment?” Gil asked.

      Scholar Miotal nodded. “It's a big one, but I believe you are just the group for such a task.” He winked. “When you return, I shall gladly give you information regarding the fae seal.”

      Riko nodded twice. “Very well. Thank you for your honesty. We will return when we have finished your request.”

      Kit and the party slipped from the gnomes' castle and trooped down the rocky hill.

      “What do you make of it?” Axel asked when he reached his horse.

      “I think we wouldn't have a chance at finishing this if not for Kit's knight,” Cookie volunteered.

      “Speaking of which, are you going to summon him now?” Vic asked.

      “Let's go get the teleportation gate first. When we're closer to the border of the woods, I'll…call him,” Kit said.

      The wizard shrugged. “As long as he's around to tank us, I don't care when he shows up.”

      After they snagged the teleportation gate and even took a few minutes to stock up on supplies at a dryad shop in the log, Kit couldn’t push it off any longer.

      “Okay,” she said as she stood at the edge of Rùnda Woods. “Here it goes.” She stood awkwardly for a few moments and didn’t move.

      “So this is what a summons between two pledgeds looks like,” Prowl drawled.

      Kit scowled at the saboteur. “I can’t help it that it’s embarrassing.” She took a breath, squared her shoulders, then activated the skill. “Love’s Call!” Just like the previous time, her arms moved on their own as her hands clasped the spot over her heart. “Though our hearts are apart, they beat as one!” She twirled in a circle, then held out her hand—thinking to herself that the dialog sounded even worse the second time through. “Come to me, my sweet honey!”

      A door of light appeared next to her outstretched hand, and Solus’ arm suddenly popped through the gateway and clasped her hand. Kit stepped back, drawing him out.

      Solus Miles nodded to the group, then focused his attention on Kit. “You have the next objective?”

      Kit stroked Chester’s neck and leaned against the pony—the rest of the party was already mounted. “To wipe out the goblin encampment in the Soggy Swill Bog? Yep.”

      “Good.” Solus nodded, then pointed to Chester. “Dismiss your mounts; you will not need them.”

      “Why not?” Vic slid off her horse before boosting her cat onto her shoulder.

      “We’re going to walk,” Solus said.

      “All the way to the Soggy Swill Bog?” Riko yelped.

      Axel wore a giant grin. “You mean we’re going to grind levels all the way there?”

      Solus nodded.

      Axel dismounted his horse with a hoot. “I knew you were a man’s man, Solus! Finally—we can wrack up some levels!”

      Gil adjusted his shield and bid his horse farewell. “How will we proceed?” he asked as his mount faded.

      “I’ll tank,” Solus said. “I’ll draw the enemies in. All you must do is kill them.”

      “This area is level 45.” Riko scratched her scalp and peered at Solus, her tawny skin a warm brown as she stood in the shadows of the forest. “Are you sure that’s such a good—Hello!”

      She broke off when Solus turned towards the forest and shouted “Call of Contest!” He swung his sword out in front of himself but crouched in a defensive stance when five black cats—sporting huge claws and foaming mouths—leaped out of the shadows and tackled him.

      Solus didn’t even budge, though he did look at the party expectantly. “Well?”

      Kit quickly launched into Battlefield March, and Cookie began flicking her daggers at the closest cat shortly after. Riko loaded Earthen Pit while Vic began shooting off round after round of Fireball. Prowl stood next to Cookie and also threw his daggers, even as Gil stepped between Vic and the nearest cat and stabbed it with his sword, then smashed its head with his shield.

      Even when Luther and Axel joined in the fun, the cats remained hooked on Solus.

      With everyone concentrating their fire, the cats slowly fell one after another.

      Kit whistled when her party leader box popped up with the battle statistics and the drops. “These kitties give a lot of experience.”

      Solus ventured farther into the forest. “Of course—you are miserably underleveled. Call of Contest!”

      Kit glanced at the stat screen before flicking it away when three more jungle cats pounced on Solus—or at least attempted to.

      This is going to be a long journey…but the exp is exactly what we need, so we’ll have to bear it.

      For the first time since receiving the message from her cousin, Kit let her worries fade away and fell into the familiar pattern of level grinding. Solus pushed too hard to let them remember they fought for their very lives, allowing her to forget she was responsible for them all.
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* * *

      Kit twirled in a circle and almost collided with another forest cat as it tore out of the woods and lunged for Solus. The small glade into which they had stumbled was so filled with jungle cats, forest goblins, and forest spirits, most of the party members had been pressed to the outskirts.

      Vic started the spell for Heaven’s Fury, her cat’s eyes glowing as it magnified her power. “Is this what level grinding is normally like? Because it seems a little crazy!” She had to shout to be heard about the cats’ roars and the goblins’ cackles.

      Cookie jumped from the branches of a tree and landed daggers-first on top of a goblin. Axel helped her finish it off. “No, level grinding is normally a slow and painful process,” she said as shadows swirled around her and the words “LEVEL UP” formed above her head.

      “It’s getting a little crowded in here,” Prowl grunted as he carved out a path through the mob with his daggers. “Could you hold off using your taunt skill for a bit, Solus?”

      Solus stood in the center of the chaos, his sword resting on his shoulder, completely unbothered by the monsters that bore down on him. “It’s not an unmanageable mob yet,” he said.

      Riko grunted after she released Earthen Pit and crushed several enemies. “Your boyfriend is a showoff, Kit.”

      Kit ignored the comment. “If anyone has any Area of Effect skills, I suggest you use them.”

      “I just got a new one with my last level,” Gil said.

      “Give it a try,” Prowl said. He had to duck as Axel zoomed past him, whirling his sword like a cyclone. “It’s not like it could make things more hectic.”

      Gil slammed his shield several inches into the ground, then knelt next to it and placed his sword on the ground. “Devine Sentence!”

      A bell tolled, and the ground shook as a white cross rose out of the ground. It flared, and all the monsters standing on it shrieked.

      Thinking fast, Kit flicked her hands open, “Triumphant Echo!” She stretched one hand above her head and used the other to point at a goblin, then marched it straight into the white cross.

      It, along with all the other monsters, howled even after the cross faded.

      “It’s super effective!” Axel said in an announcer’s voice.

      “I’m starting to think Triumphant Echo is handier than I thought,” Kit said.

      “We finally have some breathing room, too,” Luther said as he plowed through the mob, sending monsters flying with punch combos and kicks.

      “Call of Contest!” Solus Miles said.

      Prowl wiped sweat from his forehead. “Oh, come on!” he said as flames-mixed-with-shadows licked his boots, and the words “LEVEL UP” appeared above his head, as well. “Can’t we catch a break?”

      Solus raised an eyebrow. “If you can talk, clearly I haven’t gathered a big enough mob.”

      Vic pursed her lips as she let Heaven’s Fury rip. “Kit, I don’t know if your husband is a total workaholic or showing signs of humor. I suggest you figure it out.”

      Kit grimaced. “You guys probably shouldn’t back-talk him so much. First of all, if he decides to turn player killer he could one-shot us all, and secondly, he could just leave us here with this mob.”

      “Aww, you’re starting to show signs of devotion. I’m so happy for you and your wallet, Kit!” Riko cooed. Her laughter turned into a shriek when two cats turned on her with glowing eyes and pounced. “I denounce everything I’ve said!”

      Solus Miles waded through the mob to help her, taking out the cats with jabs of his sword. He furrowed his brow slightly and looked down at Riko with a slight frown.

      Kit hurriedly jumped between them. “We will have to take a short break soon, Solus—and I’m not just saying that to be lazy. Vic’s, Riko’s, and Luther’s mana is running low.”

      Solus nodded. “Very well. We’ll finish this mob, then eat some camp rations.”

      Kit smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Kit doesn’t get to cook,” Axel said as he zoomed past. “Gut Buster!”

      Even Kit laughed as she flung herself back into Battlefield March, falling into the comfortable pattern of battle.
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* * *

      Glowing eyes followed Kit as she jogged through the forest, sticking close to Solus Miles. Why was I elected to go with him again?

      They were so close to the Soggy Swill Bog even the rest of the party could smell its foul stench. (Kit had unfortunately picked up its scent hours ago.) It had taken them a full day to fight their way down to the bog, and everyone was starting to feel the mental and physical burn of constant leveling.

      Kit was now level 30, with Vic right ahead of her at 32, Cookie sitting on 33, and Axel and Gil at thirty-four. Even Prowl had gotten up to level 41, and Riko had snagged level 44.

      But Solus Miles still wasn’t satisfied.

      Maybe he really does mean to tank us until Gil and Axel reach level 50.

      Kit glanced up at him and considered asking, when he raised a hand to stop her. “We’ve found the bog.”

      The bog was a mess of thick, muddy, and stagnant water. Cattails marked its borders, and the thing would have been unpassable if not for the grass-covered islands that floated on the water’s surface. The area smelled of rot, and the lack of croaking frogs or herons made it seem eerie.

      “There.” Solus pointed out a massive shape set against the dusty purple horizon that was half obscured by fog.

      Kit’s eyes focused, and she could make out the wooden walls of a giant goblin fortress. “Great galloping geeks! That’s it? That scheming Scholar Miotal told us it was an encampment—but that monstrosity is almost the size of the Summer and Winter Kings’ palace!”

      Solus grunted. “It may look formidable, but the goblins don’t have a very big range, so you can fight it in sections without alerting the entire fortress.”

      “That’s good, because I don’t think we could take on that whole place in one go,” Kit snorted. She frowned slightly as she strained her memory. She had done quite a few quests in the Soggy Swill Bog, but she didn’t recall the fortress. Is my memory slipping, or is this another thing that has changed since I left?

      Solus Miles shrugged. “It will be challenging, but as long as I am with you, you can handle it.”

      Kit tapped one of her fans against her chin. “Right. Should we call the others?”

      Solus nodded.

      Kit cleared her throat and switched to the party channel. “We’ve got eyes on the fortress. We’re ready for you guys to join us.”

      “On our way,” Riko said.

      Kit switched the channel off and glanced at Solus. “Thank you for doing this with us, by the way.”

      Solus was looking speculatively at the glowing eyeballs behind them, so Kit was quick to add, “I can’t kill those even if you taunt them—I only have one attack skill.”

      That got the royal knight’s attention. “Truly?”

      “Yep.” She scuffed her sandal on the mossy ground.

      His still slightly intimidating eyebrows slanted up as he mulled over Kit’s words.

      Kit took his silence as an invitation to continue. “But really, thanks. You have no reason to help us, and you certainly aren’t getting anything out of this, so thank you—from the bottom of my heart.”

      The knight shrugged. “You are my pledged.”

      Kit winced and picked at her nails. “Yeah, thanks for being so understanding about that, too.”

      Solus finally looked at Kit, and the intensity in his gray eyes made her stop fidgeting. “If I had not been carrying rings, it would not have happened.” He tilted his head up slightly and continued to study her. “And it’s not so bad as it could have been—though I could do without your persistence in crusading into areas while underleveled.”

      Kit grinned and joined him in standing on the dirt strip that straddled the bog and woods. “What? You mean you don’t enjoy getting dozens of notifications that I’ve died?”

      Solus snorted. “You’re the party leader, right? How have you managed with all the notifications of drops since we started level-grinding?”

      “I turned it off shortly after we started,” Kit admitted with an impish grin. “I’ll have to switch it back on when we’re done, but it seems unnecessary for the moment.” She turned around when she heard the unmistakable sound of footfalls stomping through the forest.

      “Tally-ho!” Riko shook her staff at Solus and Kit as she pushed her way through the underbrush. “Shall we go forth and conquer—oh my goodness, that is a big encampment.”

      Axel—who was right behind her—whistled. “No wonder you said you’d have to tank us through this. That’s a monster of a fortress.”

      Solus adjusted the neck of his cape. “It is bigger than I recall.”

      Prowl and Cookie joined the group with Prowl speculatively eyeing the encampment. “I thought I heard they enlarged it with one of the more recent expansion packs—because it certainly wasn’t this big when I ran it.”

      Kit didn’t know if she was comforted or unsettled by the revelation. As much as she wanted to admit it, all the changes made to Retha were making her head spin.

      Luther side-stepped a branch and shrugged. “I can tank a bit if needed—I’m at least twenty levels higher than anything here. We’ll be fine.”

      “It’s good hunting grounds,” Solus agreed.

      Gil and Vic exchanged glances as they brought up the rear. “We will follow your lead, Sir Solus,” Gil said.

      Kit crouched at the edge of the swamp and frowned. “First, we have to cross the bog. Only about half the floating island thingies are actually weight bearing. And if I remember correctly, there are some gritters—alligator-like creatures that camouflage themselves and float beneath the surface—and entrapping vines that will try to pull you into the water and drown you.”

      “How welcoming,” Vic said.

      “Insight,” Solus said, toggling one of his skills. He blinked several times, then looked up and down the edge of the bog.

      “Is that a life skill?” Gil asked with interest as Solus jumped onto one of the small islands.

      “Yes.” Solus motioned for the rest of the party to follow him before he stepped onto the next island.

      “Has anyone told you that you hit the jackpot for life skills?” Kit complained as she was the first to follow him.

      “I have a similar skill,” Luther added, “Observe.”

      “That only makes me feel worse,” Kit said.

      Luther started to follow Kit until she motioned for him to take the rear. “What life skills do you have?” he asked.

      “My highest leveled one is Swear Proficiently,” Kit said sourly.

      Even Solus paused. “Swear Proficiently?” he asked, as if he couldn’t believe his ears.

      “Yeah.”

      He shook his head, then moved on to the next floating patch of saw grass.

      Everyone fell silent as they concentrated on moving through the bog as silently as possible.

      Kit was grateful for her elven grace, as she was easily able to make the jumps. Vic had to dismiss her cat and scrabble from island to island, ripping up tuffs of grass as she tried to get a handhold. Gil, though, had the toughest time. Even though he was physically stronger than Vic, his suit of armor added a lot of extra weight to his frame.

      They were about halfway to the goblin fortress when Riko almost tumbled off one of the solid spots. Luther—who had been directly behind her—sprang forward and grabbed her grasping hand, keeping her from falling completely into the bog. But the druid fell down, and her right foot made a large splash when it slid into the bog water.

      Luther barely reeled her up in time to avoid a gritter breaching the water and snapping at her leg—its triple rows of teeth flashing in spite of the overcast sky. The druid almost over-corrected and would have fallen off the other side of the island if Luther had been smaller or less physically fit. As it was, he had a firm grip on her robe and held her steady as the gritter slipped back into the water—its amphibious eyes remaining above water so it could stare unblinkingly at them.

      Riko shuddered as she regained her footing. “Thanks.”

      Luther nodded and pointed to the next step in the path.

      “I’m surprised Solus isn’t making us kill everything in this swamp,” Prowl muttered to Cookie directly behind Kit.

      Kit whirled around. “Don’t give him any ideas,” she hissed.

      “If we’re too loud, we’ll attract the attention of the guards.” Solus nodded to the goblin fortress.

      This close to the fortress, the fog wasn’t as thick, letting Kit take in the massive wooden walls and the surprisingly complex gatehouse that served as the entrance. The only tower was situated on the far end, and it stretched quite a bit taller than the rest of the fortress. Two goblins were posted outside the walls. One appeared to be sleeping—leaning against the wall and holding a spear in a lax grip. The other picked wax out of its large, green ears.

      “I’m going ahead to take out the guards. Luther will have to lead you to the entryway—or Kit might be able to tell using her elf eyes,” Solus said.

      “Don’t you have any range skills?” Riko asked.

      Solus minutely shrugged. “It would be too showy and attract too much attention.”

      “Good point,” Riko agreed.

      Solus glanced around the group, nodded to Kit, then was off like a flash. He nimbly jumped from island to island, landing so softly the islands barely made the putrid water ripple.

      Kit led the rest of the group—not because she could see which islands were solid but because wherever Solus landed, he had flattened patches of grass—and they continued to hop along as Solus closed in on the guards.

      He took out the sleeping goblin first with a dagger to the stomach, and then threw it at the second goblin before it had the chance to shriek.

      Solus waited for Kit and the party to draw closer before he disappeared inside the fortress with a flick of his cape.

      Kit and Axel followed him.

      “Look out!” Solus shouted. He reached out and grabbed Kit by the hand, yanking her forward so she smacked into his chest. Axel jumped into a roll, barely moving in time to avoid the cauldron of hot oil the two goblins guarding the gatehouse poured down on the entryway.

      “They’ve got some tricks up their sleeves,” Axel announced.

      “The place is booby-trapped.” Solus released Kit, then flicked two daggers at the goblins, toppling them from their post.

      Kit turned in a circle, trying to make sense of the fortress. There were two paths built into the walls: one near the top where the wooden timbers that made up the walls ended in sharp spikes, and one on what would be the second floor. Giant gates separated the fortress into three different areas.

      So Solus is right: we really will be able to attack it in parts.

      The fortress was a strange mixture of jumbled architecture and inconspicuous buildings—much like the goblins themselves. Thatched roof edifices were carved into the walls—supported by platforms and wooden columns—but there were also rooms built on the ground floor. (Kit guessed the bottom floor was mostly barracks and armories.)

      The whole place smelled. Kit’s character knowledge told her it was the scent of tallow…and blood.

      Cookie cleared the hot oil easily—jumping from wall to wall before leaping to join them just past the gatehouse. Prowl copied her, and Luther made the jump easily, but Gil put his shield down in the oil so Riko and Vic could cross without worry.

      When the crusader had made it across safely and retrieved his shield, Vic’s eyebrows furrowed in worry. “Thank you, but did that damage your shield?”

      Gil shook his head and smiled. “Nope—this one is heat and fire resistant.”

      Before any of them had a moment to adjust, Solus shouted, “Call of Contest!”

      Instantly, goblins swarmed the royal knight, flowing out of the ground-level rooms (which, yes, were barracks) and shouting the alarm.

      “Attack!” Kit said.

      Cookie grinned and tossed a dagger in the air. “My pleasure,” she said before disappearing.

      Kit jumped into Battlefield March and was quite pleased to see that the range of her buff stretched all the way to Gil, who fought at the opposite side of the mob.

      Prowl trapped a cluster of goblins that Riko could then consume with Earthen Pit.

      Gil used Devine Judgement, finishing off the goblins Riko’s spell had injured.

      “I got a new skill!” Vic said brightly when the words “LEVEL UP” appeared over her head. “Waterfall—looks like it’s AoE and has a knock-back.”

      “Give it a try,” Luther grunted as he socked a goblin in the face, instantly eradicating it.

      Vic flipped open her thick book, then held a hand out—palm up. She murmured a few words, then traced runes in the air. “Waterfall!” The spell took longer to cast than Fireball, but it was a heck of a lot quicker than Heaven’s Fury.

      When it loaded and Vic released it, a waterfall gushed down from the heavens, smacking the goblins with enough force to flip them head-over-heels.

      Kit studied the goblin’s health bars. (The spell had done only a tiny amount of damage—which was expected given that Vic was still underleveled for the area.) “It doesn’t do a lot of damage, but that knock-back will be dead useful.”

      “Yeah,” Vic agreed. “Particularly when we don’t have a personal tank escorting us around.”

      Kit spotted a goblin running for the gate that divided off the middle section. He’s going to warn the others! “Triumphant Echo!” She halted the goblin it its tracks, then turned it around and marched it up to Luther. “Kill this one, please.”

      Luther grunted, then performed a flying kick on the goblin and one-shotted it.

      “You’re finally getting better at using your character,” he said in a tone that could be mistaken for praise.

      “I’m learning to deal with the hand I’ve been dealt.” Kit launched into the Luck-Luck dance, making quite the picture as she had to bounce on her tip toes, then flap her arms, and leap into the air.

      She watched as the experience continued to pour in while the party took down goblin after goblin. As she had noted before, Cookie and Prowl were proving to be an excellent team. And even though she questioned the intelligence of putting their tank so close to the damage-dealing magic users, Gil was an adept partner for Vic as he was able to open up the area around Vic and Riko. Axel was doing well as he bounced back and forth between the two groups—moving with Prowl and Cookie when he stretched his damage to the max, and then falling back to help Gil when he need to back off. Luther, actually, interacted perfectly with their party as well. He surged forward whenever a new wave of goblins attacked Solus, and fell back to Prowl and Cookie when his mana needed a moment to restore.

      It felt like they had killed at least two hundred goblins before the last of them stormed Solus—getting a dagger in the back or a kick in the face for their efforts. Kit dropped to her knees with Vic when the last goblin fell with a smothered “Urk.”

      “That was so hard,” Vic breathed. “It was like they kept respawning!” She pushed her black hair back and fanned her face.

      Luther sniffed and tugged his trousers straight. “It could be considered overwhelming.”

      Solus had his sword resting against his shoulder again. “Next, we’ll clear the second floor.”

      “You mean there are still goblins in this section?” Cookie’s eyes were wide with surprise.

      Solus nodded and pointed to the crooked wooden stairs that meandered up to the second story.

      “I find that surprising.” Gil stood next to Vic’s collapsed form and adjusted his shield. “I would have thought the other goblins would have heard the racket we raised and come to investigate.”

      “Nah.” Riko stretched her arms above her head. “Kit caught the tattle tale goblin that was going to alert the other areas.”

      “I may have caught it, but it was Luther who killed it,” Kit said.

      Solus strode for the stairs. “We’re moving on,” he announced.

      Kit stood, briefly flexed, then hurried after him. “I think this is the fastest I’ve ever leveled—in any game.”

      “This first section of the fortress is a warm up,” Solus said.

      “You mean the middle and end bits have even more goblins?” Cookie asked.

      Solus nodded.

      Riko rubbed her eyes. “I’m not certain how I feel about that.”

      “Call of Contest!”
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      Kit mindlessly stirred the goblin cauldron that bubbled with inedible stew—because if she stopped moving, she would collapse.

      After clearing out the second floor of the first section of the goblin fortress, Solus had led them into the middle area. The middle section of the fortress proved to be the heart of the encampment, and wave after wave of goblins had thrown themselves at Solus and the party. They had wiped every goblin from the main floor—with a few tense moments where Vic almost got killed—and had successfully cleared the second floor as well before their mana and stamina gave out.

      Solus and Luther were still investigating every crack and cranny of the middle area while Kit and the others took a breather.

      I'm not sure this will do much good. We might recover our mana, but I'm pretty sure our stamina is broken. Even with the new levels bringing in a refreshing rush, strands of Kit's hair were damp with sweat, and her thigh and calf muscles trembled despite her Elvish athleticism.

      I always appreciated that EC tried to make things realistic and made us endure pain when fighting, but it never occurred to me they could make us feel so completely wiped out and exhausted after fighting for so long.

      The stew—which smelled awful when Kit first approached the pot—turned an unappealing shade of green.

      
        Congratulations! Your life skill, “Amateur Poisoner,” has risen to level two!

      

      Kit pulled the ladle out of the cauldron and moved down the line to the next pot. (Apparently the middle section of the fortress was where the goblins served their meals, for there were about eight different stew pots scattered around the area.)

      Kit sighed as she watched Cookie use a vial to take a sample of the stew she had just ruined.

      “Do you mind?” Cookie asked.

      Kit's head sagged on her neck. “No. At least this way someone will get some use out of it.” As she stirred the new pot, she glanced at the party members who were collapsed a stone's throw away.

      Axel had sprawled face-first in the dirt, and judging by the snores he emitted, he was sleeping deeply. Gil had propped himself up against a log. Using a cloth he doused with drinking water, he tried to wipe some of the sweat and grime off his face. Vic had plopped down next to him in a boneless heap, her beautiful black hair a tangled mess.

      Riko and Prowl fared a little better, for as higher-level characters, they naturally had more robust stamina, but even Prowl showed signs of fatigue—he had dark circles under his eyes, and his bare arms were slick with sweat.

      “I don't know how your boyfriend keeps it up, Kit.” Riko tried to massage the back of her neck as she moved her head in circles.

      Prowl snorted. “Being the level cap helps, I'm sure.”

      “We've gained so many levels, you’d think our stamina would be much improved, as well,” Kit said.

      “Instead, I feel like a piece of meat put on a special sale at the grocery store, and all the grandmas have fought over me,” Vic muttered through the mess of her hair.

      “What level are you now, Kit?” Cookie asked.

      “38.” Curious, Kit continued to stir the stew pot with her left hand and used her right hand to bring up her character screen, where she flicked through to her character skills. Somewhere in the jumble of gaining levels, she had received a new skill—Serenade of Magic.

      It increases magic attack—that'll be a nice boost for Riko and Vic next time we face another boss.

      She flicked her skill screen away and brought up her stats. She hadn't looked at them since she first logged on to Retha and had paged through her character profile, trying to get a feel for what she was stuck with. Technically, she didn't have to look at the stats unless she was trying to find better armor, as EC algorithms automatically distributed the status points she received every time she leveled up.

      Though many assumed the game system assigning stats minimized the creativity players could use in creating their characters, in all actuality, it was a system that rewarded those who learned how to properly play their character, and steered less competent players towards builds that were easier to play. (Essentially, it copied real life. If, as a player, you worked hard on perfecting your sword skills, the game gave you the stats to back up that proficiency.)

      Kit studied her stats, blinking multiple times to fight the heaviness that pulled her eyelids down. Retha had a number of stats it sank points into, but the main ones were:

      
        Strength (str): a stat for fighters as it increased their physical attack prowess

        Agility (agi): the stat that improved dodge rate and physical attack speed

        Luck (luk): increased chances of landing a critical hit

        Intelligence (int): increased the amount of mana a player possessed, and increased how quickly he/she recovered it. For magic users, it also increased the potency of their spells

        Vitality (vit): increased the health bar and health recovery rate

        Dexterity (dex): increased cast speed, accuracy in attacks, damage for range attack classes like hunters, and it increased the potency of buffs/debuffs for support classes.

        

      Kit had assumed the game would shuffle her into the role of party dancer—which would make her a jack of all trades. (She would get some vitality to make her harder to kill, perhaps some agility if she appeared to favor combat, intelligence to prop up her mana bar, and dexterity to increase the potency of her dances.)

      Instead, the game had sunk the majority of her points into dexterity, which made her buffs and debuffs stronger. The rest were in intelligence—which would give her more mana to play with so she didn’t have to worry about her songs draining her dry.

      She scratched her head. Isn’t this…the raid build?

      Kit belatedly realized that the pot of suspicious stew was now smoldering, and the few flies that were unlucky enough to swim through the steam it raised died instantly and fell into the stew.

      Kit quickly removed the ladle and shuffled to the next pot, even as she still frowned over her unexpected stats.

      “Something wrong, Kit?” Riko asked. The druid was sitting on the ground, sipping a restorative potion.

      Kit hesitated before plunking the ladle into the next pot. “Not really, I’m just a little confused. It looks like the game is giving me the raid build.”

      “The raid build? Huh, that’s something I haven’t seen in a while,” Riko said. “Are you upset?”

      “No. Though it makes it harder to survive, our party can use every buff boost I can get. It just seems odd. We’re playing as a small party, so I thought for certain I would get the party build. Though the starter build Bryce gave me didn’t have any attack skills, so that might account for it as well.”

      “Maybe a bit, but you don’t play like a party dancer,” Prowl added. “Probably because you’ve been gone for so long; you don’t know how to play except for in large groups.”

      Kit frowned. “In what way do I play like a raid dancer?”

      “You stretch your range to its limits and try to cover everyone, and you keep on casting your dance skills until something smacks you with a curse or interrupts you. Most party dancers also have at least one heal skill and an attack skill, so they’re constantly switching from attacking at the front lines to hanging back and supporting,” Riko said.

      Prowl scratched his chin and studied Kit. “Yeah, it might be your total disregard for your own health, too. You’ve thrown yourself head-first into death so many times, the game probably decided all the vitality in the world couldn’t save you.”

      Cookie approached the smoldering pot Kit had left in her wake and very carefully filled two vials with the toxic stuff. “I know I haven’t played Chronicles of Retha very long,” she said. “But as a gamer, I can tell you operate differently. You’re very concerned with arranging each of us in a way where we can do our roles the best and face the least amount of danger. Most battles I’ve been through in other games, we just follow the typical tank and spank system, and we each move how we feel best.”

      Riko nodded. “You can afford to do that with a smaller group. There’s a much smaller chance someone will be an idiot and rush in head-first.”

      Vic had recovered enough that she tried to comb her messy hair with her fingers. “Is it a bad thing that you’ve got this raid build?”

      Kit shook her head. “No, it’s just…unexpected.”

      Everyone started when Solus Miles leaped off a platform from the second floor and landed in the center of the circle. “We found a dozen lurkers. Luther is pulling them. Once they’re defeated, we can move on to the next section.”

      Nobody complained, but Kit could hear the collective exhale of weariness as everyone picked him or herself off the ground.

      “The levels are worth it,” Vic muttered to herself. “The levels are worth it.”

      Cookie grinned as she popped the cork in one of her vials. “That’s the spirit, Vic! We’ll make a gamer out of you yet!”

      “I see Luther.” Axel pointed to the far opposite side of the fortress, where the monk hurried down the rickety staircase with a train of goblins on his heels. “He’s coming in hot.”

      Cookie dipped her daggers in Kit’s ruined stews. “Here we go!”
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* * *

      Kit and Riko were clearing the second floor pathway of the last section of the fortress. The final area had contained far fewer goblins then they had estimated. In fact, only a few dozen had crowded the ground floor.

      Moreover, usually fortresses—like this one—contained a mini boss of some sort. When you killed the mini boss, you had officially cleared the area. Strangely enough, though, no mini boss had appeared.

      Kit normally would have celebrated, but Solus insisted they had missed some goblins and sent out members of the party in pairs to clear loaded traps and look for any stragglers.

      “So why did you come with me instead of your boyfriend?” Riko asked. She peered in an open doorway and scanned an empty room.

      Kit stretched her neck to look over Riko’s head. “Because Solus can handle anything this fortress throws at him alone, so it made more sense to have lower-leveled characters pair up.”

      “I see. I guess I could buy that.” Riko fussed with the sleeves of her robe as she started down the walkway again. “Boy, I cannot wait to be out of here. Don’t get me wrong—Solus is amazing for tanking us, but after we get the information from Scholar Miotal, I’m going to rent a room at an inn and sleep!” The druid paused to pick up an arrowhead.

      “Yeah,” Kit said as she continued down the walkway. “Even with all our new levels, if we push on to the next part of the quest without resting, I’m pretty sure half of us will get sick.” She paused when she realized Riko was no longer with her. “Riko?” She turned around to see Riko paused on the walkway. “What’s up?”

      “Erm, nothing, really,” Riko said. “I’ll just be a moment.”

      Kit rubbed her forehead with her thumbs. “You’re over your weight limit again, aren’t you?”

      “Me? Pshaw, no!” Riko snorted.

      Every character had a weight limit that dictated how much they could carry. Tank classes and melee warriors were conditioned through their stats to be able to bear more weight—which was especially important given that their armor weighed more. Wizards and druids had much lighter armor, but they couldn’t carry as much weight in their inventory either.

      “Riko, drop whatever you just grabbed,” Kit said.

      “Just give me a minute, and I’ll find something worth less money. In the meantime, I’ll just keep walking.” Riko inched forward, moving about as fast as a snail.

      Kit groaned. “Riko, just let it go!”

      “Do you know how much money I’ve spent on health and mana potions? I need to sell all the drops I can get!”

      “What you need is to be able to move at a normal pace,” Kit said.

      “I will! As I was saying, just give me a moment to find something that isn’t worth much, and I’ll dump it!”

      Kit rolled her eyes. “Fine.” She glanced up ahead, where the only tower built into the whole fortress cast a shadow on the walkway. She pointed to the tower. “I’m going to explore the tower. Give me a shout when you’re walking normally.”

      “You’ll thank me the next time I have to pay for your teleportation gate ticket again!” Riko shouted after her.

      Kit smiled fondly as she trotted down the walkway, pausing at the wall of the tower. It had been built directly into the wall, but there were no stairs or walkways that accessed it. The only way in, it appeared, was to climb up the sides. Kit scrabbled up the wall, wincing when a sliver stabbed her finger.

      This is ridiculous. Only an elf or one of the thief classes would be able to get up here—unless you had a pet dragon or something that could drop you off.

      The higher up she climbed, the slicker the walls were, and Kit had a difficult time finding handholds and footholds. Once, one of her footholds gave, and she nearly tumbled backwards. She recovered at the last second and clung to the tower, resting her cheek against its wooden sides.

      With one final heave, Kit boosted herself into the tower. It was mostly empty. The only things in it were a few rough stools, a table (she would have loved to learn how the goblins got that up there) and a giant map of Retha spread across it.

      Kit peered over the map, her brow wrinkling. The goblins had drawn lines and made calculations for the distance that stretched between their fortress and the home of Valdis Moarte—Castle Dolor.

      If they served anyone, wouldn’t it be Malignus? He has set up his headquarters in Valdis Moarte’s lands…but not in his castle.

      Kit puzzled over the matter as she moved the stools around and checked under the table, hoping for anything that would make the tough journey worth it.

      “Nothing. Well, that’s a disappointment.” Kit planted her hands on her hips and frowned around the tower. She walked to the far side and peered out at the bog. Dusk was starting to set in—though it was barely noticeable in the gloom of the overcast clouds. The only way Kit even knew it was sunset was the tiny slice of the setting sun that peeked out between the horizon line and the clouds. She turned around with a sigh, intending to cross the tower again and start the rough climb down, when she briefly saw something shine on the map. It was only for a moment, but Kit was sure she saw a bright light hover over Luminos on the map.

      Frowning, Kit peered up at the ceiling. The tower was topped with a raised roof that came together in a vault, but she couldn’t see much past the beams that supported it. Kit crawled onto the table and poked her head into the rafters. It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust before she carefully scanned the area.

      She missed it the first time, and she almost would have missed it a second time if it weren’t for the slight bulge it made. There was a rock, smaller than her palm, crammed into the shadows the trusses created.

      Kit had to wiggle her way up into the rafters to grab it, then she hopped back down on the table.

      The rock was covered with a fine layer of dust, but once Kit blew it off, she could see the runes—written in the ancient and long-forgotten language of the Solis Empire.

      The runes glowed briefly, creating the spot of light Kit had witnessed on the table. Brushing her finger across the etched surface, Kit read the message:

      
        It has toppled empires and caused destruction.

        It is responsible for the worst tragedies and numerous maladies.

        Yet it is longed for, dreamed of, and fought for.

        What is it?

      

      Kit turned the rock over in her palm as she considered the riddle. “It’s too vague to be something Retha specific, so that must mean it’s something present in-game and out, no matter the country or age.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “And the descriptions are too flowery and distracting, so to tone it down…whatever this is, it’s ruined things, made people sad, and made people sick, but everyone still wants it. Water? It fits everything, but that seems far too logical—riddles like this one usually have more of a philosophical meaning. Health, maybe? But people don’t usually use the term tragedy in reference to health. Tragedy almost always evokes something like Romeo and Juliet. A broken heart can make someone sick—and wars were fought before when someone royal got jilted…but no one wants a broken heart.”

      The answer was on the tip of Kit’s tongue, she just had to name it! “…but they do want love. So the answer must be love.”

      The rock suddenly felt as though it weighed a hundred pounds and slid out of Kit’s hands. “Ow!” She winced when it hit her foot. She scowled at it, then realized the runes weren’t just glowing, but emitting a crackling light.

      “Cheeze-puffs, that can’t be good.” Kit backed away from the stone and reached for the table behind her, but her hand went straight through it. “W-what?” Before she could say anything more, she felt the floor open up beneath her, and she started falling.

      For a moment, she couldn’t tell up from down, and everything spun like an out-of-control wheel before the world screeched to a halt.

      Though she was unbearably dizzy, when Kit realized she was floating in a pleasantly glowing space of nothing, she snapped upright and swallowed heavily.

      Though she hadn’t played in Retha for five years, Kit recognized this. Planted throughout Retha were old artifacts—like the seals. Players who found them were given once-in-a-lifetime opportunities to use them as teleportation portals that took them to another realm where they were given rewards to aid them in “the battle against evil.” The artifacts were planted in various areas so only certain classes or races would find them, and each artifact could only be used once by a single player. Based on the athleticism required to climb the tower and the required ability to read runes, this artifact was meant for an elf.

      Kit tried to plant her feet and stand upright, though it was a strange sensation as her feet weren’t actually touching anything. But she was too excited to care.

      Maybe, just maybe, I’ll get an amazing weapon!

      Gifts from artifacts were personalized, so Kit was bound to get a piece of dancer equipment—an idea that flooded her with glee.

      “Greetings, child of light.”

      Kit twisted around, coming face-to-face with an old man. He was of the old empire race—which put his height as tall as Kit, and though he was clearly old with his white hair and a throaty voice, he only had a few wrinkles. What most stood out, though, were his eyes. Gold and blue spiraled through his irises—which made it a little disconcerting to meet his gaze.

      Kit swallowed, put her hand over her heart, and bowed slightly. “Greetings,” she echoed.

      “I see you have successfully solved the riddle,” the man said. “And you are of the ancient race—elves.”

      “I am,” Kit said. What is he going to give me? This is the best thing to happen since logging on—well, maybe second best. I really lucked out in getting pledged to a willing tank.

      “As you solved the riddle, that means you are clever, but you also have a great capacity for love.”

      Kit blinked. “Why do you say that?”

      “There are a dozen answers that fit the riddle, but only the response of love would activate the artifact and bring you here.”

      Kit wisely decided to refrain from mentioning her rather ruthless process of elimination she had used when answering the riddle.

      “And the gift I have for you is so great and so powerful, only a being of light—an elf—capable of great love can be trusted with it.”

      Smiling slightly, Kit bowed again. “I thank you for your kind words, but I am just a lowly dancer,” she said, playing her part.

      The man waggled a finger at her. “Your occupation matters not—it is your heart that makes you worthy.”

      “Worthy of what?”

      He smiled, making his odd eyes gleam. “Here, I shall show you.” He turned to the side and called “Pax Castus!”

      Kit froze when a being joined the old man. He—for it was certainly a he—was human-esque in form, though he was taller and broader shouldered than even Solus Miles. He wore a chain mail hauberk with a white surcoat that glowed and was embroidered with silver thread. He wore a silver and white chestplate—which seemed more ornamental than protective as it only covered a heart-shaped area on his chest that stretched down his torso. He had similarly beautiful—but decorative—pauldrons, gloves, and a belt that covered most of his hips in a beautiful vine pattern. He had a sword—sheathed—and a staff taller than he that was topped with a white crystal. But what struck Kit were his wings. He had four of them—two that were quite large and were held tall and erect, and two much smaller ones that curled around his back.

      “An angel?” Kit blurted.

      “Ah-ah-ah,” the old man shook his finger again. “Chronicles of Retha would never appropriate religion, and all similarities are completely coincidental.”

      “You want to explain the White Veil Nunnery then?” Kit asked.

      “Pax Castus,” he continued, ignoring her, “is a celestial being.”

      Ahhh yes, like the angel carving of the Solis Sentinels along the Nignay River. “A celestial being?” Kit repeated.

      “Yes. There are many kinds of celestial beings—but only a few are winged warriors like Pax Castus. As you have proven yourself worthy, he will join you as a companion on your journey and aid your cause!”

      So…he’s one of the winged warrior pets! Kit swallowed as she stared at the “celestial being.”

      Since the game had started, it had included incredibly rare pets of which only a select number were available. Dragons were among the rarest Kit had seen, but indisputably, the “winged warriors” as EC called them, were the rarest of all. EC had only planted two of them at the start of the game—hiding them deep in the world—and then added one more of them in every expansion.

      Only one of the winged warriors had been found on Kit’s server, but she had seen screenshots and footage from other servers where more of them had been uncovered on different continents. (The Asian servers had found the most, though Kit didn’t recall seeing Pax Castus in any of the coverage. Perhaps he was from one of the newer expansions?)

      Finally, the game is balancing itself on my behalf!

      Kit almost sank to her knees in relief. Waltzing around as a despised elf dancer had been difficult, but if the algorithms chose to balance it out by giving her one of a handful of legendary pets…Kit couldn’t even imagine how much easier this would make everything. Heck, with a winged warrior at my side, I could probably be considered overpowered!

      “Will you agree to take Pax Castus?” the old man asked.

      “Yes!” Kit laughed. “Absolutely!”

      The old man smiled. “I am glad. Here—take this pearl. It is the center of Pax Castus. With it, he will follow you always.”

      The pearl was actually the size of a cantaloupe, and rather egg-shaped. When Kit took it, there was a bright light, and a pop-up screen appeared.

      
        You have received: The Pearl of Pax Castus.

        You have been found worthy by the light, and given the center of the winged warrior Pax Castus, which allows him to journey with you.

        Item Affect: Used to dismiss and summon Pax Castus.

        Non-transferable. Cannot be stolen, traded, or put in the bank. Bound to Kitten Lovemuch.

      

      The pop-up screen linked to Pax Castus’ pet panel—which displayed his stats and skills. His skills were all fuzzed out for the moment, but just looking at his stats made Kit grin. (Comparing stats alone, Pax Castus was most likely far more powerful than even Solus Miles!)

      “I am glad you arrived, child of light,” the old man continued. “For I had begun to despair that one who would be worthy of Pax Castus—and yet agree to his oddities—would come along.”

      “No, it is I who must thank you. Pax Castus and I will do great things together!” Kit popped the pearl into her inventory, though his mention of oddities did make her curious.

      She tried to discreetly glance at her pet panel as the old man smiled. “May the light illuminate your way. Take care, child of light. I pray that Pax Castus will serve you well.”

      Before Kit could get another good look at her character panel, her surroundings started to swirl, and she was sent spinning once again.

      When they popped back into the game timeline, Riko was hollering in the party chat.

      Kit crashed into the table, overturning two of the stools before she realized she had been dropped back into the tower.

      “There she is! Kit! What happened to you?” Riko’s voice was tight with worry.

      “We could still see your health bar, but you weren’t responding to the chat channel or any PMs,” Cookie added.

      Kit poked her head out of the tower and waved to the druid—who was standing on the walkway. “I’m sorry, I found an artifact. When it teleported me out, it must have blocked all communication.”

      “I’m just glad you’re okay,” Riko’s voice was still a little pitchy before she sniffed and then, sounding much more like herself, added, “I hope you got something worth a lot?”

      Kit laughed. “You betcha I did! I can’t wait to show you guys when I get down!” She glanced back in the tower room. Pax Castus—she would call him Pax for short—was hovering in the air and looking around with slightly hitched eyebrows.

      Now that she was this close to him, Kit could see his eyes were a silvery color; he had platinum-silver hair, and a silver circlet rested on his brow. Most of his jawline was also covered in some sort of silvery material that was so flexible, it looked painted on, even though it clearly was a metal.

      Kit smiled at him and was a little surprised when Pax snorted and looked away.

      As she slung one leg over the tower bannister, she once again glanced at her new pet panel.

      
        Pax Castus

        Winged Warrior

        Owner Requirements: Elf

        Special notes: Pet affection will remain at zero until owner reaches level cap.

      

      “What?” Kit almost toppled over the side of the tower. “Shut the front door—those festering balance algorithms!”

      It was a fair mechanic. She knew in her heart it was a wise move that would keep Pax from being abused, but really.

      Kit clung to the tower glumly. “I shouldn’t have gotten greedy.” At this point, she didn’t even question the poor luck but accepted it quickly. “I should have known that having Solus Miles was practically an act of mercy, so this was too good to be true. Next time I get cursed, I’ll have to confess to Sister Miriam.”

      “What are you muttering about up there?” Prowl asked.

      “Nothing. I’m coming down.” Kit slowly climbed down the tower. She could tell the moment Pax flew out of the tower—Prowl started shooting off half-strangled curses, and Riko gave a strangled gasp before she sat down heavily.

      “Kit…you didn’t just get something worth a lot; you hit the jackpot,” Riko said.

      “Why, what’s going on?” Vic asked via the party chat channel.

      Kit stretched her leg down as far as she could—looking for a toe-hold. “I found an ancient artifact and got a pet.”

      “What kind?” Cookie asked.

      “A winged warrior.”

      “A what?” Vic asked.

      “Look up,” Riko instructed.

      Vic was silent for a few moments. “Is that an angel?”

      “Nope—a ‘celestial being’ according to EC.” Kit frowned when one of the glossy bits of cloth that flapped around her skirt snagged on one of the sharpened logs that made up the fortress wall. She ripped her skirt free, then jumped, landing lightly on the walkway.

      “It’s one of the winged warriors—they’re the rarest and strongest pets in the game.” Riko explained before she smiled broadly and hugged Kit. “Only two others were found on our server—and one of the players isn’t active any longer, and the other transferred servers. That makes Kit practically the only player on our server who has one!”

      “I didn’t know a second winged warrior was found.” Kit glanced over at Pax. He was hovering above the walkway, but it didn’t seem like it was due to his wings, as he only beat his larger pair every few seconds—not nearly often enough to keep him aloft.

      Riko motioned for Kit to follow her and headed for the rickety staircase. “Yeah, I think it happened a year ago?”

      “Two years,” Solus Miles said. “Congratulations on getting a rare pet.”

      “Yeah…it’s exciting but it’s not as great as you think,” Kit said as they started down the stairs. “Pax won’t be a help for a while. If ever. My pet panel says his affection will remain at zero until I reach level cap.”

      Axel whistled. “Tough break.”

      “Still, it sounds like a great honor,” Gil said.

      Luther snorted. “An unfair honor. Kit’s a dancer. She doesn’t deserve a winged warrior.”

      “Excuse me?” Cookie asked, sounding poisonous.

      “Nothing against Kit, but winged warriors have massive attack and support skills. It’s a waste to have one bound to a dancer,” Luther said.

      Kit shrugged. “He’s got a point.” She smiled as she and Riko drew closer to the party—only Solus was missing. “It is a bit of a waste.” She paused when she realized no one was listening to her, and instead they were admiring Pax.

      The celestial being would not look at them, but he did stretch both sets of wings so they looked extra impressive, and he gazed off into the distance like the tragic hero of an epic fantasy.

      “Are we ready to move on?” Kit asked.

      “Just about,” Solus Miles said. “I’m flushing out the last goblin, and then the mini boss should appear.”

      “Mini boss?” Kit consulted her mini-map, then turned to see Solus sneak into an empty barracks. “I thought we concluded there wasn’t one?” A few moments later, a goblin shrieked with its last breath.

      “You all assumed. I knew otherwise.” Solus exited the building and waved a hand acknowledging Kit’s gaze, then something roared in the center section of the fortress.
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      “That would be the mini boss, I guess.” Prowl predicted.

      “He’s a beefed up goblin,” Solus said as he joined the party. “Better stats, more health, and skills that do more damage. At your current levels, he shouldn’t be a problem.”

      When the royal knight stood next to Kit, Kit was surprised to see that Pax swiveled to face him and nodded ever so slightly.

      “You aren’t going to tank him?” Vic asked—tearing her attention away from the winged warrior.

      “No. You need practice,” Solus said.

      “It’s fine, guys,” Kit said. “We can do this. We’ve all gained levels—well, except Luther—and we have some new skills to try out. Let’s go.” Kit led the way toward the gate.

      Prowl trotted after her. “Besides, if we’re really hard-up, we can start throwing that poisonous goop Kit made at him.”

      “Prowl,” Riko warned.

      “It’s an effective strategy,” Prowl said.

      “I think Gil and Axel are the only ones strong enough to hurl the cooking pots at him,” Cookie said. “It would be easier if we dipped our weapons in it before attacking him.”

      “Now you’re thinking,” Kit praised as she stopped at the gate—which hung at an odd angle as if it had been an innocent bystander to some of their stray attacks and skills. “Ready?”

      “I was born ready,” Axel boasted. “This is going to look so cool when I go back over my footage!”

      “You’re still recording?” Vic asked.

      Kit held her hand up, and the bickering ceased. “Cookie, Prowl, cloak up and get in there first.”

      Cookie saluted Kit before she disappeared; Prowl was only a moment behind her.

      “Gil, I want you to tank. If this guy is just a goblin, that means he won’t have any poison, paralysis, or curse skills—though he might have a stun. If it gets to be too much, you can trade off with Luther, but I believe you can handle this.”

      Gil grinned as he adjusted his shield. “I was hoping for a chance to test my much-improved stats.”

      “This will be the first chance of many, I suspect,” Kit wryly said. “Riko and Vic—you’ll be our power pack, so I need you off to the side. Don’t stand out of range—Gil might need to sprint to you if he loses aggro due to one of your spells.”

      “Perfect, I have a new skill I haven’t tried out yet,” Riko said with a sharp smile.

      “Axel and Luther, I want you two taking turns at hammering him in close range. Be smart about it—attack him when he’s open or casting a spell, not when he’s swinging his weapons around.”

      Luther frowned, slightly offended by the order. “I highly doubt he’ll be as difficult to kill as the spider. I should be fine.”

      “You should,” Kit agreed. “But you aren’t doing this solo; you’re doing this as part of our team. And we’ve learned the hard way that we’re better off guarding every resource, just in case. Okay?”

      Luther shrugged. “If you want.”

      “I do. Okay guys, let’s go.” Kit and the rest of the party slipped through the gates. Urokok—the level 50 goblin chieftain, according to his nameplate—stood in the center of the section, pacing in a small circle. His nostrils flared, and he beat his arms on his chest. “Urokok mad!” he said in a barely understandable shout. (His words were garbled heavily by the large teeth that protruded out of his mouth, and by his dim intelligence.)

      Kit pressed herself up against the back of the gate. “Cookie, Prowl, I want Gil to get aggro on this guy first before you rip into him.”

      “Roger that, good buddy,” Cookie chirped via the party chat channel.

      “Let’s blow this joint,” Prowl added.

      “Why do you two feel the need to repeat movie lines during fights?” Vic asked.

      “It builds team spirit!” Cookie said.

      “What it does is prove that I need to drag you on more excursions that don’t involve screens,” Vic said.

      Kit ignored the conversation. “Gil, you’re up.” She startled when Pax slipped through the door and hovered next to her—unused to his presence.

      Gil trotted towards Urokok.  When he was still out of the goblin’s notice range, he pulled a spear off his back. “Defiant Jab!” The spear tip burst into flames, and Gil threw it with great accuracy, hitting the goblin chieftain in the shoulder.

      Urokok roared and grappled with the spear for a moment before ripping it from his shoulder. As the goblin turned around—his body stiff—Gil made a “come here” gesture, and his spear went hurdling back to him.

      “You…you enter Urokok’s fortress—you will die!” the goblin snarled.

      “When did Gil learn how to handle a spear?” Vic asked, watching Gil catch his weapon.

      “Spear mastery and sword mastery come standard with the crusader class,” Riko said.

      “I think he switched when he hit level 40.” Kit grinned as Cookie and Prowl jumped Urokok at the same moment, sinking their weapons into his back as they threw off their cloaking skills. “Excellent, Prowl and Cookie—back off for a moment now.”

      Riko winked at Vic. “Come on, chickee, we’d better get moving, too.”

      Kit trotted after them, craning her neck to watch Urokok disregard the joint attack and continue to stalk towards the crusader in the sparkling armor. “Gil’s got it—he’s got aggro,” Kit confirmed. “Everyone, let him have it.”

      Axel and Luther leaped at the goblin as it raised its crude sword above its head while Cookie and Prowl attacked from behind. When the chieftain started to swing it, they all jumped back just as fast as they descended upon him, making Kit nod in approval. Gil raised his shield, holding steady when Urokok clobbered at him with his sword.

      Kit took a moment to glance at her skills before deciding to try Serenade of Magic. She leapt into the skill, and was slightly shocked by the slower and smoother tempo of the dance. It was at least half the pace of Battlefield March.

      It made her a little nervous—Battlefield March was an easy dance to use in the middle of a fight because its fast tempo gave her the chance to move and dodge while dancing. Serenade of Magic had her moving at the speed of a thoughtful turtle. I’m not sure I like this skill…

      “Loading Heaven’s Fury,” Vic said.

      “Loading Siren’s Storm,” Riko said gleefully.

      Kit frowned as she watched Urokok’s health bar. It was draining unusually fast. We’re not THAT high leveled that we should be causing that much damage. “Guys…”

      Urokok roared. “Urokok angry…Urokok want your blood!”

      “Okay, this goblin is seriously creepy.” Vic shuddered as Urokok started to glow bright red, and his eyes turned the same creepy color.

      “He’s casting some sort of berserker skill. Everyone except Gil back off—Luther you might have to heal Gil. Riko is still casting.”

      Prowl, Cookie, and Axel jumped back, but Luther dawdled.

      “It’s fine,” the monk said as the goblin flexed and his veins popped in his muscles.

      “It is not fine! Gil might lose aggro in this state,” Kit snapped. “Back off!”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Luther muttered, but not before he got one last flying kick in. He smashed the goblin in the face just as Urokok lowered his sword.

      Slowly, the Urokok turned away from Gil, even as the crusader tried to recover. “Cry of Challenge!”

      Urokok ignored the taunt and looked straight at Luther…and then directly past him at Kit.

      “He’s going for shark-bait!” Axel shouted.

      “Cripes. Axel is right,” Kit said as the goblin chieftain galloped towards her. “Triumphant Echo!” She shouted as her body arranged itself for the skill. Urokok didn’t even stop.

      “It’s not effective,” Luther said as the goblin continued to charge towards her.

      “You don’t say?” Prowl snarled.

      Urokok hit Kit like a train, ramming into her slender form with an armored shoulder, sending her flying.

      Kit smacked straight into a weapons rack, wincing as a giant axe and a mace fell on top of her when she flopped to the ground. The mace hit her head, making everything blurry—though Kit could hear Urokok stomp towards her.

      “Defiant Jab!” Gil shouted with more heat than Kit had ever heard in his voice before. Urokok made a gurgling noise when the spear hit him, then turned around and ran at Gil.

      “Sorry, Kit,” Luther said.

      “Next time just listen. Please,” Kit said tightly as she picked herself off the ground. She glanced over at her new pet, who had fluttered over to her—completely unbothered by the fact that she, his master, had just been thrown like a rag doll.

      Pax leaned against his staff topped with the white crystal. “Are you always this ineffective in battle?”

      Kit’s jaw dropped. “You talk?”

      “All the winged warriors speak—though we do not make it a habit to speak before those who are unworthy.” The way Pax looked at her clearly indicated he found her to be one of that group.

      “A talking pet—I don’t know if I should be honored or weirded out. Can they really call you a pet?” Kit dusted herself off, then hurried towards the rest of the party. She hissed when she watched Urokok place his fists on the ground, then jerk them up. “He’s got a self-heal skill he’s using! Hit him hard before he can use it again!”

      “Heaven’s Fury is ready. Can you come do that dance again?” Vic asked.

      “Siren’s Storm won’t be much longer either,” Riko added.

      Kit started the Serenade of Magic where she stood and was relieved to see her range reached Riko and Vic as a little song note—her buff icon—popped up under their names.

      “Go for it,” Kit said as she slowly twined her way in their direction.

      Vic released Heaven’s Fury, pelting the chieftain with fiery meteors.

      Due to the twisting turns required by Serenade of Magic, Kit didn’t get to see the goblin get pummeled in the face by a fiery rock, but she made do with watching his sinking health bar.

      “He’s doing that weird arm thing again,” Cookie noted as Heaven’s Fury began to fade.

      “That’s his self-heal. Interrupt it!” Kit shouted.

      “Siren’s Storm is nearly there,” Riko said.

      “Melee—it’s up to you,” Kit said.

      Prowl and Luther darted towards Urokok, but Axel was faster and chucked his giant sword like a frisbee. It made a swooshing sound as it spun towards Urokok, striking him with enough force to make him tumble to the ground. He was up in a moment, roaring and beating his chest.

      Gil tilted his head as he adjusted his shield and circled the goblin. “That was an interesting attack method.” Urokok rammed Gil’s shield, forcing the crusader to take several steps back.

      Axel slunk up to them and stealthily reclaimed his oversized sword. “Hey, I got a new life skill from that!”

      “What’s the skill? Ultimate frisbee participant?” Vic asked.

      “Releasing Siren’s Storm,” Riko announced.

      Dark gray clouds formed above Gil and Urokok. They poured rain on the pair, and the wind howled. Light flared in the clouds, and a lightning bolt struck Urokok with enough force to send him flying. Lightning strike after strike hit him, each peal of thunder sounding louder and louder and making him spasm and twitch. Finally, a giant lightning bolt that looked blue and glowed yellow struck him directly on the chest. It lingered longer than the others, crackling and snapping before it finally disappeared, and the storm faded with it.

      Urokok remained on the ground—which was now sopping and muddy—as Kit stared at his health bar.

      “He has 2% left—get him now while he’s still stunned from Siren’s Storm,” Kit said.

      Urokok struggled to rise, but Luther was on him in an instant. “Say your prayers,” the monk ordered before pummeling him with a four-punch combo.

      The goblin flopped back into the mud with a wet splat and a gurgle—vanquished. He started to fade away before Kit stopped her dance.

      “Good job, everyone.” Kit tried to straighten her veil as she brought up the questlog. “We’re in the clear to return to Tir Nog. Scholar Miotal will have instructions for the next step.”

      “Excellent!” Riko rolled up the sleeves of her robe. “I want to finish plundering this place, and then I’ll be ready.”

      “Aren’t you already at your weight limit?” Kit asked.

      “Yeah, but I’m willing to bet the two cuties aren’t. Vic, Cookie—let’s get you loaded up with items!”

      Vic frowned slightly. “Don’t all drops get funneled to us automatically through Kit?”

      “Yeah, but in places like this, we can take just about anything that isn’t nailed down,” Riko said.

      Cookie joined the pair as she slid her daggers back into place. “The trick is to take things that will have the highest sale return compared to their weight.”

      Riko grinned and threw her arms over the younger girls’ shoulders. “Exactly so. Come on, let’s go!”

      “You have five minutes, Riko. Do you hear me?” Kit called after them.

      “I hear you! We’ll only take a quick look,” Riko said.

      Kit sighed, then glanced over at Pax—who was still hovering with a sneer on his face. I should put him away since I can’t do anything with him. Kit pulled the winged warrior’s “center,” the giant pearl the old guy had given her, out of her inventory. “Pax Castus, I thank you for your services. You may rest,” she said as she held out the egg-shaped pearl.

      Pax looked at her then looked at his pearl. “No.”

      Kit blinked. “No?”

      “You are even more stupid than you appear if you think I’m going to let myself be stuffed in there again.”

      Kit stared at him, shell-shocked. She had never heard of a pet refusing to be dismissed before. Of course, she had never met a pet as rare as Pax. I met a few dragons as Azarel…I don’t think their players ever mentioned issues like this.

      “Of course, as soon as Luther gets a slight attitude adjustment, I get saddled with a mouthy pet. Why not?” She sighed and slumped her shoulders.

      Solus Miles broke her thoughts. “Do you have a minute?”

      Kit glanced at the rest of the party that wasn’t on the pillaging and plundering expedition. Gil was watching Axel reproduce his new sword-boomerang-technique, and Prowl and Luther were talking as they consulted their mini-maps. “Sure. What did you want to discuss?”

      The royal knight held out a linen bag. “I bought a new armor set for you.”

      Kit had automatically reached for the package, but paused. “An armor set, for me? You didn’t have to.”

      “I did,” Solus said. “I really did.”

      Kit grimaced. “My set is pretty awful.” She brought up her character panel and swapped out her armor sets. (It was possible to physically do this as well, but Kit had never cared for the idea as it seemed a good way to leave herself undefended.) “And I tried to shop for something earlier, but—oh my.”

      Kit’s new set was a vast improvement—both stats-wise and in terms of fashion.

      She still had a skirt, but it was comfortable and pliable—not to mention a far more discreet chocolate brown. Her chestpiece was made of the same material but—most surprisingly—it came with a grayish-mauve jacket that covered her right side and even swept around her back!  There was a similar overpanel for her skirt, which was held in place by an ornate gold belt that sported ornate metal work and jade gems which severely boosted her intelligence stat.

      It only had a single glove—which had a hefty dexterity buff—but she also got to replace her much hated veil with a gold clip, and her sandals with boots. (Gone were the days were enemies could use her stupid veil as a convenient grabbing mechanism!)

      All in all, the outfit probably provided the most coverage—and protection—that Kit had seen on any other dancer outfit.

      And Solus hadn’t stopped with armor—he had gotten her a jewelry set, too. (Finally the annoying bell bangles she had been wearing since logging in could be replaced!) And, most wonderful of all, Solus had snagged her a new set of war fans. They were made of gold material and matched her hair clip, but each spoke of the fan ended with a dagger-sharp point, which could still be used when Kit closed it.

      When she had everything on, Kit could hardly believe the difference—in both comfort and stats. “Solus, this is amazing. Thank you.”

      Solus was watching Pax, who again slightly inclined his head and looked down in acknowledgement. “Of course.”

      Kit adjusted her half jacket. “No, there is no ‘of course.’ You’ve been so amazing through all of this. Thank you.” When he finally met her gaze, she added, “I know hanging out with us is sort of like babysitting a bunch of kids when we’re this low-leveled, but thank you. You didn’t have to do any of this, but I really appreciate that you did.”

      Solus slightly adjusted the placement of Kit’s new, leaf-shaped hair clip. “You’re welcome.”

      Kit adjusted her glove—more to give her hands something to do than out of any real need. “Can I ask…why are you doing all of this?”

      Solus raised an eyebrow. “You think I would allow my pledged to trudge about in half-busted armor twenty levels below her?”

      She laughed. “Okay, the armor I understand. But all of…this? I know you said you found our patched-together way of fighting a little offensive—”

      “I never qualified it as a little.”

      “But you’ve been amazing, when you owe us—you owe me—nothing,” Kit finished.

      Solus’ eyes strayed from her and looked up (in what Kit recognized as looking at his name, health bar, and friends’ list). “You’re interesting. Isn’t that enough?”

      He’s not telling me the whole story…but it’s not like he owes me an explanation. Still, it bothers me that I can’t do anything in return. Except…

      Kit brought up her inventory panel. “Here.” She took Solus’ hand and placed one of a rock candy crystal and some chocolate-covered nut clusters on his palm.

      Solus Miles blinked and looked at the candy with puzzlement.

      “I’m sorry it’s not more useful, but this is pretty much the only thing I can give you to demonstrate my thankfulness,” Kit said.

      Solus ate one of the nuts. “It’s good.”

      Kit grinned wryly. “I’ve leveled it mostly out of boredom, but I have to admit it’s the most fun crafting skill I’ve ever picked up.”

      They were silent for a few moments before Solus ventured, “You’ve played Retha before.”

      “A lifetime ago, yeah.” Kit grimaced. “I’m afraid I’m out of practice, and Retha has changed more than I thought it would. The cities have changed; places like this fortress have sprouted up…It’s more painful than I thought it would be.”

      Solus selected another nut cluster. “How?”

      “The people I used to play with are gone, so going to the places we used to frequent without them, and seeing how its changed?” Kit sighed, then chuckled. “I sound like an old fogey.”

      Solus nodded slowly.

      “You know what I mean?” Kit asked.

      “Not at all,” Solus said, almost making her laugh outright. “But I can understand how Retha and its beautiful landscapes can be cruel because they feel so very real.”

      Kit studied the royal knight thoughtfully. I wonder what he has experienced that makes him say that.

      Before Kit could ask, he added, “I thought your friends said everything you cook turns to poison.” Solus chewed the last nut cluster—undisturbed by the idea that he could be poisoning himself.

      Kit winced. “Yeah, but it doesn’t affect my candymaking skills. Thankfully.” She stretched her arms over her head, almost smacking Pax with the motion. “We should probably start heading back. Thank you again for the armor. It’s so much better.”

      Solus nodded and put the rock candy in his inventory. “Our journey back should be much faster, as you all should be able to defeat the forest monsters more easily.”

      “So you still think it’s necessary for us to level?”

      “Yes,” he replied emphatically.

      Kit chuckled. “I’d agree with you, but given the circumstances we’re in, I’m far more concerned about our timeline.” She switched to the party chat channel. “Riko—stop sniffing around for money and get back here. We’re heading out. Now.”

      “Coming!” Riko said cheerfully. “We had to do some inventory exchanges, but I think we managed to make quite the haul.”

      “I see. Congratulations? In any case, hurry up. We’re leaving,” Kit said.

      “We’re heading out?” Axel bounced up and down on the balls of his feet with a grin. “I can’t wait to mow down some of those jungle cats with my new life skill!”

      “Based on your presentation, I suspect the skill is more useful for knocking over enemies and stunning them than causing damage,” Gil said.

      “So Solus, are we going to take the same path back that we took to get here?” Prowl asked.

      The royal knight shook his head. “There’s a part of the forest that contains slightly higher-leveled monsters. We’ll travel through there.”

      “Oh, joy,” Vic grouched.

      Kit laughed. “Alright, gang. Let’s pick up and head out!”
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* * *

      The party was caught between elation and exhaustion when they finally stumbled up to the gnomes’ home.

      “We’re here,” Vic said falling to her knees.

      Cookie was staring blankly at her nameplate. “We got so many levels!”

      Ripping through the forest, the group had grinded a few more levels. Kit now clocked in at 47; Vic and Cookie at 48; Axel and Gil were at 49; Riko was 58; and Prowl had gotten level 56 right before they reached Tir Nog. Even Luther had gotten a level from the experience due to the sheer number of monsters they had killed, and he now sat at level 72.

      “Thank you, Solus Miles, for your help,” Riko said—ever the communicator.

      Solus nodded and ran a hand through his black hair. Kit couldn’t quite interpret his facial expression—he seemed conflicted. He pinned his eyes on Kit. “Go ahead and speak to the gnomes. I’ll wait here.”

      “You’ve helped us so much—we can’t ask you to do any more,” Kit protested.

      Solus shrugged. “You won’t be long.”

      Won’t be long? Does he mean we’ll be leaving for the next step of the goose chase?

      As the party dragged themselves into the gnomes’ castle, Cookie fell into line with Kit. “Was it just me, or did Solus Miles’ phrasing sound a little strange?”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Kit admitted.

      They didn’t have a chance to say anything more, for once they filed into the mismatched entrance, Riko fixed a dazzling smile on her face. “Scholar Miotal! We have done as you instructed and completely wiped out the goblin encampment.”

      The gnome leader looked up from the book he was perusing. “Excellent!” He abandoned the book and strode across the room. “Well done, indeed! Did you take out the goblin leader?”

      Vic leaned closer to Cookie and Kit. “I am so glad your boyfriend insisted on hunting every goblin—or this would have been a maddening reveal.”

      “No kidding,” Cookie agreed. “He didn’t say anything about the goblin leader when we talked to him the first time.”

      “We did face the goblin leader—Urokok—and slayed him,” Riko said with a hint of smugness to her voice.

      “How thorough and professional of you!” Scholar Miotal clapped his hands and smiled gamely. “You are truly brave heroes. Thank you for your aid.” He shook Riko’s hands, then turned around and walked back to his book.

      When he picked it up and, to all appearances, returned to reading, Riko coughed. “Scholar Miotal?”

      “Hm?”

      “You said you would tell us where the fae seal is.”

      Miotal laughed and tapped his nose. “I wondered if you would remember. Sharp as a sword you are. Yes, the fae seal.”

      “Yes,” Riko said.

      Miotal climbed a ladder propped against the many bookshelves to properly shelve his book amongst its brethren. “It is located at…”

      Kit cringed, fearing the worst.

      “The summer and winter kings’ palace,” Scholar Miotal said. “The winter king has it. The summer king was supposed to guard it, but his brother nearly made him into an ice sculpture when he lost it in a dice game, so he has it now.”

      Did he say the winter king has it? Kit shook her head to make sure she was hearing Miotal properly.

      “The summer king had it…but now the winter king does,” Riko said slowly.

      “Yes. They’re twins, you know,” Miotal said.

      “And the fae seal is in summer and winter king’s palace—which you can see from your front door,” Riko said.

      “Yes, but the best view of the palace is if you fly in from the west,” Scholar Miotal said.

      Riko turned to stare at Prowl. “How did you not remember this?”

      Prowl was glaring at Miotal. “I’m pretty sure I blocked it out of my mind due to my intense rage.”

      “Why?” Cookie asked. “That means the seal should be easy to retrieve!”

      “Exactly. It means Professor Muttonchops didn’t need to send us on a wretchedly difficult quest to give us information that the seal was a short walk away.”

      Luther studied Miotal thoughtfully. “How much health does a gnome have?” he asked as he thoughtfully cracked his fingers.

      Kit loudly clapped her hands several times. “Right! Let’s move on to the next step,” She said, fearing what would happen if her party decided to try and take retribution out against the sneaky gnomes. “We have no idea what the winter king will want in return for the seal, so we should get started.”

      Axel raised an eyebrow at her. “You’re taking this news awfully well.”

      “Yeah, I’ve had a lot of practice with this sort of thing recently.” Kit smiled tersely, then turned around to go and almost walked straight into Pax. The winged warrior used his staff like a shepherd’s crook and blocked her from getting close enough to touch him.

      With Pax leading them, the party trooped back outside.

      Solus was waiting for them. “He told you?”

      “He told us,” Prowl said grimly.

      “We should be grateful the seal is so close,” Gil said.

      “I’m not feeling it,” Vic announced.

      The crusader patted her on the back and sighed in affirmation.

      “To the palace.” Riko veered down the path that led the way to the palace—which resembled something from a storybook—where the summer king and winter king lived. It was a sprawling thing made out of sparkling stone and arranged on the edge of a slight cliff that boasted a waterfall.

      Kit (and Pax) waited at the back, where Solus Miles fell in step with her.

      “What will you do when we’re finished here?” Kit asked.

      The royal knight frowned thoughtfully. “I will travel on to Luminos.”

      She nodded. “What takes you there?”

      “I hope to speak to a few guild leaders there.”

      “What ones?”

      “Namely Silver Army and KOS.”

      Kit brightened. “I know KOS! I’ve been told they’re under a new guildmaster than the one I knew, but they were a great guild—one of the best PVP guilds at the time.”

      The path meandered around rock formations, taking a winding path that dipped down and skirted up as they continued to march towards the palace.

      “They still are,” Solus said. “Under the new guildmaster, Gared, and his vice—Alistair Lionward—they’ve only grown in influence.”

      The names were an itch Kit couldn’t scratch. They sound familiar, but I can’t place from anywhere. Did they play when I was around? “Are Gared and Alistair veteran players?”

      “They’ve been active for approximately four years.”

      Nope, no way I could know them. Of course—I should have known better.

      Kit was shaken from her thoughts when Solus offered her his hand. The path had taken a steep downward plunge and was sheered off into an approximately three-foot step. Solus hopped off the edge and turned around to offer his hand to Kit.

      Bemused, Kit took his offered hand and let him assist her. The knight class suits him—even if he is taciturn. She sprang down easily with her elf grace, but Solus still stabilized her.

      Kit smiled at him. “Thanks.”

      He nodded and continued down the path, Pax gliding behind him. Kit paused a moment to look around Tir Nog. It was almost as comforting as Luminos had been. Unlike Elba or Fìone Forest, it hadn’t changed at all. I sound like an old-timer harping on about the good old days. She sighed and started to follow her pet and Solus when someone called out to her.

      “Look, Halbryt, it’s my NPC dancer! Hellooo Beautiful!”

      Kit turned around to see a pirate and a beast tamer meander down a path that intersected with hers. It took a moment before she recognized the flirtatious pirate and his better-mannered friend.

      “What good luck! I was just pining away over you,” the pirate declared as he strolled towards them. “And now we meet. It must be fate—wanna be my player two?” He winked and stopped a step away. The beast tamer followed behind him with the look of someone about to witness an accident.

      Kit smiled slightly—she didn’t dislike the pair, but she found the pirate’s attention to be somewhat embarrassing. It’s awkward to go from being invisible to males to being considered attractive because of my defective class. “Hello.”

      “You actually acknowledged me! That’s such good news—I’m making headway into your heart, I know it.” The pirate gave her a dashing grin, then looked her up and down. “I love the new armor. It makes you hotter than the fires of Mount Doom.”

      “Wrong universe,” the beast tamer said with the detachedness of someone only partially paying attention.

      “Er…thank you?” Kit said.

      The pirate leaned into Kit’s personal space, making her back up a little as he studied her gold belt. “Looks expensive.”

      “It was worth the price,” Solus Miles said—making Kit, the pirate, and the beast tamer jump with his sudden appearance. He stood behind Kit—as blank-faced as ever.

      “Solus Miles?” The beast tamer said. Gone was his apathy as he stared at Solus.

      The pirate grinned. “It is a real honor, man. I’ve seen you in a few PVP battles—you are awesome!”

      Solus nodded slightly as Kit discreetly slipped her left hand—which her pledged ring was on—behind her back. Solus will not be happy if word gets out about…us.

      “Wait.” The beast tamer looked back and forth between Kit and Solus. “Did you buy her new armor for her?”

      “Yes,” Solus said.

      The pirate’s smile grew as he wriggled his eyebrows at Kit. “You two must be friends, then!”

      “No,” Solus said. “We’re pledged.”

      Kit froze, her neck awkwardly half tucked into her shoulders. What is he doing?!

      The pirate’s jaw dropped, and there was several moments of silence.

      “Sorry, man,” the beast tamer patted his friend on the shoulder. “There is no way you are winning this one.”

      “But, but—” the pirate said.

      “He’s Solus Miles. He’s got a dragon and a castle. You don’t stand a chance,” the beast tamer said, brutally honest.

      The pirate sighed. “I would like to think my winning personality could stand against wealth, but I do know that Solus Miles is a good guy, and your happiness is of greatest importance, dancer. So, it is with a heavy heart that I give you my blessing.” He made a show of holding a hand over his heart and sighing deeply.

      “They’re already pledged,” the beast tamer said. “She didn’t need your permission.”

      Without looking back, the pirate reached behind him, placed his hand on his friend’s jaw, and snapped it shut. “I shall always think of you fondly, and you will always be in my heart, dear dancer.”

      Kit cracked a smile, amused by the obvious act. “…do you even know my name?” Kit asked.

      The pirate laughed. “You got me. All right, we’ll let the happy couple be. Come on, Halbryt. Let’s go hit up Luminos and look for girls.” He bowed to Kit and Solus, then continued up the path.

      “We can’t go to Luminos,” the beast tamer said with great patience. “Next we have to go check Elba.”

      “Right, right.”

      The second they were out of hearing range, Kit whipped around. “Um, Solus, I really appreciate what you did—the pirate always came on a little too heavily for my comfort—but is it okay?”

      One of Solus’ dark eyebrows slanted up. “What?”

      “I thought you didn’t want anyone to know we were pledged because of the potential embarrassment. That was why you didn’t want to go to Luminos to ask if anyone knew where the Hermit of Singleness was, wasn’t it?”

      Solus shrugged. “You have better armor, more levels, and a winged warrior as your pet now.”

      Kit narrowed her eyes. “So you can be seen with me now, is that it?”

      Solus’ other eyebrow joined its brethren in a sarcastic arch. “Are you unaware of the ridiculousness of your race, character class and appearance, and the level of intelligence they would normally convey?”

      Wincing, Kit laughed. “Okay, you got me there. I don’t blame you. Kitten Lovemuch is pretty awful. It’s just, even now if I were in your shoes I would hesitate to associate with me. So you surprised me.”

      Solus shrugged. “I know you better now.”

      “Well, yeah, but what about everyone else?” Kit asked. “Your popularity might take a dive.”

      “Why should I care what everyone else thinks?” He looked up the path, squinting slightly. “We should continue—the rest of your party hasn’t noticed our absence yet.” He again started down the path, exchanging nods of respect with Pax—who was leaning against a tree with a bored look.

      Kit watched Solus Miles’ back as he walked on, too stunned to follow. He’s…so strange. He mentioned having few friends, but I don’t understand why that is when it’s clear he’s loyal and has better intentions than most.

      A breeze tickled the back of her neck.

      “Hey, leader, are you trying to duck out of your responsibilities?” Prowl asked via the party chat channel.

      Kit lurched into motion. “Sorry—just pondering something. I’ll catch up!” She hurried down the path, glancing over at Pax when he joined her. “Feeling any less snarky?” she asked her pet.

      “Do not presume to speak to me.”

      “That’s a solid no.”

      “Of course. You are an eyesore of an owner.” Pax’s upper wings ruffled with obvious irritation.

      “Wow. You are going to be so much fun to hang out with,” Kit said dryly.

      “I am made for glory—not fun.”

      Kit sighed. “Thank you, EC, for your balancing algorithms,” she said in a dead voice.

      “Shark-bait,” Axel hollered. “You might want to get up here—Riko keeps trying to swipe pixies and shake ‘em down for pixie dust.”

      Kit bolted into a run. “Coming!”
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* * *

      Kit smoothed her hair as she and the party followed the dryad—one of the kings’ servants—through the twisting palace corridors.

      The dryad stopped beside a plain, unadorned door. “The winter king’s study.” She opened the door. “Some visitors have come to see you, Your Highness.”

      “Send them in.”

      The dryad curtsied as the party—led by Riko—trooped inside, with Kit and Pax bringing up the rear. (Kit wished she had thought to ask Pax to stay behind with Solus, as he outclassed the rest of them.)

      The winter king’s study was rather severe. It was lit by blue flames, which cast an icy hue on the room. A large snowflake made of silvery-blue stone glittered on the floor, and little animals made out of snow were lined up against the walls. There were a number of bookshelves, all made out of white wood that gleamed like snow, but mostly there were a lot of documents piled high and stacked on the winter king’s rather expansive white desk.

      Behind the desk, seated in a chair made of ice, was the winter king. He was handsome, with white hair, blue eyes, and white transparent wings veined with silver. He wasn't wearing his ice crown—a rarity—though he wore the familiar blue and silver embroidered robes Kit had seen him wear years ago. As one of the fae, he was about average height for a human—though markedly leaner, with more angular features and sharper eyes.

      Though both he and his twin brother looked deceptively young, according to Retha's lore, the pair had been alive when Lord Valdis Moarte roamed the land.

      Kit bowed with the others. “Your Highness,” she murmured.

      The winter king picked up a paper and scanned it. “Yes, what do you want?”

      “If you excuse us, Your Highness,” Riko began. “We are here to inquire after the fae seal.”

      The winter king looked up with a furrowed brow, slightly crumpling the paper in his hands. “The what?”

      “The fae seal,” Riko repeated. “We are on a quest to retrieve all four seals. You see, Malignus has begun to track them down. Thus far, we have beaten him to them and have managed to claim three of the four seals. The scholar gnome Miotal told us you possess the last seal.”

      The winter king tossed his paper aside and picked up a new one. “Yes? What of it?”

      “We ask that you would give it to us,” Riko said.

      The winter king drummed his fingers on top of the table, then ruffled through a pile of papers.

      Kit briefly turned her back to the king, and facing Pax, activated the party chat channel. “Riko, is it just me or is he acting a little strange?”

      “It's not just you,” Riko whispered back as the king muttered over his paperwork. “I saw him quite a bit while playing as my main character. He usually is serious and is a well-known workaholic, but I've never seen him shuffle so carelessly through papers before.”

      Kit bit her cheek, then rolled her eyes when Pax looked down his perfect nose at her. She turned around and edged through the group, working her way to the front so she could stand next to Riko.

      “I don't like it,” the winter king announced. “It seems awfully unprofessional to send a team of misfits to reclaim artifacts that could destroy the very thing that keeps Lord Valdis Moarte subdued.”

      Kit stared openly at the winter king, zeroing in on his features. This close, she could see that his hair was closer to cream, as it had a buttery blonde undershade rather than its usual stark snow white. Moreover, his eyes were more like blue lakes than the blue of frozen water.

      Tilting her head, Kit ventured, “Summer king?”

      The king abruptly broke into a peal of laughter. “Blast you elves! I thought I could keep the guise going a little longer, but your keen senses ferreted me out.”

      “Wait, what's going on?” Vic asked.

      “Yeah.” Axel scratched his head. “I don't get it either.”

      “The fae who stands before us is not the winter king, but his twin brother, the summer king,” Kit said.

      “Forgive us of our little games, but things have been so dreadfully boring around here. There hasn't been nearly enough laughter.” The summer king hopped off the chair, brushing ice chips from his borrowed robe.

      “Is it really a game for your brother?” Prowl asked.

      Now that the saboteur mentioned it, the brothers had switched places for several quests Kit had finished up. The summer king did it because he loved a good joke, but when further questioned, the winter king admitted he did it to get a shot at finishing some of the summer king's perpetually unfinished paperwork.

      When I was in college, it always struck me as being a little odd that videogame sovereigns had paperwork. But now that I've joined the workforce, I have to say it gives me a sick sort of glee.

      The summer king winked at Prowl, then turned in a circle as he peered around the study. “You wanted the fae seal, yes?”

      Riko nodded emphatically. “Yes.”

      “Ah, there it is.” The summer king pushed a stack of papers aside and picked up the seal—which was made of glass, though a blob of light sparkled in it like a captured fairy. “Who wants it?”
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      Kit stared at him. He’s just going to hand it over? Apparently, she was not the only one to worry.

      Luther glared suspiciously at the king. “You don’t have a tedious quest to send us on or something before you give it to us?”

      The fae sovereign snorted. “Why would I do something like that?”

      “You had a pretty good point when you mentioned it's a little dodgy to pass off four artifacts to a bunch of unknown heroes. Ouch!” Axel frowned when Vic elbowed him in the gut.

      “I assure you, Your Highness, we are quite trustworthy,” Riko said, trying to undo the damage Axel had unknowingly caused.

      The summer king laughed and wiggled his fingers at her. “Obviously you are! Old Brasil of Brunascar never would've given the seal to you otherwise, nor would the elf queen. Besides, it's not like my brother will miss it.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Cookie asked. “I mean, he kept it on his desk.”

      “And used it as a paperweight,” summer king said. “No, I assure you he would be glad to be able to pass off the responsibility of keeping it to someone else. Now, who should take charge of it?”

      Kit glanced around the party, but no one moved. Let’s see…Cookie has the dwarf seal, Riko the elf seal, Gil the human seal… “Luther.”

      The monk startled. “Me?”

      “Yes, you,” Kit said.

      The monk narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Why?”

      “Do I have to have a reason?”

      “You always have a reason for everything,” Luther said.

      Kit chuckled. She reached out her hand to accept the seal from the summer king, intending to pass it on to Luther. As soon as the glass seal touched her hand, a pop-up screen appeared.

      
        You have obtained: The Fae Seal.

        You have successfully gathered all four seals!

      

      Kit could feel the tension drain from her shoulders. Finally. Finally they had completed the quest that would unlock the route home. Only now comes the impossible part: defeating Malignus. Kit shut her eyes, wishing she could just as easily shut out the negative thought. But at least we won’t be doing it alone. I’m sure there are many others who will join us.

      As she held the seal with both hands, the light inside the seal began to swirl, then flashed so powerfully it lit up the room.

      Almost immediately, another screen popped up.

      
        The powerful spells protecting the fae seal have placed a geas on you.

        Until the geas is removed, you will be teleported to Tir Nog at random intervals.

      

      Kit glanced up at her name, where the icon of a glowing fairy appeared. “I’m under a geas?”

      “A what?” Vic asked.

      “A geas—it seems like a vow of some sort. It says I’ll be teleported to Tir Nog at random intervals.”

      “Oh.” The summer king ran a hand through his butter-colored hair. “Sorry, I should have disabled the defenses my brother put on it before passing it over. But no harm done, yes? You’ll just be a frequent visitor now!”

      I always knew there was a reason why I liked the winter king more. “Is there a way to remove it?”

      “Of course! We can ask my brother to remove it if you feel like risking his icy temper. Otherwise any priest or cathedral should be able to absolve the vow,” the summer king said.

      The explanation slightly mollified Kit. It’s just a bit of a hindrance then—nothing too serious…but I better get it taken care of it before we return to Luminos and start trying to rally everyone to fight Malignus.

      “I see the wisdom in your desire to make the White Veil Nunnery the target of your Safe Haven skill,” Gil said.

      Kit held out the seal to Luther, who raised an eyebrow.

      “After that display? I’ll pass.”

      “I’m fairly certain that since the spell sprang on me, it won’t pass to you,” Kit said.

      “It won’t,” the summer king helpfully added.

      Luther placed a finger on the seal, then took it from Kit when nothing happened. He nodded as he put it in his inventory. “That was painless—ignoring Kit’s new status ailment anyway.”

      “Did you need anything else?” the summer king asked. “Because now is the time to ask. When my brother sees what a mess I’ve made of his papers, he will be furious.”

      “That is all, Your Highness,” Riko said. “We thank you for your assistance and faith in us.”

      The summer king smiled like the sun. “It was my pleasure. You’re heroes—you are here to save us, are you not?” His gaze strayed to Pax, who stood near the door like a murderously bored angel of death.

      Riko bowed. “Farewell.”

      Kit and the others followed her example and murmured their goodbyes as well.

      “Yes…” As the summer king looked thoughtfully at Pax, he added, “May fate lighten your load and the light bring you laughter.”

      Kit and the others filed out of the door, hardly able to contain their joy.

      “It’s done, finally!” Riko stretched her arms over her head. “I don’t think I’ve so ruthlessly attacked an epic quest before—and I certainly don’t wish to ever again!”

      “Specifically, I don’t ever want to do this quest again,” Prowl stressed.

      “I don’t know,” Cookie said as they meandered down the hallway. “I thought it was fun.”

      Her comment drew a smile from Prowl, but it was Vic who patted her best friend’s head. “We’ve gone through this several times already: you have a skewed sense of fun. I mean, you also thought it was great fun when you and Kit rooted around in the garbage chute!”

      “What do we do next?” Gil asked.

      Axel fussed with the leather strap that held his man bun in place. “What do you mean? We finished the quest—the whole point is that there is nothing to do next!”

      Gil shook his head. “We completed this segment of the epic quest, but this was only the precursor. Now we must try to take out Malignus, right?”

      Prowl groaned. “Way to be a wet blanket, man.”

      “But he's right,” Vic argued. “We finished with the goose chase, but isn't killing Malignus supposedly an impossible task?”

      “What do we do, Kit?” Riko asked as she led the group through an open-air courtyard situated in the middle of the castle.

      Kit thoughtfully rubbed her face tattoo. “We should return to Luminos and take another shot at rallying the guilds.”

      “Because that worked so well the first time,” Vic said.

      “We really don't have a choice,” Kit said. “Defeating Malignus isn't something we can do on our own. I don't think it's something even the Silver Army can do alone—and they're the server's biggest guild.”

      “We haven't tried it,” Luther said, “but you're probably right.”

      “Maybe since all this time has passed, people will be more likely to listen to you now,” Cookie suggested.

      “That's my hope.” Kit blinked in the abrupt darkness as they left the courtyard for another corridor.

      “What do you think, Luther?” Gil asked.

      “It's probable that a handful of them will listen to you. With Silver Army backing you, some of the other guilds will likely think twice before dismissing you, anyway. And even with EC's intermittent announcements, the guildmasters are growing increasingly concerned. Hysteria is a hard beast to keep at bay, and if it takes root in the server our gaming society might collapse.”

      “That's a great personal recommendation for you, Kit,” Prowl said. “Join us, or watch humanity crumble before our eyes! You could make it into a slogan.”

      “To return to Gil's original question,” Kit said, ignoring the saboteur's cheeky remarks, “for now we should focus on returning to Luminos. Riko and Prowl, I'd like you to take another try at talking to your contacts. I'm assuming you'll return to the Silver Army, Luther?”

      Luther shrugged. “I could check in and see if anything new has come up, but I thought I would stay with you guys.”

      “What's this?” Prowl asked. “The sour-tempered super villain wants to stay with us—the party he so thoroughly scorned when he first arrived?”

      “I already told you, I did not name my character after the super villain!” Luther's voice thundered in the hallway as they continue to march forward.

      Kit joined in the laughter, then cut herself off as everything went white and there was a popping noise. When her vision cleared, she found herself standing out in front of the summer king and winter king's palace. Well. The description certainly wasn't joking when it said I would be brought back.

      “Kit, are you okay?” Riko asked over the chat channel.

      “Yeah, that was just the geas. Why don't you guys go on to Luminos? I'll join you after getting this thing taken care of.”

      “Are you going to say goodbye to Solus Miles?” Riko asked coyly.

      “Yeah, I'll tell him what we're up to,” Kit said.

      “Please give him my regards,” Riko said.

      Prowl snorted as he joined her on the party chat channel. “Sucking up to him isn't going to bag you new armor just because he gave some to Kit.”

      “He’s the best player on the server,” Riko argued. “It never hurts to make a good impression on someone that powerful. And rich.”

      “You have messed up priorities,” Prowl said.

      “I'm teleporting back, with or without you idiots,” Luther said. “I'll see you in Luminos.”

      Riko sighed. “We're coming, we're coming. Good luck, Kit.”

      Then the channel fell silent.

      Kit slowly turned around and was unsurprised to find Pax standing behind her. As soon as the winged warrior realized she was studying him, he made a show of looking away.

      “You're unhappy when you have to follow me, but you don't want to go back to your egg. Is it possible for you to ever be pleasant?” She asked.

      “The pearl is my center—not an egg,” Pax sneered.

      “Right. Whatever.” Kit shielded her eyes as she scanned the palace, searching for Solus Miles. She spotted him standing dramatically on the edge of the palace cliff, gazing out at the rest of Tir Nog. She picked her way across rocks and around bushes and joined him. “We got the fae seal! It was surprisingly easy considering it's the final seal.”

      “Who received the geas?” Solus asked.

      Kit pursed her lips at him. “You knew about that? I was the lucky recipient. And let me tell you, I would've appreciated a heads-up.”

      “As your party is not with you, I assume you are temporarily splitting ways?” Though Solus ignored her complaint, Kit thought she could see the edges of his lips curl up.

      “Yeah. I'm heading back to my home away from home—the White Veil Nunnery—using my Safe Haven skill. Then I'll meet up with everyone else in Luminos. You're going back to Luminos, too, right?”

      A breeze tugged on Solus's cape, making it rustle. “Yes. After you have the geas removed, summon me with our pledged skills.”

      Kit tilted her head. “Do you need to go to the nunnery as well?”

      “Not at all. But I will fly you from the nunnery to Luminos.”

      Kit perked up. “Fly me?”

      Solus nodded. “My pet is a full-sized dragon.”

      “Wow, a dragon.” Kit did not hide the wistful tone of her voice as she watched a fairy fly from the gnomes’ patched-up castle to the giant log village.

      “You have a winged warrior. I don't believe you have a case to be jealous,” Solus said dryly.

      “What I have is an angry pigeon who won't do anything I ask him to.”

      Somewhere behind her, Pax slammed the butt of his staff on the ground.

      Kit turned around so she could wrinkle her nose at him. “What? You want to deny it? Hop in your egg and prove me wrong, then.”

      “It is not an egg,” Pax growled.

      “Sure. You just sit like a baby chicken,” Kit said.

      “I don't believe baiting your pet is going to improve your already poor relationship,” Solus said.

      “It's not like it'll make it any worse. Besides, he likes you more than he likes me.”

      Solus nodded. “Naturally. I am your pledged.”

      “Does that mean he automatically likes you?”

      “Yes. I thought you said you'd played Retha before?”

      “I have. But I've never been pledged.” Kit sighed as she tugged on her belt, settling it more comfortably over her hips. “I should head to the nunnery, or I might randomly get popped back here before Sister Miriam can absolve the geas. I'll take you up on that ride, though. I'll call you when I'm finished?”

      Solus nodded, then returned to looking out at Tier Nog majestically. “I shall await your call.”

      Kit started to pick her way back through the rocks when the computerized voice announced,

      Attention, Heroes. Retha is still experiencing server difficulties. Log off capabilities are temporarily unavailable. EC is working to rectify the situation. Please remain calm. Thank you for your patience.

      She shook her head. It was a little reassuring to hear the message, as it meant EC was indeed paying attention…but it still made her nervous that EC obviously thought they needed a daily reminder. “Come on, Pax. It's time to go to the nunnery. You'll probably be super popular there.”

      Pax sniffed, though he lingered directly behind Kit when she got to more stable ground and accessed her Safe Haven skill. Before the beauty of Tir Nog whirled away, Kit glanced back at Solus Miles and watched the royal knight stand alone.
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* * *

      “You have been forgiven from your vows, child. Go, and live,” Sister Miriam said.

      Kit relaxed when the little fairy icon disappeared. I had been half-afraid the geas would activate while in the middle of Sister Miriam’s blessing! But I made it in time.

      “Thank you, Sister. That did the trick,” Kit said.

      Sister Miriam smiled serenely. “I am always glad to help…though I must say I am growing concerned for you, Kitten Lovemuch. You have been trooping in and out of these hallowed halls almost as much as our devoted attendees. I find the rate in which you are cursed to be quite relentless!”

      Kit sighed. “You and me both, Sister.”

      Sister Miriam patted Kit’s shoulder in sympathy. “May you go with the light.”

      “Thanks, you as well.” Kit nodded to the nun, then glided towards the cathedral doors. She was just about to step through when the novice, gripping her chest of offerings, skidded to a stop next to her.

      Breathing heavily, the novice held out the coffer. “Support the nunnery—the holiest ground in Retha.”

      Kit popped a few coins into the chest. “Are you trying to come up with a marketing slogan?”

      “I don’t know what marketing is, but I am trying to come up with a catchy phrase.” The novice fixed her slightly askew habit. “If I could get the choir to sing it, I wouldn’t have to run around everywhere.”

      Kit laughed. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks—oh, may the light guide you.” The novice’s eyes gleamed as she set her eyes on a new target and marched off to the opposite end of the cathedral.

      Kit peered outside and spotted Pax—who was being marveled over by a pack of choir children. She waved to him as she navigated her way through the buzzing courtyard. She watched a party of crusaders mounted on white horses leave the stables, saw a priest perform a consecration over a sword—making it a holy weapon—and joined Pax at the nunnery gates.

      “Are you feeling properly appreciated?” Kit asked.

      Pax made a “Hmph,” noise at the back of his throat and looked over Kit’s head.

      They crossed the long bridge that spanned the lake and connected the nunnery to land, and she stopped to call Solus when she reached shore.

      “Love’s Call!” She clasped the spot over her heart. “Though our hearts are apart, they beat as one!” She still wanted to gag from revulsion as she twirled and then held out her hand. “Come to me, my sweet honey!”

      A door of light appeared next to her outstretched hand, and Solus thrust his arm through it and grasped her hand.

      “I hope one day you’ll have to summon me,” Kit said. “Because I think people would pay to watch you twirl around like this.”

      “Males and females have different summoning gestures,” Solus said as he made a few minor adjustments to his armor.

      “Of course they would,” Kit said flatly.

      “Are you ready to leave?” Solus asked.

      “Yeah. Hey, Pax, do you want to get in your center or fly after us?” Kit asked.

      Pax raised one silver eyebrow and took to the air, flying high above the trees.

      “Show off.”

      Solus whistled. “Sinistre.”

      Kit’s elf grace was the only thing that kept her from falling flat on her face when a huge black dragon popped into existence directly in front of them and hit the ground with enough force to send a person sprawling.

      Solus’ dragon was massive—bigger than many of the wild dragons she had seen in Retha—and was as black as night with coppery eyes that seemed to glow.

      Though he was huge, he moved with great dexterity and speed. Before Kit could even recover from his arrival, he placed his enormous head so close to her the scales of his nostrils almost touched her.

      He breathed in and out—mussing Kit’s hair and skirt—then scooted back and cocked his head at her.

      Kit flipped her hair out of her face. “He seems friendly.”

      “It is because you are my pledged,” Solus said.

      “He can tell that quickly?”

      Solus shrugged. “I assume so. Normally he ignores everyone.” Solus made a few gestures at the dragon, and the great creature flattened himself against the ground. He extended a front leg they could use as a convenient incline and shifted his wing out of the way.

      Kit climbed up Sinistre’s leg, pausing to pat the dragon on a massive scale when he scooted his head closer. “More and more, I’m thinking dragons are better than winged warriors.”

      “That is only because you have not seen a winged warrior fight.”

      “Have you?”

      “No.” Solus helped her settle into place behind Sinistre’s shoulder blades, then sat behind her. “Not personally, anyway. I have seen recorded footage online, however. When they have a reasonable relationship with their owners, winged warriors are undoubtedly the strongest pets in the game.” Solus snaked his arms around Kit so he could grip the dragon’s scales. “Sinistre, to Luminos.”

      Sinistre stood, then leaped into the sky. He flew through the air with smooth, slithering movements and climbed higher and higher.

      Kit whooped with joy even though she could barely see as her hair whipped around her and stung her eyes. “This is incredible!”

      When Sinstre gained a high-enough altitude, he leveled off into more of a gliding motion. Retha stretched before them, going on for leagues and leagues in smears of green and bits of blue from lakes and rivers.

      Pax joined them, his wings beating effortlessly. He stared at Sinistre, studying the dragon’s lean body, then extended his crystal-tipped staff. The dragon nudged it with the tip of his narrow muzzle, and there was an explosion of light.

      When it faded, Pax nodded, then flew off, Sinistre gliding after him.

      “Do you know what that was about?” Kit didn’t have to shout as loudly—the wind wasn’t as strong and didn’t carry away her words, though it was almost eerily silent besides the rush of Sinistre’s wings.

      “Not a clue.” Solus was silent for a few wingbeats, then spoke. “I’ve been meaning to ask you…you said you played Retha years ago.”

      “Yes.”

      “What was your class?”

      Kit swallowed hard. The wind stung her eyes, but the strain of her throat was from emotion—not the air. “An echo of arcane.” The words were more weighted than she meant for them to be—heavy with the memories of all her guildmates and all the memories they had shared before parting and practically becoming strangers.

      “You are Azarel of Milk Crown.”

      Kit twisted around. “You knew me?”

      Solus studied her with an enigmatic look. “I knew of you. I had started playing several months before Milk Crown dissolved.”

      It’s a little strange to know he knows me as Azarel. I mean, he’s Solus Miles—he has a rare dragon pet and is a royal knight! “How did you figure out who I was? I haven’t been hiding it, but Milk Crown is ancient history, so I haven’t exactly been spreading the word.”

      “Rumors started shortly after EC made the announcement we couldn’t log off, saying there was a dancer who claimed to once be a member of Milk Crown, and who was in contact with an EC employee.”

      “I hoped sharing my history might ring some bells.” Kit laughed harshly. “But it seems the game so quickly forgot me. But how did you figure out it was me?”

      “It occurred to me a while ago you might be the same player, though it seemed a little farfetched and statistically improbable. However, you often had dated—but detailed—knowledge, so I did wonder. I wasn’t really sure of it until I saw you fight against Urokok.”

      Sinistre banked around a low-hanging cloud.

      “How did that change your mind?” Kit asked. “I was useless in that fight.”

      “It had nothing to do with your character class, but more with the way you led your party. You manage your resources and balance your players the way raid leaders do. You expect a lot more teamwork and communication between players. Most raids are pick-up groups these days, and you rarely know more than a handful of other players, so things tend to be more chaotic.”

      “I only tried to copy my guildmasters,” Kit admitted. “They were amazing at it.” She squinted when Sinistre took them straight through a cloud, and the only sign she saw of Pax was the glitter of his armor.

      “Is it true?” Solus asked.

      “Is what true?”

      “You’ve been in contact with an EC employee, and he said it’s possible to have the system force a log off if you defeat Malignus.”

      “The employee is my cousin, Bryce.”

      Solus adjusted his grip on Sinistre’s scales. “Defeating Malignus has long been thought impossible.”

      “Yeah, it’s a fight I’m not looking forward to.”

      “You mean to try it, then?”

      “Bryce said we could do it.”

      “And you believe him?”

      “Yes. Barely.”

      “Why? Why do you trust him?”

      “He’s my cousin, and we were in Milk Crown together.”

      “Milk Crown is a guild in a full submersion game. This is growing to be a life-threatening situation,” Solus said.

      “Milk Crown wasn’t just any guild. We had each other’s backs. Bryce wouldn’t lie to me, so I’ve got to believe that he’s right, and it is possible.” Kit’s throat caught again at the thought of her old guild. Sheesh. I thought I was done being emotional about them. I guess not.

      She almost gasped when they popped out of the cloud, revealing Luminos as a glittering miniature city not far away.

      “You’re going to Luminos to try and rally the guilds,” Solus said.

      “Yes.” Kit risked twisting so she could look back and gauge his reaction. Does he believe me, or does he think I’m crazy?

      Solus met her gaze and nodded. “It’s a sound plan.”

      “You think we can pull it off?”

      Solus Miles’ lips tightened fractionally. “I am not so sure.”

      “We have to try,” Kit said.

      “You have to try,” Solus said. “You have to push the boundaries and test your limits. Maybe it’s possible; maybe we could beat Malignus…but it will take a great deal of preparation and cooperation.”

      “Is that your way of saying you’ll help when the time comes?” Kit asked hopefully.

      “If only to keep from being spammed with various messages of your death, yes. Hold on—we’re going to descend.”

      Kit whooped as Sinistre again slithered through the air, landing a short walk from Luminos. She climbed down the dragon’s leg, pausing to wave to Pax when the stuffy celestial being slowly descended.

      “Thanks for the ride. That was fun!” Kit tried to restore order to her windswept clothes and hair.

      Solus adjusted her gold hair clip for her. “I am glad you enjoyed it.”

      “Do you want me to PM you with updates about fighting Malignus?” Kit asked.

      Solus nodded. “Though I expect I will hear news of you sweep through Luminos,” he said wryly. “It will take time for anyone to take you seriously.”

      “Thanks for the encouragement.” Kit said wryly. “But in all seriousness, thank you for everything you’ve done for my friends and me. We couldn’t have gotten the fae seal without you.”

      Solus leaned against his dragon’s leg. “You’re welcome.”

      Kit tapped a booted foot on the ground. “I feel like I should shake your hand or something, but we are pledged—even if accidentally—so that seems a little weird. Are you up for a hug?”

      Solus blinked at her. “You are strange.”

      “And that wasn’t a no.” Kit slipped in and hugged Solus. A surprised smile twitched across her lips when, just as he had last time, Solus wrapped his arms around her shoulders and squeezed. Funny, I never would have pegged him for a hugger.

      Solus released her, and a breeze brushed the back of her neck. “Kit?” Riko asked over the party chat channel.

      “One second,” Kit said to Riko. “Thanks, Solus. I’ll talk to you soon!”  She waved to the royal knight and then started making a beeline for Luminos—checking to see if Pax was following her. “Okay, what’s up, Riko?”

      “Are you almost to Luminos?”

      “I just got back, actually.”

      “Your timing couldn’t be better! Some of the guilds are holding a meeting in the Guildhall right now. If you hurry, you can talk to them all at once!”

      Kit picked up her pace. “Which guilds?”

      “Mostly it’s the medium-sized ones—which is great because the majority of Prowl’s and my contacts are among them.”

      “That's excellent!” Kit was almost to the gates of Luminos. Peering ahead, she could see the four guards posted by the entrance.

      I have to devise a way to get past them... “Give me a second, Riko. I need to figure out how to get inside Luminos.”

      “You need to sneak past the guards, do you? All right. Let me know when you're through.”

      “Will do.” Maybe I should check my inventory. If I can obscure my face, I might be able to sneak past them. Kit was jarred out of her thinking when she realized Pax was not directly behind her. She turned around and saw the winged warrior standing on the ground for once, with a mule-ish look on his face.

      “What's wrong?” She asked.

      “This city reeks of humans.”

      “Well, yeah. What of it?”

      Pax loftily tilted his chin up. “I refuse to enter such a cesspool.”

      “Calling it a cesspool is kinda harsh—though if I were taking us into the garbage chute again, I would maybe agree with you.” Kit propped her arm on her hip. “But I'm going inside. So you either have to come with me, or return to your egg. I mean center.”

      Pax narrowed his eyes and glared at her—which was actually pretty frightening given his size and physical fitness level.

      Kit popped Pax’s pearl out of her inventory and held it out in an inviting manner.

      “You will release me when you leave this wretched city?” Though the celestial being tried to make it into a statement, Kit couldn’t miss the slight question in the phrase.

      “I promise. I still have hopes that you might eventually stab something with your sword if given the chance, so believe me, I am highly motivated to have you out and about when there's combat to be had.” Kit adjusted her grip on the pearl, which was surprisingly heavy.

      “Very well.” Pax planted his staff directly in front of him, closed his eyes, and bowed his head. A shimmery, opalescent light enveloped him. The light shrank until it was the size of a baseball, then it flew towards Kit and twirled around the pearl several times before disappearing inside it.

      “Yeah, it's totally an egg,” Kit muttered under her breath. She popped Pax’s center into her inventory, then looked up just in time to see a caravan of NPC fae merchants heading for the gates. They were a large group with four wagons and a number of pack donkeys, and were led by several tall dryads who had bulky packs strapped to their backs.

      Kit bolted to catch up to them. She carefully picked her way around the handful of pixies who fluttered at the end of the pack and kept her gaze on the ground—hoping to be ignored—as she slipped into the center of the group. She walked shoulder-to-shoulder with one of the carts and did her best to appear innocuous as they passed through the city gates.

      She held her breath until they were well past the guards, then finally let her shoulders heave with relief. A naiad who led one of the pack donkeys frowned at her, so Kit fell back from the group lest her horrible reputation kick in and the merchants point her out to the guards. Besides, she didn't need them as cover anymore. Now players, as well as NPCs, filled the streets.

      Kit took care to mingle with other heroes and stay in the middle of the road. “All right Riko. I'm in the clear. You were saying?”
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      “I wanted to mention that the hierarchy in Luminos has become a bit stronger while we were running around in the wild,” the druid said.

      Kit swerved to avoid a loose chicken and considered summoning her pony to ride. “In what way?”

      “The biggest and more elite guilds have become a bit of a power structure. No single guild is running the show, but a lot of them have linked up.”

      “I guess that makes sense. Hadn't you said ages ago when we started the quest for the human seal that the larger guilds were basically holding everything together here in Luminos?” Kit trotted up a side street, her nose twitching at the scent of fresh apple fritters.

      “Yes. Thankfully, the majority of the big guilds are run by intelligent people—though there are a few hotheads among them. Unfortunately, that means trying to get through to the bigger guilds is now on the same level as trying to get a hold of the president. With Luther being a member of the Silver Army, we do have their backing, but they’re it.”

      “So it’s really the medium-size guilds we will have to pin our hopes on,” Kit said.

      Riko sighed. “Yep. Which is going to be a gigantic pain in the arse.”

      Kit started to turn up an alleyway, then thought better of it when she remembered how she'd been jumped by a member of the Court of the Rogue in her previous sashay through the city. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because there are so many medium guilds. If you take the medium guilds and combine them all, they actually have a bigger population than the larger guilds. However, because they're broken out into many cliques, getting them all to agree on something—much less move on it—is not going to be very much fun.”

      “If Silver Army officially backs us, wouldn't that give us more clout?” Kit asked.

      “Yes. Luther is going to pursue that angle—and he's going to try and drop your name in hopes that White Lady will remember you—which will help us a lot with the medium-size guilds. However, I'm pretty sure Silver Army will have to present your findings to the elite guilds on their own. Based on the big names in the coalition the elite guilds have formed, they wouldn't give us no-namers the time of day.”

      “Even though you guys are Tough Beard’s guildmates?”

      “Yep. Tough Beard himself isn’t here to insist on it. Plus, they have too much to do to listen to every rumor brought to them.”

      “You're really good at all this political stuff,” Kit said.

      “I work for a city planner. I know more about city governmental politics than any human being should have to know,” Riko said gloomily.

      “So that's why you're so good at presenting yourself with a smile.” Kit reached the marketplace and was much encouraged to see it was still a thriving economy as she skirted around its edges. “Correct me if I'm wrong, but it sounds like we will be attacking on two fronts: the medium guilds—which we'll speak to directly—and the elite guilds that now run Luminos—which we will have to address through Luther and Silver Army.”

      “Exactly.” Riko's voice was so heavy with sarcasm, Kit wondered if Prowl was finally rubbing off on her. “And if my experience with politics has taught me anything, it's that this whole business is going to take much longer than we want.”

      Kit left the market and trotted north. “You sound so enthused.”

      “I kind of suspected a power structure like this would pop up eventually,” Riko said. “And as I said, it's not necessarily a bad thing. There's a lot of good people who run the top guilds. Unfortunately, getting the necessary clout to do anything big will take forever. And I don't know how much time we have. Do you know how long we've been in the game?”

      “I haven't had a chance to calculate in a while,” Kit said. “But I think pretty soon we're going on day-two in real time.”

      “Yeah, and that's not good.”

      “EC will have us on life support. It's not like our bodies are in any sort of medical danger,” Kit pointed out.

      “Perhaps, but there are worse things to worry about than our physical health,” Riko said. Kit was about to ask her what she meant when Riko hurried to add, “Are you almost here? They're still talking, but we're going to be up to speak pretty soon.”

      “I can see the Guildhall. Where are you?”

      “In the discussion chamber.”

      “Okay, I'll hustle and see you there shortly.”

      “Good. Since you are the one from Milk Crown and the one with the EC contact, you are going to have to talk to everybody, you know. I suggest you think of some encouraging and rallying words.”

      “You don't want to be my speechwriter?”

      “I'd rather listen to the elves for three days and three nights again,” Riko said dryly.

      Kit pushed her way through the hedges that surrounded the gardens directly in front of the Guildhall. “I didn't think you'd refuse with such fire. You're so good at it when we talk to the NPCs.”

      “The NPCs are an easy sell, particularly when you're there for a quest. But what you're about to do—try and organize a bunch of guilds into an agreement—is more of your duties as a leader.”

      Kit snorted. “I'm a party leader, not a Guildmistress.” She navigated her way through the garden, scaring up birds and chubby squirrels as she went.

      “Not my division, not my responsibility,” Riko said. “I'll see you soon?”

      “Yeah, if I can get out of the gardens without looking like I got in a fight with a dryad.” Kit reached the far side of the gardens and squirmed her way through the hedges again, popping out next to the Guildhall entrance.

      There has got to be an easier way to do this, she thought as she picked leaves out of her clothes. She strode through the entryway, making a beeline for a particular hallway. Listening to the echo of voices and murmurs, Kit flipped her silky pink hair over her shoulder just before the hallway opened up into a circular chamber.

      She had visited the same room previously as Kitten Lovemuch in her first attempt to spread the news Bryce had shared with her, and it was unchanged.

      The chalkboards containing important player records were hung on the wall—though Kit now could pick out Solus Miles’ name among the other record holders. Banners of the elite and powerful guilds—the very same guilds they would have a difficult time speaking to—hung from the upper walls, and a complex stained-glass window served as the ceiling, casting colorful bits of light around the room.

      In the center of the room stood a few players—a few of the guild leaders, probably—and the majority of the wooden chairs and plush cushions were occupied.

      “There you are!” Cookie pounced on Kit the moment she entered the chamber. “Come on—everyone is over here.”

      Kit followed the night stalker, though she glanced at the players who had the floor.

      “If the big guilds want to run Luminos, fine. Let them have it,” one player—a human male—said. “We should go hangout in Elba or Bangle!”

      “Why do we even have to hang out?” A female dwarf argued. “Retha is a game. We should be playing—not fretting like this is the apocalypse!”

      “The big guilds offer protection,” a female werewolf said. “The guilds Midnight Watch and Steadfast made Tovel a warzone after a fight was started between some of the members. It took a squadron from KOS marching in to re-establish peace.”

      Kit almost stopped following Cookie. What!?

      “They fought because they’re idiots,” someone shouted in the crowd.

      A female gnome hopped on her chair. “They fought because Midnight Watch is filled with a bunch of gutless player killers!”

      A dwarf leaped to his feet. “Take that back!”

      “We aren’t discussing the fight,” the female dwarf who stood in the center with the others shouted.

      “Only because you decided that!” someone else from the crowd shouted.

      “Please, everyone, try to be civil!” pleaded an elf who stood in the center of the room. “Previously, even if players were upset or held a grudge, they were forced to log off eventually. Now insults and fights remain fresh in our mind because we can’t leave,” he said.

      Kit frowned deeply. I hadn’t thought of that. I’ve been so occupied with trying to get out of here, I didn’t stop to think how anyone else would take all of this. She nodded to her party when she joined them where they stood alongside a wall—standing beneath the banner for Silver Army. (Which Kit was certain Riko had chosen as a strategic move.) She was surprised to see that Luther was with them.

      She sidled up next to him and whispered, “How did it go?”

      Luther shrugged. “White Lady believes you—it turns out she’s been trying to track you down since you first spoke out. But everything Riko told you on the chat channel was correct. The elite guilds have their hands full—and many of them barely get along better than these petty, medium-sized guilds. The Silver Army will back you, but it’s going to take her at least a day to try and contact all the guild leaders, and it’s estimated it will probably be days before they’ll even agree to hear you out.”

      Kit winced. She didn’t want to waste time kicking up her heels, but they didn’t have much of an alternative. “At least we are progressing,” she said. “I’m confident EC will keep us alive. It’s just at this point, I don’t know how wise it is to depend on them to get us out—especially if things keep souring like this.”

      Prowl shrugged. “We’re in a crisis. Even with EC giving off all their useless announcements to try and keep us calm, it’s indisputable that being locked in the game like we are has never happened before and could go badly for us. Situations like that are usually the worst to try to pull everyone together in because they don’t think clearly.”

      “Great,” Kit said. “In other words, talking to everyone is going to be really fun.”

      “Can’t be worse than being chased through the woods by your fellow elves and slaughtered like a cow a couple dozen times,” Axel said.

      “Wow,” Vic said. “You guys should really all consider careers in inspirational speaking. Seriously.”

      Kit laughed. “Actually, it does make me feel better. Getting shot all the time was depressing. At least here, people will believe they have a legitimate reason for shouting me down.”

      Riko wove between the party members. “Are you ready, Kit? The werewolf in the center, Iron Claw, is the leader of The Wild Hunt guild and will introduce you.” Riko tilted her head and stared at the wall—she was probably exchanging private messages with several players. “Watch her for your cue; she’s going to introduce you…now.”

      “We have all heard rumors of ways to log out of Chronicles of Retha,” Iron Claw shouted over the other guildmasters. “But it seems someone with a connection to EC has stepped forward. I call Kitten Lovemuch into our circle.” The werewolf swiveled to face Kit and extended her arm.

      Kit swallowed hard before she began to make her way towards the center of the chamber, swerving around other players. She clenched her jaw as the whispers grew in volume, and she felt her cheeks heat in a blush.

      I am so glad Solus Miles is a bit of an armor snob. SO. GLAD.

      Her increased levels and obviously pricey armor gave her a little more credibility than her initial appearance as a newbie dancer did. The armor would hopefully help negate the human tattoo, pink hair, and elf-dancer combo, but Kit didn’t have much hope. Maybe I shouldn’t have let Pax return to his pearl…

      Kit smiled at the other guild leaders when she joined them.

      Iron Claw gave her a fanged grin that was meant to be friendly but was honestly a little frightening. A few of the other leaders offered her smiles of varying depth, but some of them rolled their eyes at her or snorted.

      Iron Claw cleared her throat, then addressed the crowd. “Kitten Lovemuch claims to personally know an EC senior community manager. She says he sent her a message directly after the game went down and told her there were quests in Retha that would automatically log a player out after they were completed. The specific quest he recommended was to slay Malignus.”

      The chamber exploded into a cacophony of sound.

      “That’s impossible!”

      “She’s lying!”

      “At least hear her out!”

      “—just another attention seeker.”

      “Let her speak!”

      “Throw her out!”

      “SILENCE!” The roar surprisingly came from a bespeckled male gnome. He nodded in satisfaction when the chamber grew quieter, tugged on the collar of his robes, and sat down.

      Iron Claw waited a few moments. “Kit, would you like to speak?”

      Kit shifted uneasily and glanced around the chamber. This isn't going to go well; they aren’t going to listen to me!

      “Easy,” Riko breathed into her ear via the party chat channel. “Take a deep breath. You can do this, Kit.”

      Kit nodded and did as Riko advised. When she looked up again, she pushed back her shoulders and stood straight in spite of the hundreds of eyes locked on her.

      “The problem is with the servers,” Kit said. “There was a power surge, and our server went down. Anyone in a rental unit was kicked off, but all of us who were playing in arcades were automatically transferred to the backup server. Unfortunately, there were corrupt files in the backup server. That's what's preventing us from logging off.”

      “That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard,” someone shouted from the crowd.

      The female dwarf swiveled so she could give everyone the eye. “We will be civil about this!”

      “They have a point,” one of the human guildmasters said. “Corrupt files on the server? Excuse my disbelief, but EC—all gaming companies—are meticulous. They constantly test their servers for stuff like this.”

      “And yet, accidents still happen,” a wizard from the crowd said.

      The female dwarf waggled her finger at him, so the wizard added, “Forgive my interruption; I work with a healthcare software company. Stuff like this happens more often than you would think, and when running things like full submersion games, there's a far bigger potential for hiccups. Think about it—your cell phone occasionally glitches; your tablet screens freeze; your desktop computer's motherboard malfunctions, and we have all been inconvenienced when places like libraries, hospitals, or universities have their servers go down. We like to pretend that technology works perfectly all the time. In truth, it rarely does.”

      Kit would have hugged the wizard if she could have. There are people who understand! Now, if we could just get through to everyone...

      “If I had a dollar every time my computer crashed after running games on it, I'd be a millionaire,” someone from the crowd piped up.

      “Obviously something has gone wrong,” the male elf guildmaster who stood in the center with Kit said. “No one is arguing that.”

      “The question is if Kitten Lovemuch is presenting a true exit strategy,” Iron Claw said.

      A female fairy shook her head. “Ever since EC made their first announcement, plenty of rumors have claimed to know how to get out. I even tested out a few of them myself. But trying to beat Malignus—that stinks of a fairytale rumor created because there is no way to prove it wrong.”

      “I know what it sounds like,” Kit said. “But can we really afford to doubt? At this point, shouldn't we try anything that might possibly work?”

      “Work is the keyword,” the fae said. “There is no evidence we can actually defeat Malignus.”

      “The Korean and Japanese servers both managed to overthrow powerful warlords in Chronicles of Thare—the Asian version of Chronicles of Retha,” Iron Claw said.

      Kit turned to look at the werewolf, surprised. I hadn't heard of that. Shocked as she was, she was quick to add, “Isn't that enough proof? Other servers can do it; so can we.”

      “Not necessarily. It doesn't translate perfectly,” the female dwarf said. “There are many differences between Chronicles of Retha and Chronicles of Thare. They use the same software, but they’re practically different games as the continents of Thare and Retha are unrelated, and EC has customized every version to make it more culturally appropriate.”

      “Let's say we believe you—which I am not yet convinced,” the human guildmaster said. “How would we even begin to march against Malignus? It's been done before—back in the days of big raids when people actually cared to try that sort of suicide mission.”

      “We can unite all the guilds and work together with the more elite players,” Kit started.

      “That will be impossible,” the female gnome who had silenced everyone earlier said flatly. “The elite guilds are not interested in listening to us. They only pass along orders. They are willing to restore peace, but there's a power struggle taking place between all of them right now. They won't want to bring us smaller guilds in—particularly as it would mean dealing with many more fractured groups. Believing you can unite everyone is an even more unrealistic goal then defeating Malignus.”

      “Then what would you have us do?” Kit asked. “Should we sit around and wait for EC to free us? It has worked so wonderfully for us so far.”

      “Careful,” Iron Claw warned her. “Be respectful.”

      Kit wanted to snarl. I had counted on them not believing me, but I didn't think they would be so divided and against trying to free ourselves! No wonder no one can get anything done here.

      “Easy, leader,” Prowl said via the party chat channel. “Remember, they’re running scared.”

      “And many of them are clearly idiots,” Vic added.

      Kit smothered a smile and took a calming breath. If they’re afraid, how do I best approach them? She took a few seconds, then found her answer. “I know why you all think it’s impossible. Though I look like a joke, I used to be a member of an old guild, Milk Crown. If any of you would like to verify its existence, you can visit the door that leads to the Milk Crown guild zone. I was around when the large raids were run to try and take Malignus down. I understand why you think it can’t be done. But right now, it’s not a valid excuse.”

      “There you go. Good girl,” Riko said in the chat channel.

      Kit turned in a slow circle so she could look around the chamber. “I estimate that we’ve been in Retha for nearly two days of real time. That’s two days, and EC still hasn’t found a solution for those corrupt files. Frankly, that’s a terrifying revelation that only makes everything seem a lot more frightening.”

      “I really hope you have a silver lining up your sleeve,” Luther said. “Or you will singlehandedly cause mass rioting.”

      Here it comes, Kit thought. “But we’re better than that. We’re the heroes of Retha.”

      “That’s not real. This is a video game!” someone in the crowd shouted.

      “Yes, it is,” Kit nodded. “And Malignus is nothing but an end-game boss. Are you really going to tell me that we’re going to let a video game character keep us from getting out of here? Do you have such little confidence in yourself and in each other?”

      Kit paused, expecting an outcry, but the chamber was quiet enough she could hear the rustle of cloth as players fidgeted.

      “Retha was created to let us live out the life of heroes,” she continued. “Right now we are facing a situation that will reveal our real character. Are we nothing but people playing pretend because we can’t handle real life, or are we capable of being the heroes we say we are? If we try to attack Malignus, we won’t lose out on anything. But if we don’t…”

      The room was dead silent.

      Kit paused, waiting for someone to say something. Anything. I hadn’t really planned anything beyond this.

      “Kitten Lovemuch raises a good point,” Iron Claw said. “One that I believe deserves more deliberation.”

      “Yes, for instance, how do we approach the large guilds?” a guildmaster asked.

      Kit was relieved to hear the easy question. “My party and I are actually in contact with Silver Army. Silver Army will handle bringing the idea before the big guilds.”

      There were a few murmurs of approval.

      Cookie cleared her throat on the party chat channel. “Maybe you should remind them to get everyone caught up on the quest?”

      Bless you, Cookie. “We have time,” Kit said. “Everyone here and the big guilds will have to consider the matter carefully. But in the meantime, we can still work towards this. In order to fight Malignus, there is an epic quest that must be completed. It starts right here in Luminos. Try to organize your people and get them caught up on the quest so we can strike when the time comes.”

      The room began to buzz with whispers and chatter.

      “I still don’t believe this,” one of the human guildmasters said. “I think it’s a waste of time.”

      “But what else do we have to do?” the female dwarf asked.

      A fae guildmaster rolled her eyes. “Of course you would be for it. You were the one who wanted to run off and play instead of doing something constructive!”

      “But we have an agreement,” Iron Claw said. “We will discuss this in the future—and Kitten’s suggestion of checking off the epic quest is not a bad one.”

      A chorus of yeses were uttered—though there were some eye rolls and looks of disbelief.

      “Excellent. Thank you, Kitten Lovemuch. We will call you forward at our next meeting,” Iron Claw said.

      Kit bowed slightly, then tottered off towards her party.

      “Is there any more business to discuss?” the werewolf asked.

      Kit tuned out the responses and leaned heavily against the wall when she reached her friends. “That was frustrating but terrifying,” she said in the party chat channel.

      “Now do you believe me when I said I’d rather listen to elves?” Riko asked.

      “You could have warned me,” Kit said.

      Prowl snorted. “I would have thought the concept of public speaking would have been enough of a warning on its own.”

      “You did well, Miss Kit.” Gil smiled at her, bolstering Kit’s sagging spirits. “You really nailed them at the end.”

      “Thanks. I guess the only thing we can do now is wait.” Kit watched Iron Claw and the other guild leader officially draw the meeting to a close and dismiss the crowd.

      “Oh, heck no,” Vic said. “I ran for student council once. Now is when we need to start targeting the top leaders and bringing them around.”

      “Vic has always been good at browbeating,” Cookie said with great pride. (Surprisingly, Vic nodded in agreement.)

      Riko yawned. “You girls have the right idea, but I, for one, am all for hitting up a few of the Luminos bakeries for goodies, and then calling it a night.” She lazily watched other players stream from the chamber or clump together in small clusters to talk. “We haven’t had a break since Kit’s husband-o turned extreme level grinder on us.”

      “My guildmates invited me to dinner.” Luther cracked his knuckles. “But I’m up for a bit of browbeating after that.”

      Kit fixed her stance so she wasn’t leaning against the wall quite so openly. “Food sounds good.” The adrenaline of facing a large crowd of people had left her knock-kneed, and her elf stamina seemed to finally fail her as exhaustion clung to every muscle. Leave it to Solus Miles to outpace me.

      “Don’t look now, but I’m not so sure you’re going to get your wish,” Prowl said.

      “Incoming bogie behind you,” Axel added.

      Kit nonchalantly turned and smiled at the male and female humans who slowly approached her.

      “Kitten Lovemuch, I’m Kevasa, and this is my friend Luke. We were wondering if we and a few friends could talk to you,” the woman, Kevasa, said. Glancing at her nameplate, Kit was impressed to see she was a level 98 priestess. Her friend, Luke, was a level 110 hunter.

      Kit smiled. “Certainly, as long as I can bring my friends.”

      “Yes, please.” Luke nodded and pointedly looked around the party, meeting everyone’s eyes. “Please come. We want to speak to all of you.”

      “We reserved one of the meeting rooms upstairs,” Kevasa said. “We planned to talk there…if that’s all right with you?”

      “Sure. Lead the way.” Kit smiled through her fatigue and fixed her posture before following the pair out of the chamber.

      Kevasa and Luke took Kit and her group back to the Guildhall entrance and up the giant marble staircase that dominated the far side of the entryway. Every surface gleamed, and guild banners and name plaques that were hung on the walls glittered in the torchlight.

      Kit was rather surprised when the pair took her to the Blue Mermaid parlor, given that the room was not exactly small and was meant to be a meeting room for medium-small sized guilds.

      When they opened the doors, Kit almost smiled to see the interior hadn’t changed. It was still cluttered with settees and chairs covered with velvet blue cushions. The wooden floor was covered with plush blue and green carpets, and mermaid sculptures ringed the chamber.

      What did surprise her was that approximately forty people stood inside. There were dwarves, humans, elves, fae, gnomes, and even a few werewolves. Kit glanced at their nameplates and was surprised to see that only a few of them belonged to the same guild—a handful of them weren’t even connected to a guild at all.

      “What do you think is going on here?” Kit whispered into the party chat.

      “I have no idea,” Riko said.

      “Do you think they’re going to jump us?” Axel asked.

      “No!” Riko said.

      “I have some of my Silver Army guildmates on hold just in case,” Luther said.

      “Everyone, this is Kitten Lovemuch,” Luke said.

      Kit was surprised when everyone in the room turned to her, their eyes shining with hope and pain.

      “Maybe now we can finally go home!”

      “I only hope it works…”

      “You found her!” a dwarf stomped across the room. Based on the husky voice, Kit thought it was a female dwarf, but the helm he/she wore completely obscured his/her face. It wasn’t until the dwarf popped her helm off and smiled at Kit that she knew for sure. “The name is Diedra. I was there when you first spoke out in the Guildhall, back when this mess had just started.”

      It took Kit a few moments before she vaguely remembered a helmed dwarf throwing a hammer at a particularly rude werewolf. “I think I remember you.” She paused then glanced over at Riko, Cookie, and Vic.

      Vic folded her arms across her chest and suspiciously eyed Diedra. “What did you want to talk to Kit about?”

      Diedra smiled, though it wasn’t reflected in her shiny brown eyes. “The too-long-didn’t-read version is this: After everything that’s happened, we believe you.”

      Kit blinked. “Um…what?”

      “We believe you about defeating Malignus and getting logged off,” Diedra said.

      “And we believe you about the corrupt files on the server,” Luke added.

      “I’m happy to hear that. Thanks for the support.” Kit smiled. If I can get through to some people, it’s a start.

      “I don’t think you understand,” Kevasa smiled, but just like Diedra, the gesture didn’t reach her eyes, which were instead almost panicked. “After you left Luminos, there were lots of different rumors about ways to get out of the game. Many of us have been chasing every rumor, and a few of us looked up Milk Crown in the Guildhall record book. We’ve been watching for you—hoping you would come back—and preparing to fight Malignus by completing the epic quest ourselves.”

      “That’s really wonderful,” Riko said, her voice and expression kind. “It will take time to rally the guilds, and we—”

      Luke shook his head and interrupted her. “We can’t wait for the guilds. We want to try fighting Malignus. Now.”

      Kit was momentarily struck silent in shock. She heard Luther snort behind her, but Axel grinned broadly.

      “These are my kinds of people—players of action!” Axel declared.

      Prowl popped a mint leaf in his mouth. “Let me get this straight. You think we can strut into Castle Dolor and try to off Malignus like it’s a PVP battle?”

      “Prowl.” Kit held her hand out in front of the saboteur. He snorted like a horse, but quieted when Cookie put a hand on his arm.

      Kit was silent as she studied the group, finally pinpointing what they all had in common: it was their expressions. They all sported signs of worry and…terror. Some had dark circles under their eyes—there was an elf in the back of the room that hadn’t stopped pacing—many of them fidgeted or wrung their hands…there wasn’t a calm person in the room.

      Something has them frantic. “Why are you all so desperate to try this?”

      A female warrior surged forward. “Because we’ve tried every other rumor, and nothing has worked! And we’re running out of time!” She broke off into a dry sob.

      “I’m diabetic.” Diedra smiled grimly. “EC has my health record on file, but even if they have us on life support, this could go downhill for me fast. Cutie-Pi back there has two dogs who have now been home alone for nearly two days.” She gestured to the warrior.

      “Hollace has cancer treatments she needs to undergo.” Kevasa nodded to a sage standing next to her. “And I’m pregnant, and I have a toddler back home.” Her smile trembled for a moment.

      Kit opened and closed her mouth. I don’t know what to say…what can I say? These are awful situations—and I agree with them! All this guild maneuvering will take too long! But what else can we do?

      Luke, the hunter who had brought Kit to the Blue Mermaid room with Kevasa, cleared his throat. “I’m a single dad. I dropped my kids off at soccer practice before going to an EC Arcade thinking I could play for an hour. I have no idea what’s happened to my children.” His voice shook as he clenched his hands into fists. “I don’t have any family near us—there is no one. I have to get out of here. I have to get back to my kids!”

      “All of us are desperate to log out for one reason or another. We’re from different guilds, and we don’t even know each other, but we found one another because we can’t wait for all the politics to clear up and the guilds to agree. We need to move, now,” Diedra said.

      Kit shifted. “I can offer you advice—”

      Diedra shook her head. “We need you to lead us. We know who you are. We saw your player records as Azarel in your guild record book. None of us have the raid experience you do, so please…help us break out.”

      Kit rested her hands on her gold belt as her mind raced. She couldn’t walk away from these people. She couldn’t ignore the possible devastation they were toeing. But they were asking her to lead a raid!

      Statistically, it’s unlikely we can do it. Even if we put a call out server wide, we won’t get enough people who have completed the epic quest who will want to give it a shot.

      Kit’s gaze rested on Luke. He swallowed thickly. “Please…Azarel.”

      Kit shut her eyes. Everything inside her screamed that she couldn’t do it. She had only recently learned the ins and outs of party leadership—there was no way she could lead a raid against Malignus!…. But did her capabilities really matter? What they were really asking for was not a seasoned raid leader, but for her to go with them. We have to try.

      “Kit,” Luther said, his voice breaking the silence as he spoke out loud, in front of everyone. “You can’t be considering this.”

      “Luther, shut it,” Riko said.

      Luther shook his head. “But this is impossible! No one, not even Kit, can lead forty-odd people against Malignus and win!”

      “We can still try,” Kit said to her friends.

      “If we want to make headway with the guilds, we need you here!” Luther said.

      “For what? To make people laugh when they see my character’s appearance?” Kit shook her head. “No, we would be better off if you and Riko ran things back here.”

      “You’ve lost it if you think you can leave me behind,” Riko said. “If you’re going, I’m going.”

      “This is crazy,” Prowl said.

      “Yes, exactly.” Luther nodded. “Thank you!”

      “But Kit excels in crazy,” the saboteur added. “That leftover baggage she’s got from Milk Crown drives her to do things nobody else would dare.”

      Luther glared at him.

      “Leftover baggage?” Axel asked.

      Vic rolled her eyes. “I thought even you—who has the maturity of a pubescent boy—would have noticed the way she sighs over her memories of her old guild as though she’s a jilted lover.”

      “Ouch,” Kit said.

      Gil patted her shoulder. “It’s okay. We all have our hang-ups.”

      “This is impossible,” Luther declared.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Kit smiled sadly. “I would never be able to live with myself if I walked away. I can’t ignore their suffering.”

      Luther shook his head. “I want to get out of Retha, too. Badly! I want out of here so much I can barely stand it. But this won’t work…. It just…” he shut his eyes.

      Cookie cleared her throat. “Kit is our leader because we trust in her abilities. She’s pulled off victories we never should have had. She’s strong because she doesn’t let what’s possible define her. Instead, she’ll always do what is best for us—her party. She won’t let you down, Luther. She might not nail Malignus this first time, or even the second or third time we try fighting him. But she’ll get him in the end. If we fight for her, she’ll free us.”

      Kit awkwardly shifted, encouraged and alarmed by the confidence Cookie had in her. I don’t deserve that kind of faith. I’m doing all of this by the seat of my pants!

      Luther looked from Cookie to the crowd of players. He sighed. “What the holly. All right. Give it your best shot, party leader.”

      Kit smiled at the monk, then turned to Diedra. “We’ll try it.”

      The room burst into applause and cheers. Several people started laughing in relief, and a few players even cried.

      Kit smiled tightly and tucked a lock of her pink hair behind her tapered ear.

      “Well, you just saddled yourself with a heckova lot of responsibility,” Prowl drawled.

      “Yes,” Kit agreed. “Let’s just hope I can deliver.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Player: JRR Morekien, class: mastersmith, level 89. If he's a mastersmith, that means he's a heavy hitter, but he should have a few support skills that will improve his party’s weapons and armor. I should put him with the third party. They're a little low on support members.” Kit trailed off as she sorted through the loose papers and profiles she was arranging and modifying.

      As everyone prepped for the fight against Malignus—purchasing new armor weapons, buying the necessary potions, etc.—Kit was holed up in her loft and was working out the small groups that would make up their attack party.

      When going on raids, it was impossible to have everyone move as one massive group, so every raid was made up of individual parties that were joined together under one leader. As Kit had the debatable honor of being the raid leader, it was her responsibility to divide the players out into the different parties, trying to make them as balanced as possible.

      Vic, who had been lounging on one of the settees with her cat curled up on her stomach, rolled off the stylish couch with a groan and splayed her cat over her shoulders. “You sound like my mother when she's trying to make seating arrangements for a family get-together.” The wizard joined her at the kitchen table, peering over Kit's shoulders as Kit swiped the next recruit from the pile of unsorted players.

      Cookie, who had been balancing a dagger on the tip of her finger, tossed the weapon into the air, then caught it with great deft and grace. “Party arrangements are all about balance. You don't want to have a party of healers only or fighters only. Kit is trying to create an arrangement that will let everyone benefit the most.”

      Kit nodded in silent agreement as she counted up the remaining profiles she had left to sort. Deidre had thirty-five people desperate to log out, and Luther brought an additional thirteen from the Silver Army, and we are hoping for a few more recruits once word gets out...

      “Even I know party formation after all the fighting we've done.” Vic rolled her eyes. “But it seems like you're stressing over this more than necessary. Can't Kit just assign a healer to a group of fighters and be done with it?”

      “I'm afraid not,” Kit said. She leaned back in her chair, and smiled at the pair, grateful for the momentary break. “You also have to take into account level, stat build, and even skills. Those kinds of things make a huge difference when fighting. Take Riko, for example. She has a few more heal skills than the average druid, so she can act as a supplementary healer.”

      Vic narrowed her eyes, and her cat, leaning over her shoulder, copied her. “That seems a lot like micromanaging.”

      Kit laughed. “Maybe, but the idea is if you build a good team, they should be able to manage themselves when you enter the fight. It makes the battle itself a lot smoother and less chaotic.” Kit took a sip from the mug of tea Cookie had made for her, but it was tepid; the night stalker had given it to her ages ago. “To be honest, I'm doing a bit of a rush job here.”

      Vic's frown turned into a snort of disbelief. “In what way?”

      “When organizing parties, my old guildmasters would also consider personalities and relationships. For instance, we had a wizard who had some amazingly strong AoE attacks. She was vital for mob control when battling big bosses and for keeping areas fortified when playing PVP. To keep her alive, our guildmasters often paired her with a particular priestess. This priestess was not the highest leveled healer in our guild, but she was one of the best at using her class, and as she knew the wizard in real life, she always took keeping her alive seriously.”

      “I guess I understand. That’s like Cookie and me playing together,” Vic said.

      “Yeah, but it didn’t end there,” Kit continued. “To protect the wizard and priestess, the guildmasters usually assigned four specific guys who were tank and melee classes to them. These guys had leveled up with the priestess, so they knew her really well. There was no way they would let anything pass them to get to the priestess, so as a result, the priestess was always around to keep that wizard alive. To anyone else, it would seem asinine to use a lower-level priestess to support such a key player, but because of the relationships at play, they were usually impossible to take down. You can obviously only form a party like that with people you know really well, which is partially why Milk Crown was so strong even though we had a select group.” Kit stifled a yawn. “Of course, when you have players that are talented and good at teamwork, it doesn't matter as much. But every little thing you can stack for your benefit adds up.”

      Vic tickled her cat under its chin. “I must apologize, Cookie,” she said. “I always took videogames as blind wish-fulfillment and thought they were only for the lazy who were incapable of occupying themselves. But these submersion games are incredibly elaborate.”

      “Don't worry about it. It all depends on how you play anyway.” The night stalker playfully bumped her friend.

      Before Vic could respond, Prowl and Gil popped in through the loft entrance.

      “I have two new recruit profiles for you.” Prowl stalked across the room and presented Kit with two more pieces of paper to add to her stack of unsorted players.

      Kit was unsurprised Prowl moved to stand next to Cookie, but the smiles swapped between Gil and Vic caught her off guard. Is Gil younger than I thought? I always assumed he was at least my age, if not older.

      “How goes the organizing?” Gil asked.

      “Kit is doing all the work,” Vic said. “Cookie and I are just over-glorified waiters.”

      Kit picked up her mug of tea again. “Over-glorified waiters who make a very good cup of tea.”

      Cookie gently extracted the mug from Kit's hands. “I'll get you a hot cup.” She retreated to the small kitchen area where the pot of tea rested by an open flame. “Are you two here for more than just paper deliveries?”

      “Yeah.” Prowl adjusted his goggles. “One of the Silver Army recruits is a high-level night stalker, and he has some unused armor he's offered to give you. I came to see if you wanted to check it out.”

      Cookie beamed. “Absolutely!”

      “I told him how you'd been using vials of Kit's cooking as poison; he was wondering if you had any extras on you,” Prowl continued. “The poisons available to players varies based on their character class, so he's very intrigued by Kit's skill and is wondering if her stuff can be used by everyone.”

      Cookie nodded as she set Kit's new cup of tea down on the table. “Yeah, I have quite a few samples from when Kit messed with the goblins' food back at Soggy Swill Bog.”

      “It’s a little unfair that others can profit off my character's failures,” Kit muttered.

      “And what brought you along, Gil?” Vic asked.

      Gil smiled brightly. “As Miss Cookie will be otherwise occupied, I was wondering if you would be interested in swinging past the Basset Hound Bakery. It is highly recommended by Miss Riko, whom, I should add, said to encourage you to rest after we eat because traveling to Lord Valdis Moarte’s castle and tackling Malignus will be grueling—or so she predicts.”

      Vic's cat studied Gil, then purred and kneaded her owner's shoulders. “Sounds good to me,” Vic said with a suspicious amount of casualness.

      The crusader's smile grew. “Wonderful. Would you like to join us as well, Miss Kit?”

      Kit nudged some of her papers with a forefinger. “No, but it's sweet of you to ask. I really need to finish organizing everyone.”

      “Are you sure you don't need to take a break?” Vic asked. “We can always bring something back for you.”

      “It's not necessary. I took a break while Riko and Luther recorded everyone's information, so I'm good to go. You kids go have fun.” Kit playfully swiped her hand through the air and wriggled her eyebrows.

      Vic quickly looked away, but Gil's smile didn't change. “We will,” the crusader promised.

      Yep. He's definitely younger than I thought.

      Kit waved farewell as the foursome left the loft, leaving the apartment suddenly silent in the absence of their good-natured chatter.

      Alone, Kit sipped her new mug of tea—some sort of sweet-smelling brew that tasted blissfully close to coffee. Thinking of Luke and Deidra, and their desperation, Kit returned her attention to her work and reached for the next paper. “Character name: Galahad, class:...ohhh, he's a knight!” Kit blinked as her thoughts turned to Solus Miles.

      I should probably PM him to let him know what we're doing. I told him I would, and even if I don’t, he'll probably be alarmed by the sudden influx of death messages he's going to get about me when we face Malignus.

      Kit sipped her exquisite coffee-tea as she sent off the request for a PM exchange with Solus.

      “Yes?” Solus said after he accepted the request.

      Kit scratched at a sticky spot on her table. “Hey. I wanted to let you know that in the next in-game day or two I'm going out with a group to try and kill Malignus.”

      “You got the guilds to agree so quickly? I'm impressed.”

      “No, the medium-sized guilds aren't even close to deciding whether or not they should take my suggestion seriously, and the Silver Army still hasn't officially brought forward the idea to the elite guilds yet.” Kit grimaced, even though Solus couldn't see her. “I'm actually going with a group of about sixty players.”

      Solus was silent for several moments. “There's no way you can take out Malignus with so few players. Raids of more than 200 have failed to take him down.”

      “I know it's a pretty brash idea, but I have to try. These people are desperate to get out—they have families and health issues—and I can't refuse them. Besides, I've never faced Malignus before, so I'm hoping that as we make our attempts, I'll be able to pick up a few tricks that might be useful.”

      “I understand,” Solus said.

      Kit blinked in surprise. “You do?”

      “Yes. You are a strange mixture of impulsive decisions weighted by ruthless tactics. You wouldn't have the heart to say no, but you also aren't idealistic enough to think you can actually pull this off.”

      “I'm still going to give it my all,” Kit stubbornly said. “I'm not doing this as a throwaway run.”

      “Of course,” Solus said. “Be that as it may, I won't be joining you. When some of the guilds throw their weight to your side, I will as well.”

      Kit shrugged, having already predicted his response. “You don't want to waste your time on a battle you can't win?” Kit guessed.

      “Yes.”

      Able to hear the distasteful slant of his eyebrows through the disdain in his voice, Kit stifled a laugh. “I'll keep you updated,” she said.

      “I'm sure the game will keep me well informed of your suicidal activities,” Solus Miles said wryly. “But I wish you luck, regardless. And I suggest you plan on stopping by the White Veil Nunnery.”

      “What do you mean?” Kit asked.

      “To face Malignus, you will have to travel to Lord Valdis Moarte's lands, which border the Weeping Wastelands. It is practically guaranteed that you, an elf, will be cursed when you are so near to such darkness. Particularly when one factors in your bad luck.”

      Kit smiled wryly. “Too bad Pax doesn't have a skill that can cure cursed status ailments.”

      “He might,” Solus Miles said, “but you won't ever find out until you reach the level cap.”

      Kit sighed. “Right, right. Well, I'll let you get back to...whatever it is you are doing. Take care, Solus.”

      “Miles.”

      Kit blinked. “Sorry, what?”

      “I prefer Miles,” Solus Miles said.

      Kit paused, slightly surprised by this somewhat personal admission. I think I’ve only heard people call him Solus before.... “Oh. Then, in that case, take care, Miles.”

      “Good luck with your battle.”

      “Thanks.” Kit paused for a moment, waiting for the PM to officially disconnect, then returned her attention to her papers. “Hollace, class: sage, level 120...”
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      Kit shielded her eyes with a hand as she twisted to squint behind her, watching the Igneo Desert fall behind and checking the crowd of players that followed her. Absently, she patted Chester as she turned her attention forward, peering across the barren stretch of land that was the Weeping Wasteland.

      Sandwiched between the Igneo Desert and Lord Valdis Moarte’s Castle Dolor was the Weeping Wasteland. Lore said the wasteland had been the location of the final battle between Lord Valdis Moarte and the allies of the light. Such power had been wielded by both sides that it had eradicated everything in the area, leaving nothing but a flat stretch of ground.

      The wasteland was cracked and peeled off in flakes, as though the land itself wept for all the lives that had been lost. It was completely silent, except for the howling wind and whatever noise Kit and the other players made.

      There was not a scrap of life in the Weeping Wastelands, not even a pebble or grain of golden sand from the Igneo Desert. Nothing could grow in the area.

      When playing as Azarel, a human, the wasteland had never bothered her much, but as an elf, Kit swore the place still reeked of burnt flesh and echoed with screams of the fallen, the clang of weapons, and the crunch of armor fracturing under blasts of power.

      Kit began to shiver, then stiffened her spine and shook her head. This is a game. The war didn’t even happen—it’s just false stories planted into my character.

      “Worm,” Pax said as he floated next to Chester.

      Grateful for the distraction, Kit raised her eyebrows at him. “Excuse me?”

      “Only the weak let the phantoms of the past affect them,” Pax said. “Elves should know better.”

      “Elves are also more affected by this place, due to our affinity for holy things,” Kit pointed out. “You aren’t bothered?”

      Pax gazed out over the Weeping Wastelands, his expression, for once, unreadable. “I remember the last battle. But it was a long time ago.”

      Kit awkwardly fussed with Chester’s mane. “I see.” She was grateful when Luther and Diedra rode forward, their horses’ footfalls sounding loud in the suffocating silence of the wastelands.

      “Hey, Kit, Pax,” Luther said. Though he barely glanced at the winged warrior, Deidra gaped at him, and it took her a few moments before she could look away. (Kit had brought out Pax once they teleported to the Igneo Desert, causing quite the stir among the party. She was a little worried about misleading the group—the only reason she had the “celestial being” out was because she figured it would give Malignus another target to hit, which might buy them an extra moment or two.)

      “We’re in good shape,” Diedra said. “Everyone is all accounted for and ready.”

      Luther squinted at the horizon line. “I can make out Castle Dolor already. We should be there in under an hour.”

      “That’s good. Or that’s what I keep telling myself, anyway.” Kit’s keen elf eyes let her see Lord Valdis Moarte’s castle clearly—a coal black structure that rose out of the desolate wasteland. A mountain range stretched on behind it, with Mount Covah—one of a handful of active volcanoes in Retha—positioned directly behind it. Though the volcano smoldered, according to lore, it hadn’t erupted since Lord Valdis Moarte had been sealed in Castle Dolor.

      Kit fiddled for a moment with her chat channels—as the raid leader, she had access to a large raid channel where everyone could talk, as well as each individual party’s chat channel. “Prowl, can you hear me?” Kit asked. She turned in her saddle, seeking out the saboteur. He was riding near the front of the raid with the rest of their original group.

      “Yep. You need something?” he asked.

      “Can you go over what will happen when we arrive at the wall one more time?” she asked.

      Luther and Diedra, who were in the same party, nodded their assent.

      “Yeah, but you do realize you’ve got this, right? I mean, you’ve been obsessing over the details since you agreed to this,” Prowl said.

      “Just go over it again. Please.”

      “Uh-huh. When we get to the castle, we press the seals against the wall, which will then shatter. That’s what lets us into Lord Valdis Moarte’s lands—though the only thing you can do really is approach his castle. No one has ever gotten inside. As soon as you get to be a certain distance from the castle, Malignus pops his ugly mug in your face and then attacks you. That’s when you take a crack at him, then die, usually.”

      “It was entirely unnecessary to add that last line, Prowl,” Riko scolded.

      “She asked what will happen. That’s what has happened thus far,” Prowl said.

      “Prowl is confident you will lead us into victory, Kit,” Cookie said.

      “Really?” Vic asked. “Because he’s about as encouraging as a eulogy.”

      Kit switched out of the party channel. “Diedra, Luther, could you double-check our formations? I’d like to speed up, but I want to keep our positions.”

      “Yes, Kit.” Diedra turned her pony—which was roughly Chester’s size, though much better behaved—and circled back to the rest of the group.

      “Of course,” Luther said, lingering at her side. “Let’s run to our death. We don’t have anything better to do.”

      Kit rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Luther.”

      The monk offered her a wry smile that lessened the acidity of his words, then he also directed his horse away.

      Kit took a deep breath when she was left alone again and stared at the looming skeleton of Castle Dolor. We’ve got to do this. We have to try to win. Lives depend on this. She swallowed thickly when the immensity of the impending battle threatened to overwhelm her. Who was she to think she could succeed where—for years—no one else could? How dare she hope she could slay Malignus when members of her own guild hadn’t been able to?

      Enough. She twisted in her saddle and forced herself to look back and remember what was at stake—the people, the children, all of it. They are what matters. They are why we have to try this—why we have to win!

      The nagging whispers that she was fooling herself still gnawed at her, but Kit turned on the raid channel and listened to the other players’ chatter—the sound of hope.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When they finally reached the magical wall that encased Lord Valdis Moarte’s castle, Kit looked it over with a critical eye. It was a shimmery pearl color, and though it looked as solid as a membrane, when she placed her hand against it, it was unmovable.

      Beyond the wall lay the castle—a blackened husk of a building that was as still as the Weeping Wasteland had been. There were no lights, no hint that anyone had taken up residence in the forsaken place, except for the single plume of smoke that drifted out of the back of the castle.

      Malignus.

      Kit hopped off Chester and dismissed him, then turned to the already dismounted raid.

      “Are you going to give a speech?” Prowl asked over their party chat channel.

      “Why would I do that?” Kit asked.

      “Heroes always make speeches before riding into battle,” Axel said.

      “In Silver Army, whenever we run a dungeon, the party leader always reminds everyone of their roles,” Luther said. “Did Milk Crown not do that?”

      Kit used her hands to gather her hair behind her neck so the wind couldn’t blow it in her face. “No, the guildmasters did that sometimes.”

      “You should, as well,” Riko said.

      “It will be inspiring,” Gil added.

      Kit glared at the peanut gallery, but she switched to the raid channel and cleared her throat. “We’re about to enter Lord Valdis Moarte’s lands. Malignus will be on us before we reach Castle Dolor. It is essential that you stay with your party and in the formations we have drawn up. Don’t cluster together—Malignus has AoE attacks that can do serious damage. Similarly, do not let yourself be drawn off alone.”

      Kit stared at her fellow players, carefully gauging their reactions. None of them scoffed at her words. Instead, they listened with an intensity Kit had never experienced.

      I guess this is what desperation does: it unites. We might be making a suicide run, but these people are going to give it their all and do whatever it takes.

      Kit licked her lips, then continued. “Malignus was created to be the end-game content when Chronicles of Retha first launched, so he’s only level 70. Do not let that fool you. Raids of over a hundred with players all above level 90 have not been able to take him down.”

      Kit set her hands on her hips, and her new fans slapped her sides. “Play smart and fight well. Be on your defense and draw back when necessary—we don’t have enough players to brute-force mow-him-down. Watch out for the healers and the wizards, and keep potions on hand. Listen to your party leaders, and speak up if you notice something. Good luck, everyone.”

      “That was pretty good and super informative,” Axel said. “But you didn’t mention courage or winning despite the odds. Four stars—would listen to again.”

      Kit smiled, though she didn’t respond as she gestured for Gil, Luther, Cookie, and Riko to step forward.

      “Once these four seals are applied to the wall,” she said, still over the raid chat, “our questlogs will automatically link up. Your seals will disappear from your inventory, and when we return to the area, the wall will already be down.”

      Gil, Luther, Cookie, and Riko hefted the plate-sized seals—each one glittering with its particular flavor of magic. Luther’s glass fae seal blazed like a beacon; the runes on Gil’s silver human seal glowed; the curling script on the platinum elf seal Riko held actually moved, and the gold dwarf seal flared in Cookie’s hand, flashing like a rotating lighthouse beacon.

      Kit’s throat threatened to squeeze shut with apprehension when she saw the seals react, but she forced herself to continue. “Anyone who accompanies you who has not finished the epic quest will still see the wall and will be unable to pass through it.”

      The foursome lifted the seals and pressed them against the wall. Magic shot out of the seals. Green magic that grew in spirals like vines curled away from the fae seal; the dwarf seal shot out straight lines of gold that split off at sharp, ninety-degree angles; the human seal released chains of runes that rippled like water as they spread across the wall; and the elf seal released magic in shades of silver and white that bowed and bended.

      The four different types of magic layered over one another and slowly crawled across the transparent wall that encased the castle. When every piece of the wall was covered, a high-pitched keening filled the air, and the magic seals burned like stars. The wall began to fracture like glass, then shattered. The four seals cracked in half, and the magic burned off, leaving Lord Valdis Moarte’s castle standing unhindered.

      “This is it,” Kit shouted. “Take up your formations—we’re moving out!”

      The players released a roaring cheer, then turned their attention to their party leaders as the individual groups separated.

      Kit had arranged the players into five different groups—three main groups (Party Can’t Die, Party Log Off, and Party Last Stand) with one relief squad (Party Respite) and Kit’s command party. They could have easily gone for fewer but larger groups, but Kit suspected that—with their smaller numbers—machine gun bursts would be better than trying to bulldoze over Malignus.

      Kit waited for the rest of her party, which consisted of the usual members plus Diedra and a physician—a healer class.

      “It’s a great day to die,” Prowl announced when he and the others joined Kit.

      “I don’t understand why you all say that as though it’s something awful,” Kit said.

      Riko patted Kit’s shoulder in pity. “It’s because it really is; you’ve just died so many times since you started playing Kitten Lovemuch that you’re immune to it.”

      “Shall we move out?” Diedra asked.

      “Yes.” Kit turned in a circle, watching the individual parties arrange themselves so the defensive forces covered the damage-dealing magic users and healing classes, then began to march towards the castle. “Remember, we’re staying in the center of the raid until we encounter Malignus.”

      Cookie saluted Kit. “Copy that, general!” She trotted ahead.

      Vic started to follow her, then paused momentarily. She patted Kit wordlessly, then moved to walk behind Gil.

      Kit smiled and started walking, too, though she felt like every nerve in her body was stretched thin, and every muscle was tensed.

      We’re about to take on Malignus. Don’t panic. Breathe. It’s just a game.

      Each step they took brought them closer to the castle. Kit could feel the raid’s edginess build, keyed up with the knowledge that Malignus could drop in on them any moment.

      Kit strained her elf ears, but she didn’t hear anything above the clang of armor.

      All of a sudden, Pax, who still hovered next to her, tensed and raised his staff.

      He must sense him!

      “Here he comes!” Kit shouted into the raid channel.

      Luther frowned. “How do you—”

      There was an explosion at the front of the raid. Ghostly blue and green flames created a ring, and a tarry black substance filled it. A man climbed out of the black liquid. He was old, with papery white skin that was so thin, his blue veins were visible. He had white, unkempt hair and a long beard. His eyes were white—like a dead fish—but the wrinkles on his face were deep and dragged the skin down. He wore a black wizard robe with long drooping sleeves and a wide collar that once must have been exquisite, but was now crusted with splashes of dried blood.

      Malignus.

      Kit had seen him before in other quests, but never this close. Her heart pounded in her throat.

      “Welcome, Heroes of Retha,” Malignus said.

      Kit studied Malignus. His name was grayed out for the moment, which meant they couldn’t attack him—the game’s insurance policy to make sure boss NPCs could rattle off important plot points before entering battle.

      “You fools,” Malignus began. “You have destroyed the magic the great empires of the past gave everything to establish and have destroyed the accursed magic that guarded this place!”

      “Move into your positions!” Kit shouted. Malignus hadn’t attacked them in a completely open area. There were three house-sized chunks of black obsidian outcrops the players could use to their advantage.

      “But he’s talking, we can’t hit him—” one of the party leaders started to say before Kit cut him off.

      “I know—but it’s our chance to get ahead of him! Spell casters, start casting your longest-loading spells. We’ll hit him hard as soon as he finishes his villain monologue.”

      Malignus, oblivious to the raid chatter, laughed. “To think, I had sent so many of my forces to retrieve the seals, when you—the heroes of Retha—brought them here on your own volition!” He laughed and slapped his wrinkled forehead with a hand that was blackened from dark magic spells gone wrong.

      “Tanks, refrain from drawing aggro until after the spell-casters let him have it—you’ll never be able to hold it through the first volley,” Kit said.

      “Soon, soon Lord Valdis Moarte will return,” Malignus crooned. “His darkness shall cover all of Retha, and all shall fear his name! You have unlocked the door. Now all that is left is to revive him, and he will be free!” He cackled, which quickly turned into hacks that made the necromancer fold over himself.

      “Party Can’t Die has two spells loaded and ready for release,” a party leader reported.

      “Heaven’s Fury is loaded,” Vic added.

      “So is Siren’s Storm,” Riko added.

      “Hold fire—but support players, get your buffs going.” Kit flicked her fans open, and began the slow, sleek opening moves of Serenade of Magic. Two other magic users from Party Log Off edged close enough so Kit’s impressive range could place the buff on them as well. “Fire off the spells when I give the word; Melee fighters release any ranged attacks you have.”

      “Party Last Stand is locked and loaded!”

      “So is Party Log Off.”

      Malignus clenched his hands into fists, summoning lightning that was blue, but gave off a sickly green vapor. A little icon of a ghostly sword popped up under Kit’s name—a powerful de-buff called Unholy Breath of Death, which hit the raid with a dread-based de-buff.

      Malignus smiled, revealing blackened teeth. “I will revive him myself, and he will richly reward me for my efforts,” he said when he recovered from his coughing fit. “But first, I will take care of you!”

      Kit stared at Malignus’s name, waiting for it to turn from gray to white, making him a viable target. “Party Can’t Die, release…NOW!”

      Ice and lightning erupted around Malignus, encasing him in prisms of ice as electricity encircled him from head to foot. Arrows, daggers, spears, and other weapons were also thrown, hitting the necromancer with perfect accuracy.

      Kit struggled to look over her shoulder as she twisted and twirled. She waited until the ice started to melt away before she shouted, “Log Off, go!”

      Red hot magma burst out of the ground, pooling at Malignus’s feet. White runes floated around Malignus before drawing tight like a noose, glowing red hot as they pushed against the sorcerer. Shadows rose off the ground and slowly crawled across the wizard, setting his clothes on fire with black flames.

      A steady stream of ice and fire arrows were shot, hitting their mark every time, and melee attack after melee attack rammed into the wizard.

      “Last Stand, now!” Kit shouted.

      A circle made of glowing blue lines and shapes formed under Malignus as the magma faded. Light flooded the circle and crackled with power. A horse-sized dragon popped out of the sky and shot fire at the black wizard, and five swords rotated around the wizard before pointing in and stabbing him.

      “Command and Respite, release now!” Kit ordered. “All other parties, keep loading smaller spells. Tanks get ready! Melee keep up the ranged attacks until tanks move in—use any poison skill you’ve got!”

      Vic launched Heaven’s Fury the same time as Riko released Siren’s Storm. The two powerful attacks pounded Malignus, smashing him with lightning, meteors, and rain.

      Kit’s heart sank as she glanced at Malignus’s health bar.

      They had just spat out their most powerful spells enhanced by buffs, and they had only taken 1% off his health.

      We can’t do that 99 more times. We haven’t the mana or the time to load them all!

      The magic faded. “Tanks, you’re up!”

      Even as the defense-heavy characters—crusaders, including Gil, a paladin, and a guardian—moved in, Malignus laughed.

      “You’ll have to do better than that,” he said. He raised a blackened hand and pointed at the tanks. The vaporous lightning that encased his hands crackled, and black flames hurtled from his hand to the tanks.

      The paladin—a legendary hero version of the crusader—planted his shield. “Resolve!” he shouted, casting a defense buff. A shimmery light spread from him to the other tanks, reaching them just before the flames hit them.

      The fire hissed as it ate away at the tanks, stripping them of their health even as the healers cast furiously to keep them alive.

      They lost one of the crusaders anyway, and when the flames dissipated, all the other tanks had only a shred of health left.

      If the paladin hadn’t cast Resolve, they wouldn’t have made it.

      The tanks popped potions as the healers lay spell after spell on them.

      Malignus tilted his head back and laughed like a madman.

      The melee fighters—Cookie, Prowl, and Axel among them—moved in, attacking Malignus in carefully timed waves. Can’t Die’s magic users had recovered by now, and started spitting off fast-loading, low mana-cost spells, as did Last Stand.

      Vic, Riko, and the two magic users in Log Off continued to cast the long-loading spells under Kit’s magic attack buff.

      Through all the attacks, Malignus turned his attention to a rogue, a samurai, and a hunter. He extended his hand, and white wraiths that looked like they were made of smoke and spider webs streamed from his palm, screaming like banshees. They knocked into the players and sent them hurtling through the air.

      The hunter died the instant he hit the ground, but the rogue and samurai recovered, popping potions as they slowly made their way back to the front line.

      Kit glanced at Malignus’s health. Still 99%.

      We’re pounding him with everything we’ve got. Everyone is doing exactly as they’re supposed to, but it’s still not enough!

      “The tanks can’t hold aggro—even the paladin can’t,” Deidra said.

      “Your orders, Kit?” a party leader asked.

      So far he’s only been attacking players directly around him, but the tanks’ taunts don’t make a difference. Does he only do close-range combat? “Try backing off. Let’s see what his range is like,” Kit said.

      “You heard her. Can’t Die—pull back!” the party leader shouted.

      “You too, Log off.”

      “Last Stand is backing off.”

      “Party Respite remains in range mode.”

      Malignus tried to push his brows up, but they couldn’t fight against the weight of his sagging forehead wrinkles. “Trying a new tactic, are you? So self-righteous and so stupid.” Still under fire of arrows and spells alike, Malignus raised both of his hands to the sky, opening a black, whirling portal. The magic of the spell roared with enough volume to make Kit’s ears ring.

      The portal shot out black spirits, which galloped across the field in elongated, skeletal shapes. They howled as they drifted, making the hair on the back of Kit’s neck prickle. They careened into players at random, exploding into a puff of mist whenever they collided. A swashbuckler, a wizard, a minstrel, and a knight were taken out by the spirits as players scrambled to move out of the way.

      Riko and Vic grimly held their ground, releasing Siren’s Storm and Heaven’s Fury on Malignus—who was entirely unbothered by the massive storm and flaming meteors.

      When the spirits faded, Malignus laughed and tucked his blackened hands into the sleeves of his robe. “You are all barely better than insects!”

      In conclusion, he does ranged attacks as well. Wonderful.

      Despite the chaos of the battlefield, Kit held a death grip on her thoughts, forcing herself to analyze the situation. Range or close range, after each attack we are given enough time to regroup before he strikes again, but as he starts taking out our healers, we won’t be able to withstand those attacks.

      The magnitude of Malignus’s power was starting to hit Kit. She had never faced anything like him before. And based on his abilities, she was starting to think a raid of 200 Legendary Heroes wouldn’t be able to take him down.

      She was tempted to switch to her Battlefield March skill, but as the buff worked better on tanks and melee classes, she would have to get closer to Malignus—a frankly idiotic idea.

      “Melee, use any powerful skill’s you’ve got,” Kit said. “Don’t worry about aggro—he attacks slow, and as a result doesn’t react to direct attacks against him.” She closed her fans, twirled, then flicked them open as Serenade of Magic continued a slow drain on her substantial mana.

      Prowl was on Malignus in an instant. “Mangle!”

      He was the first in a wave of strong melee attacks. Assassins stepped out of the shadows to carve their weapons into the sorcerer’s back, a barbarian inflicted a bleeding wound, and a fencer pulled off a powerful, multi-hit riposte. The summoner called her dragon back for another round, and the other magic users pounded Malignus without stopping.

      The Weeping Wasteland was awash of power and magic. The air rippled as magic users fired off spell after spell, and the healers dripped with sweat as they poured their power into their fellow players.

      The clang of weapons was a constant chorus, and the ground shook with the force of the attacks the melee players performed.

      All at once, Malignus was hit by another wave of red magma, nearly impaled by a lancer, and was hit in the shoulder by a hunter. And still, his health barely moved.

      For a moment Kit looked away from the battle and concentrated on studying the necromancer’s health information.

      That de-buff he’s got weighs heavily on us, and the darkness of this wasteland feeds directly into him.

      Cookie and Prowl jumped Malignus from behind; Axel stabbed his side, and a buccaneer swung straight into him.

      The necromancer ignored them as his vaporous magic rippled around him, taking most of the damage from the attacks. He extended his hands in front of him—which still crackled with the strange green lightning—and started mumbling. The same tarry substance had harkened his arrival appeared again, swirling around his feet and occasionally belching a puff of poisonous green vapor.

      Kit frowned, though she kept dancing, as the pool of tar grew. “Does anyone know what he’s doing? Prowl?”

      “No clue,” Prowl said. “I was killed off by now the first time I faced him.”

      As the raid chatter was filled with similar murmurs of concern, Kit felt her limbs start to tingle. She glanced at Pax, who had traded his oversized staff for his sword. He’s got the strongest holy affinity here; if he can sense something that requires his sword, it’s got to be bad. When he moved it into a guard position, she lurched to a stop. “This is an AoE attack—take cover behind the rocks!”

      “How do you know?” Vic asked, still loading Heaven’s Fury.

      “I don’t—it’s a guess.” Kit grabbed the wizard by the arm and yanked her along, interrupting the spell. The parties split, sheltering themselves behind the three house-sized obsidian rocks.

      Malignus raised his hands like a conductor and shouted. The tarry substance gushed away from him like a river. Kit narrowed her eyes, tapping her elf senses to bring the liquid into focus. Her stomach heaved when she realized that skeletons and wraithes flowed within the substance. It splashed over a crusader that hadn’t moved fast enough, and he was instantly slain.

      Players shouted as the tarry magic claimed several more players. It hit the first obsidian rock, which held against the magic and made it split and gush around it. It quickly lost momentum and slowed to a crawl. The players crowded behind the stone were safe.

      Malignus shouted again, firing off three more floods of the black, spirit-infused substance. The last one flowed towards Kit, Riko, and Vic with the strength of an avalanche.

      “We’re not going to make it,” Riko said.

      Kit refused to look. “Just run!”

      The spirits in the magic hissed and reached for them as the tarry flood ate up the ground behind them.

      They reached the last obsidian stone but still had to circle around back. The battlefield was flooded with the dark magic, and any of the players who hadn’t crowded behind one of the stones in time were instantly killed.

      Kit, Vic, and Riko darted behind the stone just as the awful magic hit the front of the rock, sending spatters of the substance into the air before it seeped forward at a much slower pace, then slowed.

      Kit had been the last to slip behind the stone and was spattered with some of the acidic liquid.

      She hissed through her teeth as the droplets trickled down her bare arm and shook them off. The magic burned like fire, but had the liquidity of water, causing pain wherever it touched. Even though she had only been hit with flecks, the attack still shaved off at least 15% of her healthbar.

      “This is insane,” Kevasa said. She squirmed through the group and laid a powerful heal on her, even as Malignus’s hacking cough echoed over the sizzling battlefield. “We just lost almost all of Log Off!”

      “Can’t you do something with your winged warrior? He’s a rare pet,” the paladin asked Kit.

      Kit shook her head and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I can’t control him—I’m not a high enough level.”

      The paladin nodded in understanding but kicked the rock. (Kit felt the same way.)

      “We can’t beat this,” someone murmured.

      “Maybe it really is impossible, and this is just another false rumor.”

      “No. We did our research. Kitten Lovemuch—Azarel of Milk Crown—would not present a bogus story.”

      “Then how are we supposed to beat him? Our attacks don’t even hurt him!”

      Riko and Vic eyed Kit with concern, but she waved them off.

      She didn’t blame the others for questioning her. Heck, she would question it herself if she didn’t believe in Bryce.

      Kit slumped against the obsidian rock and watched wraiths pop out of the tarry liquid and squeal before sinking back into it. They’re right. This is out of our league. I knew that…but I hadn’t prepared myself for such raw power. No one can hope to beat him—and this is our only way out! She nodded to Gil when he edged his way through the players and stood next to Vic.

      “We have to keep trying,” Luke—the hunter whose kids waited for him outside the game—said. “We can’t give up. Come on, guys!”

      “He’s still at 99% health,” a sage said. “Even if we were to take our party and multiply it by four…I don’t think it’s possible to inflict enough damage!”

      “We can’t know that,” a samurai argued. “We just need to keep trying.”

      “What do you say, Kit?” Diedra asked.

      Kit peered out from behind the stone.

      Malignus was laughing at the sky. He had shot off two more rivers of his horrible magic, so he was completely surrounded by his spell. Based on the way the first river of the spirit-infused gunk was hardening and turning rust brown, the stuff would soon be safe enough to walk on.

      “Miss Kit?” Gil asked.

      The Weeping Wasteland was silent except for Malignus’s hacking cough.

      “Your orders, party leader?” Luther asked over the raid chat.

      Kit inhaled deeply. Should I be realistic and give up—call everyone off? She looked back on the party, and her eyes fell on Luke and Diedra. “We have to keep trying,” Kit said over the raid channel. “You all approached me because you have too much at stake to wait for the others. Yes, this is crazy. But each time we push him, we can learn a little more.”

      “You think there might be a trick to him?” Axel asked.

      “Retha’s check-and-balance system was designed to make the world more open—there’s always more than one way to attack a boss. The same must be true here. We just need to find an alternative way,” Kit said.

      “But we just lost half the raid. What if we can’t find the balance?” Vic whispered.

      Gil took her hand and smiled reassuringly at her.

      “Then we keep trying until we see what we’ve been missing,” Kit said grimly. “If all of you really are as desperate as you say, we can’t give up after one failure. We’ve got to keep throwing ourselves into this.”

      Everyone was silent for a few long moments.

      “Last Stand—form ranks,” the party leader called. “This tar stuff is hardened enough to stand on. Let’s get out there and attack Malignus while he’s busy laughing to himself.”

      “Can’t Die—group up!”

      “Respite is ready to rock.”

      Kit gingerly stepped on the hardened magic; some of the tension eased in her shoulders when it didn’t hurt her. “Command Party—attack at your leisure,” she said. “Knock the smile off that son-of-a-sick-snake.”

      “We hear you loud and clear, general. Prowl—let’s go in,” Cookie said.

      Riko and Vic again sprinted off—this time so they could get Malignus in their range and start charging their attacks again. Kit jogged alongside them, her elf athleticism making it an easier task for her.

      Retha is all about balancing, she reminded herself. Malignus is awful, but we’re in his territory. If we could inflict some sort of holy status ailment on him, would that work? Do we need a fleet of healers? Often, healing or using holy powers was a very effective attack against any undead creatures, but Malignus was alive, so would that work?

      Kit winced as she scanned the battlefield. Vic was right. Out of their original raid of sixty-three, they were down to thirty-five.

      They likely wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer.

      The tanks plowed into Malignus. The paladin and remaining crusaders linked up and smashed him with their holy shields—which actually succeeded in bowling him over. The success was only momentarily, for he hissed at them and then made a backhanded motion—summoning more wraiths that slammed into them and threw all of them into the air. They survived the fall thanks to their heavy plate armor and high defense, but Malignus repeated the trick on a barbarian who tried to sneak up on him, and she was not so lucky.

      He’s starting to attack faster… “All healers—somebody get eyes on Malignus and tell me if you can use a heal or Holy Bless to hurt him.” Kit threw herself into Serenade of Magic again the moment Riko and Vic stopped.

      “Level 128 priestess here—no dice. His name is grayed out for me if I try to use a heal or bless skill.”

      “Drat,” Kit muttered. What I wouldn’t give to be on Azarel and have her power at my disposal. Instead, I have an insolent angel who sits in an egg and am only half armored up.

      Riko and Vic released Heaven’s Fury and Siren’s Storm, ripping open the heavens above him.

      “We’re down to 98% health!” Prowl shouted in the raid channel.

      Malignus yelled and raised his hands to the sky, then swept his white eyes across the field.

      Kit froze when she felt his gaze fasten on her. “Fa-la-la-la.”

      Malignus pointed directly at her and blasted a bolt of black flames towards her.

      This is it. I’m out. I can’t survive this.

      “Kit!” Riko shouted.

      “No!” Vic screamed.

      The flames hit Kit, and everything seemed to move in slow motion. The black fire licked at her skin. Its blistering heat was unbearably hot, and she could hear the screams of the dead echo in the flames. Immediately, her health bar tanked. Kit shouted as the force of the fire hit her and knocked her off her feet, even as she felt specters paw at her.

      She should have died before she hit the ground, but a white feather twirled briefly in her peripheral vision, and Kit felt a burst of holy powers swell around her. The flames smashed her into the ground, then faded away, leaving Kit with a sliver of health.

      “Nature’s Blessing!”

      “Heal!”

      Healing spells flooded Kit, bringing her instantly back up to full health—though the wind was still knocked out of her from the fall.

      Kit coughed as Riko hurried to her side. “How did you survive that? You should have died!”

      Pax. Kit wheezed as she tried to breathe. She glanced at the winged warrior, who was indeed holding a white feather. When he saw Kit was looking in his direction, he sniffed and turned his back to her. Kit pointed to Pax and coughed again.

      “Are you really okay?” Vic asked. “That looked like it hurt.”

      “It did,” Kit said flatly when she could finally speak again—though a cough still rattled her chest. She hacked twice, coughing up blood in her hand. Suspicious, she glanced up at the icons below her name. “Ahhh, yes. I should have guessed.” A little skull icon was lined up along with the buffs placed on her. “Curse of Sickness. That sounds inviting.”

      “Respite and Log Off have joined forces since they’ve lost the most people,” Diedra said. “Last Stand and Can’t Die are hammering Malignus between them, but he’s speeding up his attacks. We’re down to twenty-two people.”

      Kit, still flat on her back, winced. We won’t last much longer. And now I’ll have to visit the nunnery after this—the holiest ground in Retha. She had started to struggle to her feet, but she paused when she mentally repeated the novice’s jingle. The holiest ground in Retha…

      She bolted upright, then hurriedly checked her character skills. “Where is it…there! Triumphant Echo!” Kit loaded the skill, then glanced at Malignus. His nameplate was grayed out—the attack wouldn’t work on him due to his boss status. Unless….

      Vic waved a hand in front of Kit. “Um…Kit?”

      Kit boosted herself to her feet. “Riko—do you still have that Mon-mon Draught?”

      Riko snorted. “Of course! Why?”

      Kit licked her lips as a plan vaguely took shape in her mind. “We need to use it.”

      “Now? When we’re about to die?” Riko asked.

      “Can’t Die is down. We all got beaten,” the party leader reported from the other side of Retha.

      Kit ignored the bad news. “Yes. If I’m right, we can still take Malignus down.”

      “How?” Vic demanded.

      Malignus released an explosive spell that rocked the ground and sent shards of shrapnel into the air.

      Kit grinned recklessly. “I’ll repeat your question, Vic. What do we do if we can’t find the balance to Malignus’s power? The answer is simple: we cheat.”

      “I have no idea what you are getting at, but whatever it is, you need to try it fast,” Diedra said. “We only have a few healers left, and only your crusader and the paladin are left of the tanks.”

      “That’s okay. Riko, pass the draught off to Luke. Luke, I need you to wait until I’m standing right next to Malignus, and then I want you to shoot the potion and hit him with it.” Kit took off running for the front lines, jumping the ground where it had buckled and bunched from spells and magic.

      “Kit—where are you going?” Riko shouted after her.

      “I’m getting into close range—I can’t risk messing this up!”

      “What?!” Riko yelled.

      “What are you planning?” Prowl asked.

      “Malignus is impossible to beat because he’s in a wasteland of literal darkness, and we’ve lowered ourselves into the muck to beat him,” Kit said. “But what if we changed the setting on him? What if he was the one with the disadvantage?”

      “What has that got to do with my Mon-mon Draught?” Riko squawked. “All it does is make a single attack work on a boss—no matter the normal limitations.”

      “Your potion is the key to all of this.” Kit still ran at Malignus with single-mindedness, but when the sorcerer raised a cloud of shrieking spirits from the ground, they zig-zagged across the battlefield and headed straight for her.

      Kit braced herself, but Gil and the paladin stepped in front of her at the last moment. Their shields glowed as they stood shoulder-to-shoulder. The spirits slammed into them, but their shields held.

      “Kit, go!” Gil shouted.

      Kit waved her thanks and kept running.

      “I’m in position,” Luke said.

      “You better not miss,” Riko grumbled.

      “Die, foolish mortals!” Malignus laughed. He held up his arm, prepping another cloud of wraiths. When he lowered his hand, he was pointing in Kit’s direction.

      No! Kit glanced behind her, hoping Pax would be moved again, but as usual, the winged warrior did whatever he pleased and took to the sky, putting him far out of reach.

      “You better be right about this, Kit,” Luther growled.

      Startled, Kit twisted around in time to see Axel throw his sword like a boomerang, making Malignus twirl a bit. Luther then stepped in and got off a punch combo in Malignus’s face, just before the necromancer released his howling spirits and hit Luther square in the chest.

      The monk was blasted backwards, his health gone in an instant.

      Kit sprinted the remaining distance to Malignus, her eyes hooked on Luther’s health bar, which turned green again when he successfully respawned.

      “I just lost experience because of you,” the monk complained.

      “It was a good way to go,” Axel grunted. “Kit is almost here. Keep it up, guys!” The warrior must have run out of mana, for he gripped his sword and lunged at Malignus, jabbing at him without using skills.

      Kit was almost a stone’s throw away. “Not yet—I want to be right next to him!” Kit said. Strictly speaking, she probably didn’t have to grab him, but she wasn’t going to make a test run to find out!

      “He’s charging up that stinkin’ black-portal/ghost attack,” Vic said.

      “Pull aggro away from Kit if you can,” Diedra shouted.

      Prowl and Cookie winked into existence behind Malignus and ripped into him. A samurai—one of the last melee fighters left—joined their charge.

      “Nature’s Bindings!” Riko’s vines entwined around Malignus. They didn’t stop him, but it gave Kit the second she needed to careen into close range. She skidded out and didn’t stop in time, so she smashed into Malignus.

      The necromancer hissed. “Spirits take you—I shall add your soul to my collection tonight!” This close, Kit could smell his rancid breath and see the sickly red tinge to the puckered skin beneath his white eyes. Whispers seemed to surround him—screams of lives he had taken and the spine-twisting shudders of magic he had warped to suit his needs. Her elf senses went crazy from standing so close to a being that had so wholly embraced evil…but that was exactly why her plan had a chance.

      Kit made sure she could reach out and grab Malignus before shouting. “Hold off all attacks on Malignus! Not a single attack launched!”

      “No attacks!”

      “Hold your fire!”

      Kit took a deep breath. I hope this works… “Luke—NOW!”

      Luke had replaced the arrowhead of his arrow with the glass potion. It hit Malignus in the chest, spattering him with the Mon-mon Draught.

      Swallowing, Kit shouted. “Triumphant Echo!”

      “WHAT?!” Riko shouted. “YOU MADE ME WASTE A POTION WORTH 2 MILLION FOR TRIUMPHANT ECHO?!”

      Malignus’s body stiffened, and his limbs moved against his will until he moved to exactly copy Kit’s stance.

      Kit—standing directly in front of him, grabbed his right shoulder with her left hand. Malignus—copying her—grabbed her right shoulder with his left hand. Together, they shouted, “Safe Haven!”

      Kit whooped as light surrounded both of them before she was crushed by the squeezing sensation of teleportation.
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* * *

      Safe Haven spat Kit and Malignus out in the courtyard of the White Veil Nunnery. Kit staggered out of the whirl of teleportation and collapsed on her knees, coughing terribly as Curse of Sickness ate away at her health.

      Malignus shrieked and covered his eyes with his arms as the sun shone and the nunnery bells tolled. The strange lightning that had enveloped his blackened hands was snuffed out, and he plopped down on the ground, not far from Kit, with a moan. In the brightness of the courtyard, Malignus looked small and faded.

      Kit tried to stop coughing—she wanted to study Malignus to see what de-buffs or side effects the holy area inflicted on him—but the curse kept her at it.

      “You!” Malignus uncurled himself enough to glare at Kit. He crawled towards her, his lips curled back in a pained grimace as he gnashed his blackened teeth. “You will suffer for this. I will riddle you with my spirits’ magic until your soul is blackened with it!”

      Kit scrambled backwards. Her cough was almost settled, but she could barely breathe.  Her palms sticky with blood, she scrabbled to try and get her feet under her. Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have been so impulsive about this.

      Malignus started chanting, then lunged forward and grabbed Kit by the leg.

      Kit kicked at him. “Violent Outburst!”

      Malignus kept chanting, and his hand started to burn on her skin. Sparks of his blue-green lightning flickered at his blackened fingernails, and Kit yelped in pain as her health drained. A smoky white wraith appeared between Malignus and Kit, its features blurred and muted though Kit could see the gaping holes of its eyes and the screaming slant of its mouth as it inched towards her.

      I’m going to die!

      Abruptly, a wooden box that jingled with coins slammed into Malignus’s skull, toppling the necromancer and sweeping the wraith away.

      Kit swiveled, her jaw dropping when she looked to the cathedral.

      Sister Miriam, the money-minded novice, and all the other nuns stood on the staircase. They all wore similar expressions—smiles that grew wider every moment and eyes that glittered.

      Both Kit and Malignus were transfixed by the sight until Kit regained her wits. Now’s my chance! She scrambled to her feet and ran to the nuns, putting some distance between herself and the necromancer.

      “Malignus,” Sister Miriam said. “You have dared to set foot in Retha’s most holy of sanctuaries.” One of the nuns behind her grinned wickedly and cracked her knuckles.

      “Holy?” Malignus snarled. “You might peddle your petty magics to gullible heroes, but your powers will have no such effect on me!”

      An NPC bishop who stood next to Sister Miriam politely folded his hands and listened with great interest. “Oh, they won’t, will they? Prayer for Pity!”

      A sphere of white light encircled Malignus, and a bell rang.

      Malignus screamed as the light wrapped around him, burrowing its way under his skin. Kit watched in shock as she saw his health bar drop to 97%. That Bishop’s single attack did as much damage as all our greatest spells combined.

      “You shall pay for your insolence!” Malignus sobbed as he staggered to his feet. “I am Malignus! My power in the dark arts is unrivaled!”

      Across the courtyard, a man chuckled. “Precisely. Which is why today is the most blessed of days.” A NPC paladin—a quest giver—smiled grimly as he set the edge of his shield on the ground. Behind him, at least twenty other NPC crusaders dressed in glimmering armor hefted spears and lances. “Surely it is an act of the light that has brought you here—to our domain.”

      “Enough! You shall die, cursing my name!” Malignus pointed a blackened hand at the paladin and shot off a stream of black fire filled with shrieking spirits.

      The attack, Kit noticed, had less than half the power he had used against Kit and the other players. Instead of releasing a ferocious inferno of black flames, it was more of a fireball—which the Paladin easily deflected with his shield.

      An NPC monk trainer strolled into the courtyard, “Malignus, your arrogance has led to your downfall. For you may have the advantage when you hide away in Castle Dolor…but you have entered a holy sanctuary. You have no power here.” The monk abruptly lunged, disappearing in a flicker of agility, before reappearing behind Malignus and smashing him with a roundhouse kick.

      Malignus went sprawling with a squawk. Coughing, he peeled himself off the ground. “Enough. You will bow before me! You will shudder in fear!”

      The courtyard filled with more NPCs—a smattering of holy knights, a few white mages, even a templar assassin: a legendary hero assassin class.

      Sister Miriam shook her head. “No, Malignus, we will not fear you.”

      Kit swallowed when she realized that the NPCs who flooded the courtyard all possessed classes with an affinity for the attribute of holiness. I think…I think Malignus is about to get his arse handed to him.

      The paladin strolled up to Malignus with a smile. “You see, we have so longed to face you.”

      “Holy Light!” a priestess shouted, bathing the courtyard with pure, white light.

      “Angel’s Ascend!” a holy knight hefted his lance, which glowed as wings made of light grew behind him, exploding into sparkles when he threw the lance at Malignus.

      A white mage pointed to the sky. “Star of Hope!” A star streaked through the sky, falling like a meteor and crushing Malignus.

      “Chorus of Faith.” Sister Miriam and the other nuns folded their hands and sang, and the nunnery bells rang like crazy.

      Through it all, Malignus howled and screamed. He shot off a few more fireballs made of his spirit magic, but the NPCs brushed them off with ease.

      Kit watched the NPCs slice away at Malignus’s health bar as though it were made of butter. Just as Kit had suspected, a long list of de-buff icons had popped up beneath his name: Influence of the Light, Holy Ground, Sacred Place…the list went on. Each de-buff chiseled away at his stats and gave every holy attack extra damage and heft. With that many de-buffs weighing him down, the right player raid would be able to stand on even ground with him.

      I was right. The location makes a huge difference…but I never expected the NPCs would take him on like this! Relief bubbled in Kit, making her light-headed. As the NPCs continued to carve into Malignus with an arsenal of holy and light-based attacks, she laughed with a joy she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      This was her Retha: a world of adventure and impossibilities.

      “Kit!” Riko shouted over the raid channel. “Kit, what the heck is going on?”

      “Why is Malignus’s health dropping?” Diedra asked.

      Kit grinned. “I’m at the White Veil Nunnery, and it’s, it’s incredible. We’re going to win! It worked—so much better than I thought!”

      “What worked?” Luther barked.

      Kit shook her head as two monks timed their punch combos and threw Malignus into the blades of the waiting templar assassin. “We’re such pompous players,” she said. “We always assume that as players, we’re the most powerful fighters in Retha. But we’re not. We’re not even close!”

      “Stop talking in riddles and spill it!” Vic shouted.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just, we were so off!” Kit glanced at Malignus’s health bar—which had dropped to 18%. “Retha is designed to imitate real life, but we were playing it like it’s a video game with rules we have to follow. All of those stupid balances and checks I was cursing earlier—I failed to use them to our advantage. Since fighting Malignus in the Weeping Wastelands, in the shadow of Lord Valdis Moarte’s Castle Dolor, was such an advantage for him and a disadvantage for us, I changed locations.”

      Kit jumped when an explosion of light rocked the ground, and Malignus howled in pain. “Here at the White Veil Nunnery, he can barely move—and the NPCs are ripping into him! This is it—we’re going to win!”

      “W-win?” Luke stammered.

      Kit laughed. “Yes!”

      The raid channel was filled with cheers, laughter, and sobs of relief.

      Kit smiled with pride as Malignus—on his last few percentages of health, collapsed.

      “This isn’t over,” Malignus snarled. “You might have defeated me through petty trickery, but Lord Valdis Moarte will rise again. He will bring darkness you can’t imagine! All shall bow before his greatness!”

      “You are wrong, Malignus,” Sister Miriam said as she—and the novice—approached the sorcerer. “Even if your master returns, we will never quake. For the light never bows a knee to evil.”

      “Amen,” the novice added, before—once again using her coffer—she clobbered the sorcerer in the head.

      Malignus fell backwards and hit the ground with a splat, the last bit of his health gone. His body began to fade, as cheers broke out in both the raid channel and the nunnery.

      
        Congratulations. You have finished the quest: The Lost Seals of Retha.

      

      “We did it!” Cookie shouted.

      “We won! We beat Malignus!” Axel laughed.

      Kit fell to her knees in relief as the drops screen popped up. She barely had time to select the button that auto-distributed the wealth before golden, beveled words filled her vision.

      
        Congratulations. You have completed the world quest: Curse of the Necromancer.

        You have defeated Malignus.

        Auto-log off in 10 seconds.

      

      The joyful screams that filled the chat channel told Kit she wasn’t the only one who had received the notification.

      “We’re going home. We’re going home!”

      “My kids—”

      “We made it!”

      Kit smiled as her body grew light. She closed her eyes, and the world turned black.
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* * *

      
        Your pledged has logged off.

      

      Solus Miles stood on the rooftop of a Luminos inn and stared at the message, baffled. What? That’s impossible.

      The bell chime of Retha’s automated announcement system chimed.

      
        Attention, Heroes. Malignus has been defeated by raid: The Desperate Quest.

        Led by: Kitten Lovemuch.

        The Chronicles of Retha World Quest: Curse of the Necromancer has been completed.

        Now starting new world quest: The Return of Lord Valdis Moarte.

        Congratulations to The Desperate Quest, and good luck to all heroes in this next adventure.

      

      It took a few moments for the meaning of the message to sink in.

      Kit and her unruly crew had defeated Malignus. It should have been impossible, but somehow the dancer had pulled it off.

      Solus was filled with respect for Kit, but it lasted for only a moment. Next came the gaping black knowledge that Kit had succeeded, and based on the announcement, it changed everything.

      Curse of the Necromancer had been the subtitle with which EC had launched Chronicles of Retha. Solus Miles—like the millions of players before him—had assumed Malignus was the end game boss—the final enemy that could not be defeated.

      Instead…he was the end of a world quest—which meant defeating him would have continent-wide repercussions.

      Normally this would be exciting—it would open up new questlines and change the story of the game. But in these circumstances, it made Miles feel like the ground had dropped out from underneath him.

      As the Curse of the Necromancer quest had been completed, it meant Malignus would never respawn. His part in the Chronicles of Retha was finished, and with him gone, so was the one possible way to be auto-logged off the game.

      Kit was correct all along…and now there’s no way out.
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      Kit’s eyes snapped open. Everything was bathed in blue from the blue light of her submersion unit. Water sloshed around her as she tried to move, but her muscles felt like cement blocks.

      “She’s awake! I repeat, Player Kittredge successfully logged off!” A bright light was pointed into Kit’s face. “Kittredge, can you hear me?”

      “Yes.” Kit finally succeeded in raising her hands to shield her eyes.

      “Player Kittredge is fully conscious.” The light disappeared and was replaced with a red-haired woman whose blue glasses were in danger of slipping off her nose.

      “She’s awake—she made it?” Kit recognized the sound of Bryce’s voice, even though it was tinny and came from a speaker phone.

      “She did.”

      Kit winced as she tried to shift. “Hey, Bryce.”

      “Kit! You’re okay,” Bryce said.

      “I think so.”

      “You hang tight, cuz. I’m on my way to the arcade. Jessa is going to look you over to make certain you’re fine, medically speaking. Okay?”

      Kit rubbed her face. She always felt groggy and a little slow thinking after coming out of a full submersion game, but her rancid breath and heavy muscles were new. “Okay.”

      “Hang tight,” Bryce repeated. “We’ll be there soon.”

      We’ll? Before Kit could ask, the line clicked—signaling he had disconnected.

      “We’ll get you out of your tank shortly, Miss Kittredge,” the woman said as other employees clothed in white lab coats crowded around her. “But first we just have to do a few tests. Could you touch your nose with your right hand, and then with your left hand?”
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* * *

      An hour later, Kit found herself sitting on a leather couch with a mug of steaming coffee pressed into her hands. She rolled her neck, reveling in the feel of stretching long-tensed muscles, and tried not to take notice of the gaggle of EC employees who stared at her like she was a zoo animal.

      After passing all of their medical tests, Kit had been whisked up to some kind of exclusive lounge. I wonder why they haven't released me yet. She had received a brief explanation during her checkup—apparently it had been 42 hours since Chronicles of Retha had gone offline. Beyond that, she didn’t know much else.

      “Senior Community Manager, Bryce Napert has arrived; along with Product Director, Steve Heart; and Senior Developer, Magda Gomez,” Jessa, who had been Kit’s constant companion since waking, announced. “They would like to speak to you.”

      Kit set her mug aside and stood. She smiled when the lounge doors were flung open and Bryce strode into the room, almost tackling Kit with a hug.

      “I'm so proud of you,” Bryce said. “You've been so strong!” His clothes were wrinkled—he probably hadn’t gone home since the server issues—and his face was haggard and sported a five o’clock shadow, but his smile was so big it threatened to burst his face in two.

      Kit tried to return the hug, but her muscles were still a little feeble. “Thanks for your message. It's the only way we got out.”

      “By we, do you mean to say the sixty-two other players who were also auto-logged out with you?” A man rumbled somewhere behind Bryce.

      Bryce stepped aside. “Kit, meet Steve Heart and Magda Gomez. Heart is the director for the American servers of Chronicles of Retha. Magda is a senior developer who has worked on it since its launch.”

      Kit nodded to the pair. “Hello.”

      Magda smiled as she tied up her dark hair in a messy bun. “Tell us how you did it—I've been positively dying to know since Bryce told me you got out!”

      “I am intrigued as well.” Steve flashed Kit a smile, showing off the white of his teeth against his brown-colored skin. “What happened?”

      Kit slowly eased herself back into the couch. “After Bryce sent me the message, letting me know that it was possible to get off Retha if we killed Malignus, I met up with a small group of players.”

      Jessa handed three packets of papers to Bryce, Steve, and Magda as they sat in wooden chairs pulled up to Kit's couch. “That would be players Old Man Bluff, Axellent, Ihatethis, Nevarro Kuro, Rikomo, and Prowl?”

      It took Kit a second to recognize her friends’ actual player names. “Yeah. I went to the Guildhall in Luminos and tried telling people what you had told me, but no one took me seriously due to my joke of a character. Thanks for that, by the way.” Kit narrowed her eyes at her cousin, and smothered the desire to smack him.

      Bryce's face turned ashen. “You have no idea how much I regret doing that, Kit.”

      “It turned out okay,” Kit said. “We decided to go ahead with the quest and eventually met up with Luther. We snagged all four seals, then returned to Luminos to try and talk to some of the guilds—who had by this time organized themselves. There's some kind of mini council now.”

      “Our two GMs who are in-game reported that the guilds are organizing themselves,” Steve said. “It's helped keep the peace so hysteria and panic has not spread too far, but I am concerned by what the long-term effects will be depending on how this shakes out.”

      Kit blinked. “You have game masters in Chronicles of Retha? Right now?”

      Bryce nodded. “We've been in contact with them—not that it has done much good.”

      “Could you continue, Kit?” Magda asked.

      “There's not much to say after that. I talked to the guilds and got some headway among them, but it was obvious it was going to take a long time to get everyone to agree. I was approached by a group of players who were desperate to try any way to get out of Retha.”

      “May I ask why?” Steve asked.

      “Each of them had a personal reason—whether it was because they had kids waiting on them or possible health complications. Either way, they were willing to throw themselves at Malignus if I would lead them, so I thought we'd give it a go.”

      “And how did you slay Malignus?” Magda leaned forward in her chair. “There're so many different ways to defeat him, but I was shocked when I learned you had defeated him with only sixty-three players.”

      “One of my party members, Riko, had a Mon-mon Draught. We used it, then I used Triumphant Echo followed by Safe Haven and teleported Malignus to the White Veil Nunnery,” Kit said. “The holy status of the cathedral nailed him, but all the NPCs in the area are what really killed him. All of our forces combined only took out about 2% of his health; it was the NPCs who did all the heavy lifting.”

      Magda whistled. “You weren't kidding when you said she was good with tactics, Napert.” The game developer smiled at Kit and slightly shook her head. “We want the world of Retha to be as open as possible so players can find their own way to solve problems. But in all of our planning, we never guessed anyone would think to use the holiness of the White Veil Nunnery as a weapon.”

      “Excuse me,” Jessa said. “But we have connected with the Chicago, Atlanta, Minneapolis, Rochester, Winnipesaukee, and Fort Wayne arcades. Videoconference is now available.”

      Bryce abandoned his chair and plopped down next to Kit on the couch. “Excellent. Let's bring them online, shall we?” He pointed to the wall, which was covered by several screens, all of which currently showed the EC logo.

      The screens went black for a moment before displaying six different images of people.

      Kit was instantly able to pick up Cookie and Vic, who looked exactly like their characters in their shared screen. Riko was next. She appeared to be in her late thirties or early forties, and looked a little strange to Kit as she sported glasses and a pixie cut, though her skin was the same olive color. Real-life Prowl was hilariously close to looking like a businessman with well-trimmed hair and a sports coat—appearing far more serious than his saboteur character, even though he couldn’t have been older than Kit. But it took longer than Kit would've liked to figure out that the smiling, male university student was indeed Gil—whom she had long thought was a tired salary man. Axel had the same facial features as his character—though he was markedly younger (perhaps sixteen at the oldest), and he didn't have a man bun. But perhaps the biggest surprise was Luther—who looked like he was about Riko's age. (Kit had been almost certain he was a smart-mouth teenager.) That's what I get for assuming things, I guess.

      Kit smiled at the screens and waved. “Hey, guys.”

      Everyone began talking at once.

      “Kit, way to go! That was totally worth using my potion,” Riko said.

      “The techs told me they saved all my footage—it's already been uploaded to my profile on the community!” Axel crowed.

      “Funny, I never pictured you as a working stiff, super villain,” Prowl said.

      “I could say the same for you,” Luther replied.

      “You’re a genius, Kit!” Cookie said.

      Vic reached to her shoulder to pet her cat, who wasn’t there. “I can’t believe we actually pulled that off.”

      “It was impressive—especially given that the odds were against us,” Gil said, his voice lined with a slight southern drawl.

      Kit smiled as she listened to her friends’ chatter, but her expression turned thoughtful. She wrinkled her brow and turned to face Bryce. “Is there a reason why you gathered up my original party?”

      Bryce exchanged glances with Steve and Magda. “Yes,” he said slowly. “Legal wanted to talk to you all as you are the original party that formed the raid, and then Steve wants to say a few words once they’re finished.”

      Kit blinked. “Legal?”

      The doors were forced open, and two men strode into the room, completely ignoring the EC employees crowded around the door. Both carried briefcases and wore suits so similar, they could've been twins, but one of the men was taller and also carried a tablet. “Welcome back, players,” the taller one said with a smile so fake it looked painted. “I'm Richard Cheney, and this is my associate Chris Forrester. We're with EC's legal department.”

      Kit glanced at the screens that displayed her friends. Based on their expressions, they could all see the lawyers as well.

      “I'm so glad to see you all have received a clean bill of health from our medical staff,” the short attorney said. “After we are finished here, you will be transported to a hospital where you will again be checked over by medical professionals. Before you leave, however, we wanted to get a few things squared away.”

      “First of all, based upon the terms of service and conditions you signed when you created an ID with Eternal Chase, EC will not be held liable for this incident,” the tall lawyer said.

      “EC is responsible for all medical expenses incurred while you were in a full submersion game; however, according to your terms of service, you were made aware of the possible dangers of playing a full submersion game, so EC will not be held responsible for any emotional or mental distress incurred, nor any sort of distress or financial or emotional repercussions besides medical conditions that occur due to game malfunctions. If you chose to enter the game without permission of a doctor, EC is not at all responsible or liable for any damage—including loss of job. During this incident, EC contacted every individual players’ emergency contact, and has been in ongoing communication with them, though EC takes no responsibility to inform anyone besides your recorded emergency contact. Do you understand?” The short lawyer said.

      Surprisingly, it was Axel who spoke first. “So basically, you're saying that EC will pay to keep us alive, and wants to make sure we're fine, but we can't sue you guys.”

      The lawyers smiled but said nothing.

      “I'd take that as a yes,” Prowl said.

      “Additionally,” the tablet-toting lawyer continued. “We have just a few papers we would like you to sign. EC employees will present them to you now.”

      Kit tried to discreetly glance at Bryce as she took the papers from one of the lawyers. Bryce scratched his nose and seemed to shake his head.

      In other words, I probably shouldn't sign this.

      Riko broke the silence first. “This is a confidentiality agreement,” she said. “You're trying to tie us up so we can't talk about this.”

      “The terms of service,” one of the lawyers began.

      “Have nothing to say about confidentiality from players,” Luther said. “I'm not signing this. None of you guys should either. If you do, Axel, they'll grab all that footage you were so proud of.”

      Prowl whistled through his teeth. “Has anybody ever told you you're a lot smarter out of the game, Luther?”

      Riko's fingers twitched, as if she longed to strangle her guildmate. “Not now, Prowl.”

      The lawyers exchanged glances. “We can offer incentives,” the short lawyer said.

      “We're still not interested,” Luther said.

      Bryce, Kit's friends, and the lawyers swiveled to look at her. “Yeah, what he said,” Kit said when she realized they were waiting for her to speak.

      The tall lawyer narrowed his eyes, but Director Heart cleared his throat and shook his head. “The players have been through a trying time. If you wish to speak to them further, I suggest we contact them after they have had time to rest.”

      The lawyers shrugged. “As long as you understand where we stand. We will leave the paperwork with you. We hope you'll continue to patronize EC in the future.” The men nodded, first to Kit, then to her friends on the screens. Then they left as quickly as they came.

      Bryce followed them and shooed out all of the other EC employees except for Steve, Jessa, and Magda.

      “So, now that the clowns have talked to us, are we free to go?” Prowl asked.

      Steve stood with his hands behind his back. “I apologize; they really are loyal employees and wish to minimize the damages this incident will incur. But they are concerned for your safety as well, which is why we had to wait until after they left, as they would kick up a fuss if they knew what we were going to speak to you about.”

      Kit shifted uneasily on her couch. “What is it?”

      Magda took Kit's coffee cup and carried it to the small kitchenette attached to the lounge. “Specifically, we are only interested in speaking to Kittredge, Riko, Prowl, and Luther. However, based on your experiences together, Bryce suggested we talk to you all so the entire party is aware.”

      “Aware of what?” Gil asked.

      Steve cleared his throat. “We'd like to send Kittredge, Riko, Prowl, and Luther back into Chronicles of Retha.”

      Kit stared at the director. “What?!” She twisted on the couch so she could look at Bryce, who puttered in the kitchen with Magda. “What?!” She repeated.

      “EC is continuing to pursue all possible methods of fixing the corrupt files,” Steve said. “Unfortunately, we haven't been able to come up with a feasible fix.”

      “If we were given enough time, our people would be able to make it work.” Magda returned to the couch and offered Kit a fresh cup of coffee. “Unfortunately, with so many players hanging in the balance, time isn't really something we're prepared to gamble with.”

      “What does that have to do with us?” Riko asked.

      “One of the original methods we looked into was exploiting the auto-log off, as you did with your raid group in slaying Malignus,” Steve said. “Unfortunately, we had to rule it out as it was unfeasible.”

      “But it was feasible—we did it,” Kit said.

      “You got a raid of sixty-three people out,” Magda said. “We want to get the entire server logged off. That means all the loner players who haven't ventured to any of the big cities, the guilds scattered throughout Retha, the solo players, the parties, everyone.”

      “The idea was thrown out because it was deemed impossible to contact all of those people to have them join raids that, if won, would auto-log off players in that raid.” Bryce slowly walked up to Kit, his expression warring between worry and hope. “That changed, however, when you killed Malignus.”

      “Slaying Malignus is actually a world quest,” Magda said. “Since you have defeated him, he will not return. Instead, it actually acts as the catalyst to bring back Lord Valdis Moarte.”

      “What?” Kit, Luther, Riko, and Prowl all yelped.

      “Malignus was supposed to be the starting chapter of the story of Retha,” Steve said. “EC always planned for the servers to progress past him. You are aware that EC has other translations of the Chronicles of Retha in different countries?”

      Prowl scratched his chin. “Yes, the Asian servers have Chronicles of Thare, and Europe has Chronicles of Aerth, and all the rest.”

      “In all of those games, including Retha, their continents are anagrams for the word earth,” Magda said. “Although each continent is individualistic, the set up and story they present are one and the same. Each iteration of the game was given a servant of a dark lord to defeat, with the idea that after you defeated him, the dark lord would spawn, and the story would progress.”

      “The American Chronicles of Retha (and several other countries) never progressed past defeating the servant of the dark lord, but thanks to you, now Retha has,” Steve said.

      “What does all this mean?” Kit asked.

      Bryce's worried expression became more pronounced as his eyebrows pushed together. “Defeating the dark lord himself is the actual endgame content, not the servant. If you can defeat the dark lord, the entire server will be auto-logged off in order to confirm it was a legitimate defeat and no cheat programs, bots, or anything unethical was used to win.”

      “Has that ever happened on any version of the game?” Riko asked.

      Bryce paused, then shook his head. “No server—no country—has been able to defeat the ultimate dark lord who presides over their game.”

      “But you want us to go back and try,” Kit asked. “Because if we can pull it off, it means everyone will be kicked out, regardless of where they are and whether or not they fought with us.”

      Steve grinned. “Exactly!”

      “Why do we have to go back in?” Riko asked. “Can't you send EC employees in?”

      Magda shook her head. “I'm afraid not. The only people who can reenter the game at this point are those whose characters were online when the backup server was activated. That means all of our employees who were in-game but on the rental-model submersion units are also unable to log in. The only employees who were in the full submersion models on the down server are the GMs Bryce mentioned previously.”

      “And you can't have employees log in using our characters?” Kit guessed.

      “No,” Magda said. “Characters are keyed up to their players’ brain waves. We can do some basic manipulations—as Bryce did with your character, Kit—but we can't actually log on the game as you.”

      “Why us?” Luther asked. “We were in a raid of sixty-three people, and we're honestly the only ones you feel you can send back?”

      “Yeah,” Axel piped in. “And why is it just shark-bait, Riko, Prowl, and Luther? Why can't we join them?”

      Steve swiveled to smile at Axel's screen. “I regret to say that your status as a juvenile immediately eliminates you, Axellent. As for Nevarro Kuro, Ihatethis, and Old Man Bluff, for you it is an insurance and legal tangle. All three of you are still under your parents’ insurance and power of attorney. We would have to involve your parents in this, whom I doubt would give their permission, and we frankly don't have the time to waste to make an attempt that wouldn't pay off.”

      “So that just leaves us old folks. Great. But you still haven't answered Luther's question,” Riko said.

      “It's because of Kit, isn't it?” Prowl guessed.

      Kit blinked. “Me?”

      “Yes,” Magda said. “The unique way you pulled off the attack against Malignus highlights your raid experience—which is something not many people left on the server have. Riko, Prowl, and Luther trust you. It's obvious your party works together—we could see that even when we were looking at sheer data readouts. We would put you in contact with our GMs, and together you would organize a raid to take out Lord Valdis Moarte.”

      The declaration made Kit sink lower in her chair. I always thought Lord Valdis Moarte was the vague, boogie man EC used as their scapegoat for evil-ness. But now, in-game, he’ll be real?

      “But we're not even employees. How can you ask us to do this?” Riko argued.

      “It is an unfair request,” Magda admitted. “We are requesting you four to do something very dangerous—that's why we had to wait for our own lawyers to leave, or they would have strangled us. But the fact is, there are several thousand players left in Retha. We are doing everything we can to bring them home, but so far it's not enough.”

      “We can offer to make you temporary GMs—which means you’ll get EC level health insurance. Our employee insurance policies include a clause for accidental death.”

      “Gee, you’re really selling this,” Vic said. “I mean death insurance—who wouldn’t want that?”

      Kit leaned back so her head hit the top of the couch. “Why aren't you talking, Bryce?”

      Her cousin was silent for several moments. “Because I don't know what to tell you,” he said. “You are my cousin, and I already put your life in danger by giving you that stupid character and making a note in your profile to log you into Retha. But I am the senior community manager. Those players who are stuck in the game are my people. I've talked with them; I've laughed with them. They're very real to me. I can't imagine leaving them on their own.” Bryce smiled sadly at her. “I would go in myself if I could, but I can't. I know in asking you to do this, we're asking you to shoulder a burden that isn't yours. But you're a gamer, just like us. We're a community, and right now thousands of us are in danger.”

      Kit fell silent as she mused over her cousin's words.

      “Do you have any additional incentives to offer us?” Riko asked.

      “Yeah,” Prowl chimed in.

      Steve thoughtfully tapped his chin. “What if I were to tell you that your sister is stuck in the game?”

      “I don't have a sister,” Prowl said.

      “Girlfriend?” Steve asked.

      “You just banned the only girl I'm interested in from going back into the game,” Prowl said. (A quick glance at Cookie proved she had turned bright red.)

      “Darn it,” Steve said. “That seemed like such a good motivator.”

      “Setting the jokes aside, we do have some additional enticements,” Madga said.

      Riko’s smile showed all of her teeth. “Oh? Then please, continue.”

      Kit shut her eyes and tuned out the chatter. What do I do? This isn't my job; it's not even something I have to do. And I doubt there are any incentives they could offer me that would be worth the risk.  But can I just walk away from all those people and not feel guilty? Everyone who approached me for the Desperate Quest raid party couldn't be the only people who are frantic to get out. Can I really justify not helping them? Can I just abandon them? And Solus…

      Bryce sat back down next to Kit. “What are you thinking?” He asked.

      Kit pressed her lips together. “I didn't want Milk Crown to dissolve.”

      Bryce blinked. “I'm sorry, what?”

      “I didn't want Milk Crown to dissolve,” she repeated. “I wanted to keep playing with everyone. I wanted to keep exploring Retha and cream our competition in PVP matches and organize huge raids.” She paused. “When Landon and London announced they were dissolving the guild and everyone decided to leave, I felt abandoned. No one really seemed to care what happened. We just separated, and so I left Retha. Because otherwise I would've been left behind without any of my friends—which was the very reason why I started to play Retha to begin with.”

      “I'm sorry, Kit,” Bryce said. “I didn't know. I'm sure we could have come up with something—”

      “No, we couldn't have,” Kit said. She offered him a sad smile. “The fact is, it was fun while it had lasted, but the time was over. As soon as we weren't playing together, we stopped exchanging messages, and nobody seemed to care about each other anymore.”

      “Um, about that…” Bryce said.

      “And that is why I will do it.”

      Bryce blinked again. “What?”

      Kit took a deep breath. “I'll go back into Retha because no one should be left alone like this. I still regret Milk Crown, which is why I can't leave. I can't abandon them—they might not be my guildmates, but they are fellow players. So I'm going back.”

      “That's what I thought you'd say,” Riko piped in. “I'm coming, as well—provided you didn’t lie about those incentives. But I need to approve it through work first. Could someone get me the Wi-Fi password, or are we in such a rush that you guys want to contact my employer?”

      Kit nodded. “Yeah, I’ll need to send off a few emails, too.”

      “If you two are going, I'm in,” Prowl said. “Luther?”

      Kit shifted her attention to the screens when the monk was silent. “Luther? Are you okay?”

      Luther looked like he was about to cry. His brow was furrowed, and his shoulders were slumped in defeat. “I want to. I wish I could. I belong in there with you guys, but I can't...”

      Vic narrowed her eyes. “What you mean?”

      Luther shook his head. “I'm married, with a five-year-old and a two-year-old. I can't risk myself like this. I can't make my wife live through this again.”

      Kit stared at the screen that displayed Luther with new understanding. That's why he was so jerk-like when he first met us. He thought he was wasting valuable time, when he was just as desperate as the rest of the raid to get off and return to the real world.

      “You're right,” Kit said. “You shouldn't come. We'll miss you—we’ll miss all of you, but we'll manage.”

      Axel scowled and scratched his head. “There's got to be a way we can help you.”

      Riko sighed. “I'm afraid not, kiddo. But your desire to help does reveal your character.”

      “Is there anything you can tell us about Lord Valdis Moarte?” Kit asked. “Anything we should know about him?”

      “He's the only boss in the entire game that requires a massive raid to defeat—we’re talking hundreds of players,” Magda said. “Your genius trick with the White Veil Nunnery won't work on him, as he is in a class of his own. However, you should be able to recruit some of the NPCs to fight on your side.”

      “The game will reward you for amassing an army to go against him,” Steve said. “There are tricks, skills, buffs, and all sorts of other things that haven't yet been revealed in-game because no one has hit the right requirements or amassed such an army. If you do it, you'll experience lots of extra pluses that will help you out in fighting against Lord Valdis Moarte.”

      Afraid to hope, Kit cleared her throat. “I'm assuming I can't play as Azarel...”

      “It has to be Kitten Lovemuch,” Magda said, backing up Kit’s guess, “because she was the character who was transferred to the backup server.”

      “I figured as much.” Kit sighed. “But by this time, disappointment has been such a constant companion, I am unsurprised. Can you at least give us any boosts or advantages?”

      “I'm glad you asked,” Steve said. “We will be giving you, Kittredge, a guild called the Heroes of Retha. We put that guild name on reserve before Retha went public because of the world lore that refers to players as heroes. It might help convince other players to listen to you.”

      “I'm more concerned about my reputation with all the NPCs. Can you do anything to fix it? It's pretty much broken at this point, and I can't go anywhere without being stabbed or shot by NPCs.”

      Magda narrowed her eyes, thinking. “We can't positively affect it—meaning we can't send you back with full rep levels. But we might be able to reset it, which would give you neutral levels instead.”

      “I'll take it,” Kit said emphatically.

      “It would be nice to be able to ride through the forest without worrying about being shot for being seen in your company,” Riko said.

      Bryce sighed, “I’m so sorry, you guys.”

      “We have new full submersion pods we will put you in each of your individual arcades,” Steve continued. “They're designed for longer play periods—our GMs use them when going in-game for their shifts. It will also make it easier for us to observe your vitals.”

      Gil and Cookie nodded with wordless approval, though Vic looked less than impressed. “You better take good care of them,” the wizard said.

      Magda smiled at her. “By returning to the game, Prowl, Riko, and Kit really will be the heroes of Retha. We will do everything in our power to support them here in the real world.”

      “I wish we could come with you,” Cookie said. “But I believe in you guys. You'll find a way to give Lord Valdis Moarte what for.” She paused and smiled sadly. “But please, be careful.”

      “What that means,” Vic said. “Is that if you don't make it out, Prowl, I'll find you and then rearrange your face for making Cookie sad.”

      Prowl rolled his eyes. “Believe me, I'm highly motivated to make it out. Besides, we’ve got Kit leading us. What do we have worry about?”

      “Besides everything?” Kit muttered.

      “You can do it, Kit,” Luther said. “No matter what anyone tells you, you are capable of this. You might not think it, but you really are a leader at heart.”

      Kit bit her lip to keep her eyes from clouding over with tears. “Thanks, guys.”

      Gil nodded. “Of course. You three take care.”

      “We'll be cheering you on from the outside. Be the heroes we were meant to be!” Axel puffed up his chest and thrust his right arm into the air.

      “Kit,” Bryce said. “I need to speak with you for a minute.” He gestured to her and walked her to the far side of the room. “Are you really certain about this?”

      “Yes,” Kit said.

      Bryce massaged his eyes. “Your mother is going to kill me.”

      “Maybe, but she would kill me if I didn't do this,” Kit said. “Is there something else?”

      “Yes,” Bryce said. “You know how you said Milk Crown doesn't care about each other anymore? You're wrong.”

      Kit snorted. “In what way?”

      Bryce held out a tablet. “This was sent to me by one of our old guildmates. When I told them what happened, and when I said you were out but EC was going to ask you to go back in, they sent these down the pipeline.”

      “What are they?”

      “Home locations and passwords. When I mentioned the raid against Lord Valdis Moarte, London and Landon sent out an SOS asking everyone to pitch in. As you build your raid, you can use all the gear and items in the houses. Sell items if you have to get cash; take every scrap of available gear to outfit your army; do anything you have to in order to help.”

      Kit scrolled through the tablet, carefully studying the list of names. She recognized all the names. Vivi, Brennoth, even Black Mage who had never allowed anyone to know where his house was much less set foot in it.

      “Everyone in the text and email chain tried to brainstorm other ways they could help. Juliet used her position as a tester and has raised a big stink. They held videoconferences to try and create viable ways to defeat Malignus, but it seems like you didn't need any help in that area.” Bryce set a hand on her shoulder. “They really do care for you, Kit. They'd be here if they could, but I'm afraid this is an adventure only you can go on.”

      Kit stared at the file.

      “Now.” Bryce cleared his throat. “You better get memorizing. I want you to know every single place and password on that list. We should be able to send you the list via a mail message, but I’m taking no chances. I assume you already cleared out our Guildhall?”

      Kit sank her neck into her shoulders. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I forgot the password.”

      “We will add it to the list. Start reciting them!”

      “Yes, sir.”
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* * *

      Wind whipped through the Weeping Wasteland, which was still a war-torn zone ever since Kit and the raid had logged out.

      A roar echoed from deep inside Castle Dolor. The ground shook, and slowly, one by one, the long dead torches in the castle blazed.

      A rattling sigh filled the castle, and for the first time ever, Mount Covah erupted with a rumble, spewing ash and magma into the air.

      A deep, laughing voice, echoed in the air. “I have returned.”
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* * *

      Kit, outfitted in a new wetsuit, climbed into a tricked-out submersion unit.

      Magda dipped her hand into the pod to test the water temperature. “We were able to successfully reset your reputation level. Now you will be on a neutral level for most organizations, and only on disdained level for a select few—elves included.”

      “I won't get shot by my own people anymore?” Kit asked.

      “Correct.” Magda nodded.

      “We have contact with the GMs, but it is only occasional.” Bryce gripped the edge of Kit's unit, seemingly determined to pour every bit of knowledge he could into her brain before she was clocked out again. “We can pass along messages to them, but we are limited in length and time. If we notice anything helpful at all, though, we’ll mention it to them. They should contact you shortly after you log in to the game.”

      “Will they organize the raid?” Kit asked.

      Magda pursed her lips, but Bryce shook his head. “They don't have the experience you do. Both of them transferred to Chronicles of Retha from other EC games in the past year.”

      “You do know I'm supposed to be a damage player, not a raid leader, right?” Kit asked.

      “I don't think you understand just how miraculous your defeat of Malignus was,” Bryce said. “That alone proves you have the skills it takes. You can do this, Kit. Or I wouldn’t ask you to. We’ll do everything we can to get you out, but in the meantime, thank you. I know I can trust these players with you. You have all those places and passwords memorized, including the Guildzone password?”

      Kit wanted to roll her eyes. We might be in a crisis mode, but he still is the know-it-all older cousin. “Yes, Bryce.”

      Bryce nodded and looked away. Abruptly, he reached into the tank and embraced Kit one more time.

      “Tell my parents I love them,” Kit said.

      Bryce fiercely shook his head.” You tell them yourself when you get out! This will work. It has to.”

      Kit nodded at her cousin.

      “If you'll excuse me, Bryce. It's time.” Magda held out the little bottle of eye drops.

      Kit took them. Bryce nodded, hesitated, then tapped his fingers against the submersion unit.

      Magda patted Bryce on the back. “Steve needs to talk to you, Bryce.”

      Bryce flattened his lips. “Godspeed, Kit.” He left before Kit could reply.

      Magda watched him go, making a few adjustments to the unit before she started suctioning nodes to Kit's head. “There is something you should know,” she said quietly. “When you make your stand against Lord Valdis Moarte, you likely will only have one shot.”

      Kit swallowed. “What? Why?”

      “When you get that many players—and hopefully NPCs—in one area, it will be a huge tax on the servers. Our main servers are made to withstand it, but these backup servers don't have the same kind of power. You likely will experience lag, and if you can't kill him the first or second time around, it's likely the server will crash on its own from the massive stress of supporting such a widespread battle.”

      Kit sucked in a deep breath of air. “Thanks for the encouragement.”

      “Moreover, Bryce was right. You will be running the raid, but in the final battle, you should consider making one of our GMs the raid leader.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of that server stress. Everyone else will be automatically logged off the moment Lord Valdis Moarte is defeated. However, the raid leader will stay on for a little bit longer due to the automatic pop-up screens—the drops and experience notifications. It is very possible we will have to disconnect the raid leader before the auto-log off kicks in. That means the raid leader will face the statistics Bryce gave you when he first contacted you—a 26% chance of brain damage. Don't put yourself in that position; that's what EC employees are for. You're essentially a volunteer, and you're already doing more than we could ask for by going back.”

      Kit unscrewed the eyedrops that would put her to sleep. “Thanks for telling me.”

      “It's the least I could do.” Magda watched Kit apply the eyedrops to her eyes. “Take care, Kittredge. We're all rooting for you—even if the lawyers would have a conniption if they knew.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.” Kit settled into the chair, her heart pounding with apprehension. Am I crazy for doing this? I mean, what can I do that GMs can't? ... But Bryce seems to think I can help. And I won't leave anyone behind.

      Kit closed her eyes and swallowed thickly as the sleep drops began to affect her. Besides, this time I won’t be alone, she thought, before she drifted off to sleep.
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* * *

      Kit logged into her gaming session peacefully, keeping her eyes closed as the game integrated her consciousness with its system.

      She felt the cushy softness of grass cradle her, and the air smelled clean and crisp. In the distance, she heard a cow moo, a dog bark, and the steady metallic beat of a blacksmith hammering a horseshoe.

      This is it, I’m back. Again. Time to do the same thing all over again…only this time it will be even harder.

      Kit took a deep breath and opened her eyes.

      Huge, golden letters the size of elephants appeared in the sky, spelling out, “Welcome to Retha. Your adventure awaits!”
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      Thank you for reading The Desperate Quest I hope you enjoyed this episode of Kit’s adventure! If you want to read more of my work, sign up for my newsletter to receive a free short story/ebook, Solus Miles: Royal Knight.
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      My newsletter is released approximately every month, and contains information about upcoming books, sales, free books, reader opinion polls, and more. I’ll try not to annoy you—believe me, I hate spam just as much as you do!

      

      If you would like to learn more about The Second Age of Retha—or me—check out www.amsohma.com (If you do it you’ll get to learn all about my secret identity! Oohhhh~~)

      

      Finally, thanks again for taking a chance on this book and reading The Luckless. I hope it made you laugh! The third and fourth book (which will mark the conclusion of the series) will be out in spring 2018.
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      Author by day, but a hunter (or very frazzled priestess) by night, A. M. Sohma is a lover of books, video games, and sweet armor sets. She aims to write entertaining stories with relatable characters, and spends her days lurking in libraries or wasting time on the internet.

      
        To waste time with her, check out…

        
          www.amsohma.com
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