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    THE PROBABILITY OF AMAZON TELLING YOU THE NEXT BOOK FROM SYSTEM LAD IS OUT IS CLOSE TO ZERO PERCENT. 
 
    THE ENSURE YOU GET NEXT BOOK, FOLLOW THESE STEPS: 
 
    FOLLOW SYSTEM LAD ON AMAZON. CLICK LINK HERE. 
 
    FOLLOW SYSTEM LAD ON PATREON. CLICK LINK HERE. 
 
    FOLLOW SYSTEM LAD ON FACEBOOK. CLICK LINK HERE. 
 
    THANK YOU FOR READING SYSTEM LAD. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    “What’s so important about this hombre we’re looking for, anyways?” Bobby asked as we crept through the destroyed streets of LA. “Those guys we talked to made it sound like he was some sorta hotshot or something.”  
 
    The big bald Paladin walked at the front of the group, since he was equipped to take the most damage from any crazy monster that might jump out and attack. Our resident healer and Priest, Noel the bonobo, was right behind Bobby, as their skill sets played off of each other perfectly when it came to combat. Our Illusionist, Lacey Simmers of the infamous Simmers Productions family, stood at my side as we walked forward with our weapons at the ready.  
 
    “Who cares why he’s so important?” I asked rhetorically. “That old man back in the Safe Zone offered us five thousand gold each if we brought this guy back alive.”  
 
    “How on Earth does somebody like that even have that much wealth?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Safe Zone actually safe now.” Noel said without looking back. “People can now sell items and build things, not just worry about staying alive.”  
 
    That was the truth. It’d only been a few days since my Party had slain the Lich in the Griffith Observatory and had brought back enough gold to stabilize the Safe Zone, and the area around the LA Zoo had now become a hotspot for hundreds of survivors. We estimated that at least three hundred more people had entered into the Safe Zone and taken up residence in its protection, and there were more and more that entered by the day. Word of our accomplishment must have traveled fast, because we were getting people from all the way on the west side of the city who had made the journey to our location.  
 
    “And it’s all thanks to us awesome cabrons, eh?” Bobby declared as he puffed out his chest. “We smashed that Lich into the dirt and made it rain like Cudi in our Safe Zone!”  
 
    “Keep your voice down!” Lacey hissed. “I’m just as happy that we could save all those people, but we’re not in the Safe Zone right now, are we? I don’t want to alert every monster within a mile’s radius to our presence.”  
 
    “Relax, chica. Anything that comes our way is gonna taste my shield and the hot sting of my beautiful Victoria before they even know what hit ‘em.”  
 
    “Where do you think this guy is, even?” I asked as I intentionally ignored Bobby’s comment.  
 
    “Somewhere on west side of downtown,” Noel said. “They say he like colorful museum.”  
 
    “The Museum of Neon Art?” Lacey asked. “That’s the only ‘colorful museum’ I can think of over on that side of town.  
 
    “I’ve never been there,” I said with a shrug. “I suppose there’s a first time for everything, even during the apocalypse.”  
 
    “Why would he go hide out in a museum?” Bobby asked. “I’d wanna go and hunker down in some place with a bunch of supplies like a Walmart or Sprouts. Shit, or maybe just a place with a never-ending flow of tequila.”  
 
    “People do weird things when they are faced with scary situations,” Lacey said. “It may be one of his comfort spaces.”  
 
    “Actually, it’s kind of brilliant,” I said. “They might have food in their cafeteria, maybe some fresh clothes in their employee break room and gift shop. And since nobody else would go there, all that stuff would be his for the taking.”  
 
    “I’m just thinking of all the crazy shit the System has created, ese,” Bobby said with a shudder. “Hiding out in a museum filled with mummies and dinosaur bones and shit? That’s just asking for trouble.”  
 
    “It’s not that kind of museum,” Lacey chuckled. “I’ve been there a couple of times for family events, and it’s more ‘modern art’ than anything. Lots of bright colors and shapes that don’t mean anything to anyone who’s not an ‘art connoisseur.’ It was a dreadful time.”  
 
    “Tell us how you really feel,” I said with a smirk, and Lacey shot me back a wink.  
 
    Lacey and I had been in this since the beginning, quite literally. We’d both been Production Assistants on some shitty reality show when “The System” took over the world, and we paired up and used our skills to survive long enough to meet up with the motley crew that we’d since joined forces with. I could tell that there was a bit of romantic tension between the two of us, though neither she nor I had tried to act on it.  
 
    Mainly because we’d been so damn busy trying to survive this new, insane world that we’d been thrown into.  
 
    The four of us traveled on for a bit longer, until we finally arrived at the intersection just down the road from the museum. Sure enough, there were a handful of mutant lizard Kobolds who patrolled the street around the museum, each one with a spear in one hand and a shield in the other.  
 
    “They’re stealing my technique,” Bobby hissed as his grip around his axe intensified. “There’s only room for one badass shield-wielder in this part of town, brother, and I’m gonna make sure that’s me.”  
 
    “Just be careful,” Lacey warned. “Zach and I fought those things way back when the System first took over, and they weren’t exactly pushovers.”  
 
    “They spit acid,” I said. “We gotta watch for that, if nothing else.”  
 
    There were only five Kobolds in total, each one with a red health bar above their heads that read Kobold, Level 2. Though my party currently was composed of many different levels, all four of us were at least level three, which meant these things should be fairly easy to take out if we were smart about it.  
 
    “Cone strategy?” Noel asked.  
 
    “We probably don’t need it for weak-level monsters like this,” I said. “But sure, why not? It’ll make the battle go quicker, if nothing else.”  
 
    Lacey and I walked to opposite sides of Noel and Bobby, then we gave each other a nod of confirmation. The four of us counted down from three before we jumped out from behind our cover and prepared to take on the mutant lizards.  
 
    “Hey, putas!” Bobby bellowed with the distorted voice of his Shout of Confrontation ability. “You call those spears? It looks like you’re holding a buncha tiny vergas!”  
 
    The five Kobolds all turned to face Bobby, then they hissed as they raised up their spears and charged forward with murderous intent in their eyes. Once they got about fifteen feet away from Bobby they spat a few shots of acid at the Paladin, who simply held up his shield and absorbed the deadly attacks without taking any damage.  
 
    Once Bobby was within striking distance he let out a devilish laugh, activated Tactical Tackle, and then shot forward like a bat out of Hell. Bobby slammed his shield into the nearest Kobold and knocked it to the ground, then he raised his beloved battle axe up above his head and brought it down onto the monster’s head. The Kobold lost about thirty percent of its health from the vicious blow, but then the other creatures began to swarm.  
 
    Two more of the Kobolds started to stab him with their spears and spit acid onto him at point-blank range, and Bobby growled as his health bar started to deplete rapidly.  
 
    Thankfully, that’s exactly what we had Noel for.  
 
    The bonobo Priest raised his hands toward Bobby as he activated Healing Wave, and a shockwave of pure white magic spread out across the ground. It trailed up Bobby’s body as it raised his health bar quite a bit, though the Paladin didn’t even look away from his victim for a second. 
 
    “Eat this!” the warrior yelled as he raised his axe. “Forward Strike!”  
 
    Bobby brought his weapon down onto the Kobold’s chest, and there was a sickly crunch as the blade of the axe obliterated the lizard’s sternum like it was made of cardboard. Its health dropped down to zero as blood sprayed up out of his wound like Old Faithful, and then the creature went limp as a small loot chest appeared over its body.  
 
    The other two Kobolds seemed to double their efforts on attacking Bobby, but Noel was able to heal Bobby just as quickly as the Paladin lost health. Meanwhile, the remaining two Kobolds seemed to understand what Noel’s role was in all of this, and they started toward the healer with their spears at the ready.  
 
    This was when Lacey and I made our move.  
 
    I raised up my compound bow that had been slotted with a green speck gemma, then I pulled back the string as I took aim at the lizard-man on the right. I was still adjusting to aiming through my Lich Skull Helmet, which was supposed to give me increased accuracy despite the fact it came down around my eyes.  
 
    I guess now was as good a time as any to test out that claim.  
 
    I activated Double Tap as I released my arrow, which instantly split into two and shot across the battlefield toward the Kobold. Both arrows struck him in the side of the neck, and he yowled in pain as the tips found their mark. My target looked like a reptilian pincushion, and the lizard’s health bar drained down to fifty percent.  
 
    That was more like it.  
 
    At the same time, Lacey used her Cape of the Dead to float up off the ground for a better shot at the other Kobold, then she held out her magical ramstaff and charged up an attack. She blasted a shot of Fire Bolt toward her target, which the lizard simply shrugged off with his shield. However, the second he lowered his guard the Illusionist hit him with a Natural Bolt, which did about ten percent damage and then surrounded his health bar with a glowing green damage effect.  
 
    Suddenly, the two Kobolds didn’t seem to care about Noel at all. Instead, they were focused on Lacey and me.  
 
    Noel continued to heal Bobby as he fought off the other two bastards that flanked him, while the remaining Kobolds both spat acid toward Lacey and me.  
 
    Lacey dove at a diagonal and used her cape to lift off like Superman as the acid zipped past where she’d just been standing.  
 
    “It’s-a Me,” the Illusionist said as she dodged the attack.  
 
    Suddenly a flaming, flower-shaped object appeared out of the ground below Lacey, and a line of fire erupted from its center. The Kobold yelped in pain as its health bar dropped down ten percent, and then another ten as the red bar began to pulse red from the active burn damage.  
 
    Meanwhile, I activated I’m Not a Hugger and rolled away from the incoming attack. As I moved, I haphazardly fired an arrow, though it missed completely as the acid splattered onto the ground where I’d just stood. As I flipped back up to my feet, I raised my compound bow up to my eye, took aim at the incoming Kobold, and released one of my Umbrapede Exoskeleton Arrows, and made sure I had the fucker in my sights. I activated Return to Sender as I released the bowstring and watched as the black projectile shot forward like it’d been fired out of a cannon.  
 
    The Kobold held up his shield and deflected my arrow off to the right, then he hauled back his spear and snarled.  
 
    That’s when the arrow banked around in midair, came back around, and stabbed into the lizard monster from behind. The attack struck the bastard in the back of the neck and then erupted out the front with a spray of blood. The Kobold gurgled as he stumbled forward and lost fifty percent of his health. A few vines from my green gemma wrapped around the Kobold as he lost five more percent, though he easily ripped away from his magical restraints.  
 
    The words “Critical Hit!” faded from my HUD as I watched the lizard lurch forward and then try to stand back up, but I was already making my move.  
 
    I slotted another arrow, activated Split the Arrow in Two, and fired. The Kobold seemed to regain his composure as he stood up straight and tried to ignore the blood that oozed out of the hole in his throat, then he dove out of the way as the second arrow zipped past his position.  
 
    Too bad he couldn’t dodge my ability.  
 
    The arrow banked around and then stabbed right in the same spot where my first arrow had landed.  
 
    A geyser of blood splashed onto the ground as half the Kobold’s fucking neck exploded, and he dropped his spear as he began to choke and go into shock. Two seconds later the bastard fell to his knees, collapsed, and then twitched as his life bar went down to null. A loot chest appeared over his body as he kicked the bucket, and I turned to help Lacey while my XP bar grew by a measly five percent.  
 
    The next Kobold sucked in a breath as his throat began to bob, but Lacey was already on it.  
 
    “Nope!” Lacey yelled as she held out a glowing palm.  
 
    The Kobold gagged as a few bits of purple spittle flew out of his mouth and his ability was stopped in its tracks, which left him wide open for an attack.  
 
    Lacey tossed a Fire Bolt at the Kobold, and he dropped down to his knees and held up his shield. The shot of red magic bounced off the shield harmlessly, then he hurled his spear as he jumped back to his feet. The weapon flew across the battlefield and stabbed Lacey in the shoulder, and the Illusionist growled as she lost ten percent of her health.  
 
    I raised my bow, pulled it back, and activated Forward Strike as I let loose.  
 
    The Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrow whistled through the air before it struck its target square in the chest with a wet schluck that caused him to fall back flat on his ass. The bastard’s health bar went down by thirty percent from the blow, and he’d already lost about half, so he was now only a good hit or two from being taken out for good.  
 
    Thankfully, Lacey still had a few tricks up her sleeve.  
 
    The Illusionist activated It’s-a Me once again while she simultaneously fired a shot of her Natural Bolt at her opponent. The flames of the giant, flowery inferno sizzled as they sprayed out and scorched the Kobold’s scales, which caused the air to be filled with the distinct scent of burning flesh. The lizard-man yowled as his health bar dipped twenty more percent, and then when the Natural Bolt hit him he went down for the count. The magical blast struck the Kobold in the forehead, and he whipped backwards and smashed into the ground before he started to writhe and twitch in agony. Seconds later the red bar above his head dropped down to zero, and a tiny little treasure chest appeared next to his body as my XP bar grew a whopping two percent.  
 
    “Thanks for the assist,” I said to the Illusionist.  
 
    “Why are you thanking me?” Lacey asked. “You’re the one who ran over and saved my butt.”  
 
    We both turned back to Bobby and Noel and watched as the Paladin dispatched the final Kobold with a swing of his hatchet. He slashed at the bastard’s throat, which caused his head to pop right off with a spray of crimson and gore. In one swift motion Bobby flipped his axe around, hauled it back, and then hit the Kobold’s head with the flat side like it was a fly ball.  
 
    “Oh, yeah!” Bobby cackled as he slammed his fist against his chest. “That’s how we do it on the East Side, bro. Vatos Locos forever!”  
 
    “You hit chest like gorilla,” Noel chuckled. “This display of intimidation?” 
 
    “Intimidation?” the Paladin scoffed as he wiped a bit of blood from his sword. “Did you see what I just did to all those tiny Godzillas? You don’t need to intimidate when you can just go right for the jugular, eh? This is all about reminding these fuckwits that they fuck with the bull, they get the horns.”  
 
    “Why they want to have sex with bull?” the bonobo asked in confusion. 
 
    “Not that kind of ‘fuck,’” Bobby sighed. “Madre Maria…”  
 
    “It’s a figure of speech,” I said with a chuckle. “Bobby’s just saying that these monsters should think twice before they mess with him, because he’ll kick their asses.”  
 
    “Damn straight, ese,” the Paladin said. “There’s a reason I’m the one who goes first in these fights.”  
 
    “Because you can absorb the most damage,” Lacey smirked. “Don’t get too full of yourself there, pal.”  
 
    “A simple ‘thank you’ would do just fine.” Bobby bowed, and Lacey rolled her eyes.  
 
    “What I’m trying to figure out is why the System had Kobolds guarding the Museum of Neon Art,” I said. “It’s not like this is one of the hotspots of LA tourism or the economy where everybody and their brother is going to be trying to get into.”  
 
    “Maybe there’s good loot in there?” Lacey asked. “Usually when you run into a bunch of enemies, it’s because they’re trying to protect something.”  
 
    “I think our man is in there,” Noel said with a short huff. “I wish it had marker on map.”  
 
    “Me, too, Noel,” I sighed. “Me, too.”  
 
    Even though this was technically a “quest” to find and rescue a missing person, it wasn’t anything that was officially sanctioned by the System. As a result, there wouldn’t be any XP gained, nor would there be a big loot payout at the end or any sort of markers on our HUD map that would help guide us to our destination. Still, the old man had offered us a crap ton of gold for a mission that didn’t even seem that difficult, and we were going to need every single piece we could get for the journey ahead.  
 
    Our Party was still scrounging up resources and collecting gold coins in LA, but eventually we planned on heading East. My mother and father still lived out in Virginia, and I had no idea if they were safe or not. Plus, my father was a conspiracy nut who had built a bunch of “safe houses” all over the eastern part of the U.S., which were going to be stuffed to the gills with weapons, ammo, and supplies that would last us for years.  
 
    If the System even lasted that long.  
 
    None of us knew why we were suddenly a part of this living video game, or what exactly the endgame of the whole apocalypse was. The only thing that we did know was society had completely crumbled, and any surviving humans had to band together to make sure we survived as a species.  
 
    “What the fuck does this dude even do, anyways?” Bobby’s voice cut through my thoughts. “No way is he a warrior, or he woulda found his way to the Safe Zone by now.”  
 
    “No clue,” I said. “But whoever he is, he’s valuable to that old man at the Zoo, and we promised we’d bring him back in one piece. Now, let’s collect this loot and move out.’  
 
    We went through the loot boxes that were left behind by the dead Kobolds, but none of them contained anything better than what we already had. There were a few weak daggers, some leather gauntlets, and a wooden shield that only offered half the armor of what Bobby already had.  
 
    “Man,” Bobby scoffed. “This shit all sucks huevos.”  
 
    “They were level two Kobolds,” Lacey said. “What did you expect?”  
 
    “I dunno…,” the big man sighed. “Something better than this, though.”  
 
    “At least there’s some gold,” I said as I watched the currency counter at the side of my HUD tick up. “And not all this shit is useless… Noel’s got a shield now, too.”  
 
    “I have shield?” Noel tilted his head to the side.  
 
    “Bobby doesn’t need it,” I said. “And I wouldn’t be much of a marksman if I always had one hand on my shield and couldn’t use my bow.”  
 
    “Why can’t Lacey take it?” the ape asked.  
 
    “I don’t need it, either,” the Illusionist shook her blonde head. “I’ve got a magic shield that I can conjure up at will.”  
 
    “You’re the healer of our group,” I said to the Bonobo. “Which means you’re also the squishiest. You need every bit of armor you can possibly get.”  
 
    “It have one large gemma slot,” Noel said as he took the shield in both hands and inspected it curiously. “Can I have blue gemma for extra health?”  
 
    “Sure thing,” I said as I pulled up my inventory.  
 
    I tapped at the floating screen for a few seconds before I found the spare blue speck gemma that I had, then I popped it out of my deep pockets and held it out to our Priest. Noel grabbed the gem, then he slotted it into his shield. Immediately afterwards, the bonobo began to jump up and down and grunt happily as I felt a surge of power from his newfound boost in hit points.  
 
    After we’d all gotten our gemma slotted where they were needed, I pointed toward the Museum of Neon Art.  
 
    “Let’s head in and find our guy,” I commanded. “I want to make sure we have plenty of time left to get back to the Safe Zone before night falls.”  
 
    The museum was a fairly stereotypical, modern LA sort of building, complete with a blocky facade that was covered nearly from floor to ceiling with massive windows that had since been broken out. It was a completely disproportionate, two-story building with a facade that read “ART” in giant letters reminiscent of a neon sign. Behind the broken windows were rooms full of neon light art that was now completely dull, and I could see the main desk where you’d normally go to buy tickets at the center of the main room.  
 
    “A museum dedicated to neon lights,” Lacey snorted as she pulled open the main door and gestured for us to go through. “LA’s really got a building for everything, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “It’s LA,” I chuckled as I passed through the door. “We’ve got a huge-ass population, so there’s gotta be something for everybody.”  
 
    Bobby, Noel, and Lacey entered the museum behind me, though even in the company of my three party mates, this place felt creepy as hell. There were neon signs on every wall as well as some larger ones that stood in the center of the gallery like they were an exhibit all their own. The floor was made out of a material that reminded me of gym flooring, which squeaked loudly with each step that we took. Most of the artifacts in this exhibit were either flat and pushed up against the wall or spread out across the vast exhibit hall, which made the whole space feel eerily empty.  
 
    We walked past a bunch of broken display cases that housed strange glass tubes that were bent and twisted into abstract shapes, as well as a huge collection of neon hotel signs. When we entered the main gallery, I swore I saw a shadow move across the far side of the room.  
 
    “Did anyone else see that?” Lacey hissed.  
 
    “Look alive, people,” I said as I readied my bow. “I don’t think we’re alone in here.”  
 
    The four of us crept forward a few steps before we heard the sound of sqeaking shoes from the northeast corner of the room. I quickly held up my bow, nocked an arrow, and pulled it back.  
 
    “Harry?” I asked. “Harry Redman? Don’t worry, we’re here to save you.”  
 
    Sure enough, I saw the shape of a man’s head peek out from behind a giant neon “Bar-B-Q” sign.  
 
    “How do you know my name?” a somewhat nasal voice asked. “And how did you know where to find me?”  
 
    “Tom Reddi sent us,” Lacey said. “He told us you liked to hang out here back before… well, before all this happened.”  
 
    “Tom?” the man asked. “Tom sent you?”  
 
    “Unless the whole thing was just a fever dream,” I chuckled. “Tom Reddi asked us to come out and find you.”  
 
    “My uncle’s alive?”  
 
    The man stepped out into the light, and I saw that he was still just a kid. He was lanky and slender, with a pair of athletic shorts on his lower half and a dirty wife beater on top. His sandy-brown hair was greasy and unkempt, and his face was covered with stubble that came through in small, dark patchy spots as if he’d been trying to shave during the apocalypse and doing a god-awful job.  
 
    “He’s alive and thriving,” Lacey said with a warm smile. “He’s over at the Safe Zone at the LA Zoo, working as a tailor.”  
 
    “‘Safe Zone?’” Harry said as his eyes narrowed. “There’s no such thing as ‘safe’ in this weird-ass world we’re living in now.”  
 
    “The LA Zoo is safe,” I explained. “Haven’t you seen the giant light that was shining down on it for the last few weeks?”  
 
    “What’s safe about that?”he snorted. “Every single video game I’ve ever played tells me that’s the location of a giant boss with a massive health bar that’s gonna beat me into a bloody pulp. No thank you.”  
 
    “It’s an objective,” I replied. “It’s a bright light that’s designed not to be missed, so that all the players in the surrounding areas know where to go to rest and heal up after a long, dangerous adventure.”  
 
    “So if I go to SoFi Stadium, there won’t be a boss waiting for me?” Harry asked.  
 
    “I don’t know about SoFi,” I said. “But if you come with us back to the LA Zoo, you can live in relative peace with your Uncle.”  
 
    Bobby pulled up his invisible menu screen and then tapped, swiped, and zoomed in on the images before him. He let out a scoff, and then he shook his head.  
 
    “He’s right,” the Paladin said with a gagging noise. “There’s another Safe Zone around SoFi. Dios Mio, of course.”  
 
    “Is that not good thing?” Noel asked.  
 
    “Not for somebody who bleeds black and silver like I do, Mono,” the warrior replied. “That’s enemy territory.”  
 
    “But it Safe Zone,” the ape said as he scratched his head.  
 
    “It’s a football thing,” I chuckled. “I think. I never really got into that stuff, so I could be wrong.”  
 
    “It’s where the Rams and Chargers play,” Lacey explained. “Ask me how I know.”  
 
    “It better not be because you’re a Chargers fan, Chica,” Bobby grumbled. “I don’t know if I could be party mates with somebody with that sorta terrible taste.”  
 
    “It’s because my family always rented out the luxury box suites,” the Illusionist said with a roll of her eyes. “None of them even gave a shit about football. They just wanted to go party in a fancy stadium.”  
 
    “I’m just happy you’re not a Chargers fan,” Bobby said before he beat his chest. “Raiders Nation for life, baby!”  
 
    “We’re getting away from the point here.” I shook my head. “We’re not going to take you to SoFi, we’re taking you back to the Zoo so you can be with your Uncle.”  
 
    “Wha-what about my parents?” Harry asked sheepishly. “My brother? My sister? What about them?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “All we know is that your uncle is safe, and he’s worried about you.” 
 
    “Is the Zoo really safe?” the man asked. “I’ve been able to survive on my own in this museum for weeks now, and no monsters or looters or any other horrible things have been able to find me yet.”  
 
    “Zoo is better. It protected by the system itself,” Noel said. “No monsters can come through barrier.”  
 
    “Wait, wait…” Harry shook his head. “Is that a monkey? I thought you just had a short, hairy man with you.”  
 
    “He’s an ape, muchacho,” Bobby said with a stern growl. “Do not be a species-ist.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s it,” the man sighed. “A talking ape. Makes total sense. It makes about as much sense as the rest of the world since The Invisible Hand took over.”  
 
    “What the fuck is an Invisible Hand?” I asked.  
 
    “I dunno what they are.” Harry shrugged. “But the whole world’s been turned into a giant survival RPG game, right? Somebody had to design it, implement it, and all that. I call them ‘The Invisible Hand.’”  
 
    I’d honestly never really stopped to think about who had created the System or what we should even call them, though I also had no intention of ever meeting them in person or interacting with them at all.  
 
    Whatever they were.  
 
    Maybe The Invisible Hand was a group of aliens, or bloodthirsty AI robots, or maybe even just some bored ancient God that decided to blow up the status quo of the world. Whoever created The System, they were a bunch of twisted fucks.  
 
    “I kinda like that name,” Lacey chuckled. “It’s very Illuminati-esque.”  
 
    “I dunno, man,” Harry shook his head. “Why would The Invisible Hand create safe places anywhere? Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of this whole messed-up world they created?”  
 
    “I don’t know, maybe?” I replied. “All I do know is that we played The System’s game, and now the LA zoo is a safe haven for any players who go there.”  
 
    “Your Tio’s gonna pay us a lotta gold to bring you back safely,” Bobby said. “But don’t think I’m gonna just stand here with my dick in my hand while we wait on you to make the easiest decision ever, hombre.”  
 
    “I’m with Bobby,” Lacey said. “This is a no-brainer, but if you really want to stay back and risk getting discovered, we’ll go tell your uncle that you’re good where you are. It’s going to get dark soon, and I speak from experience when I say we don’t want to be out of the Safe Zone when that happens.”  
 
    Harry looked down at the floor as he thought over our offer, while Bobby’s face turned redder than a tomato. I could tell that our Paladin wanted to say something rude and snarky, probably about how Harry was being a “little puta,” but thankfully, the big man continued to bite his tongue.  
 
    Finally, the scruffy-looking target of our mission took a deep breath, looked back and forth between the four of us, and nodded.  
 
    “Okay, fine,” Harry said. “I’ll come along with your merry band of men. And women. And apes.”  
 
    “Great!” I said. “Then let’s get the hell out of here before something figures out we’re here.”  
 
    Harry started to follow us toward the front of the Museum of Neon Art without much incident. At one point we saw a few goblins scurry by outside, but the five of us simply jumped behind a giant neon cowboy hat and hid there until they were gone. As we came out and headed for the exit, Bobby let out a scoff.  
 
    “We could have taken on those things,” he huffed. “Why did we have to hide?”  
 
    “We didn’t have to,” I said. “But do we really want to go through the motions of fighting a bunch of level one goblins? Like, we’d destroy them and get minimal XP gains and minimal loot, so it’s just not worth it.”  
 
    “Victoria is always ready to bust some skulls,” the Paladin said. “No matter how small or weak.”  
 
    “You know,” Lacey chuckled. “If we weren’t in an apocalyptic wasteland full of death, that phrase would sound really, really fucked up.”  
 
    “You guys can actually fight those things?” Harry asked.  
 
    “Oh, boy,” I sighed. “Harry? What class did you choose when you were first introduced to The System?”  
 
    “I chose ‘Scholar,’” the man declared.  
 
    “What in the actual fuck is a scholar good for?” Bobby asked. “Boring the monsters to death by reading them old books and shit?”  
 
    “Scholars can be really useful,” Lacey said as she placed one hand on her hip. “Especially if they’ve got knowledge of things like poisons, plants, potions, spells… What are you a scholar of, Harry?”  
 
    “Art,” the man said as he puffed out his chest proudly.  
 
    The air felt like it had been completely sucked out of the room by a vacuum as he stood there and smiled like an idiot.  
 
    “Art,” I said. “Was that what The System assigned to you?”  
 
    “Nope,” he said. “It’s what I chose.”  
 
    “Amigo,” Bobby said as he facepalmed. “Let me get this straight. The world was ending, there are monsters all around, and a buncha adventurers that need assistance with shit like magic and weapons, and you chose to be an artist?”  
 
    “Not an artist,” Harry said. “An Art Scholar. I figured I already knew a bunch about it thanks to my multiple degrees in Art History, so it made sense.”  
 
    There was a second long, frustrated silence from my party, then I finally cleared my throat.  
 
    “Art Scholar.” I sighed. “Right. Okay. We can work with that. If we run into any trouble on the way back, just stay at the very back of the Party while we fight, okay?”  
 
    “Unless you intend on killing a Kobold with a paintbrush,” Lacey snarked.  
 
    When we got to the entrance of the Museum of Neon Art, we paused for a moment and double-checked to see if the coast was clear. There didn’t seem to be any monsters out and about at the moment, so we all leapt out onto the sidewalk and began to head west. There were a few bands of goblins and Kobolds that patrolled the roads, though our Party was able to sneak around through the back alleys and avoid confrontation completely.  
 
    Once we were about half a mile away from the bridge that’d take us across the LA River and into the final stretch of our journey, I saw a message flash across my HUD:  
 
      
 
    QUEST AVAILABLE: [Hotel Hell] 
 
    DO YOU ACCEPT: [YES] or [NO] 
 
    QUEST LEVEL: [5] 
 
    LOOT PAYOUT: [HIGH] 
 
      
 
    SPECIAL EVENT: Hotel Hell Quest is only available for one hour. After the hour is over, Quest will move to another randomly-generated location.  
 
      
 
    “Whooaaaaa,” I said as I gestured for the rest of the Party to stop. “You guys seeing this?”  
 
    “I am,” Lacey said. “But I thought we needed to get back ASAP?”  
 
    “Darkness and all,” Bobby said.  
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said. “But this is a quest with a high payout, that’s perfect for our level, and won’t be here in another hour. It’s not like some of the more permanent ones, where we can come back later and do it once we don’t have the extra baggage.”  
 
    “Hey!” Harry gasped. “I’m right here, you know.”  
 
    “And you have no combat skills,” Lacey said, then she turned to me and pointed at the hotel in question. “If we go in there and start a level five quest, we’re basically going to have to watch Harry like a toddler in a knife store on top of trying to complete whatever The System is going to throw at us.”  
 
    “I with Lacey,” Noel said. “It seems needlessly complicated.”  
 
    “Bobby?” I asked the Paladin. “What are you thinking?”  
 
    “I dunno, ese,” Bobby smirked as he held up his axe. “Victoria? What do you think, babe?”  
 
    Bobby held his axe up to his right ear as he pretended to listen to what it was saying, then he gave a couple of nods and “uh-huhs.”  
 
    “Come on, Bobby,” Lacey rolled her eyes. “We don’t have time for these games.”  
 
    “Victoria wants blood,” Bobby said with a sly grin. “We’re in.”  
 
    “So it’s tied,” Noel said. “Lacey and I not want to go in, Bobby and Zach say ‘yes.’”  
 
    “Then I guess it comes down to you, Harry?” I said as I looked over at the Art Scholar. “What do you want to do?”  
 
    “Harry…” Lacey said in the tone of an annoyed mother. “This is another easy decision, dude.” 
 
    “You have no fighting skills,” Noel said. “Why would you want to do this?”  
 
    Harry flared his nostrils and ran his hands through his hair for a moment as he mulled over the decision. Then he looked over at the hotel near us, placed his hands on his hips, and tilted his head backwards nearly ninety degrees.  
 
    “I say we do it,” he finally said.  
 
    “What?” Lacey gasped. “Why would you--”  
 
    “Because I want to show that I’m not as useless as you guys think I am,” Harry said. “I may just be an Art Scholar, but I’m also trained in the arts of Jiu-jitsu and Tai Bo.”  
 
    “That’s not how combat works in The System at--” Lacey started.  
 
    “You heard the man!” Bobby interjected. “He’s the tie-breaking vote, and he wants to take on this quest.”  
 
    “This is bad idea,” Noel sighed. “But you are right. Harry say we go, so we go.” 
 
    Lacey and Noel were obviously not that happy about the turn of events, but I knew they’d be okay once we were through with this quest and reaped all the wonderful rewards that accompanied it.  
 
    So, I pulled my HUD, went over to the “Quests” tab, and tapped on the one that read “Hotel Hell.”  
 
    Then, I tapped “Yes” to accept.  
 
    For better or for worse, we were about to embark on a new adventure. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The building which housed our newfound quest was only four stories tall, though I had a bad feeling all four of them were going to be crawling with monsters, traps, and other potential dangers, and that we’d probably have to make it through all four stories before we actually got the payout. The hotel looked like it had been a mid-level place, with a simple blocky style, a black-and-gray paint scheme, and hundreds of small windows that were no larger than a human body. There was one glaring thing that appeared off about the entire place, though, and that was the roof, where a shit-ton of dark black smoke rolled up into the sky.  
 
    Bobby was the first one to enter the building, with Noel right behind him, and then Lacey and I right behind them both. Harry came in last, but then we put him smack-dab in the middle of our Party, since we didn’t want him to get picked off by monsters from either direction.  
 
    The second we entered the building, the door slammed shut behind us, and there was a magical hiss as it disappeared into a flash of red light.  
 
    “Welp,” Lacey sighed to Harry. “I hope you weren’t having any second thoughts, because we’re fully committed now.”  
 
    “I’m sure.” Harry nodded, though there was a glimmer of fear in his dark brown eyes.  
 
    I couldn’t blame the guy, either.  
 
    The inside of this hotel had been transformed to match the title of its quest name, and there was not a single sign of anything that looked remotely like a normal resort.  
 
    From the outside the building looked like it had a regular, modern-day construction, but the interior looked like it was built entirely from dark black brimstone. There was a faded, worn-down red carpet that covered the floor, and any wall features or furniture were carved out of the same rocky material as the walls. I saw what appeared to be a front desk that was made out of brimstone, as well as several pieces of “modern” art that were embedded into the walls and depicted grisly, violent images. The lights on the ceiling were nothing but giant cages that held billowing torches, and simple torches jutted out from the walls at an angle to light up the lobby.  
 
    The worst part, though, was the smell. The entire place smelled so heavily of sulfur that I started to gag.  
 
    “Talk about rotten huevos,” Bobby spat. “If I ever let the eggs in our fridge start to smell like this, Madre would beat my ass with her chancla.”  
 
    “It is ‘Hotel Hell,’” I said. “What did you think it was going to smell like? Roses?”  
 
    The lobby of the “hotel” was a fairly large, square room, with two hallways off in the distance and a pair of elevators to the right of the front desk. Surprisingly, the aesthetic of the elevators didn’t mesh with the rest of the building at all, since they were simply stainless steel metal doors that were stuck inside a frame of brimstone.  
 
    As we stepped out into the lobby, my ears picked up the distinct sound of “Highway to Hell” in muzak form.  
 
    Nobody could say The Invisible Hand didn’t have a sense of humor.  
 
    “Where monsters?” Noel asked as he looked around. “There nothing here.”  
 
    “I don’t think we’ll get that lucky,” I said as I drew an arrow and placed it against the string of my bow. “There’s something more to this hotel. I know it.”  
 
    “Oh, I know!” Harry declared. “Maybe the loot is hidden in a bunch of objects. That’s how it works in Zelda.”  
 
    Harry quickly ran over to a nearby vase, picked it up off the brimstone platform it stood on, and then raised it above his head. Before any of us had a chance to stop him Harry tossed the vase into the wall and shattered it into oblivion. The sound of the breaking vase echoed through the lobby, which caused the rest of the Party to fall silent as we waited anxiously.  
 
    “Be quiet!” Lacey hissed. “You’re going to give away our position.”  
 
    “Maybe not the vases,” Harry said with a shrug. “The paintings then, maybe?”  
 
    Harry ran over to a nearby painting of a human getting torn in half by some sort of demonic creature and planted his feet firmly on the ground. The man then twisted around, lashed out, and roundhouse kicked the painting off the wall. The painting hit the ground with a loud crashing sound, so Lacey ran over and grabbed him by the shoulders. 
 
    “Ese, you gotta calm the fuck down,” Bobby groaned. 
 
    “Dude. Stop. Breaking. Things.” Lacey’s voice was barely more than a whisper, but the anger was evident. “We don’t know what sorts of monsters are in here, and we don’t want to draw them to us.”  
 
    “But… the loot…” Harry protested  
 
    “There will be plenty of loot when we finish the mission,” I said as I waved Harry back over to us. “We won’t be getting anything if we’re dead. Also, not to sound like a dick, but you’re gonna have to stick close to us and try to keep up. If you start running off on your own or lollygag around too much, we’ll move on without you.”  
 
    “Where do we go then, Party leader?” Bobby asked. “It looks like we’ve got three options. Those two hallways, or the elevators.”  
 
    “I’d imagine we need to get to the top of the building,” I said. “That’s where the smoke was coming from, at least, which tells me there’s at least something of interest up there.”  
 
    “So the elevators?”  
 
    “Maybe.” Lacey shrugged. “Those will only take us to the fourth floor, then we’d need to find a staircase up to the actual roof.”  
 
    “That’s what will be down one of those hallways,” Bobby said. “I dunno which one, but I’ve been in enough apartment buildings and hotels to know that there’s always stairs for the people who don’t wanna take the elevator.”  
 
    “What down other hallway, then?” Noel asked.  
 
    “In a regular hotel it’d be where you’d find all the amenities,” the Paladin said. “You know, sauna, pool, exercise room. All that stuff.”  
 
    “I say we go down one of the hallways,” I said. “Taking the elevator would put us in a bad position if we ran into any trouble, since we’d all be squished inside that tiny little space with no room to maneuver around. If we go up the stairs, then we’d at least be able to see what was up ahead and retreat backwards if we needed to.”  
 
    “And if we choose the wrong hallway?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Then we’ll face whatever twisted shit ‘Hotel Hell’ has in store for us,” I replied.  
 
    “So what?” Bobby asked. “You wanna play ‘eeny, meeny, miny, moe?’”  
 
    “Pfffft,” Harry said with a scoff and a wave of his hand. “I had a bunch of friends in architecture when I was at UCLA, and I know for a fact that the amenities will be on the left side of the building. Let’s go right!”  
 
    Before anyone could argue, the Art Scholar took off like a bat out of Hell and charged for the right hallway.  
 
    “Harry, wait!” I called out. “Don’t… Fuck! Goddamn it! Have I ever mentioned how much I always hated escort missions in video games for this exact fucking reason?”  
 
    As Harry ran away, I saw a message flit across my HUD:  
 
      
 
    QUEST AVAILABLE: [Keep the Moron Alive] 
 
    DO YOU ACCEPT? [Yes] or [No] 
 
    QUEST LEVEL: [2] 
 
    LOOT PAYOUT: [LOW] 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with this Pandejo?” Bobby growled. “Even the game knows he’s a moron.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I chuckled. “It’s a goddamn escort mission.”  
 
    “He doesn’t look like an escort to me, amigo.”  
 
    “Not that kind of escort… Like, this is common in video games, where you have a character that seems to find trouble no matter what you do to stop them, and it’s your goal to keep them alive.”  
 
    “At least we get some loot for this,” Noel sighed.  
 
    The bonobo was right. Sure, it was a slightly annoying mission, but we were already in Hotel Hell and were already trying to bring Harry home safely, so what did it matter at this point? Besides, even if the loot payout wasn’t that high, it was pretty much free money at this point.  
 
    Our Party ran toward the hallway on the right side of the lobby and ducked through the threshold of the entrance. Unlike the room we’d just been in, the hallway was only about ten feet wide with a ten-foot ceiling, and the occasional piece of art or torch along the wall. Harry was about thirty feet down the hallway and didn’t appear to be slowing down any time soon, so Lacey took matters into her own hands.  
 
    Our resident magician activated Magic Boots, and her feet were quickly surrounded by a glowing white light. She charged forward with the speed of a cheetah, and then the rest of the party watched as Lacey caught up to Harry, grabbed him by the shoulders, and then spun him around to a halt. The Illusionist pushed Harry up against the wall as she shot him a look that could peel paint, all while he just stared at her completely dumbfounded.  
 
    “What part of ‘stay out of danger’ don’t you understand?” Lacey said with a growl.  
 
    “You never said that,” Harry chuckled nervously. “Technically, those were not your exact words.” 
 
    “Stay behind Bobby,” the Illusionist said. “That’s the only way you’re going to get out of this alive, okay?”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Harry sputtered. “I-I don’t know what came over me. It was like I saw the danger and ran straight toward it, even though I knew better.”  
 
    “It’s part of The System,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”  
 
    Lacey let Harry go, and he landed on the ground softly before he brushed his shoulders with his hands, then he looked further down the hallway and pointed.  
 
    “See?” He said. “There’s a door right down there. I bet those are the stairs.”  
 
    We got back into our proper formation before we continued down the hallway. Sure enough, within a few seconds we arrived at the door that Harry had pointed out.  
 
    A door that clearly read “pool” next to it.  
 
    Immediately next to the door there was a massive hole cut out of the wall, which let us see into the pool area of Hotel Hell. About thirty feet into the room was another hole, though this one was in the ground. It was filled with boiling-hot lava whose heat was so intense we could feel it all the way out in the hallway. There were a few “beach chairs” made out of brimstone off on the far wall of the room, right next to several towels that looked to be made of the same material as the lobby’s carpet.  
 
    Worst of all, the pool had occupants.  
 
    Several two-foot-tall creatures swam around in the lava, while a few more were sprawled out on the lounge chairs nonchalantly. One of the little bastards in the chair sipped a drink out of a human skull complete with a tropical drink umbrella inside, while the other held a tanning mirror over his chest as he “soaked up the sun.” Meanwhile, one of the creatures cannonballed into the lava from a makeshift diving board, and about a dozen more splashed about in the deadly liquid without the slightest bit of discomfort.  
 
    Above their heads were red health bars that read “Lava Imp, Level 2.”  
 
    The Lava Imps all had bright reddish-pink skin, like a pale human that suffered from an extremely bad sunburn, and at the tips of their fingers were razor-sharp claws. Their eyes were lidless, beady orbs of pure blackness that were set about three inches to either side of their nose, which itself was nothing but a flat, rectangular shape with two slits. The Lava Imps had a mouth full of crooked teeth that twisted up the entire width of their faces, similar to the Cheshire Cat’s sly grin. None of them seemed to be wearing any clothes, though there also didn’t seem to be much purpose considering they had nothing on their bodies but sleek, glistening, smooth red skin.  
 
    “I really wish one of us had chosen to be an Elementalist right about now,” I sighed. “We could use the lava to kill all of those little fucks before they even had a chance to see us coming.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’d work,” Lacey said. “The lava doesn’t seem to be hurting them at all.”  
 
    “Water, then,” I said. “That’d probably do the trick.”  
 
    “We don’t have any elemental magic,” Bobby said. “So it looks like we’re gonna have to do things the old fashioned way… By busting a bunch of imp skulls like they’re old, ripe melons!”  
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Harry asked. “Let’s go!”  
 
    The Art Scholar started to lurch forward, but Noel caught his shirt and held him back before he could go anywhere.  
 
    “You stay with me,” the Bonobo demanded. “I must heal if you get hurt.”  
 
    “Is it even worth the time?” Lacey asked. “Shouldn’t we leave them be, and try to circle back around and find the stairs?”  
 
    Unfortunately, we didn’t have time to mull it all over.  
 
    A tiny ball of lava smacked into the back of Bobby’s head, knocked his health bar down by five percent, and caused him to stumble forward as he let out a yelp of pain.  
 
    “Tu puta madre!” Bobby hissed as he spun around and held up his shield, seconds before another lava ball splashed against it.  
 
    Meanwhile, the lava imps inside the pool room were cackling like maniacs at their own antics.  
 
    Bobby snarled angrily as he ran forward, jumped through the hole in the wall, and landed on the other side of the threshold with a dull thud.  
 
    “Welp,” I shrugged to Lacey. “It looks like we don’t really have much of a choice now, do we?”  
 
    Noel sprang over the edge of the wall right after Bobby, then Lacey, Harry, and I followed them in through the main door. As we entered the room we saw Bobby standing at the center of a literal horde of lava imps as he hacked and slashed away at them, all while his own health bar depleted by five percent at a time.  
 
    Noel hit Bobby with a Healing Wave to get his health back up to full, though there were still way too many of the little bastards for him to handle.  
 
    “We need to thin out that crowd, Lacey,” I said to our Illusionist.  
 
    I hoisted my bow, pulled back an arrow, and activated Sprinkler as I released. I was now a level five, which meant the arrow split into five separate projectiles and fired in a half-circle shape. The arrows struck five of the lava imps in various places on their bodies, and the bastards yowled like a wounded dog as they were turned into living pincushions. My attack lowered their health down by a whopping thirty percent each, and I wondered how I was able to do such damage with a single arrow.  
 
    However, I didn’t have much time to think it over as the injured imps now pulled away from Bobby and turned their attention to Lacey, Harry, and me.  
 
    “Watch out!” Lacey hissed in the direction of Harry. “Magic Wall!”  
 
    The blonde woman tossed up a glowing magic barrier in front of Harry seconds before a flurry of lava balls slammed into his body. The lava splattered against the wall, sizzled as it evaporated, and then disappeared harmlessly.  
 
    “Get back, Putas!” Bobby screamed.  
 
    The Paladin slammed the blunt side of his axe against his shield, which created a shockwave that tossed several of the lava imps backwards and into the pool. Bobby then raised his axe, activated Forward Strike, and literally sliced one of the imps in half down the middle. Blood and guts splashed onto the ground as the two halves of the imp collapsed, then Bobby quickly used his shield to knock away an attacking enemy.  
 
    A few more lava balls flew in my direction, so I activated I’m Not a Hugger to avoid the attack. I launched an Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrow as I rolled backwards and heard it stab into something with a wet squelch. The words “Critical Hit!” appeared in my HUD as I came up from my dodge, and I saw that my arrow had lodged itself into a lava imp’s eye socket and taken it down to twenty percent health.  
 
    Lacey blasted the already-weakened imp with a Natural Bolt, and he gasped as it knocked him to the ground. He lost another fifteen percent of his health, then he writhed in pain as the effects of the attack drained him of the last little bit of life. As soon as the imp’s health hit zero his body exploded into a small, sizzling puddle of lava, and a loot box appeared in the middle of the mess.  
 
    My XP bar raised another few percent from the assisted kill, but there were still six more lava imps coming our way.  
 
    I tried to dodge another flurry of lava balls, but I wasn’t quite nimble enough this time. I felt a jolt of searing-hot pain against my right shoulder as one of the projectiles exploded against my body, and I lost five percent of my health. To make matters worse, I saw my health bar start to pulse with a red light, and I quickly lost another three percent health as the pain turned into a dull, throbbing sensation.  
 
    I activated Forward Strike as I fired another arrow at the closest Imp and then watched with smug satisfaction as the arrow stabbed through his stomach. The arrow passed clean through the bastard, which caused his health bar to drop down to zero as his innards spilled out of the fresh cavity in his gut. He fumbled with his intestines for a moment before his body exploded into a splash of lava, then I moved on to my other opponents.  
 
    Two of the remaining imps were coming for me, while the other three split off and went for Lacey and Harry.  
 
    I raised my bow and fired an arrow at the closest imp, who simply cackled as he cartwheeled to the left and avoided the attack. The second imp closed the gap between us by catapulting forward, then he lashed out at me with his claws. I tossed up my left arm to block the attack and then grunted as his tiny daggers tore into my flesh, but I only lost another five percent of my health. When the lava imp came at me with his other claw I activated I’m Not a Hugger, rolled away, and blasted an arrow into the imp at point-blank range.  
 
    Another “Critical Hit” message appeared in my HUD as the imp snarled, and when I came up I saw he was down to forty percent health and now had an arrow sticking out of his chest. He pulled back his hand and prepared to hurl a lava ball at me, but I was more than ready. I activated Split the Arrow in Two, fired, and then watched as my arrow stabbed into the same spot the first had.  
 
    The lava imp fell back on his ass and screamed as his health bar fell down to ten percent, though the second monster was still on his feet. I sidestepped a lava ball as I lifted my bow to my eye and shot off an arrow, which stabbed into my target’s neck with a wet schluck.  
 
    The second imp lost fifteen percent of his health, which dropped him down to fifty-five percent total. But he was still coming at me fast, and the other little bastard was getting back up to his feet.  
 
    It was time to put my newest ability to the test.  
 
    I activated Blood Rush, which gave me a thirty-three percent faster attack speed for the next ten seconds. The second the ability had been set in motion I took aim, fired off a shot at the closest imp, then turned my body to the second one. I drew and pulled my second arrow with lightning speed at the further imp, which was now at point-blank range.  
 
    There was a wet squelch and spray of blood as the arrow went clean through the second imp’s skull and reduced his health bar to zero in an instant. My other target lost another fifteen percent of his health, which brought him down to a measly thirty percent before my green Gemma’s effects even took over. Several thorny vines started to wrap around the imp’s legs, and he yowled angrily as he lost another three percent of his health.  
 
    While he was still incapacitated I fired another arrow, which stuck into his chest and knocked him down to twelve percent health.  
 
    The lava imp grabbed onto the vines around his ankles and burned them away with two fistfuls of oozing lava. He rolled forward seconds before my next arrow would have finished him off, then he flipped like an acrobat up onto his feet. The imp came around with a lava ball, and all I could do was grimace as it slammed into my right side and dropped me another five percent. He flipped away as I fired another arrow, and I missed him by a quarter of an inch.  
 
    Then, I activated Split the Arrow in Two.  
 
    “Dodge this, asshole,” I said in my best Trinity voice, and then I let my arrow fly.  
 
    The Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrow zipped forward, curved in the air, and stabbed straight into the lava imp’s chest. His rolling body suddenly went prone as it was skewered by my projectile, and he gurgled on his own blood as his health drained away to null.  
 
    My XP bar rose five percent as he turned into lava, and I turned to see how the rest of my friends were doing.  
 
    Lacey had taken out one of the imps, and she now circled her next opponent as the illusionist fired magic blast after magic blast in the mini-demon’s direction. Somehow, the imp was able to dodge the attacks, though only by the skin of its teeth.  
 
    Meanwhile, Harry was in total disarray.  
 
    The Art Scholar had an imp on his shoulders, and it cackled as it slashed away at his scalp. Each swipe by the lava imp took away five percent of Harry’s health bar, and he was already down to thirty percent as he screamed and flailed helplessly.  
 
    “Motherfucker,” I grumbled as I ran toward the chaos. “Harry! Get him off your head, or I might hit you!”  
 
    “What do you think I’ve been trying to do for the last five minutes?” Harry screamed. “My Sensei never trained me for this crap!”  
 
    “I got it.” I ran up to the two combatants, grabbed the imp by the head, and yanked him off Harry’s head. Then I drop-kicked the fucker up into the air, pulled an arrow, and took aim as he flew across the battlefield.  
 
    I activated Forward Strike as I launched the Umbrapede arrow, and it hurtled forward like a seal through water. The projectile hit the lava imp in the throat, and a fountain of blood erupted out of his wound to create a macabre vapor trail as he continued to fall. The lava imp’s health bar dropped down to twenty percent as he hit the ground, then several of my vines came up and wrapped around his body.  
 
    Before he could break free of their grasp I fired another arrow, which stabbed through the side of his head and sent several bits of his brain across the ground. His health dropped down to zero as he twitched in the throes of death, then his body exploded into a puddle as my XP bar raised up another ten percent.  
 
    I was about seventy-five percent of the way full, and I figured I’d be at level six by the time this quest was all said and done. I got another XP notification of five percent, and I looked over at Lacey to see she’d slain the other lava imp.  
 
    Meanwhile, Bobby stood amongst a small hill of lava imp corpses as he looked around with a wild look in his eyes. The Paladin breathed heavily as his health bar slowly replenished from his passive ability, then he took a step back and pumped his axe in the air.  
 
    “Level five, putas!” he roared with glee. “Now I get that badass Blood Rush ability, too.”  
 
    “What else did you get?” Lacey asked. “Don’t you get a Paladin ability, too?”  
 
    “Let’s see here…” Bobby said as he tapped his screen. “‘Rubber and Glue: For the next 6 seconds, the Paladin prevents all damage taken from enemies and channels it into his primary weapon, and is added to the damage of his next attack.’”  
 
    “That’s going to be really useful,” I said with an impressed whistle. “Especially when you’re smack-dab in the middle of a bunch of enemies like you were just now.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s gonna be awesome, ese,” the Paladin chortled. 
 
    “What about you, Lacey?” I asked. “You’ve gotta be on the verge of Level Five, too, right?”  
 
    “I sure am!” The Illusionist smiled. “You’ve got a slight XP lead on me, but I’m right behind you. I bet I get to level five within the next battle.”  
 
    “I get stronger, too,” Noel added. “I now Level Four.”  
 
    “Levels? Abilities?” Harry sighed. “Dang it, I really picked the wrong class, didn’t I?”  
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I said. “Only certain people got to even choose combat classes. Everyone else was offered support positions, like cooks, tailors, blacksmiths… and scholars.”  
 
    “I still don’t see why The Invisible Hand didn’t think I could be a combat class,” he said with a grumble. “I was a blackbelt, for crying out loud.”  
 
    “We need to keep moving,” Lacey said as she pointed to the exit. “Preferably in the opposite direction of where we were just headed.”  
 
    Harry reached up and touched his head, then he gasped when he brought his hand down and saw all the blood that now saturated his palms.  
 
    “Uh, guys?” he asked. “Is there something we can do about this first? I don’t want to, like, bleed out or anything.”  
 
    “Relax, amigo,” Bobby said with a wave of his hand. “I have an ability that heals everybody over time. We’ll all be full within the next minute.”  
 
    “Only for party members,” I said. “Harry’s not officially a member of our party.”  
 
    The second the words left my mouth I prepared for The System to make Harry part of our Party, but no notification came. I let out a breath of relief as I turned to Noel, who seemed to already understand what I was about to say.  
 
    “I heal him,” the Bonobo said and then nodded. 
 
    Noel lumbered over to Harry, placed his hands on his shoulders, and then activated Healing Wave. A small shockwave of white magic radiated out from the ape’s body and then washed over me, Bobby, Harry, and Lacey. Instantly our health bars all returned to full, and any ailments or wounds that we had disappeared as if they’d never even been there in the first place.  
 
    “Whoa.” Harry said as he felt his head and saw there was no more blood. “That’s a freaking cool trick.”  
 
    “Now this time, what are you going to do?” Lacey asked Harry as her eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Stay with the group,” the Art Scholar said as he looked at the ground like an embarrassed child.  
 
    “There you go.” Lacey patted him on the head before she turned and walked toward the door.  
 
    The five of us returned to the hallway and crept toward the lobby. This time I heard the muzak arrangement of Gives You Hell, and I couldn’t help but snicker as we passed under the stone speakers. The lobby was still clear, so we darted over to the other hallway. It looked exactly like the other corridor, but it ended at a set of rocky stairs instead of a pit of lava.  
 
    “That’s more like it,” I chuckled. “Now, I think it goes without saying that we try to stay in the stairwell until we reach the rooftop, right?”  
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Lacey said. “There’s no reason to fight through hordes of enemies on each floor if we don’t have to.”  
 
    “Unless the only way to complete the Quest is to kill everything in this building,” Bobby said.  
 
    “For now, let’s just get to the rooftop,” I said as I popped open the door for the Paladin.  
 
    The five of us proceeded into the stairwell, which had the exact same aesthetic as the rest of “Hotel Hell.” The stairs were dark, porous brimstone, so the steps were an uneven mess. There was no handrail for safety, so we’d have to take our time on the winding steps or risk a fall all the way to the bottom. 
 
    And the bottom was definitely not somewhere we wanted to end up.  
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” Harry said with a gag.  
 
    The staircase had been extended downward below the floor of the hotel to a dark cave where massive, pointed stalagmites jutted up into the air. There were human bodies scattered across the ground in a grisly scene, and each one was skewered in a different, horrific way. Some of them had been stabbed through the chest, while others apparently landed headfirst on the rocky spikes and had literally lost their head.  
 
    “Those are other players,” I gulped. “Look alive, guys. I have a bad feeling this isn’t exactly what it seems.”  
 
    We made it to the second floor landing without any problems and then started up the steps to the third floor. But we’d barely made it off the landing before we heard a sound that made my heart sink into my stomach.  
 
    It was the sound of stone against stone.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Lacey asked. “What’s that sound?”  
 
    That’s when the wall to our right started to move closer.  
 
    “Run!” I screamed.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Harry asked.  
 
    “The fucking hotel is fighting back against us,” I said. “Just fucking run!”  
 
    The wall continued to push out as it came closer and closer, and the five of us took off like Usain Bolt. We made it all the way up to the landing in front of the third floor door, then we watched as the wall behind us came out all the way over the edge of the stairs.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Bobby huffed as he tried to catch his breath. “We woulda become a bunch of human shish-kabobs if we’d been a half-step slower.”  
 
    “Well,” I said. “At least we know how those poor bastards died now.”  
 
    “There’s no way that’s the only trap on these steps,” Lacey said. “The Hotel obviously wants us to fight through the gauntlet of monsters on these floors, so it’s punishing us for taking a shortcut.”  
 
    “Then I say we keep taking the shortcut,” I said. “There’s only two more sets of stairs to go before we reach the roof.”  
 
    “I dunno about that, amigo,” Bobby said with a hint of fear in his voice. “I think I’d rather take my chances with the creatures than have to run up the stairs like that again. I’m way too outta shape.”  
 
    “Just because they’re booby-trapped doesn’t mean it’ll make us run,” I said. “There could be arrows that come out of the wall, Tomb Raider style.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Lacey declared. “Or maybe there’ll be some pattern we have to follow, like in Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade.”  
 
    “Would you both like to go first, then?” Bobby asked as he stepped to the side and gestured up the staircase. “Because I ain’t gonna risk my ass like that if I don’t gotta.”  
 
    “I’ll go,” Lacey suggested.  
 
    “Nope,” I said as I stepped in front of the Illusionist. “I’d never ask you to do that.”  
 
    “You’re not asking,” she retorted. “I’m telling you that I’m going to go first. Besides, I have a cape that lets me fly.”  
 
    “Only for a few seconds,” I said.  
 
    “That’s all the time I’ll need.”  
 
    Without another word, Lacey began to march up the stairs, and I followed right behind her. The Illusionist took each step gingerly as she gently tapped her foot against the brimstone before she put her full weight on it. She made it up a couple steps before, finally, her foot passed through as if the stair wasn’t even there.  
 
    Lacey let out a surprised gasp as she fell forward and then through the staircase, but then her cape billowed behind her as it caught a magic wind and slowed her to a halt. The Illusionist floated back up beside the stairs with a terrified expression on her face, then she carefully floated back over and landed beside me.  
 
    “Okay then,” I sighed. “We know what the second set of booby traps are.”  
 
    “And I’ve already got the perfect workaround,” Lacey said. “Check this out. Magic Wall.”  
 
    Lacey created a wall of magic horizontally that stretched out ten feet before us. It was at an incline as it sat over the stony stairs, which meant it wouldn’t have a ton of traction under our feet. Still, it was the best option we had.  
 
    Noel, Bobby, Harry, and I took our time as we scaled the magical wall, until we came to its end. There were still about four stairs between us and the landing of the fourth floor, and all four of us hesitated at taking another step.  
 
    Thankfully, Lacey already had a plan.  
 
    The Illusionist walked up to the edge of her own magic wall, then she quickly jumped off onto the next stair. She landed with a dull thud and let out a happy laugh, then she went to take another step.  
 
    Again, she hit solid ground.  
 
    Then, on the third step, Lacey fell through.  
 
    “Fuck!” She gasped as her cape caught her. “Watch out for that one.”  
 
    The Illusionist floated back up to the final step, landed on it, and then let out a long sigh.  
 
    “So the third step is the deadly one,” I announced. “Got it.”  
 
    Noel got down on all fours and used his ape arms to propel himself forward and over the third stair. Bobby went next, and the Paladin simply took an extra-large step over the deadly gap. 
 
    Meanwhile, Harry just nonchalantly strolled up the steps and walked right onto the gap. My heart leapt into my throat as I jumped forward, grabbed the back of the Scholar’s shirt, and held him as he nearly fell into the abyss below. 
 
    “Dude!” I groaned. 
 
    “Sorry!” he gasped.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you, ese?” Bobby hissed. “Can’t you freaking count?”  
 
    “I thought it was the fourth step!” Harry gasped.  
 
    “Well, it’s not,” I sighed as I pulled him back. “Now, do you need me to throw you over the gap, or do you think you can remember where it is?”  
 
    “I’ve got it, I’ve got it,” the scholar protested 
 
    Harry crouched down for a minute before he wiggled his hind end, then he jumped over the missing stair awkwardly. I rolled my eyes at his ridiculous movement, then I made my way up to the missing stair myself. I hopped over, landed up on the solid fourth stair, and let out a chuckle.  
 
    There was still one more set of stairs heading up to what I assumed was the roof, though it was a much shorter staircase than the ones we’d passed over so far. I counted ten steps between us and the final door, and I wondered what sort of booby trap could possibly be waiting for us above.  
 
    “Alright, guys,” Bobby declared as he shoved to the front of the group. “I kinda pussied out back there, but I’m gonna step up and take this last set like a man. I’ll go first.”  
 
    “You sure?” Lacey asked. “The final trap could be anything.”  
 
    “I can handle it,” the big man declared as he tapped his axe. “Especially with Victoria here at my side.”  
 
    Bobby held his shield up in front of his body as he slowly started up the staircase. He made it three steps before the sound of a snapping rope echoed down the stairwell, and then a huge fucking axe came swinging down from the ceiling. Bobby let out a surprised gasp as he tossed up his shield and then took the full brunt of the blow straight to the chest. The Paladin’s health bar dropped ten percent as he was smacked off his feet and toward us, but thankfully, Noel and I were able to grab him before he fell off the stairs. Bobby hit us like a bag of bricks, and we both stumbled backwards as we tried to keep our own footing.  
 
    The pendulum-axe went back into the ceiling as it reset, and Lacey looked back to make sure we were all okay.  
 
    “Okay,” Lacey said with a half-smile. “I’m glad you went first.”  
 
    “I-I told you,” Bobby stammered as he gasped for air.  
 
    “Let’s try this again,” the illusionist said.  
 
    The blonde woman held up her open hands to the ceiling before she took aim at the spot where the axe had fallen from and then activated another Magic Wall. When her spell covered up the stone roof and blocked the axe, she gestured for us to move forward.  
 
    Bobby went first again, and he made sure his shield was tight in his hand. He stepped on the same trigger as before and released the axe, but it just harmlessly fell a few inches, hit Lacey’s barrier, and stayed in place. The bald Paladin let out a sigh of relief as he headed up the next few stairs, but it was only four more steps before he activated a second trap.  
 
    The sound of a releasing mechanism echoed through the staircase as a second axe dropped down from the ceiling, but this time Bobby was ready.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh, no,” the Paladin growled.  
 
    Bobby slammed the flat edge of Victoria against his shield, which caused a giant shockwave to push back against the falling axe. The sheer force of the shockwave splintered the hilt of the large weapon, and the now-free axe head flew off to the left and plummeted downward. It smacked against the staircase below, bounced off, and then disappeared into the abyss with a powerful crash.  
 
    Bobby held his axe high in the air as he let out a boisterous laugh, then he walked up the final few steps without incident.  
 
    “There you go,” I said to Noel and Harry. “It looks like the coast is clear.”  
 
    Noel, Harry, and I walked up the stairs until we reached Bobby, then Lacey followed. The Illusionist released her Magic Wall once she was safely beyond the reach of the falling axe, and it swung down and sliced through the air before it reset itself in the ceiling.  
 
    “We’ll need to remember about that when we come back,” Lacey chuckled. “We don’t want to successfully complete our quest only to get taken out by a surprise axe to the back on the way out of the building.” 
 
    Bobby walked over to the stone door with the sign that read “Roof Access Employees Only” and twisted the knob. He gave our group a quick nod before he threw it open with a single heave. The five of us stepped out onto the roof and instantly began to cough and gag.  
 
    All we could see was a thick layer of black smoke that reeked of sulfur and rotting flesh. The black plumes were so dense that visibility was almost zero, and I could already feel the ash starting to stick to my skin.  
 
    “What the fuck is all this?” I growled. “Is there supposed to be a giant loot box somewhere up here, and the challenge is to wander around until we find it?”  
 
    “That seems way too easy,” Lacey shook her head. “And tedious. The System may be ridiculously difficult sometimes, but it’d never make us do something so mundane.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “We’re currently on an escort mission, after all.”  
 
    “By our own choosing,” the Illusionist pointed out. “The System didn’t have anything to do with that, at least at first.”  
 
    We began to wander through the dark haze as we searched for anything that could possibly tie in with the current quest.  
 
    Finally, I heard what sounded like a hissing snake, and my blood ran cold.  
 
    “Guys?” I gulped. “There’s something here with us.”  
 
    Seconds later a low growl broke through the smoke, followed immediately by a strange bleating noise.  
 
    “What the Hell is out there?” Bobby asked. “Old McDonald’s whole farm?”  
 
    “Maybe if he was doing horrific experiments on all the farm animals,” I sighed and pulled an arrow from my quiver. “And turned all of them into mutant killing machines.”  
 
    Soon, a shadow appeared through the haze. It was about the size of a horse, though the mane around its head told me it had the figure of a lion. As it stepped closer I saw that it had a second head protruding out from beside its feline noggin, which looked like the spitting image of a goat. Its tail flicked back and forth as it walked, and it didn’t take long to realize that’s where the hissing sound was coming from. The creature’s large, red health bar appeared above its head.  
 
    “Chimera, Level Six,” I gulped as I read it aloud. “So this is the end of the quest.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Okay,” I sputtered. “So we’ve got a level six Chimera. We’ve fought worse before, right?”  
 
    “Fuck this!” Harry screamed as he turned the other way. “Fuck the Safe Zone. Fuck this place. I’m going back to the museum!”  
 
    Lacey tossed up a magic wall right in front of Harry’s trajectory, and the Art Scholar slammed into it hard and fell back on his ass like a Looney Tune character.  
 
    “If you leave the group, you’re dead, dumbass,” Lacey hissed. “That’s not hyperbole, either.”  
 
    The Chimera’s lion head let out a snarl as it stepped a bit closer, and now we could see the beast in all its glory. Its tail had red reptilian scales all down its length, with a head at the end that reminded me of a dragon, but with a neck hood like a king cobra. There was a soft glow in its throat when it opened up its mouth to reveal its fangs, and it didn’t take a genius to realize it could probably spit fire as an attack. Meanwhile, the goat-head that stuck out from the monster’s back was able to turn its head three hundred and sixty degrees like a goddamn owl, and it simply bleated angrily as a black, tarry spit dripped down onto its own back.  
 
    “This thing can hit us three different ways,” I said to the team. “Get into your positions and get ready to attack. We’ll need to take out each head--”  
 
    “Heeeerrrrreeee kitty, kitty, kitty,” Bobby crooned as he stepped forward and began to gently bang Victoria against his shield. “Tio Roberto needs to take you for a neutering.”  
 
    “I watch dumb one,” Noel nodded to Harry, and his hands already glowed with his healing magic.  
 
    “What the fuck do we do?” Harry whimpered.  
 
    “You stay the fuck back,” I said. “Lacey and I will try to hit this bastard from the sidelines while Bobby does his thing.”  
 
    “Alright, Gato,” Bobby yelled with the distorted voice from his Shout of Confrontation. “Let’s dance. Vatos locos forever!”  
 
    The Chimera’s lion head turned to Bobby, bared its teeth, and then crouched down. It launched itself forward as the Paladin slammed his axe against his shield, and the resulting shockwave stopped the monster in midair. The Chimera landed on all fours, then its goat head bleated and spat black tar in Bobby’s direction.  
 
    The bald Paladin held up his shield and let it take the full brunt of the attack, but some of the tar splattered against his body and then oozed down as it hardened. Bobby tried to move his feet, but they seemed to be stuck to the ground as the Chimera approached.  
 
    “It’s-a Me,” Lacey declared as she held out her ramstaff and summoned forth a flaming flower.  
 
    The flower blasted the Chimera with fire, and the creature hissed as its health decreased by five percent. However, the lion portion of the monster remained laser-focused on Bobby, and it lashed out with its claws and struck the Paladin across the chest.  
 
    Bobby yelped as his blood splashed onto the roof, and he lost ten percent of his health. He quickly lost another ten percent as the beast’s claws found the mark a second time, but then Noel hit our friend with a Healing Wave to get him back up to full health.  
 
    At least the lion was busy with Bobby.  
 
    The other two heads, though? They now stared at the rest of us.  
 
    The reptilian mouth opened wide as its throat started to glow, then it sunk its teeth into the ground as if it were biting the roof itself. As it did so, the fangs of the creature’s tail glowed like metal in a blacksmith’s forge, and a moment later, I felt the ground below me begin to heat up.  
 
    That’s when a massive ring appeared on the ground that encircled the entire party.  
 
    “Fuck.” I gasped. “Off the ground, now!”  
 
    It was too late. Flames erupted in a full circle pattern around the Chimera, and me and my friends all yelled as the flames consumed us. My entire body sizzled as a burning pain shot through it, and I lost thirty percent of my health. When the fire finally subsided I saw that Lacey had lost the same, as had Bobby.  
 
    Noel and Harry, though? They were practically on death’s door.  
 
    The ape Priest’s hair was completely singed off in places, and he wobbled back and forth as his health drained down to fifteen percent. Harry wasn’t doing much better, and his life meter was down to twenty-five.  
 
    “H-Healing Wave,” Noel whispered.  
 
    The wave shot out from the Bonobo’s hands, washed over my party and Harry, and healed us all instantly. The burns on our skin scabbed over and flaked off in an instant, and all the pain that I felt faded away like it’d never been there in the first place.  
 
    Though Bobby was now completely healed, he was still caught in the black tar from the goat’s head of the Chimera, and the lion continued to slash at him with its claws.  
 
    I raised my bow, activated Return to Sender, and let the arrow fly. I knew that it’d be really hard to miss a target as large as the Chimera, and if I hit him twice with the same arrow it’d do double damage. Sure enough, the Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrow hit its mark on the Chimera’s hind end, passed through, and then came back around as it zipped back into my hands.  
 
    The monster yelped as it lost fifteen percent of its health, but its lion third never took its eyes off of Bobby.  
 
    “A little help here, amigos?” Bobby chuckled nervously as the big cat slashed him again and brought his life down to sixty percent. “I’m a little stuck at the moment.”  
 
    I fired another arrow, while Lacey took a shot at the Chimera with her fire bolt. Both attacks landed, though they only did a measly ten percent damage combined.  
 
    “Bless Away,” Noel said as he raised his hand toward Bobby.  
 
    The black goo around Bobby’s body began to glow with white magic, then it crumbled away like it’d been made of shattered glass.  
 
    Bobby instantly blocked the Chimera’s next attack with his shield, then he activated Forward Strike as he swung Victoria and caught the fucker right in the neck.  
 
    The Chimera finally disengaged with the Paladin as it lost another ten percent of its health, but as it turned, it whipped Bobby with its fiery tail and knocked him down to the ground.  
 
    Lacey hurled a Magic Sphere at the beast as I shot an arrow with Double Tap, but the monster seemed to have full awareness of the battlefield. Before either of our projectiles could reach the Chimera, its goat head spat more tar out of its gullet. The tarry spit covered my arrow and Lacey’s ball of magic, and the weight of the sticky substance dragged them harmlessly down to the ground. 
 
    The Chimera’s reptilian tail slammed into the roof with its mouth open once more, though this time I was ready for its attack.  
 
    “Magic Boots!” Lacey shouted as her feet began to glow with speedy magic.  
 
    The Illusionist took off toward Noel as the creature’s fangs began to glow white-hot, and I activated I’m Not a Hugger as I leapt back ten feet and shot an arrow at the bastard. My arrow hit the Chimera as it unleashed its fiery circle, though Lacey snatched up Noel and took to the sky on her cape seconds before the flames appeared. Both Harry and Bobby took the brunt of the attack, though they both made it through the assault in one piece.  
 
    Well, it was a charred piece in agonizing pain, but one piece nonetheless.  
 
    Noel activated another blast of Healing Wave as Lacey floated him back to the ground, and the heal brought Harry and Bobby back up to their original health levels.  
 
    The Chimera’s goat head spat tar at Noel and Lacey, but she quickly tackled the Bonobo out of the way before either of them could get covered with the sticky material.  
 
    “Blood Rush, bitches!” Bobby cackled as he activated his ability.  
 
    The Paladin charged at the Chimera and began to flail his axe wildly as he struck it several times in the head, neck, and chest. The creature lost another fifteen percent of its health before it whipped its lion’s head to the side and tossed Bobby away like a ragdoll.  
 
    I raised my bow, fired off an arrow with my Double Tap ability, and watched as they both sunk into the side of the creature’s tail. That must have been a heavily reinforced spot, though, because the monster only lost another five percent of its health from the attack.  
 
    Then, it went on the offensive.  
 
    The Chimera hissed and spat as it began to twist its body in a circle, and as it did so, fireballs shot out at random intervals and lit up the battlefield like the world’s worst Chinese lanterns.  
 
    I tried to avoid the incoming blasts, but one of the damn things caught my leg as I tried to roll away. There was a sizzling sound as my flesh burned from the white-hot flames, and I saw my life bar drop down ten percent.  
 
    The Chimera stopped spinning for a few seconds, then it spat some more tar-liquid toward Bobby. The Paladin sidestepped the splatter of tar before he closed the gap on the Chimera and reared back his shield.  
 
    “Righteous Smack!” the big Mexican bellowed as he hurled his shield forward and into the monster’s head.  
 
    There was a sickly crunch as Bobby’s shield hit the Chimera and sent a mouthful of its blood onto the ground. The monster lost another twenty percent of its health, which put it dangerously close to death.  
 
    The beast must have realized it, too.  
 
    The Chimera reached forward, snapped its jaws onto Bobby’s shield, and then tossed the Paladin off into the darkness of the smog with a flick of his neck and then charged toward Noel.  
 
    “Magic Wall,” Lacey said as she put up a glowing white barrier.  
 
    The Chimera slammed into the wall hard enough to make the magic shimmer, but it instantly jumped back and sunk the teeth of its tail into the ground.  
 
    “Shitshitshitshitshit…” I said as I ran toward Harry. “Lacey!”  
 
    “I’ve got him,” the Illusionist said as she floated up and headed toward Noel.  
 
    The ground grew hot underneath my feet as I closed the gap on Harry, and I activated Tactical Tackle when I got within ten feet of the Scholar. I slammed my shoulder into his chest, and the impact from the blow sent him flying backwards and out of the way of the incoming spell.  
 
    Unfortunately, I wasn’t so lucky.  
 
    The flames engulfed me from below, and I growled in agony as searing pain overtook my entire being. I lost another thirty percent of my health bar as I tried to locate the creature through the fire, though it was no use.  
 
    “Divine Spring,” I heard Noel say from somewhere above.  
 
    I suddenly felt a water-like sensation appear around me, and the flames and the pain were slowly washed away by the holy water that splashed onto my body. I regained the thirty percent of my health that I’d lost, but I couldn’t celebrate for long.  
 
    A massive shadow leapt at me through the fire, and I activated I’m Not a Hugger just in time to avoid the Chimera’s jaws. I heard the monster’s deadly maw snap closed behind me as I rolled away and fired off a haphazard shot that just disappeared into the smog. When I came up, the flames had died down, and I saw a giant spray of tarry liquid coming right for me.  
 
    I didn’t have any time to evade the attack, so I got covered in the nasty stuff. It felt warm and gooey, like the inside of a Hot Pocket that was somehow both undercooked and overcooked at the same time. The tar covered my entire lower half as it quickly hardened, and suddenly, I couldn’t move my legs for anything.  
 
    But as the Chimera bounded toward me, a flaming flower appeared in its path and sprayed a shot of fire into its face. The monster yelped as it lost five percent of its health and changed direction, and a moment later, Lacey and Noel landed at my side.  
 
    “Time for a little bit of confusion,” Lacey said as her whole body began to glow.  
 
    Instantly, the Illusionist’s body split like she was a cell undergoing mitosis, and there were two Laceys standing before us.  
 
    “Bless Away,” Noel whispered as he touched the tar with his glowing hands.  
 
    Just like before, the tar around my legs glowed white as it began to crack, and then it shattered into a million pieces onto the ground.  
 
    Lacey screamed as both she and her clone fired a blast of natural bolt from their staff, but the Chimera rolled out of the way of the attack. The goat head spat some tar at Lacey as it jumped toward her and then opened its lion’s mouth to attack. Apparently, the beast wasn’t fooled by the mirror image. 
 
    “Switcheroo,” the Illusionist declared, and both she and her clone’s bodies flickered like they were glitching out.  
 
    The tar hit Lacey’s clone, froze it in place, and then screamed as its head was snapped up in the Chimera’s jaws. The clone’s health dropped down to zero in an instant, but Lacey had dodged a huge chunk of damage.  
 
    I raised my bow as I activated my Blood Rush ability, then I fired a slew of arrows at the Chimera in rapid succession.  
 
    The monster was hit by the first one and lost five percent of its health, then it scurried off to the right and avoided the rest. The Chimera’s tail shot off another flurry of fireballs at Lacey, Noel, and I, and it took every bit of our agility to dodge the onslaught.  
 
    However, that wasn’t the creature’s ultimate plan.  
 
    The ground grew hot underneath my feet, and I knew I was fucked.  
 
    Lacey grabbed onto Noel and lifted him up into the air right as the flames erupted from the ground.  
 
    “I’ll be There for You!” Bobby’s voice called out from somewhere in the smoke.  
 
    The fire engulfed my body once more, but this time I didn’t feel a thing. Instead, I heard Bobby screaming “Vatos locos forever!” off in the distance, and my heart sank as I realized he was taking the full brunt of this attack.  
 
    I wasn’t gonna let his sacrifice be in vain.  
 
    I charged toward the Chimera, plucked an arrow from my quiver, and pulled it back in the string of my compound bow.  
 
    “Forward Strike!” I hissed as I let it go.  
 
    The Umbrapede arrow cut through the air like a diving hawk, and the Chimera tried to dodge out of the way again. However, the projectile was way too fast for the bastard, so instead it sliced across the monster’s throat and sent a geyser of blood onto the ground.  
 
    The Chimera whimpered and yowled as its health bar drained down to null, then it wobbled for a second before it collapsed to the ground and went limp. The fire in the mouth of the tail seemed to die out next, and then the goat head flopped lifelessly to one side. 
 
    The XP bar in my HUD suddenly shot up to full, and then it appeared to go another thirty percent beyond Level Six. At the same time I felt a strange surge of power through my body, and I looked over to Noel and Lacey, both of whom were all smiles.  
 
    There was a familiar ping, and a giant loot box appeared at the center of the battlefield. I realized that the smoke had started to dissipate, and as it did, I saw Bobby hobbling toward us.  
 
    The Paladin looked rough.  
 
    Bobby had burns all across his body, and several patches of skin were completely scalded off. He used Victoria as a makeshift crutch as he limped forward and sucked in a few labored breaths, and I saw that his health was down to ten percent.  
 
    “Is it dead?” Bobby asked.  
 
    “Sure as fuck is,” I said with a smile. “And I’m not, thanks to you.”  
 
    “Any time, Amigo,” the Paladin sighed, then he plopped down on the ground. “You all can go for the loot box. I’m not moving a muscle until my healing perk gets me back to full health.”  
 
    “I could heal you,” Noel offered.  
 
    “Don’t waste the mana, Mono,” Bobby said and waved the ape away. “I’ll be fine. I just need a minute or two to sit down, that’s all.”  
 
    “Did you two just level up?” I asked my other two friends.  
 
    “I almost Level 5!” Noel said, and then he started to jump around on all fours and beat his chest as he made happy grunting noises.  
 
    “You are looking at a Level Five Illusionist.” Lacey winked. “And then some.  
 
    “Ooh, lala,” I chuckled. “What kinda powers do you have now?”  
 
    The blonde woman tapped through her invisible screen for a few seconds before her eyes widened, and she smiled intensely.  
 
    “So for my Mage ability, it’s something called Miracle Whip.”  
 
    “You’re shitting me,” I laughed.  
 
    “Nope.” Lacey shook her head. “‘Miracle Whip: A short-range whip of magic energy thrown from the mage’s hand that either deals 5 + X damage or binds an enemy for X seconds but deals no damage. Could miss.’”  
 
    “Huh,” I said. “What about your Illusionist ability?”  
 
    “‘Not on My Watch,” Lacey said. “‘Any enemy who attempts to cast a hex spell or magic with lingering effects instantly loses 30% of their overall mana. The spell fails, and if they are within ten feet of their original target they take X% damage to a maximum of 20%.’”  
 
    “Well, that would have helped us a lot in this last battle,” I said. “Shit. Maybe we should have gone through the second and third floor and killed a few more of those lava imps to level up.”  
 
    As I was speaking, I got a notification across my HUD:  
 
      
 
    Hotel Hell Quest: Completed.  
 
      
 
    My XP bar rose once more, and I now saw that I was a little over halfway to level seven.  
 
    “I guess that’s all we needed to do,” Bobby said.  
 
    “I’m so, so lost.” Harry shook his head.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I winked at the Art Scholar. “Just know that now we can protect you way better than we could before.”  
 
    “I’m gonna break into that loot box,” Lacey said as she hurried past me. “This was supposed to be a high loot payout quest, and I wanna see what’s in there!”  
 
    The Illusionist walked up to the giant chest, popped it open, and then looked down at what was inside. She let out a long, impressed whistle as I noticed the amount of gold in my inventory went up by one thousand coins.  
 
    “Did we just get a thousand coins each?” I gasped.  
 
    “We did,” Lacey said. “And that’s not all. Check this stuff out!”  
 
    The Illusionist reached into the box and then started to pull out its contents. When all was said and done, she’d set out a yellow speck Gemma, a black speck Gemma, two scaly pauldrons, a fur-covered cloak, a belt with leather faulds attached, and an amulet that looked like it was made from the same brimstone as the hotel. It was an impressive haul, and I let out a low whistle as I took in the objects. 
 
    “I think Noel should take the pauldrons,” I said as I pointed at the snakeskin armor. “I dunno about you guys, but he’d look pretty badass in those.”  
 
    “He would,” Bobby agreed. “It’d widen his already-massive frame, which would make all of our enemies shit themselves out of fear.”  
 
    “Chimerian Tail Pauldrons,” Lacey began.  
 
      
 
    “Magic Speed: +3 
 
    Hit Points: +2 
 
    Magic Pool: +1  
 
    Gemma Slots: 2.”  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Those are definitely best equipped for somebody who uses a ton of mana like Noel.”  
 
    “I say we go ahead and slot the two Gemma we found into them, too,” Lacey suggested. “The black gem would give Noel more mana, and the yellow one would increase his stamina and resistance to damage.”  
 
    “I’m fine with that,” I said. “Bobby?”  
 
    “I just want that sweet-ass lion cloak, ese,” Bobby said. “The rest is fair game for whoever wants it.”  
 
    “The ‘Chimera Cloak,” Lacey began.  
 
      
 
    “Hit Points: +2 
 
    Strength: +1 
 
    Will: +2 
 
    Gemma Slot: None.”  
 
      
 
    “Honestly, I don’t care too much about the stats,” the Paladin admitted. “I just think I’d look like one bad mofo if I’m cutting down monsters with that sweet-ass cloak billowing around behind me.”  
 
    “It’s all yours,” Lacey said as she balled it up and then chucked it over to Bobby.  
 
    “Fucccck, yeah,” Bobby smiled as he unfolded the cloak and then tossed it around his neck.  
 
    “What about the other two things?” I asked. “The belt and the amulet?”  
 
    “Check them out for yourself,” Lacey said. “Then tell me which one you want more. I’m not picky, if you’ve noticed.”  
 
    I picked up the amulet first and held it up to my eyes as I inspected it. I pulled it up in my HUD and saw the stats in a white outline:  
 
      
 
    Fire and Brimstone Necklace  
 
    Hit Points: +1 
 
    Will: +2 
 
    Magic Speed: +1 
 
    Magic Pool: -1 
 
      
 
    All black Gemma slotted in your armor count as one tier higher for the purposes of passive bonuses. 
 
      
 
    “So this one’s definitely more for spellcasters,” I said as I handed the amulet back to Lacey. “Let me see this belt. I’ve already got too many belts, though. It’s gotta have some awesome stats for me to keep it.”  
 
    The belt itself was black leather with a simple gold-colored buckle, and attached at the bottom were two rectangular, horizontal faulds that came down at least a foot. When I looked at the stats, which were surrounded by green text, I felt myself start to smile.  
 
      
 
    Going Fauld Belt  
 
      
 
    Hit Points: +1 
 
    Physical Speed: -2 
 
    Stamina: +2 
 
    Strength: +1 
 
    Gemma Slot: 3 
 
      
 
    Did I just read that correctly, and there were three gemma slots? That was something I didn’t think I could pass up.  
 
    “I think he like it,” Noel chuckled.  
 
    “Seriously,” Bobby said. “Zach is eye-fucking that belt harder than I did Isabella Guerro at my Senior Prom.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a smirk. “I want this one.”  
 
    I pulled up my menu screen, then I tapped around until I found the belt and faulds in my inventory. I then tapped “equip” and rushed over to see my new stats. 
 
      
 
    Strength: +3 
 
    Hit Points: 116 Total (+16)  
 
    Physical Speed: -1 
 
    Stamina: +2 
 
    Magic Pool: 107 Total (+7) 
 
    Magic Regen: 5 per 3 seconds (+1) 
 
    Will: +0 
 
    Magic Speed: +0 
 
      
 
    Sure, I wasn’t exactly over the moon that I now had negative physical speed and nothing in terms of will, but I also knew that my Marksman class and a handful of my abilities already made me faster than most other players, which gave me a bit of wiggle room for sacrifice.  
 
    Meanwhile, Lacey fastened the amulet around her neck. She ran her fingers over the pendant for a moment as she studied it, and then she smiled at our group.  
 
    “Now I just need a bunch of black Gemma,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll find more soon.”  
 
    “I’m sure of it.”  
 
    “Dios Mio,” Bobby said with a happy smirk. “Check out my fresh threads, amigos!”  
 
    We all turned to look at Bobby, who now wore the Chimera Cloak around his neck. The mane of the Chimera had been attached to the neck of the cloak, which made Bobby look like some sort of evil big-game hunter. As for the rest of the garment, it simply flipped over the Paladin’s shoulders and then trailed down to his knees.  
 
    It really did make him look like a certified badass, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. The man had a big enough ego as it was. 
 
    “Do I get anything?” Harry asked.  
 
    “No,” Bobby, Lacey, and I all spat out in unison, and then we couldn’t help but start laughing. 
 
    Now that the smoke had cleared, I could see the beam of light off in the distance that served as a beacon for wanderers and adventurers, and I knew it was time to head back to the comfort and safety of the LA Zoo.  
 
    At least we were going back four thousand gold coins richer and with a bunch of new badass gear and abilities under our belts. If we could somehow keep Harry alive for the rest of the mission, we’d be getting a hefty payout from his Uncle as well.  
 
    Despite the fact we were all covered in blood and guts, things were really looking up for the Party. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Even though Harry was a bit of an annoyance, we made it back to the Safe Zone without any major incident. We chit-chatted about what we’d done prior to the System taking over and ribbed each other about the mismatched gear that we wore. We had traveled this part of LA enough that we now were able to move through it fairly stealthily on foot, and within a few hours we were at the edge of the LA Zoo, where our Party was greeted with gusto by Dan and his party mates.  
 
    “So you did find him?” Dan asked when he saw Harry. “Tom will be so happy.”  
 
    “I’d hope so,” I said. “Because if we’ve gone through all this shit only to find out we got the wrong guy? I may just have an aneurysm.”  
 
    “I know LA is a large city,” Dan chuckled as he rubbed his goatee. “But I’d find it hard to believe that there is another man out there named Harry, who just so happened to be lost but confirmed alive, and who took up residence in that strange little museum on the other side of the river.”  
 
    “The Museum of Neon Art is a cultural treasure of this city,” Harry scoffed. “You probably just don’t get it because you’re one of ‘those people.’ Not that there’s anything wrong with that, of course!”  
 
    “Uh-huh.” Dan rolled his eyes. “It’s good to see you all again, but we’ve got a Safe Zone entrance to guard. Tell Tom we said ‘hi.’”  
 
    “We will,” I promised as we headed off toward the “commercial area” of the Safe Zone.  
 
    In the days since we’d permanently saved this place, we’d seen a massive influx of visitors and people seeking refuge, which also meant that we now had a slew of people with all sorts of talents just waiting to help. Obviously armorers and blacksmiths played one the most important roles in the Safe Zone, though there was also a place for good cooks, tailors, shoemakers, and even scholars.  
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what an Art Scholar was good for, if I was being honest, but I’d let the other scholars sort that out. To me, the only thing that mattered was that one less person didn’t have to suffer the endless horrors of The System on their own, and every single person we saved at this point was a plus.  
 
    We hadn’t gotten any updates from The System in a while, but the last I’d heard, a whole third of Earth’s population had been taken out by the monsters and various traps The Invisible Hand had created.  
 
    I could only imagine that the number of casualties had increased since then by a whole lot.  
 
    “Whoa,” Harry gasped as we walked through the Safe Zone.  
 
    The Art Scholar seemed to be in complete awe at his surroundings as he stared at the bustling village. His mouth actually hung open, and I could have sworn I’d even seen a small fly dart inside.  
 
    To be fair, this place had come a long way since we’d first encountered it.  
 
    When my Party had first come across the LA Zoo Safe Zone, it was practically a ghost town, mainly because there was no permanence to its ability to keep players safe. Sure, it offered them a place to stay in the form of a medieval-style inn and a tavern to meet up with other survivors, but there was little more than that.  
 
    The System had redesigned the entire landscape of the Zoo to look like it was some sort of rainforest civilization, with lots of Aztec and Mayan-looking buildings mixed together with vines, stones, and plants that I couldn’t even identify. Bobby’s random knowledge of forestry allowed him to recognize the damn things, and he would talk the Party’s ears off about them if he ever had the chance.  
 
    Once we’d collected enough gold to make the LA Zoo Safe Zone permanent, though, players flocked from all over the city to become its residents. What had once been a ghost town was now packed to the brim with shops, inns, taverns, and more people than a New York subway car at rush hour. A handful of adventurers and their Parties had made it to our Safe Zone as well, though the majority of the residents were non-combat classes, much like Harry or Bobby’s madre, Roberta.  
 
    Either way “New LA” had become a beacon of hope in this bleak, terrifying world we now lived in.  
 
    “Soak it all in, ese,” Bobby chuckled as he gave Harry a slap on the back. “You see that potion shop over there? That used to be the Gibbon exhibit. And that tavern we passed back near the entrance? Tiger exhibit.”  
 
    “You guys have done a great job making this feel different,” the Art Scholar whistled.  
 
    “It wasn’t us,” Lacey chuckled. “Everything you see here was created by The System. We just chose what to do with it.”  
 
    “Say what you will about The Invisible Hand,” Harry said. “But they definitely know how to capture the aesthetic of first-century Central America, mixed in with a bit of archaic modernism.”  
 
    “Is he speaking English?” Bobby whispered to me.  
 
    “Art Scholar, remember?” I said. “It’s kinda his thing.”  
 
    We kept walking until we came to a small area inside the former Okapi enclosure, which had been turned into what we called “Thread Row” due to the many tailor, leatherworking, and armory shops that filled its cobblestone shacks. Our Party led Harry over to the one with a large, hand-carved wooden sign that read “Tom’s Tailor Shop,” and I gently opened the door and gestured for everyone to head inside.  
 
    The interior of the Tailor Shop looked like it’d been ripped right out of a fantasy novel, with its dirt floors and the bare walls made of gray stone. There was only a single room in the building, which was illuminated by four metal lamps that hung from the ceiling rafters and created an ambiance full of wonder and warmth. At the far end of the shack was a large wooden table that had pieces of cloth strewn about on its top, as well as several mallets, random pieces of pointed metal, and string. An elderly man with horseshoe-patterned white hair and glasses the size of a silver dollar toiled behind the table as his tongue stuck out from between his lips while he carefully hand-sewed the piece he was currently working on. When he heard the bell of the opening door, the man looked up, smiled, and then dropped his work like it was of no importance.  
 
    “Harry?” the man asked as tears filled his eyes and he stood from his seat. “Is that really you?”  
 
    “It is, Tom.” Harry smiled.  
 
    “Thank heavens you’re alive!” Tom said as he dashed out from behind his workbench and tossed open his arms wide.  
 
    The two men embraced for a solid minute before Harry finally pulled away and looked his uncle in the eyes.  
 
    As we watched the scene unfold, another message appeared across my HUD:  
 
    Keep the Moron Alive Quest: Completed 
 
    My XP bar increased by about five percent after the words disappeared, but I was too distracted by the touching reunion to pay that much attention.  
 
    “I thought everyone was dead,” the Art Scholar said. “That’s why I never tried to come and find you. Well, that, plus I didn’t want to die horrifically from all the monsters that wanted to kill me.”  
 
    “That’s why I sent Zach and his Party out to get you,” the tailor replied with a chuckle. “I knew that even if I somehow got word to you that I was alive, you’d have to risk all the toils of The System in order to get here. And I most certainly couldn’t go out and get you. Not with this fragile old body.”  
 
    “What about--” Harry’s words were cut off by a lump in his throat. “What about my parents? Have you heard from them?”  
 
    Tom’s face fell, and he hung his head as he slowly shook his head. Harry burst into tears as Tom embraced him once more, and I couldn’t help but feel bad for the guy.  
 
    I could definitely relate since my parents were thousands of miles away, and I now had no way to check on them. For all I knew they could be dead, and this whole planned trip out to Virginia was all for nought. I didn’t even want to think about all my extended family, like my half-dozen cousins and all my aunts and uncles, mainly because I knew how they’d probably fared against The System. They’d become estranged from my family in recent years, mainly because they thought my dad had gone completely cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs with all his “crazy” conspiracy theories.  
 
    Then again, he turned out to be right.  
 
    “It sounds like you’ve got some catching up to do,” Lacey said with a warm smile. “We’ll get out of your hair and leave you to it.”  
 
    “So, uh, you gonna Venmo us the gold?” Bobby asked with a raised eyebrow. “How the fuck does this even work now that we’ve got magical pockets and all?”  
 
    “The reward,” Tom said as he pulled away from his nephew. “Of course. I almost forgot…”  
 
    Tom tapped away at the invisible menu screen in front of him for a few seconds before I got the notification of his transfer of five thousand gold pieces in my HUD.  
 
    “Thank you,” Noel said with a slight bow. “That really help us.”  
 
    “I’m the one who should be thanking you,” Tom said. “You brought the only living family member I have back to me safely, when no other Party would even touch the mission. For that, no amount of gold in the world could ever be enough to truly repay you.”  
 
    “Well, if you’re offering…” Bobby said with a sly chuckle, but Lacey elbowed him to make him quiet.  
 
    “The pleasure is all ours,” I said to the tailor and his nephew. “I’m always happy to provide even the slightest bit of happiness to people in this shitty world we’re living in right now. Even if that means we gotta risk life and limb to do so.”  
 
    “You killed a freaking Chimera!” Harry said. “That’s way more than ‘risking life and limb.’”  
 
    “That was kinda our choice, though,” I said. “Finding you and bringing you back was the easy part.”  
 
    “We were just gluttons for punishment and decided to make it harder on ourselves,” Lacey added.  
 
    “I don’t care how you got here,” Tom said as he shook his head. “I’m just glad to see my flesh and blood safe and sound.”  
 
    “We’ll let you guys catch up,” I said as I turned toward the door.  
 
    “I’ll see you next time I need some sweet threads, ese,” Bobby said as he held out his hand.  
 
    I glanced back to see Bobby awkwardly try to give Tom a “secret handshake,” but the old man looked completely dumbfounded as he just held onto Bobby’s open palm and got his arm jerked around in all directions. Tom chuckled to himself as Bobby let go, turned to the rest of the party, and then shot the old man a smile.  
 
    Tom led us to the door of his little shack, then he flipped over his “open” sign so that it now read “closed.” The old man waved at us before he slid back inside, and we heard the sound of a lock engaging from the other side of the door.  
 
    “I glad we could help,” Noel said. “We make him happy.”  
 
    “I’m just glad somebody can be happy when they’re surrounded by family,” Lacey sighed. “Reunions and holidays are always a nightmare for me… I think the last time I saw my nephew he got into a screaming match with one of his siblings about whose turn it was to go on the jetski. There were tears, stamping feet, and all that.”  
 
    “How old are your nephews?”  
 
    “Sixteen,” Lacey sighed. “That’s what happens when you grow up a spoiled brat who has access to an endless supply of money and who gets everything they’ve ever wanted.”  
 
    “Sheesh,” Bobby whistled as we began to head back toward the main part of the Safe Zone. “When I was a little nino, the only fights I had with my cousins were about who got to pretend to be the green Power Ranger and who got to use the biggest stick that we used as the ‘sword.’”  
 
    “It really puts things into perspective, doesn’t it?” Lacey said. “Trust me, I know the Simmers family is a bunch of bougie elites. Hence why I’m trying to make a name for myself without them. Or I was…”  
 
    “You still are,” I said to the blonde woman. “Just in a different way. Now, instead of trying to work your way up through the Hollywood system, you’re kicking ass and taking names as the best damn Illusionist in The System.”  
 
    “Stoooopppp,” she said with a slight giggle. “I’m sure there are plenty of other Illusionists out there who use their powers way better than I do. Probably can keep their mirror clones alive for longer, too.”  
 
    Bobby clicked his tongue and waggled his finger at Lacey. “Don’t go putting yourself down, chica,” the Paladin said. “You know our party would be fucked without you, right?”  
 
    “Seriously,” I chuckled. “You’re the brains of our whole operation.”  
 
    “Now you’re just trying to flatter me,” she laughed.  
 
    “He’s not lying, chica,” Bobby said as he tapped the side of his head. “You think there’s that much going on in this cabeza? I’ll tell you that it ain’t much more than early 2000s hip-hop, babes I saw in my Padre’s old Playboy magazines, and a whole lotta maintenance knowledge bullshit. Plus Blood In, Blood Out. I can watch that whole movie on repeat without even turning on the TV. Vatos locos forever!” 
 
    “I think you might be selling yourself a little short, Bobby,” Lacey replied. “Besides, Zach’s the main strategist of our Party.”  
 
    “I’m the strategist,” I said with a nod. “But you’re the one who actually tells us all to take a step back and think about shit before we just run head first into danger.”  
 
    “It true,” Noel said. “You help them make good decisions.”  
 
    “Us?” Bobby said with a smirk and narrowed eyes. “Who’s the mono that decided to tag along with a buncha weirdos like us?”  
 
    “I not make decision,” the Bonobo protested. “System did.”  
 
    “Wooooww,” Bobby said and rolled his eyes. “Way to stick up for your team.”  
 
    Noel just smiled coyly and revealed his primate teeth.  
 
    “I not regret it, though,” he said. “It been all worth it. We are helping.”  
 
    The four of us walked past the old mountain ram enclosure, which had since been converted by The System into a giant computer screen. When we’d first arrived it simply displayed the amount of gold that was still needed to keep the Safe Zone safe, but now that we’d done that, it simply showed off a leaderboard of players who’d liberated Safe Zones. There had been a couple more names added to the list from seemingly everywhere around the world, but the name “Zach Woods- Marksman, Level Six” was still displayed prominently amongst them.  
 
    “You know,” I said as we walked past. “If I want to keep my place on that leaderboard, we’re gonna have to go off and find a bunch more Safe Zones to save.”  
 
    “That shouldn’t be too hard,” Lacey said. “Didn’t Harry say there was one over in Inglewood?”  
 
    “SoFi Stadium,” Bobby said with a frown. “Blech.”  
 
    “Whether you like the teams that played there or not,” I said. “It’s still a Safe Zone, and I’m sure it hasn’t been saved yet. We would have heard if it had been.”  
 
    “Yeah, but SoFi?” Bobby snorted and shook his head. “There’s gonna be plenty of other Safe Zones to save along the way to Virginia, ese. It’s a long journey through a whole bunch of states, you know?”  
 
    “Unless The Invisible Hand decided to include fast travel in The System,” I chuckled. “That would make our lives a million times easier.”  
 
    By then, we’d arrived at the small district that was now known to New LA’s residents as “The Food Court” because it was filled with small buildings and tents that housed the many cooks that lived in the Safe Zone. The smell of the district was heavenly, and I distinctly picked up the scent of barbeque, along with some sort of pasta dish, some breakfast grub, and even a hint of Indian food.  
 
    One smell, though, rose out above the rest, and was recognized by the party instantly.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh,” Bobby said as he rubbed his hands together and licked his lips. “Madre’s making her famous Elote!”  
 
    The scent wafted out of a small booth made of stone, with a thatched roof and a huge built-in oven that jutted out of the back. There was a line halfway down the block at the window, and I could see Rita rushing around inside like a chicken with her head cut off.  
 
    “Beef Tostada with elote!” Roberta shrieked as she slammed a plate of food down onto the counter.  
 
    “That’s me!” some woman proclaimed as she dashed up to the counter.  
 
    We watched as the lady took her food, bit into the Mexican Street Corn, and then let out a long “mmmmmm” as her eyes rolled back in her head.  
 
    “You like?” Rita chuckled in broken English.  
 
    “Amazing as always, Roberta,” the customer replied.  
 
    “Rita,” Bobby’s mom insisted.  
 
    “Amazing as always, Rita,” the customer laughed. 
 
    The woman walked away as she devoured her food, while the next person walked up to the window and placed their order.  
 
    “Wow,” I said as we walked a little closer. “Business is booming right now.”  
 
    “Right now?” a random guy in the line scoffed as we passed. “I’ve never seen this place not busy!”  
 
    As we approached the window, another man let out a long huff.  
 
    “Hey!” he whined. “No cutting in line. Some of us have been waiting here for an hour!”  
 
    “We’re not ordering anything,” Lacey said. “We’re just here to talk to the chef, that’s all.”  
 
    “How long is that gonna take?” the man asked with a frown. “I’m starving.”  
 
    “As long as it takes to talk to my Madre, amigo,” Bobby said in a stern tone.  
 
    The man’s eyes went wide, then he shut up as he looked down at the ground.  
 
    We walked up to the window, but Rita didn’t even turn around.  
 
    “One second!” she said in broken English.  
 
    “Madre,” Bobby said. “It’s us.”  
 
    “Let me finish this nice man’s order first, Roberto,” Rita said clear as day as she toiled with some meat inside of a cast-iron skillet.  
 
    The elderly Hispanic woman added some chopped onions and spices into the skillet, tossed it all around to mix, and then flipped it over onto an open taco shell. Once she set the pot back down on the counter, Roberta plated the taco and topped it with a bit of crisp-looking cilantro.  
 
    “My goodness, Roberta,” the man at the window gulped. “That looks fantastic!”  
 
    “Thank you,” Bobby’s Madre said as she handed him his food.  
 
    The man took the plate with the tacos and stepped away, so Rita reached over the counter and flipped her sign around so that it read “on break.” The crowd groaned in response, but Rita simply looked over at them and shushed them quiet.  
 
    “Be back,” she said in broken English.  
 
    Sometimes I forgot that not everybody could understand Rita like we could. Since we were members of the same Party, The System removed all communication barriers between us, though apparently she didn’t know much English at all. We heard her in our own native tongue, though for the rest of the world she could only communicate in Spanish or broken English. 
 
    Rita wiped her hands on her dirty apron as she came around the corner, but Bobby instantly went in for a big bear hug. He wrapped his arms around his mother before he lifted her up into the air and held her tight.  
 
    “Hello, Madre,” he said happily. “I missed you.”  
 
    “You’ve only been gone less than a day, Roberto,” Rita grumbled.  
 
    “When I’m away from you, it feels like years,” the Paladin said.  
 
    “Okay, Roberto!” Rita protested. “Put me down, please. And go wash up!”  
 
    Bobby gently placed his mother back onto the ground, and she wiped her apron again before she studied us for any signs of injury.  
 
    “It looks like you’ve been keeping busy, Rita,” I said as I pointed at the line. “Have you ever thought about maybe hiring another player to help you out?”  
 
    “I don’t need help,” she said with a smirk. “Do you know how many Church dinners I’ve made before, all on my own? I know how to make enough food to feed a whole army, all by myself.”  
 
    “Still, Madre…” Bobby said. “We don’t want you to get all burnt out or anything.”  
 
    “But then I have to split the profits,” Rita sighed. “I’ve never had this much money in my life, Roberto.” 
 
    “How much are you charging people?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Well, that little brat Carmella down the street is charging people two gold coins per taco and one for each empanada, so I had to lower my prices.”  
 
    “No wonder you’re so busy!” I chuckled. “Shit, Taco Bell didn’t even sell its tacos for a dollar, and your stuff is way better.”  
 
    Rita’s eyes widened in horror as she looked over at me, and then she made the sign of the cross over her chest and began to shake her head.  
 
    “Please tell me you didn’t just compare my Madre’s cooking to that shithole that shall not be named,” the Paladin said.  
 
    “Just the prices!” I gulped. “Your stuff’s way better than that was by like, a lot. It’s a whole other level.”  
 
    Rita clicked her tongue and sighed.  
 
    “We do not speak of the horse meat place,” Rita said. “Not in my presence.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I chuckled. “I should have known better. Either way, you’ve got super cheap prices, and your food is, like, the best I’ve ever eaten.”  
 
    “Now you are just trying to kiss up, aren’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m serious, Rita,” I insisted. “It’s the best Mexican food I’ve ever eaten.”  
 
    “I can second that,” Lacey said. “I wasn’t even really a fan of that type of food before, but I could eat your cooking every day, for every single meal.”  
 
    “You are both too kind,” the elderly woman smiled.  
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, Madre,” Bobby said. “How much money have you made so far?”  
 
    Rita reached into her pockets, fumbled around for a second or two, and then brought out a small little coin purse. She opened it up and sifted through the coins for a few minutes as she counted before she looked up at the Party.  
 
    “Five,” she said.  
 
    “Five gold coins?” Bobby gasped. “Madre, how much of a discount are you giving these people?”  
 
    Rita rolled her eyes, then she slapped Bobby upside the head.  
 
    “Don’t be a Menzo, Roberto,” she grumbled. “Five thousand.”  
 
    “Five thousand gold coins?” I asked. “You’ve only been open for a few days!”  
 
    “People like my food,” Rita smirked.  
 
    “Madre!” Bobby said as he rubbed the back of his head. “You’ve made five thousand food items in that little time? Please let us find you some help, or you’re gonna burn yourself out.”  
 
    “Math was not your strong suit, was it, Roberto?” the cook chuckled. “I’ve made way more than that, if you include all the sides and small items.”  
 
    “We’ll put out a call for assistants,” I said.  
 
    “I’m not giving away my family recipes,” Rita said as her face fell into a frown. “Even if it makes my life easier.”  
 
    “You won’t have to,” Lacey explained. “You can stay as head chef and cook all the food, but we can at least try to find you somebody that can take orders and run food and stuff like that. If not for your sanity, then just to prevent the sheer wear and tear that’ll happen to your body if you keep doing this sort of business.”  
 
    “I will consider it,” Rita said with a shrug. “How did your adventure go?” 
 
    “We brought Harry back to his Tio,” Bobby said.  
 
    “Awwwww, they were familia?” Rita asked. 
 
    “Si, Madre.” The Paladin nodded. “That is why he paid us so much to find him.”  
 
    “I love a story with a nice, happy ending.” Rita said with a warm smile. “It reminds me of all the Telenovelas I watched as a little girl.”  
 
    “I’m afraid happy endings are hard to come by these days,” Lacey sighed. “We’ll take them where we can.”  
 
    “I’m glad you made things right,” Rita placed a hand on Lacey’s shoulder and looked her in the eyes. “Even in dark times, the slightest bit of happiness can be a beacon through the evil of the world. You should try to follow that beacon, dear.”  
 
    “Thanks, Rita,” Lacey said with an adoring smile. “I wish everybody had your perspective.”  
 
    “It’s not perspective, chica,” Rita replied. “It’s experience. Now, I’d love to stand here and talk, but I have customers to get back to! You can tell me all about this later, once I close up for the day.”  
 
    “Please be careful, Madre,” Bobby said. “You know your knees aren’t what they used to be.”  
 
    “I will be fine, Roberto.” Rita rolled her eyes. “If I remember correctly, your back isn’t exactly great anymore, either.”  
 
    “That’s what happens when you hit thirty, ese,” the Paladin chuckled as he nudged my side. “It’s like a switch flips or something, and your whole body goes to shit.”  
 
    “Language!” Rita warned. 
 
    “Sorry, Madre…” Bobby said and dipped his head. 
 
    Rita’s eyes narrowed at her son, but she simply turned away and headed back into her little food booth without another word. The second she flipped the sign back to open, Rita was met with a chorus of cheers.  
 
    “Wow,” I laughed. “They really do like her food, don’t they?”  
 
    “I told you,” Bobby said. “My Madre is the best.”  
 
    “We should get rest,” Noel said. “I exhausted after long journey. I not walk that far… Ever, actually.”  
 
    “It wasn’t that far,” I said. “I’ve done morning hikes that have been longer than that.”  
 
    “I live in enclosure my whole life,” the Bonobo frowned. “Not much room to walk.”  
 
    “Oh, right,” I said. “I’m sorry, Noel.”  
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” Noel said. “Things much better now.”  
 
    In some strange, twisted way, The System taking over the world had been a blessing for some players. Noel was now more than just an ape that was used as a topic of study by a bunch of scientists, and Rita was more than just a poor, elderly woman who lived with her adult son. They had both found new life in the world that The Invisible Hand had created, quite literally. They now had more purpose than they’d had in their previous lives, and for that, they were much happier.  
 
    Then I remembered all the poor people who’d been killed so far, and any happy thoughts disappeared in a flash. Sure, The System offered a reset on society and allowed its lowest members to climb the ladder to success and happiness, but it happened within the context of a bloody fucking mess.  
 
    “Let’s go back to the Inn,” Bobby said through a yawn. “I could sleep for a week right now.”  
 
    “I’m afraid that’s going to have to wait,” a man’s voice said from behind.  
 
    We all turned around to see a young man, probably in his late teens, with a pair of duct-taped glasses that didn’t quite sit evenly on his ears. The kid wore what he must have thought was business attire, which was a button-down baby blue shirt that wasn’t even tucked in and a pair of black shoes that had certainly seen better days.  
 
    “Who are you, exactly?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “I’m Perry!” he said as he stuck out his hand, which Lacey cautiously shook. “Nice to meet you.”  
 
    “Well, Perry,” I said. “What can we do for you?”  
 
    “Please,” Bobby sighed. “The sooner we find out, the sooner Victoria and I can hit the hay.”  
 
    “It’s not about what you can do for me.” Perry shook his head. “It’s what you can do for Mayor Everett.”  
 
    “Mayor Everett?” I raised an eyebrow. “The dude that just got elected to lead New LA?”  
 
    “The one and only!” Perry said enthusiastically. “I’m his intern, by the way.”  
 
    Jesus. We were standing here at the end of the world, and there were still people out there who wanted to make young adults work for free.  
 
    “Intern?” Lacey chuckled. “I hate to break it to you, but I don’t think you’re gonna be getting any college credits.”  
 
    “I’m not in it for the credits or the money,” Perry said. “I’m in it to gain political experience.”  
 
    Lacey and I exchanged an amused look, but then we humored the kid.  
 
    “Alright, Perry,” I said. “What does Mayor Everett want?”  
 
    “I’m gonna let him tell you in person,” the intern said. “Follow me, please!”  
 
    Perry turned quickly and then began to fast-walk to the east, while the four of us looked at each other with confusion.  
 
    “I guess this is what happens when you’re the ‘hero’ of the town,” I sighed. “Let’s at least hear him out.”  
 
    “Fine, fine,” Bobby grumbled. “But then I ain’t getting out of bed for like, a week straight.”  
 
    The four of us turned and began to follow Perry toward wherever Mayor Everett’s office was located.  
 
    I didn’t know what this was about, but it sounded pretty damn important. With a little luck, it was something we could handle quickly while we earned some gold, and then we could clear out for the trip to Virginia.  
 
    Of course, that all depended on The System, and the one thing I knew for sure about this new world, was The System never made anything easy.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “Can you believe this shit?” Bobby asked as we followed the young intern Perry. “The world goes to shit, and not even a week later we’ve already got politicians back in power? I guess what they say is true, and the cucarachas of the world will survive anything.”  
 
    “We don’t know if he’s a cockroach or not,” I said as we plodded past the former snow leopard exhibit. “He must have been fairly competent if he’s survived this far.”  
 
    “Or he was able to slick-talk his way into a random Party, who did all the heavy lifting,” Bobby suggested.  
 
    “I take it you’re not a fan of politicians?” Lacey asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Is anybody?” Bobby huffed.  
 
    “Ohhhh, yes,” the blonde chuckled. “My Uncle was always wining and dining politicians at his house and inviting them to our big family parties. I’ve met, like, three former Presidents, plus a bunch of foreign leaders and dignitaries.”  
 
    “The machine goes ever on,” Bobby said as he shook his head. 
 
    We continued through the remnants of the LA Zoo, all the way to the building that used to house the “World of Birds” theater. The structure had already been designed to appear like a run-down villa-style house, but now The System had mutated it into something that was ripped straight out of a fantasy video game, complete with crumbling towers and lush green growth that covered the walls. There was a brown sign out front with the outline of an eagle at its center, though the words that had been above and below the image were now covered by two simple boards that read “Office of the Mayor, the Honorable Wade Everett.”  
 
    Perry led us up to the brown wooden door that acted as an entrance before he pushed it open gently and peeked his head inside.  
 
    “Mayor Everett?” we heard him ask. “I’ve got Zach Woods and his Party here to see you.”  
 
    “Attaboy!” Mayor Everett’s boisterous voice yelled from the other side. “Don’t just stand there, Perry… Send them in!”  
 
    “Right away, sir.”  
 
    Perry slid inside the building, then he held open the door and motioned for my Party to enter. As we walked inside, I saw that the interior of the old bird show house had now been converted into a drab, stereotypical office space, with a handmade wooden desk at the center of the room and several bookshelves carved into the stone walls. The shelves were packed to the brim with leather-bound books and binders, though I had no freaking clue what sort of paperwork this dude would need to be doing.  
 
    Mayor Everett sat behind the wooden desk with a pen in his right hand and a pair of small, half-square bifocals on his nose. The man wore a simple yellow button-up shirt with a black tie, and his short black hair was combed over to create your standard politician look. Everett’s brown eyes sat wide on his face, on either side of a nose that would make the Easter Island heads feel good about themselves. When the mayor saw the four of us enter he jumped up from his chair, tossed his pen aside, opened his arms wide, and cackled.  
 
    “The heroes of the Safe Zone!” Everett declared. “Welcome to the place where the magic happens. Thank you, Perry. Oh, would you be willing to run over to Mister Mangiatti’s tent and get me some alfredo? I haven’t eaten anything today.”  
 
    “Right away, sir!” Perry declared and then disappeared out the door.  
 
    “Didn’t you just get elected like, two days ago?” Lacey asked. “There hasn’t been enough time for any ‘magic’ to unfold.”  
 
    “You’d be surprised what can happen in two days,” the Mayor said with a smirk. “Just wait until you see all the wonderful things I have in store for New LA… This is going to be the rebirth that the city has always needed.”  
 
    “I think LA was doing just fine, but I’ll take your word for it,” Lacey replied.  
 
    “Hello, Noel,” Everett said as he walked over and stuck out his hand to the Bonobo. “As Mayor of New LA, I just wanted to take a moment to thank you for all the things you’ve done for the people of this Safe Zone. Without you, many more people would have died because of this horrific tragedy.”  
 
    “I do what anyone would do,” Noel said before he shook Everett’s hand. “At least, I hope that the case.”  
 
    “And you must be Roberto?” the Mayor asked as he tilted his head and then walked over to the Paladin. “The mighty warrior that made a simple broken piece of door a lethal weapon?” 
 
    Lacey and I exchanged a knowing, somewhat annoyed glance as Bobby’s chest swelled with pride. We both knew that Mayor Everett was just using his charismatic “politician talk” to butter us up, though it seemed to be working for both Bobby and Noel.  
 
    “Please, Mayor Everett,” Bobby said with a boastful tone. “You can call me ‘Bobby,’ amigo.”  
 
    “Bienvenido a mi pedacito de mundo, Bobby,” Everett smiled.  
 
    “You know Spanish?” the Paladin asked in surprise. 
 
    “I’m a politician from Los Angeles,” the Mayor replied. “Of course I know Spanish. I’ve also seen Blood In, Blood Out. I know how important that movie is to LA chicanos who grew up in the nineties.” 
 
    “Damn, ese,” Bobby chuckled. “It is the best movie ever made. You’re impressing me more and more by the minute.”  
 
    Uh-oh. The dude talked about Bobby’s favorite movie. Hook, line, and sinker. Now I was just curious what he would say to make Lacey and I feel special.  
 
    “And you’re Lacey Simmers!” Mayor Everett said as he clapped his hands together. “I know your family very well.”  
 
    “My Grandparents’ anniversary at the Firefly?” Lacey asked. “My cousin’s graduation party at the Four Seasons? Our dog’s puppy preschool graduation ceremony at the Warner Brothers backlot?”  
 
    “I’m… I’m afraid I don’t understand what you are asking,” he said as the smile dimmed just a few degrees.  
 
    “I’m just trying to figure out which of my family events you were invited to.” The Illusionist shrugged. “In other words, where we would have crossed paths. That’s all.”  
 
    “It was actually at your uncle’s birthday party back in two thousand and five,” the Mayor admitted. “You were just a little girl back then, but I remember you and your cousins quite well.”  
 
    “Wait a minute…” Lacey snorted as her eyes narrowed. “I think I do remember you now. Were you the guy whose phone we stole?”  
 
    “And then snapped photos of the contents of the ballroom toilets?” Everett chuckled. “That would be me.”  
 
    “We thought we could slip it back into your pocket without you noticing, and then you’d find those gross pictures later when you opened it up,” she laughed.  
 
    “It was a good prank,” he said. “But all that giggling when you tried to slip the phone back into my pocket gave you away.”  
 
    “We were a bunch of rascals,” Lacey chuckled. “That’s for sure.”  
 
    Well, shit. Lacey was getting sucked into the political bullshit, too. This guy was good, but not good enough to win me over with a few carefully chosen words. No way.  
 
    “And we cannot forget the hero of New LA,” Everett said as he walked toward me.  
 
    “Don’t start with that ‘hero’ stuff,” I sighed. “It was a group effort, and it was just as much a personal benefit as it was a collective one.”  
 
    “But it’s your name up there on that leaderboard,” the mayor said. “Big and bold, for the entirety of the Safe Zone and the world to read for the rest of all time.”  
 
    “Only if I can keep up with the other people liberating the Safe Zones,” I said. “I’ve only saved one so far, and it sounds like there are a lot more out there.”  
 
    “I’m glad you brought that up, Zach…” Everett trailed off. “That’s actually the reason I’ve called you here today.”  
 
    “To tell me that I’m not gonna do good on the leaderboard for long?” I quipped. 
 
    “Of course not!” he scoffed. “I fully expect you to be at the very top someday. And if you agree to my proposal, it will only help your endeavors to get there.”  
 
    I didn’t like the whole attitude that this guy was exuding, but I at least wanted to hear him out before I just turned and walked away for good. I already had plans, after all, and they didn’t include Mayor Everett. 
 
    “Okay then, Mayor Everett,” I asked. “What are you proposing, exactly?”  
 
    “Well, you see, we have a bit of a problem on our hands right now,” he said as he placed his hands behind his back and walked over to the nearest window.  
 
    The four of us followed him over to the window, which was really just a large hole that had been carved out of the wall, and we traced Everett’s gaze to the plaza that was off in the distance. There, hundreds of people walked about as they inspected the Safe Zone’s shops, chatted with new friends and neighbors, or simply sat on a stone bench as they downed the grub they’d gotten from the restaurant area. 
 
    I didn’t like where this was going.  
 
    “I don’t see a problem at all,” I growled. “I see a bunch of people living safe and sound, who would have probably been slaughtered if we hadn’t saved this Safe Zone.” 
 
    “Of course, Zachary,” Mayor Everett said with a caring tone. “It is a wonderful thing that all these people are now thriving within the safety of our Safe Zone, and are protected from the dangers of The System.”  
 
    “But?” Lacey harrumphed.  
 
    “But what?” the Mayor asked innocently. 
 
    “I know you politicians,” the Illusionist sighed. “There’s always a ‘but’ in there somewhere.”  
 
    Mayor Everett simply frowned as he looked at us, and then he turned back to the scene outside. “I’m afraid you’re right,” he sighed. “That’s to be expected, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’ll admit, Mayor Everett,” I said. “I don’t like where this conversation is headed.”  
 
    “Don’t be worried.” Everett shook his head. “I know the world never had a high opinion of politicians, but I was elected to lead the people of New LA, and I’ll always have their best interests at heart.”  
 
    “Come on,” I urged. “Spit it out.”  
 
    Everett took a long, deep sigh before he continued.  
 
    “Word has gotten out that this Safe Zone is now safe permanently, and people from all over the city have been flocking here in droves the last few days,” he said and waved toward the crowd outside.  
 
    “So?” I asked. “I thought you said that was a good thing. And besides, that’s why we saved it, so non-combat classes would have somewhere to go.”  
 
    “And that’s exactly right,” he said. “But do you know how many people live in Los Angeles, Zach? Nearly four million people.”  
 
    “Not anymore,” Lacey said darkly.  
 
    “Still,” the Mayor continued. “That’s a lot of citizens, and our Safe Zone has been constructed within a zoo. As much of a beloved cultural institution as this is, its capacity is only a few thousand people at the most, and that was before it was filled with buildings and tents. Something has to give here eventually.”  
 
    “So what?” Bobby asked. “Are you asking us to start turning people away? I’m not gonna be that kind of puta, hombre.”  
 
    “Of course not,” the Mayor said quickly. “I would never send people away from our Safe Zone. That would practically be a death sentence.”  
 
    “Then what are you suggesting?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “You are the only people in this city to successfully save a Safe Zone,” Everett said. “I’ve heard rumors of other Safe Zones spread out around LA and its surrounding cities, though I haven’t been able to confirm yet… All I’m asking is that you try to save one or two of those, as well. It would lessen the burden on this Safe Zone, and it would give people in other parts of the city a place to go that is much closer than ours. A shorter journey means less chance of getting killed by one of the System’s monsters, as well. This is a win-win situation for everybody, Zach.”  
 
    “Other than us,” Bobby said with a frown. “We’re the ones putting our lives on the line, ese.”  
 
    “I know that.” Everett nodded. “Trust me, Roberto, I know what I’m asking you to do, and I don’t ask it lightly. However, you’re the only Party I’ve met so far that I’d even consider for this job.”  
 
    “So that’s it?” Lacey asked. “We go liberate a second Safe Zone, and then all your problems are solved?”  
 
    “Hardly,” he sighed. “New LA is facing many issues, both related to the System and not. This is simply a task that would be beneficial to everyone, not just in LA, but California as a whole.”  
 
    “And you’d take all the credit for liberating the second Safe Zone,” the Illusionist sighed. “Which would help you secure a second term whenever you come up for reelection.”  
 
    “Miss Simmers,” the Mayor protested. “That is hardly my main concern right now.”  
 
    “Right,” she snorted in disbelief.  
 
    “I simply do not wish to see all of the hard work we’ve put into this Safe Zone go to hell in a handbasket,” the Mayor said sharply.  
 
    “Ehhhhhh, there, muchacho,” Bobby said with a click of his tongue. “I know a dog whistle when I hear one, and my ears are really perked up right now.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Everett protested. 
 
    “I’m Mexican, bro,” Bobby chuckled. “You think I haven’t heard this sorta shit for years?”  
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t follow--” Everett said as his brow wrinkled.  
 
    “A buncha new people come into your city and it instantly ‘goes to Hell in a handbasket?’” Bobby snorted. “People who weren’t here before and are coming from other parts of the region to get away from shitty situations?”  
 
    “I promise you, Roberto, that is not what I meant at all,” the Mayor replied.  
 
    “Coulda fooled me, ese.” Bobby crossed his arms across his chest.  
 
    “I just want to help people!” Mayor Everett said, and for half a second, his calm demeanor slipped away. “Believe what you wish, but that is the whole reason I got into politics to begin with. Yes, I’ve had to play ‘The Game’ to get there, but I promise you I have nothing but the best intentions at heart.”  
 
    “That’s what they all say,” Lacey grumbled.  
 
    “I’m not sure what I can do to change your mind,” Everett said. “I simply don’t want to see the Safe Zone fall apart after all the hard work we’ve put into keeping it above water.”  
 
    “Well, you’re in luck,” I said with a scoff. “Because the man we just rescued told us there’s another Safe Zone in Inglewood, at SoFi Stadium.”  
 
    “That close?” Everett’s eyes lit up as he spoke. “That’s not even a thirty-minute drive from here! Mister Woods, that would be the best of both worlds… You wouldn’t have to travel that far, and it would release some of the tension on the Safe Zone here at the Zoo. All while making sure the people of LA don’t have to travel far to be safe. It’s perfect!”  
 
    “Keep your shirt on, Mayor Everett,” I said. “We haven’t agreed to anything yet, and we’re the ones who’ll have to jump head first into danger to make this work.”  
 
    “I understand, Zachary,” he replied. “Believe me, I do not make this request lightly.”  
 
    “It would be good for people,” Noel said.  
 
    “He lives!” Bobby chuckled. “You’ve been pretty quiet this whole time, mono.”  
 
    “I not understand human politics,” the bonobo shrugged. “But I understand need for Safe Zones.”  
 
    “See?” Everett smiled. “The monkey gets it.”  
 
    “He’s an ape,” Lacey, Bobby, and I all said in unison. 
 
    “If you do this… You will all become megastars,” the Mayor said. “Your status as heroes of New LA will be cemented for good, and I can help make you the most powerful, well-known people in this new version of our beloved city.”  
 
    “I don’t want any of that.” I shook my head. “Fuck, I’m not even planning on staying here much longer.”  
 
    “What?” the Mayor gasped. “You… you would leave LA and go back out into The System?”  
 
    “Damn straight I would,” I said. “My parents are all the way on the other side of the country, and I need to go find them. Besides, there are so many people out there that still don’t have Safe Zones to go to, and I’m not gonna just sit here and cower in my protected bubble while they all suffer and die.”  
 
    Mayor Everett looked completely horrified at my words, though I suppose I wasn’t surprised. Most people who’d experienced the horror of The System wanted to do nothing but bury their heads in the sand and let other people be slaughtered while they sipped on horchata and swam around in the old dolphin enclosure like it was a luxury Olympic-sized pool.  
 
    I wasn’t going to be that guy.  
 
    “That is… unfortunate.” Everett hung his head. “New LA could use a Party like yours.”  
 
    “Oh, you’re ‘using’ us alright,” Lacey said with a snarky tone.  
 
    “I’m being serious,” he insisted. “If you leave New LA, who will be left to protect its people?”  
 
    “The Safe Zones,” I said. “And don’t forget all the other adventurers who will be sticking around. What are they, chopped liver?”  
 
    “They may as well be,” Everett sighed. “I don’t mean to speak ill of anyone, but they haven’t done much for the Safe Zone since they’ve been here.”  
 
    Suddenly, I felt a deep rage start to boil up from deep within my gut. It must have shown on my face, because both Lacey and Noel’s mouths dropped open in shock. Meanwhile, Bobby just stared at me with a big, goofy grin.  
 
    “They’ve done nothing?” I growled. “How many of those parties went out and risked everything to try and save this place? How many of them gave their lives in pursuit of finding enough gold to make the LA Zoo a permanent Safe Zone, huh?”  
 
    “That is not what I meant-- ” the Mayor said quickly as he backed away.  
 
    “Oh, I think you’ve said exactly what you meant,” I said with a scowl. “A bunch of those Parties gave their lives to try and save this place, all for you to say they’ve ‘done nothing’ for it? I’d say they’ve done a hell of a lot.”  
 
    “I meant no disrespect,” Everett sighed. “I simply was saying that the others were not anywhere near as successful as your party has been. You four single-handedly saved us all, without losing a single member. That is the most impressive thing I think I’ve ever seen. The parties we’ve lost along the way have my utmost respect, and I feel much sorrow for the deaths that this place has experienced in the last few days.”  
 
    “You know,” Lacey said. “Generally when you feel ‘sorrow,’ you don’t have to say it out loud for all to hear because people can see it on your face.”  
 
    “Look,” I sighed. “I’m a man of action. I’m not just going to sit around and use a single Safe Zone as my homebase while I run a bunch of small, low-paying missions around it. I’m going to be making a long journey, and I want to make sure that by the time we get to Virginia, we’re strong enough to protect my parents from whatever The System throws at us. And the only way to do that is by saving as many Safe Zones as we possibly can.”  
 
    “So you will do it?” Everett asked with a hopeful tone. 
 
    “We will.” I nodded. “But not for your sake, Mister Mayor. We’re doing this for the people of LA and so we can level up faster and collect loot for the journey ahead.”  
 
    “If it’s money and loot you need,” the Mayor said. “Then you don’t need to worry at all, my friends. I’ve currently got enough gold to buy you anything in this Safe Zone, at any quantity that you wish.”  
 
    “Funny,” Lacey mumbled. “We had to give up pretty much all of our gold to keep this place going.”  
 
    “We don’t want your money.” I shook my head. “I’d much rather earn it myself, even if that means fighting off a bunch of crazy monsters to get it.”  
 
    “I see,” he said with a stern expression. “I suppose I have offended you, Zachary. And for that, I apologize. But I do know that if you complete this task successfully, there will be plenty of money and fame waiting for you here in New LA.”  
 
    “Ay, caramba.” Bobby rolled his eyes. “It’s always about the money and fame with you Politicos, isn’t it?”  
 
    “It is what has gotten me this far,” Everett said. “My power and fame kept me alive when The System first started, and my money was able to buy my safe passage to this Safe Zone with a group of strangers when my original Party was slaughtered like animals. So yes, it is.”  
 
    We were never going to see eye to eye with this man, but I also didn’t get the sense that he was lying about his motivations. Sure, if we went off and saved SoFi Stadium he’d get some positive political clout around New LA, though the way he talked about his experience in surviving The System so far sounded genuine. This was a man who’d been in the political game for years, so when everything went to shit he just reverted back to what had worked for him in the past.  
 
    And apparently, that’s what kept him alive.  
 
    “We’ll do it,” I said. “We don’t want any fame or fortune, though.” 
 
    “Other than the leaderboard,” Bobby chuckled. “I wanna see your name all the way at the top some day, amigo.”  
 
    “Other than the leaderboard,” I said with a roll of my eyes.  
 
    Suddenly, the door of Everett’s office burst open, and Perry came rushing in.  
 
    “Easy, Perry!” Mayor Everett yelled. “What have I told you about slamming that… Oh. Oh, my God…”  
 
    Perry had a man at his side, who he propped up with an arm around the shoulder. The stranger only appeared to be in his thirties, with long blond hair that was now streaked and matted with blood and gore. The entire lower half of his shirt was soaked in crimson, and by the way it continued to pool outward I assumed it was his own.  
 
    “M-my Party…” The man whimpered. “Down at the Walk of Fame… Jack Black’s star…”  
 
    Noel dashed over to the man as his hands lit up with white healing magic, but the bonobo was already too late. Before Noel had a chance to touch the guy, the man’s health bar dropped down to zero, and he slumped over in Perry’s arms.  
 
    “Hey! Hey! Stay with me, man,” Perry screamed in horror, but it was no use.  
 
    “I sorry.” Noel said as his shoulders slumped, and he hung his head. “I not quick enough.”  
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” Perry sighed as he gently set the man’s corpse down on the ground. “He only had a sliver of health left when he came stumbling back into the Safe Zone. I’m surprised he even made it to your office, honestly.”  
 
    “Who was he?” I asked as I watched Noel gently use his fingers to close the dead man’s eyes.  
 
    “I don’t know their names,” Mayor Everett said. “But I recognize this man. He was a Mauler who was part of a larger group. They had set out to find gold a few days ago, before you were able to finish your quest at the Observatory. I had just assumed they were dead.”  
 
    “Apparently not, sir,” Perry said. “He said a couple of his party members were still out there, alive and in hiding.”  
 
    “I doubt they’ll be alive long,” Noel frowned. 
 
    “Not if we have anything to say about it,” I said.  
 
    “Are you suggesting what I think you are?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “I am,” I said with a nod. “We need to go out and save them. If they’re over by the Walk of Fame, then they’re not too far away.”  
 
    “And probably pinned down by a bunch of monsters,” Lacey pointed out. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way, chica!” Bobby declared with a wide grin. “Victoria and I are ready to go out and bust some heads.”  
 
    “We don’t have a moment to spare, then,” I said as I slid my bow off my shoulder. “Let’s go see if we can find those people.”  
 
    Text flitted across my HUD at the declaration, which read:  
 
      
 
    QUEST AVAILABLE: [Search and Rescue] 
 
    DO YOU ACCEPT: [YES] or [NO] 
 
    QUEST LEVEL: [6] 
 
    LOOT PAYOUT: [MEDIUM] 
 
      
 
    I went ahead and tapped the “yes” button, which sent the quest into my “active quests” menu.  
 
    It sounded like SoFi would have to wait for now. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “Not to come across like a total Bendejo,” Bobby asked as we walked toward the exit of the Safe Zone. “But why are we sticking our necks out for a buncha people we’ve never met once in our entire lives? The loot payout isn’t even that good for this sorta mission.”  
 
    “Not to come across as a sappy goody two shoes,” I said as I intentionally imitated his sentence structure. “But it’s the right thing to do. There are two members of our community out there, lost and in trouble, and they need our help. I know I’ve watched a lot of people die in The System, but if we have even the slightest chance to prevent two more senseless deaths, I know we have to take it. A medium loot payout isn’t too bad of a cherry on top, either.”  
 
    “I agree,” Noel said. “I healer, and if someone need heal, I try to heal them.”  
 
    “I don’t really give two shits why we’re doing it, ese,” Bobby chuckled. “I just wanted to make sure they weren’t some sorta major celebrity or family member or friend that’d add a buncha extra complications to the mission. Besides, Victoria has been begging me to let her lop off some cabezas for hours, and who am I to keep her from her passion?”  
 
    As we approached the exit of the Safe Zone, I felt a twinge of nerves tighten up in my stomach. Even though we’d stepped through the gate many times before, it always felt like a monumental, emotional rollercoaster of a task. Every time we exited this place, a little voice in the back of my mind tried to ask if this was the last time we’d ever see it, and with every mission we did, that possibility became more and more likely. Still, it was our duty as adventurers with combat classes to liberate and protect these Safe Zones as well as all the players inside of them.  
 
    These were two citizens of New LA, and they needed our help.  
 
    As usual, my heart stopped for a moment when we passed through the glowing beam of white light that indicated the end of our Safe Zone, but it came back almost instantly when we stepped out into the sweltering heat of the California sun at midday.  
 
    There was about half a mile of land between the edge of the Safe Zone and the actual entrance to the Zoo, which meant we had to pass through monster-inhabited territory to even leave. Thankfully, the whole shtick of Dan’s Party was to patrol these areas and kill any monsters that got too close to the entrance, and they’d been doing their job really well. We hadn’t even seen a single giant rat or mutant monkey since the first few days we were here, which made me wonder if The System itself was telling its creations to pull back. The Safe Zone had been saved, and the players within it protected, so there was no reason to waste resources trying to take them out.  
 
    Or, maybe Dan’s Party had been so inspired by our successful mission to the Observatory that they got a million times better at their job?  
 
    I knew which one I thought was more likely. 
 
    “We drive?” Noel asked as we exited the LA Zoo and walked out into the parking lot. “Or walk?”  
 
    “If I’m remembering correctly, it’s only a twenty-minute drive between these two places,” I said. “I’ve taken plenty of friends to both these spots, and it was always a fairly brief drive.”  
 
    “What are you smoking?” Lacey chuckled. “With LA traffic? No way it was only a twenty-minute drive.”  
 
    “That’s what the GPS always said.” I shrugged. “I doubt we currently really have to worry about traffic, anyway.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Lacey said as her eyes narrowed. “Remember our little excursion with Bob Hope’s golf cart? There was barely any room for that thing to maneuver. Even on the backroads, I don’t know if a car is our best option.”  
 
    “If it’s only a twenty-minute drive, then I say we walk,” Bobby said. “It can’t be more than what, like a couple of hours?”  
 
    “Do the people we’re trying to save even have a couple of hours, though?” I sighed. “I know it might be a hassle that’ll probably draw attention to us, but I think we should take one of the cars. Every second we wait is another second that those survivors could be killed by some horrific beast.”  
 
    “Driving it is then, ese,” Bobby said with a large grin. “I already know which car we’re taking, too!”  
 
    Now that the Safe Zone had been fully established, the community had decided to create a sort of “rent-a-car” system in the Zoo’s parking lot. There were still a small handful of vehicles out there that were old enough to skirt The System’s electrical shutdown and that hadn’t been destroyed by any monsters. As a result, there was now a small wooden kiosk that was unstaffed and had a wall with about a dozen keys hanging off of it. All of the surviving players of New LA knew that we were in this together, so we just used the honor system in regards to checking the vehicles in or out. Not to mention, there were only a handful of people in the Safe Zone who were combat classes, and nobody inside wanted to leave the Safe Zone for any reason. It was way too dangerous out there for somebody who didn’t know how to defend themselves, especially now that the Safe Zone had been saved and there was no reason to leave it.  
 
    I watched as Bobby ran over to the kiosk, popped a set of keys off their hook, and then started to twirl them around his finger happily. He walked over to an old, beat-up green Chevy pickup truck from the sixties, then he patted its hood and let out a long sigh.  
 
    “The beater truck?” Lacey asked. “Really?”  
 
    “You might see a beater,” Bobby chuckled as he ran his fingers along the side of the green metal. “But what kind of Mexican doesn’t love Chevys? I see a piece of art that’s just seen some better days. She’s a beauty that just needs a little bit of TLC, that’s all.”  
 
    “It’s got enough space for us in the cabin,” I said with a nod. “Plus extra space in the bed to hold anybody that we might pick up along the way.”  
 
    “I knew I could count on you, ese.” Bobby winked as he slid the key into the door. “Now hop in, cause I’m driving.”  
 
    Bobby twisted the key to the left and popped open the door of the truck, then he hoisted himself up behind the driver’s seat. I walked over to the passenger side, pulled the handle, and then cursed when I realized it was locked.  
 
    “Hey, Bobby?” I said through the closed window. “Do you think you could--”  
 
    “Sorry, sorry!” Bobby said before he leaned over the seat and pulled the door handle on the inside. “I always forget these old vehicles don’t have auto locks.”  
 
    Before I got in, I reached down and pulled the lever to let the seat come forward, then I ushered Noel and Lacey into the back of the truck’s cabin. There were only two small, single seats in the back that faced each other and didn’t offer much in the way of leg room, but it would be comfy enough for a short drive. The second we were all in and buckled up, Bobby slid the key into the ignition and twisted.  
 
    The old Chevy truck began to shake violently as the engine sputtered to life, though it then promptly died.  
 
    “I told you it was a hunk of junk,” Lacey said with a chuckle.  
 
    “No way, chica,” Bobby said as he ran his left index finger gently over the steering wheel. “She just needs a little encouragement. Come on, mi amor… You can do it.”  
 
    Bobby twisted the key again, and this time the Chevy’s engine roared to life and then stayed on. The Paladin shot me a smug grin before he pulled down the lever behind the wheel, put the car into gear, and began to drive toward the exit of the parking lot. Our truck was ridiculously loud, and I was sure that we would be attracting the attention of every monster within a half-mile radius.  
 
    However, we didn’t need to fight them, we just needed to be able to outrun them in this vehicle.  
 
    Bobby hit the gas, and the engine seemed to tremble from the horsepower it wasn’t really used to using. The Paladin kept strictly to the back roads so that we’d avoid the highway and all the horrors that awaited on it, and we had a relatively quiet journey. A couple of times a goblin or kobold would see us passing by and take a potshot at our vehicle, but Bobby was so quick on the gas that they didn’t even scratch the truck’s paint job.  
 
    However, that all changed when we got to Hollywood Hills.  
 
    As we rounded the corner of a backroad street, we saw that the road was completely covered in a thick layer of scaly flesh that slithered and writhed around on the ground.  
 
    “Fucking snakes,” I gagged. “Those things are the worst.”  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Bobby chuckled. “You afraid of a couple of little serpientes? Look at ‘em, Zach. They’re all level one. I’m just gonna gun it, and we’ll turn ‘em all into roadkill.”  
 
    “Is that good idea?” Noel gulped. “Those are animals like me. They no need to die.”  
 
    Bobby skidded the truck to a halt, then he looked back over the seat at the bonobo.  
 
    “They’ve got red health bars, mono,” the Paladin argued. “That means they’re enemies, clear as day.”  
 
    “Then why they not attack?” Noel asked. “They just crawling around, like normal snakes.”  
 
    “Bro, they’re obviously evil,” Bobby sighed. “Why would they have health bars if they weren’t?”  
 
    “My animal friends in Zoo had health bar,” Noel huffed. “They not all evil.”  
 
    The two continued to argue about the situation, and that’s when the snakes all turned around and began to slither over to the middle of the road. There were hundreds of the creepy things, and they all moved in the same slow, plodding pattern.  
 
    “Uh, Bobby?” I gulped as I watched the snakes start to climb over each other.  
 
    “You saying all animals deserve to die?” Noel growled.  
 
    “Not all!” Bobby said with a flustered tone. “Just the evil ones.”  
 
    “Guys!” Lacey screamed, and both of the Party mates turned their attention back to the road.  
 
    The snakes now coiled their tails and heads together as they combined into a massive creature that had a reptilian figure like a komodo dragon, though we could still see each individual snake slithering around on their own. Above it appeared a massive red health bar that read “King Snake, Level Ten.”  
 
    “Nevermind,” Noel gasped. “Run it over!”  
 
    “Oh, now you’re on my side,” Bobby huffed, and then he slammed his foot down on the pedal.  
 
    The truck’s tires screeched for a moment before we lurched forward and shot toward the King Snake.  
 
    “Bobby, don’t!” I yelled as we flew toward the monster head-on. “The truck won’t survive the impact!”  
 
    Bobby’s eyes narrowed as we continued forward, and his jaw tensed up the closer we got to the creature.  
 
    “Bobby!” Lacey screamed. “Stop!”  
 
    “Shit,” the Paladin growled, then he twisted the steering wheel to the left.  
 
    Our truck twisted away from the King Snake at the last second, and the beast let out a long, low hiss as it took a swing at our car. Its “hand” smashed into the road just behind us, and sent a huge spray of concrete and asphalt into the air as it cratered the damn thing. Our vehicle squealed past the monster as it twisted its head around and watched for a moment.  
 
    And then the chase was on.  
 
    The way the monster moved was like nothing I’d ever seen before. Even though it clearly had four legs like a lizard, each foot slithered forward as if the creature was on roller skates, and the angry hisses of hundreds of snakes echoed through the landscape of Hollywood Hills. The King Snake ran with the speed of a freaking gazelle, and it began to gain on us very quickly.  
 
    “Can’t this bucket of junk go any faster?” Lacey gulped.  
 
    “She’s built for endurance, not speed!” Bobby huffed as he whipped around a curve in the road and nearly put us up on two tires.  
 
    The King Snake was now only about fifty feet behind us, and he reared back his head before he whipped it forward and fired a long projectile toward us. The projectile smashed through the back windshield of the truck, shattered it into oblivion, and lodged itself into the back of my seat with a dull thunk.  
 
    “Snake!” Noel let out an ape-like screech as he began to flail about.  
 
    I twisted around just as a rattlesnake reared its head back, bared its fangs, and prepared to strike. Thankfully Lacey’s ramstaff smashed into it and disoriented the bastard for a split second.  
 
    Noel grabbed the slithery fuck by the throat, tossed him out the back of the truck, and then shuddered as he looked at his hand.  
 
    The King Snake fired a couple more snake-projectiles our way, though most of them simply smashed into the back of our truck and bounced off harmlessly.  
 
    “At least the smashed window makes it easier to fight back,” I growled as I pulled an arrow from my quiver.  
 
    I flipped around in the seat as I placed an Umbrapede arrow in my bowstring, and then I pulled back as I tried to take aim at the King Snake. Bobby kept swerving around the road to avoid the deadly reptilian projectiles, which made it really damn hard for me to line up a clean shot. Finally, as we twisted around another curve, I got a good look at the bastard. I activated Blood Rush as I unleashed the arrow, then I quickly reloaded and fired off three more in rapid succession. Two of the arrows completely whiffed, though the third and fourth arrows stabbed into the monster’s chest and sent a small puff of crimson mist out onto the ground.  
 
    However, his health bar dropped by less than five percent.  
 
    “That’s all?” Lacey gasped. “You hit him twice!”  
 
    “He’s a level ten,” I said. “I don’t think we could beat him if we wanted to. All we can hope for is to keep him away long enough that he gets distracted and leaves us the fuck alone.”  
 
    The King Snake sucked in another breath, but Lacey was already on it.  
 
    “Backlash!” she screamed as she held up a glowing white hand.  
 
    The creature’s attack seemed to get caught in his throat, and he slowed down for a split second as he lost five percent of his health.  
 
    “Smite,” Noel said as he pointed at the creature.  
 
    Suddenly a massive bolt of lightning shot down from the sky and struck the King Snake in the back of the head. The attack only drained the creature by two percent of his health, though it caused him to stumble and fall even further behind.  
 
    “That’s it!” I cackled as I loaded another arrow. “Maybe we can slow him down enough to get away.”  
 
    I activated Split the Arrow in Two as I released the projectile and then watched it magically land on the same exact spot where I’d hit the Snake King before. Once again he lost almost no health, but he was now nearly two hundred feet behind us.  
 
    “Come on, baby,” Bobby muttered as he patted the dashboard. “You can do it, Chica. We just gotta outrun him for a little bit longer.”  
 
    “We’re slowing him down,” I said to Lacey and Noel. “If we keep this up we won’t even have to worry about killing him.”  
 
    The King Snake opened its mouth again and launched another snake, and this time it shot straight through the open window.  
 
    Right into the back of Bobby’s shoulder.  
 
    “Mierda!” Bobby growled as the snake’s mouth clenched down harder and dug deeper into his flesh.  
 
    The Paladin’s health dropped down a whopping forty percent as his health bar became surrounded by a pulsing purple glow, which dropped it a few more percent each time it pulsed.  
 
    I could instantly see why. The snake that was latched onto Bobby’s back was nearly ten fucking feet long, with grayish-black scales and a large flesh hood that stuck out to either side of its throat.  
 
    “Is that a… king cobra?” Lacey gasped.  
 
    I grabbed onto the cobra’s neck just underneath his head, placed my thumb on top of his head, and then pulled it out of Bobby’s skin. A bit of yellow-colored venom dribbled out of the snake’s mouth as I yanked it away, then I held it up for Lacey and Noel.  
 
    “It’s too big to throw!” I said to my Party mates. “Take it out, now.”  
 
    Lacey hit the creature point-blank with a shot of her Natural Bolt, and then she attacked with a Magic Arrow. The blast from the glowing white projectile was blinding, but it lowered the king cobra down to zero percent health in a flash. The snake hissed as it writhed around in my hands for a moment, but it finally went limp. A loot box appeared right in the cab of our truck as I tossed the corpse of the cobra out the window, but as I looked over at Bobby, my heart fell into my stomach.  
 
    The Paladin’s health bar was now down to only thirty percent, and it was draining by the second. His body swayed back and forth woozily as he tried to focus on the road ahead, though it was obvious that he was struggling.  
 
    “Not gonna lie, amigos…” Bobby said in a drowsy tone. “I’m starting to feel reeeealllll sleepy.”  
 
    Noel reached over to Bobby’s shoulder with a glowing white hand, and then the healer activated Bless Away when he touched the wound. Instantly, the purple glow around Bobby’s health bar vanished, and the big guy started to perk back up. Next, Noel activated Divine Spring, and a fountain of glowing white liquid splashed onto Bobby to raise his health bar by thirty percent.  
 
    “Better.” Noel said with a nod.  
 
    Bobby swerved again as another pair of snakes smashed into the sides of the vehicle, and a quick glance showed that the King Snake had started to close the gap again. When the monster fired off another shot of scaly projectiles, I raised my bow, activated Sprinkler, and released. My arrow split into multiple individual shots and then slammed into the two flying snakes. The words Critical Hit! appeared in my HUD as the reptiles lost all their health and went limp while still in mid-air. The remaining arrows struck the King Snake in the chest, though it did less than five percent damage to the fucker.  
 
    “Smite!” Noel cried once more.  
 
    We watched as the bolt of lightning came down from the sky and struck the King Snake, which seemed to slow the creature down for a moment. Still, the King Snake had a huge health bar that we’d only barely chipped away at, and he was just as determined as ever.  
 
    The monster let out another chorus of hisses as he increased his speed, and I felt all the color drain from my face as I launched another arrow at the mini boss. He was almost on us, and if we didn’t do something soon, we were toast.  
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Lacey said as she stood up from her seat and leaned out the broken back window.  
 
    “Are you loco?” Bobby asked. “Stay in the truck!”  
 
    “It’s-a Me!” Lacey cried out as she slammed the hilt of her ramstaff into the bed of the truck.  
 
    Instantly a six-foot-tall flaming flower grew out of the metal and stretched up high. A few more snakes shot forward at Lacey, but they were instantly engulfed by the living flamethrower that stood before her. Lacey blasted a Fire Bolt at the King Snake, though he just took the hit like it was a spitball.  
 
    The King Snake was now within reach of our truck, so he closed the gap in a flash as he prepared to take a bite out of our vehicle. But as he leaned forward, Lacey’s flower lit him up like the Fourth of July. The flower blasted a stream of white-hot fire straight into the King Snake’s chest, which caused him to shriek in pain as several of the individual snakes that made up his body fell away and writhed in agony. He lost about five percent of his health bar from the attack, which still wasn’t even close to being manageable.  
 
    However, he did slow down for a moment.  
 
    “Watch out!” Noel said as he grabbed the back of Lacey’s armor.  
 
    The bonobo tugged Lacey back into the cab of the truck just as a hailstorm of snakes rained down onto the bed of the vehicle. A few of them were destroyed by the sentry flower we had posted in the back, though there were simply too many to take out all at once. They slammed into the back of the truck with a series of dull thuds, and then Lacey started to blast them with magical attacks from her ram staff.  
 
    “How much longer do you think we have, Bobby?” I asked.  
 
    “I dunno, ese,” he deadpanned. “Let me go check my map while I’m driving.”  
 
    “Okay, that one’s on me,” I half-chuckled.  
 
    I quickly pulled up my HUD, flipped over to the map, and tried to locate the Hollywood Walk of Fame. It appeared we were only about ten minutes out from the place, provided we didn’t get slaughtered by a million deadly snakes before we got there. I deactivated my HUD as I pulled out another arrow, activated Forward Strike, and fired it into the King Snake’s chest.  
 
    “How far are we?” Noel asked.  
 
    “Ten minutes,” I said. “But it’s not gonna do us any good if we’ve got big, dumb, and slithery here following us all the way down to Hollywood Boulevard.”  
 
    “What exactly do you suggest?” Lacey asked. “We’re barely doing any damage, and this bucket of rust isn’t exactly built for speed.”  
 
    “In the wise words of Dom Toretto, it’s not what’s under the hood,” Bobby said. “The only thing that matters is who’s behind the wheel, chica. Now hold on!”  
 
    Bobby floored the gas as he jerked the wheel to the left, and we jumped off the main road and onto a sidewalk.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Lacey screamed. 
 
    “As long as we’re on the open road, he’ll be able to chase us,” Bobby explained. “If I’m going through places that are too small for his giganta body, though? We might stand a chance at getting away.”  
 
    “We also have a way higher chance of crashing,” the Illusionist gulped.  
 
    “Vatos locos forever, chica!” Bobby snickered.  
 
    We were now out of Hollywood Hills and into a more urban environment, which was littered with lots of abandoned cars, trash along the roads, and destroyed trees and benches. Most importantly, though, we now had several smaller buildings and alleys that we could drive through.  
 
    Bobby whipped the wheel to the right and shot down a random alleyway that was just barely large enough for our truck to fit through. Lacey cringed as we scraped past an old metal dumpster and lost the right-side mirror, though we came out the other side and continued forward.  
 
    The King Snake was still on the other end of the alleyway, and I looked back to see him attempt to fit through the tiny opening. His body seemed to flatten itself as though it was made a pliable material, then he slithered through the alleyway like it was nothing.  
 
    “So much for that plan,” I sighed.  
 
    “It still slowed him down,” Bobby argued. “If we can do that a few more times, then we can speed on outta here, clean as a whistle. Just trust me on this one.”  
 
    Lacey and I continued to fire off projectiles at the King Snake as we chipped away at his health by tiny fractions of his health bar, though at this point it was more of a habit than anything. There was no way we were actually gonna kill this thing, so the best we could do was keep distracting him and pray that Bobby’s plan was going to work.  
 
    We twisted to the right again and shot down another narrow alleyway, and the second we got back out onto the street Bobby spun the wheel and caused us to skid across the pavement. He instantly hit the gas once we were out of our slide, which sent us down yet another alleyway that was exactly adjacent to where we’d just been.  
 
    I never thought I’d be able to say I had drifted in an ocean-green nineteen fifties Chevy while being chased by a giant snake-lizard monster that was made up of thousands of small snakes, yet here we were.  
 
    When we came out the other side of the alley, I saw the last remnants of the King Snake slither away through the alley we’d originally gone through, and I started to wonder if Bobby’s plan was actually going to work.  
 
    We whipped through another alleyway, came out on the other side, and then Bobby spun the car to the right and gunned it. The road before us led up another hill that was surrounded by small buildings and trees, and I knew that we’d be able to see the Walk of Fame once we got over the vantage point. The engine of our truck sputtered and choked as the needle on the speedometer moved up to eighty and then a slight bit beyond, which was the maximum speed even measured on a vehicle this old. I could feel the entire car sputtering and shaking as it reached its top speed as we raced toward the hill, and I hoped that the damn thing wasn’t about to fall apart.  
 
    I was starting to believe we’d made it through, but the King Snake suddenly appeared from our right side.  
 
    The massive beast hissed as it jumped out in front of our path, hauled back with its right arm, and slammed it into the sides of our truck. There was a sickly crunching sound as the metal bent in from the blow, and I shielded my eyes as the window glass shattered into a million pieces and sprayed against my face. I could feel several cuts from the tiny, razor-sharp shards, though that was the least of our worries.  
 
    The blow from the King Snake was strong enough to launch our vehicle off its wheels, and time seemed to stand still as we were tossed twenty feet into the air and then dropped over the side of the hill. It was now a nearly fifty-foot drop, and my heart sank as I watched gravity take over and begin to pull us back down to Earth.  
 
    A split second before we hit the ground, Noel quickly reached out and touched all three of his Party mates.  
 
    “Divine Shield!” he declared.  
 
    Then, we hit the ground head first, and there was a loud crunching noise as the world turned completely black. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “You okay…” I heard Noel’s voice through a haze as my vision started to return to normal. “You all okay…”  
 
    I felt a pair of hands grab my shoulders, and then my body was gently pulled across the ground. When my blurry vision finally cleared, I saw that Noel had both my arms and was dragging me across the pavement toward the unconscious bodies of Lacey and Bobby.  
 
    “N-Noel?” I groaned.  
 
    “You awake!” the Priest gasped. “I about to heal you, but I thought you were still knocked out.”  
 
    “W-where’s the King Snake?” I asked as I looked around for any sign of the massive creature.  
 
    “He gone,” the ape replied. “I think he think we’re all dead, so he left.”  
 
    When I looked over at the remnants of our vehicle, I could easily see why the creature might have thought that. The entire front end of the truck was crumpled like a tin can, and the engine currently billowed dark black smoke from underneath the destroyed hood. All of the windows were broken out of the truck, and two of the tires had come off and were laying at random spots across the road. We must have flipped a few times, as well, because the bed and roof of the truck were all dented and crushed from its own weight.  
 
    The sheer fact that any of us were alive after that was a freaking miracle.  
 
    “Lacey and Bobby?” I asked as I sat up. “Are they--”  
 
    “They okay.” Noel nodded. “Health bar is very low, but they okay. I gave us all Divine Shield before we hit ground.”  
 
    I looked over at Noel and felt an intense wave of relief. I smiled at the Bonobo as I tossed my arms around him, pulled him in for a hug, and laughed in total disbelief.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I chuckled. “You totally saved our asses, Noel. Thank you.”  
 
    “You would do same for me,” he said shyly. “Now, I need to wake up others.”  
 
    I let go of the ape, whose lower lip fell open and revealed his row of bottom teeth. He nodded a few times, and I wondered if that was the closest thing a Bonobo had to a human smile. 
 
    Noel headed over to Bobby and Lacey, then he held out his hands and activated Healing Wave. A small magical shockwave radiated out from his feet and washed over Lacey, Bobby, and I, and a moment later, our health bars crawled back up as a tingling sensation took over. Lacey and Bobby both sat up and looked around with pure confusion on their faces, but then Bobby’s mouth fell into a deep frown.  
 
    “RIP, Chevy,” the Paladin sighed as he looked at the totaled truck and made the sign of the cross. “You served us well while you could.”  
 
    “Where’s the snake?” Lacey asked as she sprang up and gripped her ramstaff.  
 
    “Gone,” I explained. “Noel says it left after it knocked us off the side of the hill.”  
 
    “Thank fuck,” the Illusionist sighed. “If I never see another snake, it’ll be too soon.”  
 
    “That’s gonna make things a little trickier to get back,” Bobby sighed as he pointed at our vehicle. “It was only a twenty-something-minute drive, but now it looks like we gotta walk?”  
 
    “We don’t need a vehicle to get back,” I said. “Don’t you remember the whole ‘Waypoint’ thing?”  
 
    “The fuck’s a waypoint?” Bobby asked as he scratched his bald head.  
 
    “Well, the LA Zoo is a Waypoint, which means that we can fast-travel back to it whenever we want. Provided we’re not in the middle of combat or anything.”  
 
    “Waypoint, fast travel,” Bobby sighed. “What are all these words, ese?”  
 
    “I’m using video game lingo,” I chuckled. “You pick up those sorts of things when you live with, er, used to live with a gamer.”  
 
    “I’m more of a Mario Bros. kinda guy.” Bobby shrugged. “Or Twisted Metal. I fucking loooooveeed that one when I was a little ninito.”  
 
    “So we can go back when we want?” Noel asked. “Why we not do that all the time?”  
 
    “Because, if I’m understanding correctly,” I said. “You can only travel to Waypoints that you’ve already discovered. So, like, we can go to the LA Zoo from anywhere, whenever we want, but we won’t be able to ‘fast-travel’ anywhere else until we find a Waypoint that’s near it.”  
 
    “And you think there’ll be a Waypoint out here by Hollywood Boulevard?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “No fucking clue. The System literally works in some weird, mysterious ways. There could be a Waypoint on one of the stars, or there could be one inside of an old freaking Chipotle restaurant. Who knows? Either way, it looks like we’ll be walking the rest of the way to the Walk of Fame.”  
 
    I pulled up my map in the HUD and saw that our destination wasn’t too far, though the fact we were walking meant we’d be exposed to a whole lot more danger than we would while driving. Still, we couldn’t just leave that missing Party stranded, and we needed to press onward.  
 
    “Which way are we going, Zach?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Southeast,” I said as I pointed in the general direction of the Walk of Fame. “Try to stay hidden, and keep your eyes peeled for any monsters.”  
 
    “What about that loot box from the King Cobra?” Bobby asked as he stretched his body. “Was there anything helpful in there?”  
 
    “I already opened it,” Noel said. “There was vial of cobra venom and one hundred gold, but that it.”  
 
    “What the pinche Hell are we supposed to do with a vial of venom?” Bobby asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” The Bonobo shrugged. “Use it in potion?”  
 
    “Do you mind if I take a look?” I asked.  
 
    Noel reached to the small satchel he had on his waist, plucked it off his belt, and then opened it up as he stuck his hand inside. He pulled out a tiny vial full of creamy yellow liquid and tossed it over to me. 
 
    I pulled up my HUD and inspected the vial through my menu screen.  
 
      
 
    Small Vial of Cobra Venom 
 
    Crafting Item  
 
    Can be used for weapons or potions 
 
      
 
    “What you seeing?” Noel asked. 
 
    “Apparently it’s a ‘crafting item,’” I repeated. “Huh.”  
 
    “So it doesn’t give us any extra stats or anything?” Bobby asked. “That’s lame.”  
 
    “I’m guessing we can use it back at the Safe Zone,” I said. “Like, if we find enough things that pair with this venom, we can take it back to the blacksmith or the potion seller, and they can make something for us out of it.”  
 
    “That seems like a lotta work,” Bobby chuckled. “But whatever. I just wanna find these people and get home, ya know?”  
 
    I handed the vial back to Noel, who slid it into his satchel.  
 
    “So let’s go,” I said and started to walk toward Hollywood Boulevard.  
 
    We walked for about thirty minutes before we encountered our first set of monsters. It was a simple patrol of goblins that we just ducked behind a dumpster and avoided completely because it wasn’t worth the small payout to take them out. Once they’d walked past, we exited our cover and pressed forward, until we finally arrived at the start of the iconic Hollywood Walk of Fame. 
 
    Not that it looked anything like I remembered.  
 
    It still had the same black, glossy pavement with the names of several Hollywood icons written inside of literal red stars, which stretched from west to east as far as the eye could see. But much of the concrete was broken, and most of the names had been cracked beyond recognition. Every few feet there was a splatter of crimson blood or rotten entrails, while the remains of several poor players were scattered across the scene like something out of an apocalyptic horror movie. The entire walk of fame reeked of rotting flesh and old blood, but I tried to push my gag reflex down so that I could survey our surroundings for any danger.  
 
    “You know,” Lacey chuckled. “I always told people this place was an overrated shithole, but now I don’t think that would be hyperbole.”  
 
    “How did it get this bad?” Bobby shuddered as he walked to the front of our Party and held his axe and shield at the ready. “The System has only been in place for a week or so.”  
 
    “Think about where we are,” I said. “This is always one of the most popular tourist attractions in the city. Millions of people would walk these streets every single year. When The System took over, there were probably thousands of people hanging around this area, all of whom were clueless as to what was even going on. It was probably a freaking bloodbath.”  
 
    “You can say that again,” Bobby gagged as he nodded toward a corpse that had been cut in half, and whose entrails appeared to have been eaten. “I gotta bad feeling we’re gonna find out what did this pretty quickly, too.”  
 
    “That guy said something about Jack Black’s star, right?” Lacey asked. “Any idea where that is?”  
 
    “I dunno,” I sighed. “I know it’s one of the newer ones, so it’d probably be East of the Dolby Theater.”  
 
    “Then we head east,” Lacey said and pointed her staff toward the horizon.  
 
    Before we could even take a single step, the modulated voice of The System echoed in my head.  
 
    “Warning,” it said. “You are now entering an area classified as a Dungeon. Proceed with caution.”  
 
    “Well, no shit this place is such a bloodbath,” I mumbled. “It’s a freaking dungeon.”  
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing, ese,” Bobby said. “The last dungeon we completed gave us all sorts of crazy good loot and coin.”  
 
    “And it nearly killed us,” I reminded him. “Many times.”  
 
    “We’re much stronger now,” the Paladin said as he puffed out his chest. “I ain’t scared of whatever ugly fucks The System has hidden away in this dungeon.”  
 
    Bobby went first into the dungeon area, followed by Noel, and then Lacey and I were right behind. We crept down the walk of fame carefully for several more minutes, until we saw exactly what had caused all the chaos just ahead of us.  
 
    “Shit,” Lacey muttered. 
 
    Three blocks ahead of us was a horde of creatures that I couldn’t even recognize. They had bright red skin with a certain sheen that glimmered under the California sun, and what appeared to be crab-like legs. However, these creatures seemed to have the stature of a tall human, complete with two arms, two legs, and a small head with two antennae that wisped up out of their noggins. They had tiny red spikes all over their bodies, and when I squinted, I swore I saw a giant, two-fingered pincher at the end of their right arm.  
 
    “What are those things?” Bobby asked. “They look like a buncha overgrown lobsters.”  
 
    “That might be exactly what they are,” I said. “And I’d bet my bottom dollar they’re the exact same things that killed our mystery party, and the things we need to kill to clear this freaking dungeon.”  
 
    “Why are they huddled around that building?” Lacey asked. “They’re just shuffling around like a bunch of mindless zombies.”  
 
    We crept up a little bit closer and saw a bunch of red health bars appear above the creatures’ heads, all of which read “Zytrobites, Level 5.” There were fifteen of the monsters in total, and they all banged against the doors and windows of a small coffee shop as if they were angry customers who had been locked out of their favorite institution.  
 
    Now that we had a better view of the creatures we could see that they didn’t have mouths. Instead, at the bottom of their heads were three large, curved mandibles similar to what you’d find on an ant. Two of them were placed horizontally, while the third was where the creature’s lips normally would have been but angled downward. The spikes on the Zytrobite’s bodies must have been really strong, because they cut into the brick of the building as they slowly dragged their figures across its facade.  
 
    I felt something crack underneath my feet, and my heart stopped. When I looked down, though, I saw that it was just a piece of loose concrete.  
 
    Loose concrete that had come off the star of George Burns.  
 
    “George Burns,” I murmured. “Are we going in the wrong direction?”  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Lacey whispered as she shook her head. “The position on the Walk of Fame has nothing to do with when the ceremony happens.”  
 
    “What?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “It’s a fun fact that we always told people on our tours,” she said. “Holy shit, how could I have forgotten? Where you get your name on the Walk of Fame is pretty much happenstance, with only a small bit of planning involved to spread out the big names.”  
 
    “So we have no fucking clue where we’re going?” I asked.  
 
    “Probably not,” Lacey said. “But I think we may have lucked out here.”  
 
    “You think those creatures are still where they slaughtered that other Party?” I asked.  
 
    “I think that’s exactly where we are,” the Illusionist replied. “Think about what all these monsters do when they get a taste of blood. They pursue their target until they finish the job.”  
 
    “You think the survivors are in there?” I asked, and Lacey nodded.  
 
    “Then we’d better draw these Putas away,” Bobby growled. “Hey, mono? You got all your healing spells ready?”  
 
    “Ready when you are,” The bonobo replied.  
 
    Bobby reached into his pocket, pulled out a small bottle of horchata, and then popped the cap off with his thumb. He downed the drink like Popeye eating a can of spinach and then wiped the bits of white liquid away with the back of his arm.  
 
    “I got the juice, hermano,” the Paladin cackled. “Now, let’s kick some ass.”  
 
    Lacey and I both raised our weapons as we watched Bobby and Noel head toward the horde of Zytrobites.  
 
    “Steady…” I whispered as I took aim at the monsters. “The second Bobby gets their attention, we attack.”  
 
    “Ohhhhhhhh lobster-facesssssss!” Bobby’s voice echoed with the effect of his Shout of Confrontation ability.  
 
    Several of the Zytrobites turned in response to the taunt, while the rest continued to pound on the walls of the coffee shop.  
 
    I activated Sprinkler as the arrow split into six different projectiles and whistled across the battlefield. Each one hit their mark with a hard thud, and I watched as each of the monsters lost about fifteen percent of their health. Before the creatures could react, I activated Split the Arrow in Two, which gave me six more arrows, all of which landed in the exact same place as the first group. Thanks to the Green Gemma in my bow, both sets of projectiles created vines around the monsters and held them in place, which was perfect for Bobby.  
 
    “Righteous Smack, bitch!” Bobby declared as he slammed his shield into the closest Zytrobite and knocked it back onto its rear.  
 
    It lost another twenty percent of its health, but then Bobby activated Forward Strike as he brought his axe down on its head. The blade of the axe chopped through the creature’s head like a chef’s knife through a coconut, and the monster’s body started to twitch as it lost the rest of its health.  
 
    However, Bobby’s axe had gotten lodged inside its thick exoskeleton, and he couldn’t seem to pull it out.  
 
    The other eight Zytrobites swarmed Bobby like a pack of rabid dogs. I heard the Paladin yelp in pain as spikes and claws flew at the man, and his health bar quickly started to drop.  
 
    Noel hit him with a Divine Spring, but that only brought his health back up for a split second before it lowered rapidly once more. When he realized that wasn’t working, Noel used Protective Blessing, though that only gave our friend an extra few seconds.  
 
    “Fucking hell,” I growled as I activated Blood Rush. “These things must have really strong attacks.”  
 
    “It doesn’t help that they’ve got Bobby outnumbered like seven to one!” Lacey said as she fired off a blast of Fire Bolt toward the creatures.  
 
    With my Blood Rush active, I was able to launch four more arrows at one of the Zytrobites at the back of the horde, and I watched as three of them made contact in various spots on his back. Not all of them landed in critical places, so the creature only lost another thirty-five percent of its total health.  
 
    Meanwhile, the monster immediately next to the one I’d hit was engulfed with flames, courtesy of Lacey’s attack. It lost ten percent of its health, then another five as the flames burned away at its exoskeleton. 
 
    “Back off, Puntas!” Bobby screamed.  
 
    He must have slammed his axe against his shield, because there was a sudden shockwave as all eight of the Zytrobites around Bobby fell backwards. Bobby then cackled as he activated Blood Rush and went to work. The Paladin moved at double time as he hacked, slashed, and smashed the monsters around him with an expression of pure rage on his face.  
 
    Noel hit Bobby with a few more healing spells, which was just enough to get the Paladin back up to his full health. The ape’s move was just in time, because the Zytrobites were now getting back up to their feet and started to attack again.  
 
    Lacey summoned up a Magic Arrow and launched the attack toward the Zytrobite with the lowest amount of health. The bolt exploded against the lobster’s back as it dropped it down to a measly five percent.  
 
    I thought about attacking the damn thing myself, but thankfully I didn’t have to. Bobby must have smelled the blood in the water, because he smashed the broad side of his axe into the Zytrobite’s head and crumpled it like a rotten tomato. As it crumbled to the ground and turned into a loot box, Bobby took a pair of mandibles right to the back of his neck. The Paladin growled before he twisted around, slashed his weapon across the monster’s face, and sent it flying backwards.  
 
    Meanwhile, I activated Return to Sender as I released my grip on the bowstring and watched my arrow zip toward the crowd of Zytrobites. The Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrow stabbed clean through one of the damn things before it continued onward, skewered two more, and then came back around. As the arrow returned to my bow it did double damage to all three of the bastards, and their health dropped all the way down to ten percent.  
 
    Noel continued to heal Bobby as the Paladin took the brunt of the Zytrobites’ pinchers and mandibles, though the Priest had his work cut out for himself.  
 
    Lacey ran forward a bit before she slammed her staff into the ground and called upon It’s-a Me to create a flaming flower out of the ground. The flower blasted the already wounded monsters with its fiery inferno, and they screamed in agony as their health bars dropped to nothing. My XP bar went up a fairly decent amount as the creatures sucked in their last breaths and small wooden chests appeared next to their bodies, but I didn’t have time to enjoy our victory just yet. 
 
    I ran forward as I raised my bow to the eye of my Lich Skull Helmet, then I activated Double Tap as I released. The arrow duplicated itself as it rocketed through the air and stabbed right into one of the Zytrobite’s backs. The words “Critical Hit!” appeared in my HUD as they passed through his body with a dry crack, and its health dropped to null.  
 
    My XP bar went up another five percent as I watched Bobby use Righteous Smack on his opponent, which dropped it down to twenty percent health. Lacey followed up with a Natural Bolt, which knocked the fucker’s life bar down even lower, all the way to ten percent. Without missing a beat, Bobby hit the Zytrobite with his shield, knocked it to the ground, and then buried his axe into its chest, hard. The blade of the weapon crushed the creature’s exoskeleton and sent a spray of shell fragments and blood into the air, while the monster writhed in pain as it lost the rest of its health.  
 
    The last member of the mini-horde snapped its pincer around Bobby’s neck from behind, and the Paladin yowled as he lost twenty percent of his health.  
 
    I quickly pulled an arrow, fired it at the bastard, and watched with smug satisfaction as it stabbed into the side of his head. The Zytrobite’s health dropped down to thirty percent, so I followed up with another arrow with Split the Arrow in Two activated.  
 
    The second shot got the fucker through the temple, and the words “Critical Hit!” appeared as his tiny eyes went black, and then the lobster crumpled to the ground, dead.  
 
    Lacey and I ran up to Bobby as Noel sent out a Healing Wave, and we all felt the warm sensation of his magic. The other seven Zytrobites were still focused completely on the coffee shop, but we were about to change that.  
 
    “I’ll take the one on the far left,” Lacey said as she summoned a Magic Arrow in front of her body.  
 
    “I’ve got the ones in the middle!” Bobby said as a sly grin spread across his lips.  
 
    “Which one?” I asked.  
 
    “Exactly. You take one of the putas on the right, okay? Just try not to accidentally shoot me.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s gonna be a problem,” I chuckled as I pulled an arrow and slotted it.  
 
    “Time to try out this new power,” the Paladin said as he twirled his axe and then charged forward. “Rubber and Glue!”  
 
    Bobby’s axe began to glow bright red as the spell overtook it, and he slammed his shield into the back of one of the Zytrobites. One-by-one the creatures turned around and began to screech angrily at the Paladin, but he simply held out his arms in defiance. As the Zytrobites started to punch, pinch, and stab Bobby, the head of his axe glowed even more intensely, until finally he took a swing at one of the creatures. The axe sliced right through the torso of a Zytrobite diagonally, and his health bar dropped down to zero as his top half fell away.  
 
    I activated Forward Strike as I released my Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrow, and my timing was just right. The arrow zipped across the battlefield and struck the Zytrobite on the right of the horde just as it turned around, and its head whipped backwards as the words “Critical Hit!” appeared in my HUD. The bastard only lost twenty-five percent of his health from the attack, but the vines from my green Gemma kept it stunned and in place. 
 
    This group didn’t appear to be as dumb as the first one we’d encountered. Though four of the Zytrobites remained focused on attacking Bobby, the two on the far ends decided to come after Lacey and I.  
 
    “Looks like we’re gonna get up close and personal to these hideous things,” Lacey said as she tossed a ball of glowing white magic.  
 
    The Zytrobite sidestepped the projectile before it made a gurgling hissing sound while its mandibles snapped.  
 
    “Maybe you are,” I teased as I fired an arrow at my target. “I’m gonna take this bastard out before he gets close enough to do anything.”  
 
    The Zytrobite tried to dodge my attack, but the arrow still stabbed into its right shoulder and sent the creature into a miniature tailspin as it lost ten percent of his health. As it came back around, I activated Blood Rush and quickly fired off four more arrows before the thing could even take two more steps. Each one stabbed into the armored chest and turned the thing into a living pincushion, though it somehow remained on his feet as he lost another sixty percent of his health. The bastard was down to a measly five percent now, though it was now only a few steps from striking distance.  
 
    I activated I’m Not a Hugger as he lunged at me with his pinchers, and I fired off an arrow as I rolled away to safety. I didn’t hear anything as I rolled, which told me that the shot had missed, and as I came up to my feet I saw the Zytrobite coming straight at me. I used my bow as a makeshift staff as I blocked the strike, though the sheer impact of the blow caused me to stumble to the right and nearly lose my footing.  
 
    It was time to show this fucker that Marksmen could be efficient even at close range.  
 
    I activated Tactical Tackle, lowered my shoulder, and then felt myself rush forward from the magic. My body slammed into the Zytrobite, and I felt a weird sensation against my shoulder as it literally broke through the creature’s chest like it was made of wet cardboard. I knocked the Zytrobite back to the ground, and when I pulled back I saw that my entire right side was covered with its blood and some sort of clear liquid that I couldn’t identify. Meanwhile, the creature was sprawled on its back and sucked in long, labored breaths as blood spurted out of its open cavity. A moment later, its health bar drained to zero.  
 
    I twisted around and pulled an arrow as I checked on Lacey, who now stood toe to toe with the second Zytrobite. Lacey had a flaming flower that blasted shots of fire at the shelled creature, but it still had about forty percent of its health left as it smashed its pincer into the Illusionist’s chest.  
 
    Lacey yelped in pain as she lost twenty percent of her health, but she quickly sprang into the air and floated up out of the bastard’s reach with her magic cape. She fired a Natural Bolt down onto the Zytrobite as she rose, and her attack brought the monster down to twenty percent.  
 
    I stepped up right behind the fucker’s head, raised my bow, and let go of the string as I called upon my Double Tap ability. The arrow turned into two as it blew through the Zytrobite’s head from behind, and the lobster gurgled on its own blood as bits of his brain splattered out onto the ground in front of him. Its health bar dropped down to zero as it took a few steps forward, and then it collapsed to the ground, dead.  
 
    My XP bar rose up a bit more, and I noticed that I was now sixty percent of the way to Level Seven. But there were still more Zytrobites to handle, so any celebration would have to wait.  
 
    “Magic Arrow!” Lacey screamed from her higher vantage point.  
 
    The Illusionist’s attack launched forward, struck one of the Zytrobites that was attacking Bobby, and knocked the thing off its feet. Bobby finished the monster off with a Righteous Smack that completely shattered the front of its face and sent its mandibles across the pavement.  
 
    Noel healed the Paladin with Divine Spring as Bobby continued to slice and dice his enemies, which he’d apparently whittled down to a mere two. The bald man was covered in blood, guts, and that clear goo that was inside these creatures, to the point that his entire outfit was matted and wet against his body. 
 
    “Wanna tag-team that last one?” I asked as I pointed to the Zytrobite on the left.  
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” Lacey winked and floated back to the ground.  
 
    The Illusionist summoned another Magic Arrow as I pulled back my Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrow and called upon Return to Sender. Both of our attacks shot forward at the same time, and Bobby saw exactly what we were planning. The Paladin slammed his shield into the Zytrobite and knocked it a few steps backwards, right into the path of the incoming projectiles.  
 
    My arrow hit its target first, stuck into its side, and then lowered its health by twenty percent. Lacey’s Magic Arrow hit him immediately after, and there was an explosion of white light as it made impact. When the light subsided, the Zytrobite’s entire upper half was gone, and smoke billowed out of its waist as it fell down.  
 
    “Taste Victoria’s steel, you sonofabitch!” Bobby yelled as he lopped off the final Zytrobite’s leg.  
 
    The creature’s red health bar dropped down to ten percent as it screamed and went down to the ground, and Bobby finished it off when he smashed the blunt end of his axe into the creature’s face. The monster’s entire noggin exploded into a Pollock painting of gore on the ground, and Bobby spat on the corpse as a sign of disrespect.  
 
    “You getting good with axe,” Noel said as he walked up to the blood-soaked Paladin. “Even better than sword.”  
 
    “That’s because Victoria and I were made for each other, mono.” Bobby said as he raised up the axe and kissed its flat side. “There ain’t nobody that can withstand our combined power.”  
 
    “That was intense,” I sighed as Lacey and I walked up to our Party mates.  
 
    “And that was just fifteen of those things,” Lacey said. “I wonder how many of them there were originally? And how many that other Party took out before they were completely overwhelmed?”  
 
    “If we find the survivors, we can ask them.” I said. “Let’s get inside and check it out.”  
 
    All of the windows of the coffee shop had been boarded up from the inside, which strongly indicated that there was at least one person holed up in there. When we walked over to the main door I found that it had been blocked, as well, so I tried a different approach.  
 
    I knocked.  
 
    “Do you really think that’s going to work, ese?” Bobby asked. “If there’s anybody in there, they’re hiding from monsters. They ain’t gonna be stupid enough to pull down their barricades just because somebody knocks.”  
 
    “Hello?” I yelled. “I’m Zach Woods. I’m a citizen of New LA, and my party is here on a rescue mission.”  
 
    There was silence for a moment, which led Bobby to give me a “told you so” look. Then, I heard rustling on the other side of the door.  
 
    “Zachary Woods?” a high-pitched, almost squeaky, female voice asked. “Like, the same Zachary Woods that saved the whole LA Zoo Safe Zone?”  
 
    “Yep,” I said. “We’re here to help you.”  
 
    “O-M-G!” the woman gasped. “Did Ricky make it back? He said he was gonna go get somebody to help us.”  
 
    “Ricky made it back,” I said. “But… he didn’t make it.”  
 
    “Wait, what do you mean?” the voice demanded. “You just said he made it back.”  
 
    “Right,” I sighed. “He made it back to the LA Zoo, but he didn’t last long afterwards.”  
 
    “You’re being really confusing right now, dude,” the woman replied.  
 
    “Ricky’s dead!” Lacey said bluntly. “He died from his wounds not long after he got back to the LA Zoo. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “R-Ricky’s dead?” the woman’s voice began to stutter. “What the fuck?”  
 
    “You’ll have all the time you need to grieve later,” I said. “Right now, we need to get you and anyone else in the building to safety. Apparently, killing these Zytrobites wasn’t the only task we needed to do in this dungeon, and I don’t really want to stick around and find out what else is out there.”  
 
    “Okay,” the woman’s sad voice said, and then I heard a bit of scraping metal.  
 
    “Hold it, Janelle!” a man said in a weak voice. “You don’t know if those are really other people or not.”  
 
    “What are you talking about, Edward?” the woman asked. “He just said he was Zach Woods, the big hero.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what somebody would say if they wanted us to take down our barrier,” the man, Edward, retorted. “This could all be a huge ruse.” 
 
    “You really gotta learn to lighten up and trust people,” Janelle sighed. “I’m opening the door.”  
 
    “No you’re not!” Edward protested. “I’ll use my-- Ahhh!”  
 
    “Dude!” Janelle huffed. “You’re totally not in any condition to be, like, moving around or anything. Your life bar is almost empty.”  
 
    There was more shuffling around on the other side of the door, and then the handle twisted as the plywood creaked open. On the other side stood a tall, tan woman with shoulder-length brown hair and brown eyes that were two pools of deep chocolate. Her face was somehow thin and blocky at the same time, and there wasn’t a single wrinkle or imperfection to be seen, like so many of the faces in Hollywood. She had a large Gucci handbag on one shoulder that I assumed acted as her inventory holder, and underneath the metal and leather armor on her body, I could see a flowery sundress.  
 
    Bobby, Noel, Lacey, and I stepped into the old coffee shop, and she slammed the door shut behind us. Janelle instantly shoved a bunch of boxes and chairs up against the door to keep it barricaded, then she gestured over to the man who was laid out on the floor.  
 
    He looked to be in his fifties, with sandy-blond hair that had been combed over his head to the right to cover up his male pattern baldness. His eyes were a friendly blue, though they seemed to be way too close to the bridge of his flat nose. Combined with the burly, blond mustache that sat on his upper lip, the dude looked like a walking version of Mister Potatohead. The leather armor around his torso had been pierced, and blood still poured out of his wound.  
 
    Worst of all, his health was only ten percent, and it was dropping.  
 
    “Don’t… don’t worry about me,” Edward said with a wave of his hand. “Take her back to the Zoo and keep her… keep her…”  
 
    The man slumped over, and Janelle let out a terrified scream as she ran over to her friend. She began to slap the man’s cheek as she tried to wake him up, but he was still losing health.  
 
    “I help,” Noel said.  
 
    The Bonobo dashed over to the man, crouched down, and then summoned up a Healing Spear. Noel shoved Janelle over so that she was right next to her Party mate, then he flipped around and hurled the spear straight through both their bodies. Janelle let out a surprised gasp as the healing spell passed through her, and both she and Edward went back up to one hundred percent health.  
 
    “Wh-what the hell?” Edward asked as he stood up and looked down at the spot where his wound had once been. “I thought I was a total goner.”  
 
    “Not today, friend.” Noel patted the man on the shoulder.  
 
    Suddenly, Edward’s face fell, and the color drained from it completely.  
 
    “You’re a--,” Edward muttered in a flustered voice. “You’re a…”  
 
    “A healer,” the innocently ignorant ape smiled. “I a priest.”  
 
    “Whoaaaaaaa,” Janelle said as she looked over Noel carefully. “How can you talk?”  
 
    “I… I just talk,” the ape replied.  
 
    “But, like, how did you learn how to talk?” the woman asked. “Did you, like, study your zookeepers for years, until one day you were able to use your vocal chords to speak like we do?’  
 
    “It The System,” Noel replied.  
 
    “Boooooo.” Janelle frowned. “Fuck The System.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Edward chuckled. “There are a lotta things people disagree on in this world, but that’s not one of ‘em. Fuck The System.”  
 
    “I’m just glad we found you,” I said to the two Party mates. “Are there any other survivors?”  
 
    “No.” Edward shook his head as tears filled his eyes. “There were six of us that came into this dungeon, and it looks like there’s only two of us gonna be walking out. If we’re lucky.”  
 
    “Those horrible lobster-looking creatures ambushed us,” Janelle said. “They killed, like, two of our friends before we could even kill one of them.”  
 
    “How many of them were there?” Bobby asked.  
 
    “Fifty,” the man sighed. “We tried to take out as many as we could, but they were too much for us. Ricky said he was going for help… And goddamn it, it looks like he found it.”  
 
    “Where are your weapons, ese?” the Paladin asked the man with the combover. “Don’t tell me you came into a dungeon without a weapon. You some sorta healer, too?”  
 
    “I don’t need a weapon,” Edward said with a half-smirk. “My hands are my weapons.”  
 
    The man held up his right hand, which instantly lit on fire.  
 
    “El Diablo,” Bobby whistled.  
 
    “No.” The man shook his head. “Not a devil. I’m an Elementalist.”  
 
    “And I’mmmmm a Ranger!” Janelle declared as she bounced up and down happily. “I’ve totally got weapons, though.”  
 
    The brunette woman reached down to her waist with both hands and then produced a pair of curved daggers. The things had a carved bone hilt with a red Gemma in one hilt and a gold Gemma in the other, and its blade was curved upward like a reverse falcon’s claw. The one dagger’s entire blade seemed to let off gold-colored smoke as she flipped it in her hands, and every time she moved it let off a few gold-colored sparks. As for the dagger with the red gemma, it was on fire. Janelle made a few playful slashing motions with her daggers before she sheathed them nonchalantly.  
 
    “Where your pet?” Noel asked. “I meet many Rangers in time as healer, and they all have pet.”  
 
    “Oh, right,” Janelle said as she slapped her forehead. “Where are my manners.”  
 
    The Valley Girl Ranger reached into her Gucci bag, and a moment later, she pulled out a tiny teacup chihuahua. The little dog wagged its tail happily as its tongue flopped out of its mouth, and it wiggled its butt as it reached up and placed its snout against Janelle’s cheek.  
 
    “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Lacey whispered.  
 
    “Everybody, meet Braeden!” Janelle said with a giggle.  
 
    “That’s your pet?” I asked.  
 
    “Braeden is more than my pet,” Janelle replied as she rubbed cheeks with the tiny dog. “He’s my baby!”  
 
    “But your pet’s supposed to help you with combat,” I said. 
 
    “Have you ever met one of those little things before, amigo?” Bobby shuddered. “They’re Diablo in disguise.”  
 
    Braeden’s head tilted in the direction of Bobby, and he growled angrily as he bared his teeth at the Paladin. Bobby’s eyes went wide as he took a step back, but Janelle just rolled her eyes.  
 
    “He can be a little cranky sometimes, sure,” she said as she petted the little animal. “But I promise, he’s the most chill thing you’ll ever meet.”  
 
    “Well, I guess it’s good that you’re both combat classes, at least,” I chuckled. “That’ll make things easier if we run into any trouble on the way back.”  
 
    “Have you seen it outside?” Edward scoffed. “I think trouble’s gonna find us no matter where we go.”  
 
    Suddenly, a message flashed across my HUD:  
 
      
 
    PARTY MEMBERS ADDED 
 
      
 
    Edward Goldmann [Mage- Elementalist, lvl 3] 
 
    Janelle Vehanni [Rogue- Ranger, lvl 3] 
 
      
 
    “Whoa.” Janelle gasped. “Did everybody else see that, or am I just crazy?”  
 
    “Do you really want us to answer that?” Lacey chuckled.  
 
    “Welp,” Edward sighed. “It looks like The System’s not gonna let us choose our Party mates, is it? This is exactly what it did the first time, too!”  
 
    Well, shit. I didn’t know how The System decided who should Party up with who, but apparently the Invisible Hand had figured these two would make a welcome addition to our team. At least they could both fight, and they seemed to be somewhat familiar with game play. Still, the jury was out as to how good they actually were in a crisis situation, though I personally wasn’t all that impressed since we’d found them cowering in a coffee shop.  
 
    “Let’s head back out,” I finally said. “We can’t fast-travel while inside of a dungeon, so it looks like we’ll have to start walking back to the Zoo and hope we can find a quiet place along the way.”  
 
    “I’m glad I don’t wear heels all the time like I used to,” Janelle said. “My blisters would have blisters.”  
 
    “If shit goes down, Edward stays by Lacey and I,” I explained. “Janelle, since you seem to fight with daggers, you’ll stick by Bobby.”  
 
    “The big hunk with the giant shield?” Janelle giggled. “Yes, please!”  
 
    Bobby’s face turned bright red at her comment, but he quickly cleared his throat and recomposed himself.  
 
    “I will protect you, chica,” the Paladin said solemnly.  
 
    “I hope so,” she giggled and winked. “But I don’t need protecting. I’ve got these sweet-ass daggers. And Braeden.”  
 
    “Of course. The dog.” Bobby seemed to be trying really hard not to roll his eyes.  
 
    The Paladin and our newfound Ranger led the way to the door, where they carefully removed the barriers and then peeked out to make sure the coast was clear. As soon as they gave us the go-ahead, the rest of us followed them back onto the Hollywood Walk of Fame, which was still littered with the bodies of the Zytrobites we’d killed.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh,” Janelle whistled as she walked over to one of the loot boxes. “I always love this part.”  
 
    She popped open the box, reached inside, and then came up with a strange, shiny red bit of Zytrobite shell. We spent the next few minutes quickly opening up the loot boxes, and each time we did, I got a small message on my HUD that read “Rogue boost,” followed by a certain number of gold coins that were apparently added to the haul.  
 
    “We get extra loot with you in our party?” I asked.  
 
    “Heck yeah, you do!” Edward chuckled. “That’s the best part of having a Ranger on your team.”  
 
    When all was said and done, we found five hundred gold coins each, plus a bunch of Zytrobite shells that apparently were supposed to be used in crafting. Bobby collected some of the “Zytrobite Meat” for his Madre’s restaurant, as he figured she could find some way to use them for a delicious dish.  
 
    Once we had all of the loot from the battle, we started north. I could tell I was moving faster than normal, and when I checked my HUD more closely, I noticed that I had a slightly larger mana pool. I knew that adding a Mage to the party gave me the mana boost, but I wasn’t quite sure about the Ranger. 
 
    “You feel lighter on your feet, too?” Lacey whispered. “I thought I was just accidentally using my cape without knowing.”  
 
    “Noooo, no.” Edward shook his head. “That’s all Janelle. Rogues make you walk faster, don’t you know?”  
 
    “Obviously not,” I sighed. “But thanks for clarifying.”  
 
    We moved across the sidewalk at a brisk pace for a few more minutes, until I heard a noise that I really didn’t want to hear.  
 
    A low, guttural growl from above.  
 
    I twisted around to see where the noise had come from, and my heart sank.  
 
    There were two massive stone creatures with wings that stared down at us from their perch on the buildings above.  
 
    Their health bars read “Gargoyle, Level 8.”  
 
    It looked like we’d found the bosses of this dungeon after all. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “That’s definitely bad,” Janelle gulped.  
 
    “Those are what we were hiding from,” Edward said. “The Zytrobites are what got us, but these ugly fuckers are the things that funneled us onto the killing floor.”  
 
    “Anything we should know before we engage?” I asked.  
 
    “Don’t.” The Elementalist frowned. “But that’s not really much of an option right now, is it?”  
 
    “Nope,” I replied. “So you’d better tell us if you know anything that might help.”  
 
    “They’re fast,” the Elementalist sighed. “Like, Jimmy John’s freaky fast. And arrows don’t work on ‘em, like, at all. Oh, and they can turn you into stone with their weird magic mumbo-jumbo, so watch out for that.” 
 
    The gargoyles let out a screech as they leapt from their perches, spread their wings, and began to circle us like a pair of vultures. Then, their hands began to smoke as if a smoldering fire burned underneath their flesh, and they raised their hands to the sky.  
 
    Suddenly, several spots on the ground below us began to glow with red circles, and I got deja-vu. A hailstorm of small hunks of concrete started to rain down from above, and I growled as several of them slammed into my helmet and armor and sent waves of pain echoing through my body. I lost about ten percent of my health from the attack, but that wasn’t the worst of it.  
 
    The Gargoyles used the distraction as an opportunity to attack.  
 
    I activated I’m Not a Hugger as Lacey tossed up a Magic Wall in front of both her and Edward. One of the Gargoyle’s hands swiped past the spot where I’d just been standing, then it flew forward and smashed into Lacey’s barrier. The magical shield shattered into oblivion when the creature hit, but it did its job.  
 
    “Incoming!” Bobby growled as he jumped in front of Janelle.  
 
    The Paladin held up his shield, though it didn’t do him much good. Bobby yelped as the monster slammed into his shield, tossed him backwards about ten feet, and knocked his health down to eighty percent. Almost instantly, the creature was right back on Bobby, and it stabbed the claws of its back feet into his chest with a metallic crunch.  
 
    “Get off of him!” Janelle roared as she drew her daggers, flipped them around, and then stabbed them into the creature’s back.  
 
    The blades pierced the Gargoyle’s flesh, though they only did about five percent damage. The Ranger’s whole body began to glow as she jumped backwards and just narrowly escaped the Gargoyle’s fists as he came around.  
 
    “Money Shot and then Look Out!?” Edward groaned as he stood to his feet. “Classic Janelle. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some business to take care of.”  
 
    Edward tossed out his arms, and as he did so his flesh began to change. It began to turn translucent until it basically wasn’t there at all, and in its place was what appeared to be a jetstream of air. Edward then summoned up a Magic Arrow and hurled it upwards toward his attacker.  
 
    The glowing white missile slammed into the Gargoyle and knocked it off its path as it did ten percent damage. Lacey followed up the attack with a Magic Arrow of her own, which mimicked the damage caused by Edward’s.  
 
    The Gargoyle swooped back around as it screeched, and I readied my arrow as I tracked it across the sky. I activated Double Tap as I watched it come toward me, then I launched the projectile straight up into his path. The two arrows stuck into his flesh with a stony thud, though it only did ten percent damage.  
 
    The creature raised its hands again, and the rocks started to rain down once more. This time, though, I thought I understood what was going on.  
 
    “Get into the red circles!” I cried out.  
 
    Lacey, Edward, Noel, and I all found a circle and stood inside of it, though Janella and Bobby were too focused on their battle with the other gargoyle to notice. As the hunks of concrete rained down from the sky, they slammed into our Ranger and our Paladin, which knocked them both to the ground and caused twenty percent damage.  
 
    However, the rest of us managed to avoid any damage.  
 
    “Healing Wave,” Noel said as a shockwave of magic erupted from his hands and then washed over us all.  
 
    “Time to fight fire with fire,” Edward said as he raised his hand up. “Or air, more specifically.”  
 
    Edward activated one of his abilities, which caused several small miniature tornadoes to rain down from the sky. They hit the second Gargoyle and began to spin him around like an airplane in turbulent skies, while it also made him lose eight percent of his health.  
 
    While the monster was distracted, I launched another arrow with Split the Arrow in Two, and the Gargoyle got impaled by two more of my deadly projectiles as he lost ten more percent. Lacey fired off a Fire Bolt at the bastard, but it simply struck him in the chest and bounced off with only one percent damage.  
 
    “I’m guessing fire doesn’t work on these guys?” she asked Edward.  
 
    “I’m not gonna risk trying to find out,” he retorted as he launched a Magic Sphere at his opponent.  
 
    The Gargoyle swooped down at us again as Noel ran toward Bobby and Janelle, but Edward was able to easily zip away from his attack. I tried to hit the beast with another arrow as he passed by, though he was way too fast. The Gargoyle swooped around behind Lacey and I, and the next thing I knew I felt something hit me from behind, hard.  
 
    Suddenly, my whole body felt like it was on pins and needles, and my boots became encased in stone. I tried to move, but it was no use. The stone continued to crawl up my legs and torso until, finally it stopped at my neck. When I glanced over at Lacey I saw that her body was completely encased in stone, as well, and neither of us could move.  
 
    This definitely wasn’t good.  
 
    “Edward?” I yelled to the Elementalist. “How the fuck do we break out of this?”  
 
    “If I knew that, don’t you think I’d have told you by now?” he responded as he hurled a Magic Sphere at the Gargoyle.  
 
    I couldn’t tell whether or not the attack had actually landed or not, but I suddenly felt a slash of claws across my back, and then I yowled as some of my own blood splashed onto the very rocks that imprisoned me. I lost thirty percent of my health from one single blow, but I wasn’t anywhere near breaking free just yet. I tried to activate I’m Not a Hugger to see if that’d get around the spell, but it was no use.  
 
    “We can’t take many more hits like that,” Lacey growled. “We need to figure out how the fuck to break free of this spell.”  
 
    “Tell ya’ what,” Edward said as he dodged the creature’s claws. “I can try to lead him away and buy you some time, but I can’t make any promises.”  
 
    The Elementalist zipped backwards as if his feet were on ice and narrowly avoided a blast of silver magic that struck the ground where he’d just stood. The Gargoyle brought down another slew of concrete onto our heads, and all I could do was grimace as I felt the hunks of solid pavement smash into my body and drain my health further.  
 
    I started to writhe around to try and break out of the stone, which was when I noticed a small, red health bar down at my feet.  
 
    The stone entrapment had its own health bar.  
 
    “Holy shit!” I called over to Lacey. “We have to do enough damage to this thing to break it.”  
 
    “How do we do that?” the Illusionist called back. “It’s not like we can move to strike it ourselves.”  
 
    “Then we get our heavy hitter to strike it,” I said and whistled. “Bobby! You mind lending a hand here?”  
 
    “At the moment? Yes!” the Paladin declared before he took a Gargoyle claw across the chest and rolled across the ground as he lost twenty percent of his health.  
 
    The second Gargoyle raised its hand to call down another cascade of deadly stone, but Janelle sprang toward the second Gargoyle and plunged her glowing daggers into its back. The creature snarled as it lost ten percent of its health, and the smoke from under its hands disappeared in a flash.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what exactly had just happened, but Janelle had been able to stop the creature’s ability before it could manifest.  
 
    The second Gargoyle was down to fifty percent health, though both Bobby and Janelle had lost enough life to have “died” ten times over. The monster roared as it backhanded Janelle across the battlefield, and then it took to the sky.  
 
    “Now would be as good a time as ever, Bobby!” Lacey cried out.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” Bobby said as he pulled himself to his feet. “Keep your shirt on, Chica.”  
 
    The Paladin dashed over to where we were standing and then raised Victoria above his head. He let out a powerful roar as he slammed the axe into the side of Lacey’s stone prison, which drained its life bar down to half. The stone broke away with another swing, though Lacey didn’t even have a millisecond to enjoy her newfound freedom.  
 
    “Nope!” she screamed as she held up her glowing hand.  
 
    The Gargoyle’s mouth was still agape, but nothing came out as it strafed our position. Bobby took a swing at it with his axe as it passed by, but the beast was way too fast for the Paladin.  
 
    “Now it’s your turn, amigo,” Bobby said as he jogged over to me.  
 
    The Paladin activated Forward Strike as he slashed his axe, and the stone around me shattered into a million pieces.  
 
    I instantly raised my bow up to the skies, activated my Sprinkler ability, and let loose six arrows toward both of the bastards in the sky. The first Gargoyle was able to spin out of the way of the incoming projectiles, though the second one was too focused on Edward to notice the attack. It yelped as my arrow stabbed into its left wing and dropped it down another five percent, but it refused to turn its attention away from the Elementalist.  
 
    Edward’s feet glowed with the power of his Magic Boots as he ran around the battlefield like Speedy Gonzalez while the Gargoyle pursued and tried to hit him with the stone magic, and the whole scene looked like something straight out of Looney Tunes.  
 
    All that was missing was Edward yelling “woohoo” repeatedly like Daffy Duck.  
 
    Several more red circles appeared on the ground around us, and I quickly dashed over inside one of them. Lacey and Noel followed my lead, though Bobby and Janelle stood there like they had no idea what was happening.  
 
    “Get into the circles, guys!” Lacey hissed.  
 
    “Ummmm, red means ‘stop’,” Janelle said. “I passed my driver’s test, so I totally know what that color means. Why would I get into a circle that was the color of--”  
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, Janelle was assaulted by a hailstorm of stone from above. The Ranger screamed as her flesh was bruised by the attack and her health dropped down to seventy percent, while Bobby took slightly less damage.  
 
    Across the way, though, I saw that Edward was down on the ground.  
 
    “Shit,” I said as I took off toward the fallen Elementalist. “Noel?”  
 
    “On it,” the ape said from behind me. “Divine Shield.”  
 
    A bubble of white magic appeared around Edward seconds before the Gargoyle slammed his fists down onto the Elementalist. The bubble had its own health bar, which lowered by half upon the first blow. When the Gargoyle struck it a second time, though, it recoiled in pain and lost ten percent of its health from the reflective damage of Noel’s spell.  
 
    Once I was a bit closer I raised up my bow, activated Return to Sender, and fired. The Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrow stabbed into the monster’s shoulder, and when the missile pulled out, a spray of small pebbles came with it. The monster lost another ten percent of his life from the attack, which redirected his attention toward me.  
 
    He opened his mouth and fired a spray of his petrifying spell in my direction, though I quickly sidestepped the attack and launched another arrow.  
 
    The Gargoyle just barely dodged the incoming projectile, then he shot forward like a bat out of Hell. I activated I’m Not a Hugger and felt the gust of wind as he swished past me, then I rolled to my feet and took aim once more.  
 
    “Fuck,” I grumbled to myself. “These things are fast.”  
 
    “I can fix that for you,” Edward said as he jumped to his feet. “If I switch over to my water form, it slows down any enemy within a five-yard radius.”  
 
    “That’s pretty fucking close,” I noted. “You sure about that?”  
 
    “Just promise you won’t miss,” the Elementalist replied.  
 
    With that, Edward’s flesh faded back into its regular form. Then, just as quickly as it had returned, Edward transformed into a figure of pure, crystal-blue water.  
 
    I fired an arrow at the Gargoyle as it banked around a nearby building, though that was more for show than anything. I slotted another projectile as the creature came back around to fire off a shot of its stone magic toward Edward and I.  
 
    The Elementalist activated Magic Boots and dashed out of the way seconds before he would have been turned to stone. Meanwhile, I rolled forward to safety. 
 
    When I popped up, though, the Gargoyle was right on me. All I could do was activate Take the Pain and pray that it reduced whatever damage I was about to take to something more bearable. The Gargoyle slammed his fist into my stomach, and all the air in my lungs was pushed out of me as my health bar decreased by twenty percent and I flew back ten feet.  
 
    “S-so much for slowing him down,” I wheezed as the monster flew back into the sky.  
 
    “You gotta be closer than that, man,” Edward huffed. “Tell ya what? I’ll draw him in, and you take the shot, okay?”  
 
    “S-sounds like a plan,” I coughed as I stood up and nursed the throbbing pain in my torso.  
 
    More red circles. I hobbled over to one and then watched the stones rain down from the sky. However, this time we were all able to find one of the damn things, so the entire Party avoided damage.  
 
    The second the hailstorm had ceased, Edward launched a Magic Arrow into the sky and laughed heartily as it struck the Gargoyle that had been tormenting us. The monster’s health dropped down to twenty-one percent, and I knew if we played this right we’d be able to kill this bastard.  
 
    “Come on, big guy!” Edward taunted as he hurled a Magic Sphere at his opponent. “I’m water, and you’re stone. It may take me millions of years to chip away, but the laws of nature say I’m waaaaay stronger than you are.”  
 
    The Gargoyle flew down toward the Elementalist, but once he got within five yards of his target, his speed slowed down ever-so-slightly.  
 
    Now was my chance.  
 
    I raised my bow and shot my arrow as I called up Forward Strike. I held my breath as the projectile whistled over the pavement for a moment, then I finally sucked in a lungful of air when it struck the Gargoyle in the right outer thigh. The monster lost ten percent of its health from the attack, and then another two from the vines that ensnared him.  
 
    The creature took a swipe at Edward, who yowled in pain as he got slugged by a stone fist. The Elementalist fell back onto his ass as his health dropped down by fifty percent, and then his entire bar began to tremble as his body froze.  
 
    Shit. He was stunned.  
 
    Still, the Gargoyle we were facing only had nine percent hit points left, and I already knew how to take him down.  
 
    My mana was getting fairly low at this point in the battle, but I had enough for one more ability before I needed to let it recharge. I activated Split the Arrow in Two, launched the deadly projectile, and smirked as it weaved its way through the air under the power of magical guidance. The Gargoyle tried to dodge the attack, but it was no use.  
 
    The arrow stabbed into the outer thigh with a dull thud, and the stone beast lost another five percent.  
 
    “Fuck,” I growled.  
 
    I hadn’t thought about it in the heat of the moment, but the second shot I’d fired was just a regular arrow with no magical enhancements. That meant that it only did five percent damage instead of the ten that it had before, when it’d been enchanted with Forward Strike.  
 
    Still, he was down to four percent health, and any of us could finish him off with one fateful blow.  
 
    I leapt forward as a shot of petrifying magic slammed into the ground where I’d just stood, then I rolled up and shot an arrow at the Gargoyle. I missed by half an inch, so the fucker swooped down and slashed me across the face with his claws. I grunted as I felt warm blood drip out of the wounds on my face, then I quickly dashed over to a red circle before another storm of concrete came down on our position.  
 
    My eyes kept flitting between my mana pool and the creature in the sky as I waited for the storm to let up. My mana was replenishing fairly quickly, though I still had a few seconds before I had enough to enact my plan. The storm finally vanished, and I saw the Gargoyle as he flew down and prepared to strike.  
 
    “Come on,” I whispered to myself as I watched my mana slowly tick up.  
 
    The Gargoyle was gaining on me fast, but I wasn’t going to abandon my position. Then, I saw what I needed to see.  
 
    I activated Blood Rush as I fired my first arrow, and then I grabbed three more in rapid succession and launched them at the Gargoyle. However, I didn’t shoot them all at the same spot like I normally did. Instead I fired them in four different directions and hoped that the fucker would fall into the trap. My ammo was getting lower by the second, and I was using it up faster than it could regenerate.  
 
    Thankfully, my trap worked.  
 
    The Gargoyle tried to dodge the first arrow by moving downward, which put him right in the path of my second arrow. There was a dull thunk as the Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrow sank into the bastard’s head, and the Gargoyle’s eyes rolled back as his health bar went down to zero. The wings curled up like a dead bug’s legs, and a moment later, the monster hit the ground hard. The corpse rolled across the road for a moment before it stopped, and a large loot box appeared next to the body.  
 
    My XP bar filled so that I was just on the cusp of Level Seven.  
 
    “Figures,” I muttered as I checked the rest of my Party. 
 
    Edward’s health bar had finally stopped vibrating, and the Elementalist rubbed his head and groaned as he sat up and looked around.  
 
    “Still alive,” Edward said as he gave me a thumbs up. 
 
    The rest of the Party was still focused on the last Gargoyle. The creature was down to its last twenty percent health, though it had somehow gotten Bobby and Noel both ensnared in its petrification spell. Lacey and Janelle blasted and stabbed away at Bobby’s stone prison, though their attacks lowered the health bar by only a few percentage points at a time.  
 
    The Gargoyle suddenly dove as it tried to get Lacey with its petrification spell, but the Illusionist was more than prepared.  
 
    “Backlash,” she growled.  
 
    The Gargoyle suddenly let out a yelp as its health dropped ten percent, and it looked like we were reaching the final stage of the battle.  
 
    “Oh, oh!” Edward said as he stepped up beside me. “Can I do the honors on this one?”  
 
    “Be my guest,” I chuckled.  
 
    I could feel Edward’s passive water healing ability as he stood beside me, and I watched as my health bar slowly ticked back up toward being full.  
 
    The Elementalist summoned a Magic Arrow, which he launched at the Gargoyle as it tried to gain some altitude. The shining projectile hit the Gargoyle’s chest, exploded, and knocked the damn thing out of the sky. It lost five percent of its health as it hit the ground, and Lacey held out her ram staff to finish it off.  
 
    “Wait!” Janelle cried out. “Let me do it. We totally get more loot that way.”  
 
    The Ranger’s daggers glowed with her magical spell as she jumped up, hoisted them over her head, and then brought them down into the Gargoyle’s chest. The creature let out a pained wheezing sound as its health dropped down to null, then it began to thrash around for a moment before it exploded into a huge mess of blood and stone.  
 
    A large loot box appeared where the creature had just been standing, and Janelle chuckled as she looked over her shoulder and shot Lacey a wink.  
 
    “That’s how we do it in LA, bitches!” Bobby cackled. “We turned those stone putas into concrete mix, amigos.”  
 
    My XP bar shot up to full, and I felt a surge of power as we all enjoyed the benefits of the experience we’d just earned.  
 
    “Level Four, baby!” Edward said as he pumped his fist in the air. “That’s what I’m talking about!”  
 
    “And I’m level six,” Lacey noted. “Still not that far behind you, though, Hawkeye.”  
 
    “I at five now!” Noel said, then he began to make happy Bonobo noises.  
 
    “Nice going, mono,” Bobby said. “What badass new powers did you get?”  
 
    “They called The Doctor is In and Say a Little Prayer for You. One give me aura around body that heals, and other lets me heal one person in Party for ten seconds, no matter how far away they are.”  
 
    “Badass, mono,” Bobby chortled. “Totally fucking badass.”  
 
    “You, uh, want some help getting out of that thing?” Lacey chuckled as she pointed toward Bobby’s body, which was still completely petrified from the neck down.  
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind,” the Paladin said with a smirk. “Normally, I’m all about being rock-hard in front of the ladies, but this time it just doesn’t feel right, ya know?”  
 
    “Funny,” I said as I walked up to the stone and raised my bow.  
 
    I shot Bobby’s rocky figure twice as Lacey hit it with a Fire Bolt, and it finally shattered like glass as our friend was released.  
 
    “There we go,” the Paladin said as he wiped away the debris. “Much better.”  
 
    “Now comes my favorite part of the whole thing,” Janelle giggled. “The shopping spree!”  
 
    “Good lord,” Lacey sighed. “She really is a Valley Girl through and through, isn’t she?”  
 
    “I think it’s good we have somebody so carefree and innocent on the team,” I said with a half-smirk. “We could use the positivity in this shitty, dark world we’re living in.”  
 
    Janelle popped open the box that was next to the most recently-slain Gargoyle, and I saw my gold coin inventory tick up by two thousand, plus an extra couple hundred from Janelle’s Rogue bonus.  
 
    “How about these bad boys?” she whistled as she held up a pair of stone boots and a green speck Gemma. “They seem like a match made in heaven!”  
 
    “Those do look pretty snazzy,” Edward said as he adjusted his combover. “And I need some footwear, you know…”  
 
    “You can have them,” Janelle giggled. “They’re not really my style, anyway.”  
 
    “Score!” Edward declared. 
 
    Edward grabbed the boots out of Janelle’s hands as his watery flesh returned to its normal state, He quickly slipped the boots onto his feet and plugged the green Gemma into one of their slots. Meanwhile, the Ranger strutted over to the second loot box, cracked it open, and cocked her head to the side as she stared down at its contents.  
 
    “Huh,” she said as she reached into the box.  
 
    Janelle came back up with what appeared to be a handful of gemstones.  
 
    “It’s all Gemma?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “There’s a few Gemma in here. There’s a silver speck Gemma… A yellow speck Gemma… A blue speck Gemma… But then there’s all these weird little amber-colored things.”  
 
    “Let me take a look at that,” I said as I held out my hand.  
 
    The Ranger handed me the amber gemstones, and I pulled up my menu to inspect their properties. All of the writing was surrounded by green text, which told me it was an uncommon item.  
 
      
 
    Heart of the Gargoyle 
 
    Crafting item  
 
    Can be used for armor 
 
      
 
    “Is it another crafting item?” Bobby sighed. “Because I still don’t understand what exactly we do with them.”  
 
    “It is,” I said. “And I guess we’ll ask the armorer as soon as we get back.”  
 
    Suddenly I got a notification on my HUD.  
 
      
 
    DUNGEON COMPLETED 
 
      
 
    My XP went up nearly halfway to level eight, and I whistled when I saw the number of gold coins increase by another thousand.  
 
    “Okay,” Bobby said. “Maybe this really was worth it after all.”  
 
    “I think we’re all in the clear to do some fast travel,” I said to the Party. “Is everybody ready to go?”  
 
    “Does it look like I wanna stay around here?” Edward scoffed. “Noooo thank you.”  
 
    “It never hurts to ask.”  
 
    I pulled up my menu, tapped away at the screen until I found my map, and then I located the waypoint. The second I found it I touched the glowing dot on the map, and a few lines of text popped up:  
 
      
 
    TRAVEL TO WAYPOINT [LA ZOO]?  
 
    [YES] or [NO] 
 
      
 
    I tapped on “yes,” and then the whole world started to fade in and out as my vision seemed to tremble. Everything went white as a high-pitched ringing filled my ears. As the intensity of the light increased, so did the ringing until finally the noise shifted to the sound of talking people. As my vision faded back to normal, I saw that my Party and I were all standing at the entrance to the Safe Zone at the LA Zoo. Daniel and his Party were chatting it up when we appeared, and they all fell silent when they saw we had returned.  
 
    “Janelle! Edward!” Daniel gasped as he ran toward us. “You’re alive!”  
 
    “What about the rest of the Party?” a woman in Daniel’s Party asked. “Where are they?”  
 
    “They didn’t make it.” Janelle frowned. “We tried to save them all, but there were too many of those things.”  
 
    “They had us surrounded,” Edward added. “And then there were these big ol’ gargoyles that tried to kill us and led us straight into a trap. It was a slaughter, and Janelle and I are thankful that we made it out alive.”  
 
    “All thanks to these badasses here,” Janelle chuckled as she pointed to me.  
 
    “Please,” I chuckled. “You don’t need to thank us at all. It’s what I would have done for anybody who needs my help.”  
 
    “I’m sure the gold coin payout wasn’t exactly a dealbreaker, either,” Edward said.  
 
    “We did it for more than the money and the XP,” I said. “Though the money and XP is definitely a good incentive.” 
 
    As if right on cue, another bit of writing flashed across my HUD.  
 
      
 
    QUEST [Search and Rescue]- COMPLETE 
 
      
 
    My XP bar shot up another massive amount, and now I saw that I was only about thirty percent away from my next level.  
 
    “You know we get some of that XP, too,” Edward chuckled. “Especially since we’re legally a party now.”  
 
    “Legally?” I asked. “I don’t think there’s much legality in The System at all.”  
 
    “Don’t feel obligated to stay in our Party, either,” Lacey spoke up. “We can always disband if you two feel like you’d rather do your own thing and find new partners to adventure with.”  
 
    “We’ll think it over,” Edward said, then he let out a long yawn. “Fuck, I’m tired. I guess that’s what happens when you get into a massive battle and then lock yourself away in a bunker where every single noise reminds you of the fact you could be caught and killed at any minute.”  
 
    “So in other words, you didn’t sleep,” I laughed. “And you really, really need to.”  
 
    “There’s the Inn down at the center of New LA, and I’m sure there are plenty of rooms for you guys to enjoy,” Lacey added.  
 
    “Yesssss, please,” Janelle chuckled. “I’d kill for a good mani-pedi right about now, too, ya know.”  
 
    “There might be a spa around here somewhere,” Lacey said. “Would you like me to try and help you find it?”  
 
    “That would be lovely, Lacey,” Janelle said with a little bow.  
 
    The Illusionist of the group walked over to our newfound Ranger, put her arm around the woman, and then began to lead her in the direction of the Inn and the general ‘commerce’ areas. 
 
    “I dunno where you’re gettin all that energy,” Edward sighed. “I just wanna find a nice, clean bed and crash. Probably for several hours.”  
 
    “That can be arranged, too.”  
 
    As my Party and its newfound members tried to figure out sleeping arrangements, my mind couldn’t help but wander back to Mayor Everett and his offer. Sure, we’d gotten a ton of gold from the missions we’d just accomplished, but that was nothing compared to what he was offering us.  
 
    If I really wanted to collect enough gold coins to make the long journey from LA to Virginia, then we were gonna have to do something a bit more drastic and profitable.  
 
    And to do that, we needed to talk to Mayor Everett again.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Now that we were back in the Safe Zone, my party mates and I headed over to the Inn to catch some much-needed rest. I knew that I was going to have to talk to Mayor Everett in the morning, but between the three different quests we’d just been on in the last twenty-four hours, plus the mental exhaustion that came along with all the tough choices that were ahead of us, we were fucking drained.  
 
    “We meet here in morning?” Noel asked as we approached the front of the Inn.  
 
    “Meet us at Everett’s office,” I said. “It’s closer to your place, anyway.”  
 
    “Good night, friends,” the Bonobo said with a slight bow of his head. “We did good today.”  
 
    “We did really good, mono,” Bobby said with a smile, then he gave Noel’s shoulder a happy pat. “Buenas noches.”  
 
    “Hold on…” Edward asked with a raised finger. “The ape has his own place all to himself, and we all gotta pay for a couple of rooms? That doesn’t seem fair.”  
 
    “It’s his former enclosure,” Lacey explained. “So unless you wanna sleep on a bunch of big rocks or in the dirt, I’d say he can have the whole space to himself.”  
 
    “Yeahhhh,” Edward said as he placed his hands on his lower back. “I’ve got this whole back thing going right now, so that’s probably not the best idea. I need a mattress that’s at least a three or lower on the softness scale, or else I can’t walk for shit the next day.”  
 
    “I’m not sure they’ve got anything like that at this Inn,” I said.  
 
    “Sure they do!” Edward replied as he rubbed his hands. “I was here before you guys, remember? I slept here almost every night, to the point where Gerrard knows me by name, and knows how to hook a guy up with the premium stuff. All off the books, of course.”  
 
    “What did you say you used to do?”I asked. “Before The System took over?”  
 
    “I didn’t.” Edward shot me finger guns. “But since you asked, I was a lawyer. One of the best ones in the City of Angels, for that matter. Due to some strict terms of the settlement agreement, I can’t give you a name, but let’s just say a little film production studio that owns dozens of major IPs, has a terrible track record for screwing over its talent, and an even worse track record on making decent films and I cleaned up.”  
 
    “Do you have any idea how little that narrows it down?” I chuckled. 
 
    “I can’t imagine you still need to worry about your NDAs,” Bobby said. “The whole world’s gone to shit, and I don’t really think there’s too many people out there who still give a fuck about the law.”  
 
    “Wow,” Edward scoffed. “I, for one, am extremely offended. Edward Goldmann is an attorney of the highest class, and I’m going to follow the rulings of the judge and jury until the day I keel over dead. System or not, the Goldmann name is one that you can trust to keep their word.”  
 
    “Definitely a lawyer,” Bobby whispered to me.  
 
    “A studio wasn’t paying its actors?” I asked. “I would have thought that’d be bigger news.”  
 
    “Teddy wasn’t an actor,” Edward mumbled. 
 
    “Director?” I asked. “Cameraman? Sound guy? Foley Artist?”  
 
    “Teddy, God rest his soul, was a carpenter who worked on the set for a little movie called Adventures in Time,” Edward replied. “You might have heard of it.”  
 
    “It’s one of the biggest franchises of the twenty-tens,” I added with a nod. “Everybody’s heard of it, even if the movies were total dogshit.”  
 
    “He designed the sets for a movie franchise, and they didn’t pay him?” Bobby asked. “That’s kinda fucked up, ese.”  
 
    “He didn’t design the sets, per say,” Edward noted. “He was just a general contractor that was hired by the company who employed the designer who created the sets for Adventures in Time.”  
 
    “Why didn’t they pay him, then?” I questioned. “Also, wouldn’t that be the other company’s fault, and not the studio?”  
 
    “Technically yes, but also no,” Edward replied like a true lawyer. “You see, Teddy felt like he was being worked like a dog for ridiculously subpar pay, and he knew his worth.”  
 
    “So we blackmailed the studio!” Edward giggled.  
 
    “You did what now?” I gasped.  
 
    “Now, now,” Edward sighed and raised his hand. “‘Blackmail’ is a very bad word in the legal industry. We simply stumbled across some information about the plot of the movie that many fans were going to be shocked about, and we may or may not have used its potential leakage as a bargaining chip in the settlement.”  
 
    “He didn’t have to sign an NDA before he started to work on the set?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “He did not,” Edward insisted. “In fact, none of the grunt workers did, because they didn’t have access to anything that would be a spoiler, or so the management thought. That’s the beauty of it all, really. Teddy was such a fan of the franchise that he put two and two together just by building a bunch of seemingly unrelated wood and styrofoam sets! To this day it’s still one of my proudest victories, and a wondrous day for the little guy who gets stomped on by our broken law system.”  
 
    “I not know anything you talk about,” Noel said with a huff, then he turned away. “I go to bed now.”  
 
    We bade the Bonobo farewell, and he slowly began to shuffle away toward his former enclosure. As soon as he was out of sight, the rest of us headed over to the door of the Inn, tossed it open, and then slipped inside.  
 
    A woman in simple medieval-style attire sat behind the main desk with a pen in her hand and a completely unamused expression on her face. As we walked up, her dark eyes glanced up from the paper in front of her, though her expression remained unchanged.  
 
    “Hold up,” Edward groaned as he looked over the woman’s shoulder for someone else. “You’re not Gerrard. I thought he was the guy that ran this place?”  
 
    “We’ve expanded,” the woman said in a completely emotionless voice. “Gerrard has the day off.”  
 
    “An NPC has the day off?” I pondered aloud.  
 
    “Would that really be the strangest thing we’ve seen since The System took over?” Lacey chuckled. “I’m kinda glad.”  
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because now we get to see if Edward can weasel his way into getting what he wants,” she said with a smirk. “This is gonna be fun either way.”  
 
    “Do you all need rooms, orrrr…” the woman behind the counter trailed off.  
 
    “We’ll need five rooms,” I said. “Anything you’ve got available.”  
 
    “Uh, actually,” Edward said as he slipped in between me and the woman. “You see, Gerrard and I had an agreement about lodging.”  
 
    “Well, Gerrard isn’t here right now, is he?” the woman said in a voice that was both irritated and bored. 
 
    “That is correct.” The Elementalist nodded. “But that’s irrelevant to this whole case. You see, there was monetary exchange as part of this agreement, which means that under Statute five hundred and sixty-three of California’s Consumer Protection Act from nineteen thirty-one, this establishment must uphold said agreement.”  
 
    I had no freaking idea if anything Edward had just said was true, or if it was all just bullshit he was saying to try and convince the woman. Either way, he said it with enough gusto and confidence that I fully believed he knew what he was talking about.  
 
    “And what kind of an ‘agreement’ do you and Gerrard have?” the woman sighed.  
 
    “Nothing too crazy,” Edwaard said quickly. “I just always slipped him an extra few gold coins, and he made sure I was taken care of, usually with one of the nicer mattresses and that room with the window that’s got a beautiful view of New LA.”  
 
    “So you bribed him?” she said as her irritation started to give way to boredom again. 
 
    “Bribe?” Edward gasped and placed his hand on his chest. “Who said anything about a bribe? I simply paid a little extra for the VIP treatment, and isn’t that what any hospitable institution would do for their guests?”  
 
    “And the money went to the Inn?” the woman raised an eyebrow. “And not into Gerrard’s pockets?”  
 
    “From my understanding Gerrard is a ‘Non-Player Character,’ correct?” Edward asked. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about, sweetie,” the woman said and shook her head.  
 
    “He’s basically an artificially intelligent being created from the coding of the system,” Edward explained  
 
    “I still don’t follow,” she huffed. “Where are you going with this?”  
 
    “The point is,” the lawyer said. “Who created this entire Inn?”  
 
    “The System,” the receptionist replied. “Just like everything else in the Safe Zone.”  
 
    “Precisely!” Edward clapped his hands together happily. “So if Gerrard was a creation of The System, as was this Inn itself, then he couldn’t have possibly pocketed the money.”  
 
    “Why not?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    “Because Gerrard and the Inn are one and the same!” Bobby said as his face twisted into a large grin. “That’s a brilliant argument, ese.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Edward nodded to the Paladin. “Even if Gerrard was ‘pocketing’ the money, it was going right back into The System, which also created and owns this Inn. One could make the argument, if they were so well inclined, that the arrangement between Gerrard and myself was actually an arrangement between myself and The System.”  
 
    The grouchy woman behind the desk simply frowned as she looked at Edward, and then she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “So you want a nicer bed and a good view?” she asked as her finger moved over the paper. “Maybe I can arrange that.”  
 
    “Boom!” Edward said as he spun around and shot us all finger guns. “I told you I just needed some time to work my magic.”  
 
    “Honestly, I just don’t have the time nor the patience to keep arguing with you,” the woman said. “Now let’s see… Do the rooms have to be right next to each other?”  
 
    “Nope,” I said. “At this point I just want to make sure we have somewhere to sleep for the night.”  
 
    “Well, you’re in luck,” the woman said with a slight whistle. “We just had five premium rooms become available.”  
 
    “Attagirl,” Edward said as he reached into his pocket, pulled out a gold piece, and then flipped it over in front of the woman. “Now let’s talk about sheets…”  
 
    “Do not press your luck, sir,” the woman grumbled.  
 
    “Can’t blame a guy for trying, right?” Edward winked as he flipped the woman a couple of gold coins.  
 
    “Second floor, all the way down the hallway to the left,” she grumbled as she slapped a handful of keys onto the counter. “Have a good night.”  
 
    The three of us each grabbed a key from the pile, thanked the lady, and then headed toward the wooden staircase that led to the second floor. We hurried up the stairs and then headed down toward our rooms, where we bade each other goodnight and slipped inside.  
 
    I had to admit, the room I found myself in was a little nicer than the ones that we’d stayed in before. There was a small window on the far side of the room, and when I walked up to it I could see exactly what Edward had been talking about. From this vantage point, I could see all the way across the LA Zoo, and it was a surreal sight.  
 
    Other players hustled about in various parts of the Safe Zone, while off in the distance I could see the billowing smoke of the old world on fire. I saw a couple of small figures skitter across the landscape in the far distance as well as a few Scytheswingers that swung through the trees just beyond the perimeter of the Safe Zone. Several of the taller buildings that used to make up the LA skyline had been reduced to smoldering hunks of steel and concrete, and I noticed that the “Hollywood” sign had been decimated. The “H” and one of the “O”s remained unscathed, though the rest of the letters had either fallen over or were little more than broken, bent hunks of metal.  
 
    Even though I was staring out into a world of pure chaos, death, and destruction, there was some sort of macabre serenity behind it all.  
 
    I walked over to the bed before I got too comfortable with the view and shoved my weapons, helmet, and bulky armor into my storage. Once I had everything off and took a quick shower, I practically threw myself down onto the bed, pulled a blanket over my body, and took a long breath. 
 
    “Well, fuck me,” I chuckled to myself as I snuggled up into the pillow.  
 
    Edward was right. This mattress was a million times more comfortable than the ones we’d slept on last time. I wasn’t sure exactly what was inside these things, but it was pretty clear they were stuffed with something nicer than the hard, rough straw that the others were filled with.  
 
    I closed my eyes, and the next thing I knew, I woke up to the sound of chirping birds outside. I rolled out of bed and rubbed my eyes before I stood up and began to put my armor back on. The soft morning light shone into my room as I got dressed, so I didn’t have to fumble around in the dark. Once I was back in my adventurer garb, I slid my compound bow over my shoulder and checked my quiver. Then I pulled open the door, stepped outside, and saw Bobby exiting his own room. The Paladin smiled at me when he saw I was awake, and he hustled over before I could mutter a ‘good morning’.  
 
    “Early to bed, early to rise, eh, ese?” Bobby chuckled.  
 
    “I slept like a fucking baby,” I said. “Edward really knows what he’s talking about, doesn’t he?”  
 
    “Of course I know what I’m talking about,” Edward’s voice said as the door of his room creaked open. “I’m the best damn lawyer in LA, and you don’t get that sorta reputation by lying all the time.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what a lawyer does, amigo.” Bobby frowned.  
 
    “I never ‘lie,’” Edward said as he raised his hands and gave us air quotes. “Sometimes I just stretch the truth a bit in order to get what I feel my clients and I need.”  
 
    “I think that’s just lawyer-speak for ‘lying,’” I said.  
 
    “You say ‘po-tay-to,’ I say ‘po-tah-to.’” Edward shrugged.  
 
    “Where are the chicas?” Bobby asked as he gestured toward Lacey and Janelle’s doors.  
 
    “Probably still asleep,” I said. “And I say we let them. They’ll come and meet us outside when they’re ready.”  
 
    The three of us made our way down to the first floor of the Inn before we hustled over to the front desk, where the woman from the night before was still sitting. She didn’t even look up from her papers when we dropped the room keys onto the counter, so we walked across the lobby without saying a word. Much to my surprise Lacey, Janelle, and Noel were already outside, and they were chit-chatting happily as we approached.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” Lacey teased. “Look who finally decided to wake up and join us?”  
 
    “How long have you guys been up?” I asked. “It’s, like, just after the crack of dawn.”  
 
    “I woke up at the crack of dawn.” The Illusionist winked.  
 
    “Me, too,” Janelle said as she reached into her Gucci bag and came back out with her chihuahua. “Braeden always wakes me up first thing in the morning to go out and take a potty break. I used to always swing by the Yukon Juicery on our morning walks and get a ‘morning mix smoothie,’ but I think that place got destroyed by a giant centipede or something like that.”  
 
    Braeden began to yip in Janelle’s arms, so she gave him a light kiss on the forehead before she set him down on the ground and let him free-roam. The dog instantly ran over to a couple of bushes, lifted his tiny leg, and started to piss on the plants. Once he was finished he returned to Janelle’s side and started to yip loudly until she finally picked him up and hugged him like a little teddy bear.  
 
    “We were just talking about Janelle’s former life,” Lacey said. “Before The System took over.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I chuckled. “I guess you never really told us what you did before all this went down, only that you got fired for telling your boss to eat a bag of dicks.”  
 
    “Well, my passion was for my job as an influencer,” Janelle said completely straight-faced. “I had like, over a million followers on Insta, and I was working on some deals to promote some amazing cosmetics before everything happened.”  
 
    “And you told them to ‘eat a bag of dicks?’” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Of course not, silly,” she said and rolled her eyes. “I told my boss at Dino’s Famous Chicken to eat a bag of dicks. Even though I’m an Influencer first and foremost, I had to have a stupid side gig to help pay my bills since Mommy and Daddy decided to cut me off from their money, like, the second I turned eighteen.”  
 
    “Sounds awful,” Lacey said in a subtle, sarcastic tone.  
 
    “Awww, thank you.” Janelle said as she placed her hand on her chest.  
 
    “So what’s the plan, bossman?” Bobby asked as he placed his hand on my shoulder. “What sorta crazy-ass adventures are kicking around in that cabeza of yours?”  
 
    “Well, I think we need to go talk to Everett,” I said.  
 
    “So, you do think it’s a good idea to liberate SoFi, then?” Lacey asked, and I confirmed with a nod.  
 
    “I do,” I said. “It’ll give us a fuckton more XP to do that, plus, it’ll allow the people further outside the city center to have a stable Safe Zone. Then there’s all the gold that the Mayor is offering us.”  
 
    “Hold up,” Edward said. “What exactly are you talking about here?”  
 
    “You guys don’t have to follow,” I said quickly. “You can always look for a different party to join.” 
 
    “Well, don’t be a Debbie Downer,” Edward scoffed. “At least tell us what this whole shindig is before you decide we don’t wanna do it.”  
 
    So, I spent the next ten minutes explaining how Mayor Everett had offered to pay us in exchange for liberating SoFi Stadium. The second I was done talking, I shook my head.  
 
    “You guys don’t have to come,” I said. “I know we’re technically a Party thanks to The System, but I’m not gonna ask you to jump right from one deadly quest to another on our account.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m totally down,” Janelle said. “I’ve always wanted to see SoFi in person, but I’ve never had the stomach to sit through a whole baseball game.”  
 
    “Football,” Bobby said. “SoFi is a Football Stadium, chica.”  
 
    “Whatever.” She shrugged. “I still wanna see it!”  
 
    “I’m always looking for a good adventure, Zach,” Edward added. “Especially one with a huggggeeee payout at the end.”  
 
    “We’re coming with you guys,” Janelle said. “Whether you like it or not. Right, Braeden?”  
 
    Janelle held up the little dog, who just stared at me with its dumb, dark eyes. The chihuahua began to tremble and whimper as he let out a few yips. 
 
    “Is he okay?” Bobby asked.  
 
    “That’s just doggy speak for ‘yes!’” Janelle giggled.  
 
    “I guess it’s settled, then,” I said with a smirk. “All six of us are going to visit the Mayor, and then we’ll head off to SoFi to try and save another Safe Zone.”  
 
    I was happy to hear that our two newest Party members were so hands-on, and I hoped they’d be as useful in this mission as they had been during our last battle, should they choose to stick around.  
 
    However, only time would tell on that one. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “I thought we were headed to the mayor’s office?” Edward asked as we approached the food village of the Safe Zone. “Isn’t it in the opposite direction?’  
 
    “I need to drop off this Zytrobite meat to my Madre first,” Bobby explained. “It may be just what she needs to make her little cocina stick out above the rest of the crowd.”  
 
    “You’re actually going to let your Madre feed that to people?” Lacey raised an eyebrow. “We don’t even know if it’s edible or not.”  
 
    “Come on now,” Bobby said as he tapped his left temple. “Why would The System give us a buncha meat from the monsters we kill if it didn’t want us to eat it, huh?”  
 
    “He has a point,” I said. “It’s not like we just randomly harvested this off the corpses or anything. They were in the loot box intentionally.”  
 
    “I mean, I’m not touching the things,” Lacey chuckled. “But if everyone else in the Safe Zone wants to go for it, I’m not going to say a word.”  
 
    “You, uh… you may want to have your Madre put up a sign,” Edward said. “With some sort of disclaimer about consuming strange and alien meats. That’ll cover her ass in case that stuff doesn’t turn out as healthy and delicious as you hope it is.”  
 
    “Roberto?” Rita’s soft, tender voice asked.  
 
    The squat, gray-haired woman hobbled over and tossed her arms around her son, who simply smiled down at his mother.  
 
    “Easy there, Madre,” Bobby said. “Your apron is all covered in flour! You’re gonna get stains on my armor.”  
 
    “If your armor can get stains, then it is probably not that good of armor,” the short woman sniffed.  
 
    “This is your Mom?” Janelle asked as she looked between Bobby and Rita. “She’s freaking adorable!”  
 
    “Thank you,” Rita said as she looked over at Janelle, then she turned to Bobby and whispered. “Who is that beautiful mujer? Please tell me you’re already planning the wedding ceremony.”  
 
    “Madre!” Bobby gasped. “It’s not like that at all. She’s just a member of our Party. Besides, she’s half my age.”  
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Roberta chuckled. “The younger they are, the more little Ninitos and Ninitas they can give me.”  
 
    “Madre!” Bobby’s face turned beet red at his mom’s comment. “Janelle and Edward are the newest members of our Party. We saved them from a buncha crazy crab-men out at the Walk of Fame.”  
 
    “Pleasure to meet ya,” Edward said as he aggressively stepped forward and stuck out his hand. “Edward Goldmann, former attorney at law and current Elementalist.”  
 
    “Oh!” Rita giggled as she shook Edward’s hand. “You are quite the charmer, aren’t you?”  
 
    “He’s a lawyer, Madre,” Bobby said. “Of course he’s going to be charming.”  
 
    “Like Jimmy Smits on LA Law…” Rita trailed off as she smiled longingly at nothing in particular.  
 
    “You’d better give her what you came to give her,” Edward chuckled and winked at Bobby. “The chances of me becoming your new Stepfather keep going up by the second.”  
 
    Bobby made a snarky fake laugh, though his pointed expression told us that he didn’t find Edward’s comment that amusing. The Paladin reached down into his pockets, fished around for a second, and then came back up with a satchel of Zytrobite meat.  
 
    “This is what I wanted to give you, Madre,” he said. “These were in the loot boxes we found after we killed a buncha monsters, and I think they’re supposed to be eaten or something.”  
 
    “Hmmm,” Rita said as she plucked the meat from her son’s hand. “I’ve never seen anything like this before, and I’ve no idea what a ‘Zytrobite’ even is.”  
 
    “They looked like giant lobster-crab-human hybrids, if that helps,” I said.  
 
    “They have hard shells, too,” Noel said.  
 
    “Aha!” the elderly cook declared. “My abuelita always made the most delicious crab tostadas when we’d go to the coast. If they have a shell and are meant to be eaten, then I think they’ll make excellent tostadas.”  
 
    “I, for one, can’t wait to eat them,” Edward said with a half-smirk.  
 
    “Did you say you were going to make crab tostadas?” a random man in line asked as he licked his lips. “I haven’t had any seafood since The System took over. I’d kill for a good bit of crab right now.”  
 
    “You’re going to start selling seafood?” another random woman behind him asked. “When? I don’t see it on your menu.”  
 
    “It sounds like this idea is already a hit,” Rita giggled. “You all wait right here. You can be my taste testers! Especially you, Edward, since you seem like you’re the most excited of them all.”  
 
    Rita stuffed the Zytrobite meat into her storage, then she hurried back behind the walls of her tiny restaurant booth. Not a minute later, smoke began to billow out of the smokestack at the top of the building and the succulent, spicy scent of cooked crustacean wafted through the area. My stomach growled at the mere smell of the delicious morsel, and I couldn’t wait to actually try it for real.  
 
    Meanwhile, Edward chuckled awkwardly.  
 
    “Is now a bad time to mention that I’m allergic to shellfish?” he whispered.  
 
    “Whaaaat?” Janelle gasped. “Edward, you never told me that! Why did you want to meet me at C.O.D. for one of our meetings, then?”  
 
    “The same reason I just told that sweet woman I wanted to eat that crab sandwich,” the Elementalist sighed. “As a lawyer, sometimes you gotta tell people what they want to hear.”  
 
    “You’d better not reject my Madre’s cooking, ese,” Bobby said with a frown. “It would break her heart.”  
 
    “Uhhhh…” Edward trailed off, and then he pointed to Noel. “You’re a healer, right?”  
 
    “I can use Bless Away if you get sick.” Noel chuckled. “I think it work for allergies.”  
 
    “In the worst-case scenario you can just heal him, with a Healing Spear or a Healing Wave or Divine Spring,” I said.  
 
    “He’s a party mate now,” Bobby said. “Won’t he just heal anyway from my passive power?”  
 
    “I don’t think you understand how allergic I am,” Edward chuckled. “You ever seen that movie from the 80s, Mask?”  
 
    “I love The Mask!” Janelle said. “Jim Carrey is, like, a national treasure.”  
 
    “He’s talking about the drama from eighty-five,” Lacey said. “The one about the deformed man.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Edward nodded. “Well, if I get any shellfish in my system, I swell up so bad it makes that guy look like Ryan freaking Gosling.”  
 
    “You could just, you know…” I said with a raised eyebrow. “Not eat the shellfish?”  
 
    “And offend lovely Rita?” the lawyer shook his head. “Not a chance on your life, pal.”  
 
    “But you’re allergic--” I started to protest. 
 
    “Not a chance, buddy!” the lawyer insisted. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at the Elementalist’s gusto, but the scents from the makeshift kitchen were too delicious. So we waited quietly for Rita to finish up her cooking while the line continued to grow.  
 
    At least twenty people were waiting behind us, which was insane considering it wasn’t even lunchtime at the moment. Then again, I couldn’t say I was surprised, since Rita’s food was some of the best I’d ever eaten, and it came with the added bonus of a boost in stats when we ate it. Eventually, the cook came back around with a green plate that looked like it had been hand-sculpted out of clay, with several sample-sized sandwiches on it.  
 
    “Crab tostadas.” Rita smiled warmly. “Just like mi abuelita used to make.”  
 
    “Is that Fiestaware?” Edward whistled. “You’re really rolling out the red carpet for us now, aren’t you?”  
 
    “A kind group of adventurers found it in an abandoned house,” Rita said. “They traded it for some of my empanadas, and I gladly accepted.”  
 
    “These look amazing as always, Rita,” Lacey said.  
 
    “Why are they so peqeno, Madre?” Bobby asked.  
 
    “Because I’m running a business, Roberto,” Rita laughed. “I wouldn’t do too well if I went around giving out free food to a large party, even if it’s my own.”  
 
    “I think the little sandwiches are adorbs,” Janelle giggled. “Oh, do you mind if I take an extra one for Braeden?”  
 
    “I don’t mind, dear,” the cook replied. “But I must ask, who is Braeden? Did you pick up another party member along the way?”  
 
    “He’s my baby!” Janelle giggled as she reached into her bag for her chihuahua.  
 
    “A baby?” Rita asked, and then she waggled her eyebrows at Bobby. “So you are a Madre, as well?”  
 
    “I love my little guy like a mother.” Janelle pulled Braeden out of her Gucci bag.  
 
    “I cannot wait to meet–” Rita started to say. “Que barbaridad!”  
 
    Rita’s eyes went wide as she looked at the teacup chihuahua in Janelle’s hands, and the rest of us tried to contain our amusement at the fear she seemed to have at the sight of the little guy.  
 
    “Say ‘hi,’ Braeden,” Janelle giggled as she held him up.  
 
    “Y-you take two sandwiches, dear,” Rita gulped. “Just don’t let him near me.”  
 
    “Okay,” Janelle drawled as a puzzled expression crossed her face. “He’s harmless, though.”  
 
    “I’ve known many Chihuahuas in my time,” the cook shuddered. “They are anything but harmless.”  
 
    Janelle held Braeden in one hand as she scooped up two tiny sandwiches in the other. She popped one into her mouth before she handed the second one to her dog, who gobbled it up in a single, sloppy bite.  
 
    Bobby, Lacey, Noel, and I all tossed back our sandwich samples in a single gulp, which was followed by a satisfied chorus of “mmmm.”  
 
    The tortilla of Rita’s tostada seemed to be freshly made and toasted to perfection, and it made a satisfying crunching sound as I chewed it. The second I got through the outer layer, though, was when the flavor really hit me. Instantly my taste buds were assaulted by a bit of creamy citrus that also had a bit of a kick to it, all mixed in with a buttery flavor that was reminiscent of lobster, but slightly less fishy. I felt my eyes roll back in my head as I gulped down the sample, then I saw a simple message flash across my HUD:  
 
      
 
    Zytrobite Tostada consumed 
 
    +1 Stamina (2 hours) 
 
    +1 Will (2 hours) 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit, Rita,” Lacey said as she licked her lips. “I have no words.”  
 
    “Perfect as always, Madre,” Bobby said.  
 
    Edward, however, simply wore a pained expression on his face as he slowly raised the morsel to his lips.  
 
    “What’s wrong, amigo?” Rita asked with a tilt of her head. “Did you have a large breakfast already?”  
 
    “No, no.” Edward shook his head. “I’m just savoring how good it looks. Like, it’s almost a shame I have to wreck it by eating it, you know?”  
 
    Edward took a long, deep breath, then he popped the tostada sample into his mouth and began to chew. An obviously fake, pained smile spread across his face as he started to make “yum” noises, then he gulped down the morsel and began to cough violently.  
 
    “Wrong pipe?” Rita asked. “Let me go get you some horchata.”  
 
    As Rita walked away, Noel approached Edward from behind.  
 
    Edward continued to hack and cough as his health bar started to drain by the second, and his face turned redder than a Zytrobite shell.  
 
    Noel’s hands glowed with bright white magic as he touched the lawyer’s shoulders, then he cast Bless Away onto his party mate casually. In an instant Edward’s health stopped going down, and his hacking seemed to cease as his skin returned to its normal shade.  
 
    “T-thank you,” Edward said in a hoarse voice. “I owe you, one, Noel.”  
 
    “It my job,” the bonobo chuckled. “No worries.”  
 
    “Here you go,” Rita said as she came back around with a small glass of her rice milk concoction. “Fresh horchata.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Edward said before he grabbed the cup, tossed it back, and gulped down the liquid inside. “You’re a lifesaver, you know.”  
 
    “Always glad to help. Now, I need to get back to my restaurant, I don’t want to keep all these lovely people waiting.”  
 
    Rita gave her son a hug, and then she waved goodbye to us all before she headed back around the wall of her food stand. Seconds later her hand reached out the window and flipped the sign to read “open,” which brought a flood of people rushing up to place their order.  
 
    “Such a lovely mother you’ve got there, Bobby-boy,” Edward said as we walked away.  
 
    “It’s just ‘Bobby,’ ese,” the Paladin frowned. “But yes, mi Madre is the kindest, most gentle-hearted woman you’ll ever meet. Unless you piss her off. Then you have to beware the wrath of her chancla.”  
 
    “A fate worse than death,” I laughed.  
 
    The six of us headed away from the food area of the Safe Zone and over to where Mayor Everett had set up his office. Before we’d even gotten within arm’s reach of the front door, it creaked open to reveal the smiling face of Perry the intern. He gave us a hearty wave and a goofy smile as we approached, though he was so far away that he just continued to awkwardly perform the motions for a solid minute before we reached the threshold. 
 
    “Welcome, heroes of the LA Zoo!” Perry proclaimed with a wide gesture.  
 
    “Dude,” I said. “Just call us by our real names. I don’t really care much for the whole ‘hero’ angle.”  
 
    “Fine then,” Perry said. “Welcome Zach, Lacey, Bobby, Noel, and, uh… Who are you two?”  
 
    “Edward Goodmann, former attorney at law and current Elementalist,” Edward said as he shook Perry’s hand vigorously.  
 
    “I’m Janelle,” Janelle introduced herself, then she held up her dog. “And this is my baby boy, Braeden.”  
 
    Perry glanced back over his shoulder and chuckled nervously.  
 
    “Mayor Everett?” he asked. “Were you expecting two extra people and a dog?”  
 
    “No…” Everett’s voice trailed off from the distance. “But if they’re with Zach, send them on in.”  
 
    “Welcome Edward, Janelle, and Broyden.”  
 
    “Braeden!” Janelle growled with a frown. “With an ‘ae.’”  
 
    “Braeden with an ae.” Perry nodded as he stepped aside. “Right this way.”  
 
    As we walked into the main room of Everett’s office, we found the man himself in a nice, tailored business suit with a lowball glass in his hand that was half-full of light brown whiskey. The System couldn’t have created a more perfect image of a politician if it tried. 
 
    “Welcome back, my friends!” Everett said as he set the glass down on his desk and rushed over to greet us. “I hope you had a safe journey and got those poor people rescued?”  
 
    “We’re standing right here,” Edward grumbled. “So yeah, they rescued us.”  
 
    “It wasn’t so much a rescue as it was a team up,” Janelle said.  
 
    “Ehhhhhh, for all intents and purposes it was a rescue,” the lawyer chuckled. “I was pretty useless until that great ape over there healed my ass.”  
 
    “Whatever the circumstances may have been,” Everett said with a small hint of sadness in his eyes. “I’m just happy we didn’t lose two more important citizens of New LA.”  
 
    “Aye,” Bobby whispered under his breath. “Careful not to step on all this mierda that’s piling on the ground right now, amigos.”  
 
    I chuckled at the Paladin’s comment, though I fought it down when Everett turned his attention to me. The Mayor adjusted the jacket of his suit as he approached, though he smiled as he extended his hand out.  
 
    “Congratulations to you, Zach Woods,” he said. “You are a true asset to our city, and I cannot thank you enough for the service you’ve just done for its people.”  
 
    “Uh, sure,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “So I’m assuming this means you’ve reconsidered my offer?” the mayor said eagerly. 
 
    “We were never not considering it,” I replied. “Our last conversation just kinda got interrupted by a dude that was bleeding out and needed help, so we never got to finish it.”  
 
    The Mayor’s eyes gleamed with happiness as he looked over my party. He took a deep breath, and if he’d had a trumpet, I’m pretty sure he would have blown it.  
 
    “So that means you will liberate SoFi?” he asked instead. 
 
    “We’ll try,” I said. “That’s really the best we can do at this point, considering we have no idea what sort of monsters are out there, or how much gold they’ll need to keep it safe, or anything of that nature.”  
 
    “I’m sure you will figure it out,” he replied and waved away my concerns. “If I can trust anyone to step up to the plate and snatch victory at the last moment, it is you.”  
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or a jab,” Lacey said with a sigh.  
 
    “I meant it to be a compliment,” Everett said. “Unfortunately, the whole world is on the brink of extinction at the moment, so any victory, no matter how small, is going to be important to our survival.”  
 
    “Which is why we’re doing it in the first place,” I confirmed.  
 
    “So!” Edward interjected as he clapped his hands together. “Let’s talk shop here. What are the terms on the table?”  
 
    “We’ve already agreed to terms,” Everett said with a raised eyebrow. “Zach and his Party liberate SoFi, and I pay them a large sum of gold and make them the most powerful people in New LA.”  
 
    “Uh-huh,” Edward clucked and shook his head. “And you got all that in writing?”  
 
    “Well, no,” Everett said. “It’s an old-fashioned handshake deal.”  
 
    “Is it now?” Edward stroked his chin. “And what, might I ask, constitutes ‘power’ in New LA?”  
 
    “I’m the Mayor,” the politician chuckled. “I’m already the most powerful man in New LA, so I can throw my support behind Zach and your friends to prop them up as major players moving forward.”  
 
    “Which looks like…?” Edward glanced around the makeshift office like an appraiser at an auction 
 
    For the first time since we’d met him, Mayor Everett looked rattled. The man’s brow furrowed as his face fell into a frown, and then he tilted his head to the side as he let out a sigh.  
 
    “I don’t know yet,” he said. “But I assure you, I’m not trying to pull anything.”  
 
    “Don’t go putting words into my mouth,” Edward said as he held up both his hands. “I just wanted to get some of the details in writing, so that we had a contract of sorts? A technicality, of course.”  
 
    “I appreciate what you’re doing, Edward,” I said. “But I honestly don’t give a fuck about the power stuff. I just want to liberate the other Safe Zone so that people have a place to go where they can be protected from The Invisible Hand, plus all the XP and loot we’ll get from completing the mission.”  
 
    “Plus the gold Mayor Everett’s promising?” Edward waggled his eyebrows.  
 
    “Yes, and that,” I chuckled.  
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” Edward replied. “Now, normally I have a paralegal to handle all this sort of technical, legalistic stuff, but it’s kinda hard to keep somebody like that on staff when the apocalypse is raining down around you.”  
 
    “We don’t need a contract, Edward,” I said. “We’ll be fine with just a good ol’ handshake deal.”  
 
    “So you will do it, then?” Mayor Everett asked with a large grin. “You’ll liberate SoFi?”  
 
    I stuck out my hand and nodded carefully as I looked into the man’s eyes. Mayor Everett shook my hand with a big smile on his face, and he continued to shake for a solid minute or two. 
 
    “Uh, I dunno if a handshake deal is going to--” Edward began, but he was cut off by something flashing across his HUD.  
 
    The massage came across my HUD as well, and I assumed it was the same one everybody else was seeing:  
 
    QUEST AVAILABLE: [SoFi]  
 
    DO YOU ACCEPT: [YES] or [NO] 
 
    QUEST LEVEL: 7 
 
    LOOT PAYOUT: [HIGH] 
 
      
 
    This one was a total no-brainer, so I went ahead and tapped the “YES” button and watched the quest shrink down and go into my active quests tab on the right side of the menu.  
 
    “Huh,” Edward said with a shrug. “Would you look at that?”  
 
    “You don’t need any lawyers in this world, ese,” Bobby chuckled. “It looks like your job’s been automated.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” the Elementalist declared as he tapped his left temple. “You can have all the fancy dialogue and flashy technology you want, but you’ll never beat the top-of-the-line intuition that you have up in this noggin here. No machine can replicate that.”  
 
    “A slot machine, maybe,” Bobby giggled. “That’s about as trustworthy, and has about the same sorta intentions in mind.”  
 
    “I take much offense to that,” Edward sniffed. “I always have the best interest of my clients in mind when I’m arguing a case. Noel? When you hear the word ‘lawyer,’ what do you think of?”  
 
    “I think of men who come to enclosure and talk to old friend,” Noel said. “They talk about what happen if I tear somebody’s face off.”  
 
    “Again, a technicality,” the lawyer replied. “Besides, it’s always good to cover all possibilities.”  
 
    “He very scared of me and what I might do,” Noel continued. “Say I would rip person’s arms off and beat them to death with them before I eat their corpse.”  
 
    “But would you?” Edward asked. 
 
    “Would I what?” Noel asked in confusion. 
 
    “Would you rip off a person’s arms and beat them to death with them?” Edward replied. 
 
    “No,” the Bonobo insisted. “I not crazed monster.”  
 
    “Well, that’s good to know,” Edward laughed. “But it’s better to be safe than sorry.”  
 
    “We see,” the Bonobo shrugged.  
 
    “If we’ve got all the details hammered out,” I said as I looked around the room. “Then I don’t really see any reason why we can’t get on the road. The sooner we get out there and figure out how much gold this second Safe Zone needs, the sooner we can finish this Quest and then move on from Los Angeles altogether.”  
 
    “You’re… you’re leaving?” Everett gasped. “Why would you do that? You could be a living God here in New LA.”  
 
    “Because, like I said before,” I sighed. “It’s not about power or fame. It never has been. It’s about getting to Virginia and finding my parents, hopefully safe and sound.”  
 
    Everett’s face contorted into an expression as though he was struggling to understand why somebody would give up power and fame for family, though he eventually drew a very long sigh and nodded.  
 
    “Then I suppose you’ll have to settle for ‘legendary icon’ of New LA,” the mayor finally said. “Godspeed, Zach Woods.”  
 
    The six of us bade farewell to the Mayor while Perry opened the door, and then we exited back into the Zoo.  
 
    It was time to become the living legends that Mayor Everett thought we could be. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “First and foremost,” I said as we walked toward the edge of the Safe Zone. “We need to figure out how the Hell we’re gonna get to the stadium.”  
 
    “It’s only about a thirty-minute drive,” Lacey said. “Without traffic, of course.”  
 
    “Without traffic?” Edward scoffed. “This is LA, baby. There’s no such thing as ‘without traffic’ here.”  
 
    “We’d be taking the back roads, obviously,” I said. “There’s way too many monsters and stopped cars on the interstates.”  
 
    “And that worked so well last time,” Bobby sighed. “I say we walk, amigo. It might take way longer, but at least we won’t have to worry about getting run off the road by a buncha crazy monstruos.”  
 
    “I with Bobby,” Noel said. “It longer to walk, but much safer.”  
 
    “Walk?” Janelle groaned. “No way. I’m wearing my Jimmy Choo’s platforms today.” 
 
    Sure enough, below the leather armor on the Ranger’s chest and waist, she had on a pair of bright gold platform sandals that looked more expensive than my first car. They made Janelle appear taller than she actually was, and they made her body lean forward at an awkward angle.  
 
    “You’re wearing designer shoes?” Lacey raised an eyebrow. “In the middle of the apocalypse?”  
 
    “I saved up half a year’s worth of paychecks for these things,” Janelle said as she raised her left leg to show off the golden shoes. “I’m going to wear them until they completely fall apart on my feet.”  
 
    “Don’t you think you should get some boots?” I asked. “Those can’t be good for your armor stats.”  
 
    “Boots?” Janelle gagged. “In this sort of climate? The leather would get all icky and stick to my skin.”  
 
    “That’s what you’re worried about?” Lacey chuckled. “Bobby is wearing about thirty pounds of armor just by himself.”  
 
    Janelle’s mouth fell agape as she looked over at the Paladin, who simply raised his head high and puffed out his chest.  
 
    “Is that true?” the valley girl Ranger asked.  
 
    “It is, chica,” Bobby said proudly. “It’s nothing, though… I barely even know it’s there most of the time.”  
 
    “Probably because of all those big muscles you’ve got,” the Ranger cooed.  
 
    Bobby tried to retain his cool, but I could see the edges of his mouth twist into a soft smile. There was a bit of nervous perspiration on his forehead, though Janelle simply walked over and tapped on his shield playfully.  
 
    “Uhg,” Edward gagged, then he placed his arm around Noel and pulled him close. “I’m glad you’re here, buddy. You and I are the only ones around here whose hormones aren’t raging like the upstairs of a college frat house. Unless there’s some interspecies unrequited love thing going on that I don’t know about.”  
 
    “We good.” Noel chuckled.  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Lacey huffed. “Whose hormones are going crazy? Bobby and Janelle are the ones that are basically playing handsie over there.”  
 
    Edward raised his eyebrows and stared at Lacey for a solid minute before he turned to Noel, who shared an amused expression with the lawyer. My face turned a bit warm as the blood rushed to my cheeks, and I realized what Edward was getting at, though Lacey still looked as confused as ever.  
 
    I’d been sweet on the Illusionist ever since we’d met as Production Assistants on the set of You Don’t Know Jax, though we’d never really officially gone on a date or expressed our romantic feelings outwardly. For the first few weeks of our tenure we barely even talked, and I’d only admired Lacey Simmers from afar. However, when The System took over and the world went to shit, we were forced to join forces, and I was starting to see that there might have been some interest from her, as well.  
 
    Of course, we were still in that awkward “will they or won’t they” phase, so she’d never admit it.  
 
    “Whatever you say, Lace,” Edward shrugged.  
 
    “I really don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lacey said with a shake of her head, though her cream-colored cheeks were half a shade redder. “But I’ll take your word for it. What does anyone else say? Janelle wants to drive, but Noel and Bobby wanna walk. I say we drive, just because time is going to be of the essence.”  
 
    “So two for driving and two for walking,” I said as I tried to change the subject. “Edward?”  
 
    “I could go either way,” the lawyer shrugged. “I hate walking with a passion, but I also feel like driving around in some loud, gas-guzzling classic car is gonna put a giant spotlight on us, basically like ringing a moving dinner bell.”  
 
    “Neutrality, amigo?” Bobby chuckled. “I didn’t think that was a word you lawyers even knew.”  
 
    “I’m perfectly neutral when I want to be,” Edward said. “It all depends on what my client wants, and what’s gonna help me win my case. And in this case? I don’t give a flying fuck.”  
 
    “So it looks like you’re the deciding vote, ese,” Bobby said to me. “What are you feeling?”  
 
    I pulled up the map on my HUD and saw a visual representation of New LA floating in the air before me. It showed the Safe Zone we were currently in, surrounded by a large white circle of light that designated it from the rest of the map. I used my hand to navigate down to the south until I found SoFi, which was also surrounded by an identical white circle. However, unlike the one around the LA Zoo, this Safe Zone was all glitchy, which I assumed indicated that it hadn’t gotten the proper coinage to be permanent. When I started to zoom in on the map, though, I noticed that it was way different than the ones that I normally saw on Google Maps. 
 
    “Huh,” I said to myself. “That’s weird.”  
 
    “What is it?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “It’s showing that SoFi is way closer than I thought it was,” I replied. “According to this, it’s only like… a couple of inches on the map.”  
 
    “Which normally means only a couple of miles,” Edward said. “That’s weird… Inglewood is way further away from downtown than that.”  
 
    “Now that you mention it,” Lacey interjected. “Hollywood Hills felt like it was much closer to the Walk of Fame than I remember it being.”  
 
    “And the apartment complex was closer to work than it normally was,” I said. “I just attributed it to the fact that we were driving a golf cart and all hopped up on adrenaline, but I think it didn’t take as long as it usually does to commute.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s another feature of The System?” Edward asked.  
 
    “How do you figure?” Janelle asked. “What would, like, be the benefit of making travel times shorter.”  
 
    “Think about it,” the Elementalist continued. “Why does The System even exist in the first place?”  
 
    “Because The Invisible Hand are twisted bastards?” I sighed.  
 
    “My theory is because ‘The Invisible Hand’ wants to be entertained,” the lawyer replied with a wink. “Think about it, Zachy-boy. Nobody’s gonna want to stand around and watch a bunch of people walk around for hours and hours or sometimes days at a time, right? That’d be boring as Hell.”  
 
    “That… that actually makes sense,” Lacey said.  
 
    “Exactly!” Edward threw out his hands to the side. “So The Invisible Hand decides to shrink the world so that they can eliminate all those long-ass travel times, and they implement fast travel to make it even more streamlined. I gotta feeling that your upcoming trip from LA to Virginia is going to be way shorter than you think, too.”  
 
    “I fucking hope so,” I said. “That one we are going to drive, though. No debate there.”  
 
    “So does that mean you vote for walking, amigo?” Bobby asked.  
 
    “I think so,” I said. “If it’s not as far as I thought, then I think the negatives outweigh the benefits of driving by far. Maybe once we’re out of the big city I’ll change my mind, but for now I don’t think it’s wise to be drawing a lot of attention to ourselves, especially after last time.”  
 
    “Would it change your mind if we found another golf cart?” Lacey asked with a wink.  
 
    “Only if it’s as batshit crazy as Bob Hope’s.”  
 
    “Uhhhhhhg,” Janelle sighed as she looked down at her gold platforms. “Does anybody have some boots I could borrow in that case? Or even like, a pair of sneakers? I’ll take Sketchers at this point, that’s how desperate I am.” 
 
    “I’ve got my old loafers from when this all started,” Edward offered. “But those are gonna have shit for armor, and I’m a size twelve in men’s…” 
 
    “The System seems to adjust clothes to fit the person wearing them,” Lacey said.  
 
    “Don’t worry, chica,” Bobby said happily as he reached down and pulled off his own boots. “You may have my shoes.”  
 
    “Is that best idea?” Noel asked. “You supposed to be our tank.”  
 
    “Amigo, if one pair of boots makes the difference between victory and death, then I think we’re pretty fucked anyway.”  
 
    The Paladin slipped off his black Exoskeleton boots, then he held them up to Janelle. Janelle slid her golden platform heels off her feet, tossed them into her Gucci bag, and then wiggled her whole body as she stepped forward toward the boots. The Ranger slipped her left foot into the scaly boot, then the other, and then she jumped a half-foot off the ground to test them out.  
 
    “I love them!” She squealed, then she threw her arms around Bobby’s neck. “Thank you so much, Bobby!”  
 
    “Th-the pleasure is all mine,” Bobby said as his eyes widened, and his cheeks began to flush.  
 
    “Are you sure you aren’t going to need these?” Janelle asked as she pulled away and looked down at her new threads.  
 
    “They’re boots, Chica,” the bald man said with a wave of his hand. “The System practically gives them away like candy. I’ll just pick up another set once we kill some goblins or Kobolds or some other weak putas.”  
 
    “If you’re sure…”  
 
    “I’m sure.”  
 
    “But are you like, really sure?” she insisted. “Because I can totally give these back.”  
 
    “I’m really, totally sure.” Bobby nodded.  
 
    “Okay,” she said coyly. “But like, what if we have to cross a bunch of rough ground or something? Then you’ll just have bare feet!”  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” the Paladin said yet again. “I’ll buy some cheap boots from the armorer here in the Safe Zone before we leave. I’ve got plenty of gold for some basic ones.”  
 
    “If you’re surrrre.” The Ranger added a few hip wiggles just to drive her point home. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Bobby replied, though he was sounding less certain.  
 
    “But are you--” Janelle pushed.  
 
    “Leeeeetttt’s get a move on!” Lacey said as she cut off the roundabout conversation. “The sooner we start, the sooner we’ll get there.”  
 
    “I’ll be right back, amigos,” Bobby said with a raised finger.  
 
    The Paladin rushed away toward the more civilized parts of the Safe Zone, and we sat around and waited for him to return. After about twenty minutes Bobby came back with a basic pair of metal boots, which he modeled for us comically.  
 
    “Not bad,” Janelle giggled.  
 
    “They’re pure mierda,” Bobby said. “But I’ve never been a complicated man, chica.” 
 
    I considered telling Bobby that he could have just bought Janelle a cheap pair of boots and kept the nice ones for himself, since he was our tank, but then I decided that it wasn’t worth arguing with him about it.  
 
    “Lead the way, Bobby,” I said. “You know the drill.”  
 
    “What about Edward and me?” Janelle asked as Braeden poked his snout up out of her bag. “And Braeden, of course?”  
 
    “The same way we fought before,” I said. “Bobby goes first, with you right behind him. Then Noel stays at the center of the group, since he’s got the lowest armor and health of us all, and then the rest of us make up the rear in no particular order.”  
 
    “And Braeden?”  
 
    “He looks more than comfortable in your bag,” I said. “Why doesn’t he just stay there until he’s needed?”  
 
    “You heard him, baby,” Janelle said as she looked down at her teacup chihuahua. “You get to stay at mommy’s side!”  
 
    The little dog let out a happy yip before he jumped up and licked Janelle’s face repeatedly, which caused the Ranger to laugh loudly. Lacey and I simply looked at each other and chuckled before we gestured toward the South, and we got on our way.  
 
    The second we passed through the boundary of the Safe Zone, I felt a small hit of anxiety crawl up from the very depths of my soul and take hold of my heart with a death grip. Even though there were no monsters in our immediate vicinity, this journey was going to be the furthest that our Party had ventured since The System first took over. Sure, we could always fast travel back to the LA Zoo if we got into a pinch, but then we’d have to start the journey completely over from the top. We were traveling with two new Party members, who both brought their own strengths and weaknesses to the table in addition to a million new dynamics to the group that may or may not affect how we functioned as a team.  
 
    Essentially, there were a lot of unknowns with this whole endeavor, and it was totally nerve-wracking.  
 
    We journeyed south for several miles, and we avoided many different hordes of goblins, troops of giant spiders, and even a couple of those giant scorpions that we’d encountered at the studio back when the game had started. Several aerial monsters circled above as well, so we didn’t dare take to the rooftops, and we mostly stayed in back alleyways and small roads that didn’t have many other people on them.  
 
    We passed through Little Armen, Oakwood, and even Koreatown before we stopped for a long rest, and Bobby and I couldn’t help but reminisce about our time living there.  
 
    “You know,” Bobby said to Janelle as he took a deep breath and plunked down on an overturned trash can. “I used to be the supervisor of a building around here. I made it one of the nicest ones in the whole city.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that, dude,” I chuckled. “How many times did I have to come to you and complain about the hot water heater being out or there being roaches in my sink? Or that time I had every outlet in my apartment out other than two, because a buncha rats chewed through the wiring?”  
 
    “And who took care of all those problems, ese?” Bobby asked. “Me! You shoulda seen how bad those rats were shitting themselves when I came at them with my mallet.”  
 
    “I do remember that,” I said with a snort. “Wasn’t that because the complex owners didn’t want to foot the bill for rat poison?”  
 
    “They couldn’t afford rat poison?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “You never met Mister Terrance,” Bobby shuddered. “He was about as cheap as they come, chica. He once made me do all the plumbing repairs by hand, using a buncha duct tape and PVC from the hardware store, all because he thought it would be ‘a waste of money’ to buy actual pipe elbows and shutoffs.”  
 
    “How do they shut off the water for repairs, then?” Lacey asked in a puzzled voice. 
 
    Bobby crossed his arms across his chest and scoffed. “Who needs to turn off water?” he asked. 
 
    “Uhhhhh, everybody does, if they don’t want a watery mess,” Lacey replied.  
 
    “I was super for several years, and we never had leakage issues,” he insisted.  
 
    “Yes, we did,” I chuckled.  
 
    “We didn’t have any leakage issues that couldn’t be fixed,” the Paladin corrected.  
 
    “By duct tape,” I added.  
 
    “Man…” Edward whistled. “I wish the whole foundation of society hadn’t collapsed like it did, because I totally would have had a massive class-action case against that slumlord. One that was as open-and-shut as they come.”  
 
    “The tenants wouldn’t have gone through with it,” I said.  
 
    “Why not?” the lawyer asked.  
 
    “Because even though the apartment complex was kinda shitty, and we knew it had a million issues, we knew exactly what we were getting for the price we paid,” I said. “Everyone who lived in my building understood it was cheap, and if the landlord actually ponied up for better facilities we’d have to pay the same shit other people in LA did. It was kinda like a trade-off.”  
 
    “See?” Bobby chuckled. “I was doing a service to the less fortunate of LA.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say--” I started to protest.  
 
    “What would those poor, poor citizens have done without my help?” Bobby continued. “Probably would have ended up out on the streets, homeless and afraid…”  
 
    “Now you’re really stretching it, dude,” I said with a shake of my head.  
 
    “I’m surprised we haven’t seen more people,” Lacey said as she looked down the alleyway. “Like, other players.”  
 
    “I’m not,” Edward sighed. “I think anyone who’s still alive is plopped down at a Safe Zone, and nature’s taken its course with the rest of ‘em.”  
 
    “You really think that everybody not in a Safe Zone is dead?” the Illusionist frowned.  
 
    “I don’t speak in absolutes,” he shook his head. “There’s probably some people out there who’ve hunkered down in their homes or who’ve banded together and made a makeshift camp or something like that, but for the most part? I don’t think we’re gonna find too many survivors because there aren’t that many. Remember how we got that message about The System wiping out a huge percent of the entire world’s population in like, the first hour or two? I can’t even imagine what that number is now.”  
 
    I didn’t want to think about that, either.  
 
    The six of us chilled out in the alleyway of Koreatown for a few more minutes as we caught our breath, drank some water, and unwrapped some of the food that Rita had given us for the journey. We gobbled down a couple of empanadas and some tortilla chips before we washed them down with horchata, then we packed everything back away and started off again. We left Koreatown and headed south until we arrived at the spot where I-10 passed overhead.  
 
    Then, all Hell broke loose.  
 
    We heard the sound of crunching metal from a vehicle up on the overpass, followed immediately by the sound of a scream.  
 
    A human scream.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Bobby gasped as he lifted his shield and held Victoria at the ready.  
 
    Suddenly, a man flew over the side of the overpass and flailed as he plummeted straight downward. He was too far away for any of us to catch, so all we could do was watch as his head smashed into the pavement and bent at a gnarly angle as his health bar dropped down to nothing. As his lifeless body twitched in the throes of death, we heard the sound of crunching metal again, and we looked up to see another man’s body get pinned up against the side of the overpass by a whole freaking car.  
 
    He wailed in pain as his health bar dropped down to a sliver, and he weakly tried to knock away the vehicle with the double-sided axe in his hand. Then, before he could make another move, a silver, scaly orb about the size of a basketball slammed into the front of his noggin and smashed it open like it was a blood-filled balloon. 
 
    The ball’s momentum carried it through the dead player, and it flew out over the edge of the interstate before it fell down and landed on the ground in front of us with a dull plop.  
 
    “What kind of an attack is that?” Edward asked. “Did something just throw a freaking boulder through that guy’s head?”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s a boulder…” I said as I squinted to get a better look.  
 
    The ball suddenly uncurled itself, and before us stood a medium-sized animal that was covered from head to toe with bumpy gray scales. It had a triangular snout with six long black whiskers on either side, and one singular black eye at the very end. The monster had no mouth or nose whatsoever, and in its uncurled state its body looked more like a sideways crescent moon. Its tail was a simple, stubby block, and its legs were equally as stumpy. However, at the end of each leg were two long, sickle-like claws that curved out to the side, and I was sure they could eviscerate a human’s belly with a single swipe. A red health bar appeared above its head that read “Cannonball Critter, Level 3.”  
 
    “It looks like a fucking armadillo on steroids!” Bobby hissed as he tightened his grip on his weapon.  
 
    “There’s only one, though,” Janelle said. “And it’s only a level three. We got this, guys.”  
 
    There was more commotion overhead, and we looked up to see at least five more Cannonball Critters roll off the overpass and land before us. As if that wasn’t enough, about six level two goblins with bows appeared on the overpass.  
 
    “Lacey and Edward!” I commanded. “Help me take out those snipers. Bobby and Janelle--”  
 
    “Kill the rodents,” Bobby cackled. “It’s what I do best, amigo.”  
 
    Bobby slammed the flat edge of his axe against his shield and let out an angry yell as he stomped forward and prepared to attack.  
 
    “Braeden can help with the snipers!” Janelle said as she opened up her bag, and the chihuahua hopped out onto the ground.  
 
    “I think we can handle the situation,” Lacey said.  
 
    “Ohhhh, you’re gonna wanna see this,” Edward chuckled. “Trust me.”  
 
    “Just give him a boost,” Janelle said. “Braeden will do the rest. Now… Zephyr has had it with your crap!”  
 
    “Who the fuck is Zephyr?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s one of her abilities,” Edward said as he set his entire body on fire. “It’ll help us with those goblins up there.”  
 
    The little bastards began to fire their arrows down onto us, and Lacey tossed up a Magic Wall to protect Edward, herself, and me from the incoming projectiles. As the arrows bounced off the magical barrier, I pulled back an arrow, activated Sprinkler, and waited.  
 
    Meanwhile, Edward created a Magic Wall of his own right as Braeden sprang into the air. The little chihuahua landed, flipped upward, and then landed on a second Magic Wall that Edward had conjured. The next jump the dog made put him up onto the overpass, where he instantly charged at the nearest goblin.  
 
    I heard a high-pitched, squealing growl as the chihuahua launched himself at his opponent, then he sunk his teeth into the goblin’s throat as he knocked it to the ground. The two disappeared behind the bannister of the overpass, and all I could hear was the pained yowls of the goblin as blood sprayed into the air, and its health bar started to decrease.  
 
    “Whoa,” I gasped.  
 
    “Told you,” Edward smirked as he launched a Magic Arrow toward the goblins.  
 
    Lacey’s barrier disappeared, and I instantly let go of my arrow as our enemies reloaded. The single arrow split into seven as it flew upwards, and I heard several fleshy thunks as they embedded themselves into the goblins and lowered their health by various different percentages. Seconds later the goblin that Breaden had in its grasp let out a garbled scream, and his health bar dropped to zero.  
 
    The teacup chihuahua sprang up onto the edge of the overpass, and I could see that its entire maw was now covered in blood. Braeden had a look of pure rabid rage in his eyes as he snarled and charged forward, and the next closest goblin twisted its body around and pulled back an arrow.  
 
    It was way too late.  
 
    The chihuahua latched onto its jugular, yanked its head back, and sent a giant geyser of crimson out over the side of the highway like a macabre waterfall. It splashed against the pavement below as the life drained from the goblin, but I couldn’t watch the end of the battle because there were more creatures to take out.  
 
    An arrow zipped three inches past my head, and my heart stopped as I twisted around to see where it’d come from. A second arrow flew down toward me, so I activated I’m Not a Hugger and Return to Sender as I rolled out of its path and fired my own projectile up toward the little fucker. I was too haphazard to be accurate, so my arrow just swished through the air without hitting anything.  
 
    Or so they thought.  
 
    As I rolled to my feet I watched the Exoskeleton arrow twist around in the air thanks to Return. It stabbed into the back of the goblin’s head as it came back around, and the bastard yelped as the impact knocked him out over the concrete barrier and sent him down onto the ground below. There was a wet crack as his body slammed into the pavement and began to twitch, though he still had a slight bit of health left.  
 
    I rolled away from an incoming arrow, slotted one of my own, and fired. The arrow stabbed straight into the goblin’s eyeball as he sat up, and he instantly went prone as the last bit of his health slipped away. I got a slight XP boost as the life drained out of his body, but I couldn’t get too cocky.  
 
    “Let’s make it rain, folks!” Edward declared as he held out his flaming hand.  
 
    The Elementalist activated his Storm ability, and instantly, a flaming cloud appeared above one of the goblins. The creature glanced up as his mouth fell agape, but all he could do was attempt to run as fiery rain poured down onto his head and drained his life by six percent, plus an additional five percent from fire damage.  
 
    Lacey hit the same goblin with a Magic Arrow almost immediately afterwards, and the explosion of white light was blinding as it impacted. The goblin was launched backwards as it lost a bunch more of its health, but that’s all I saw before I had to dodge another arrow.  
 
    I sidestepped the projectile before I blindly fired one of my own, though I knew it wasn’t going to land. Still, my attack had done what it needed to do, as the goblin I was aiming for ducked down behind the concrete barrier.  
 
    Now was my chance to get a better vantage point.  
 
    I dashed over to a nearby dumpster, jumped up onto its lid, and then pulled an arrow back. I released it with a Double Tap at the place where the goblin had just been standing, and the two arrows zipped upwards as they approached the empty space.  
 
    Thankfully, it wasn’t empty for long.  
 
    The goblin came back up with his arrow drawn, but a split second later, my projectiles stabbed into his head.  
 
    The words “Critical Hit!” appeared across my HUD as the arrows passed clean through his skull, and the creature wobbled for a second before he collapsed to the ground, dead. My attention turned to the final two goblins, though they already seemed to be accounted for.  
 
    One of them had left his post completely, and I heard his garbled screams somewhere on the highway. Right in the same vicinity came Braeden’s high-pitched snarls, and I figured the little guy was chasing down the goblin with intent to kill.  
 
    Meanwhile, the final goblin tried in vain to take out Edward and Lacey. It fired an arrow down at the Elementalist, who simply used his Magic Boots ability to increase his speed and run away from the projectile. The second he was out of the way, Lacey launched a blast of her Natural Bolt up at the creature, and it struck him in the chest before a bunch of vines wrapped around his body and held him in place. While he was constricted and immobile Lacy got him with a Fire Bolt, and the goblin shrieked as his entire body caught fire. He wobbled forward and then tumbled over the side of the interstate, just like a stuntman out of an old Western, where he landed atop a parked car with a crunch. 
 
    “Attagirl, Lacey!” Edward said with a fist pump, and then the two Mages high-fived.  
 
    Meanwhile, I saw my XP bar tick up a few percentage points, and I realized that Braeden must have taken out the final goblin. My suspicions were confirmed when the teacup chihuahua appeared on top of the overpass barrier, completely covered with blood. Edward and Lacey both created a set of magical platforms for the little guy, who trotted down the stairs with his head held high as he did a proud strut.  
 
    “Glad you doing well!” Noel yelled over his shoulder from his position on the battlefield. “We not!”  
 
    The four of us turned to inspect the battlefield, and we saw that none of the Cannonball Critters had been defeated. Worst of all, none of them seemed to even be severely wounded as their health bars were still in the nineties. Bobby and Janelle continued to hack, slash, and slam the monsters, though their attacks were doing next to nothing.  
 
    I activated Forward Strike and fired an arrow at the nearest Cannonball Critter as I took a few steps closer, then I watched with frustration as the arrow simply slammed into the monster’s back and literally snapped in half. The creature lost a whole two percent from my enhanced attack, and now I could see why they were still standing.  
 
    “They’ve gotta have a weakness,” Edward huffed. “How about… this?”  
 
    The Elementalist summoned up another spell of Rain, which created a small storm of fire right above one of the creatures. The Cannonball Critter growled as the fire splashed against his flesh and sizzled away, though he only lost a single percentage.  
 
    “We try everything,” Noel said. “Bobby and Janelle use all their attacks and powers, but they barely hurt monsters. I heal them as quickly as they get hurt, but it not doing much good.”  
 
    As if right on cue, one of the Cannonball Critters curled himself up into a ball and then launched forward as if he had been fired out of a cannon. Bobby held up his shield seconds before it hit and activated Rubber and Glue, then he growled as the monster smashed into his shield and knocked him flat on his ass. Two more Cannonball Critters slashed at Bobby with their claws, and the Paladin snarled in pain as he lost twenty percent of his health.  
 
    Bobby’s axe glowed brightly as it absorbed the energy from the attacks of his energy, then he took a swipe at the nearest Cannonball Criter. The glowing axe slashed across the creature’s snout and sent it flying backwards, though it only lost two percent of its health.  
 
    “Oh, come on!” Bobby roared as he lost a bit more of his health from the other monsters.  
 
    A Cannonball Critter balled itself up and tried to attack Janelle from behind, but Lacey leapt forward and held out her hand. She activated Backlash and then watched as the monster froze up, yowled, and lost ten percent of its health as it collapsed onto its back.  
 
    “So they are mortal,” the Illusionist said. “We just have to find the right spell.”  
 
    “Wait…” I said as I squinted to see better.  
 
    Now that the creature was on its back I could see dark brown flesh with a few pale spots speckled across. I quickly drew an arrow, took aim, and launched it at the fucker, then I watched as the projectile stabbed into its stomach with a wet shluck.  
 
    The Cannonball Critter instantly hissed as it flipped back onto its feet and charged in our direction, though it lost another twenty percent of its health as it ran.  
 
    “The stomach!” Edward gasped and turned to Janelle and Bobby. “It’s all in the stomach, guys!”  
 
    “Are those empanadas bothering your gut, too?” Janelle asked before she ducked away from an attacking monster. “Because I thought it was just because I didn’t take my daily probiotics.”  
 
    “No, attack the stomach!” he yelled. “Their weakness is the soft underside of their bodies!”  
 
    The Cannonball Critter that was coming for Lacey and I rolled up into a ball, but the Illusionist hit him with a Nope before he could launch himself forward. Instead he simply flipped out of his balled-up form and propelled toward us with his claws at the ready.  
 
    I activated Take the Pain as he came at me, and I felt my body grow more limber as I sidestepped his attack. The second I was clear of the bastard I activated Tactical Tackle, lowered my shoulder, and slammed into the Cannonball Critter from the right side. My assault didn’t really do much damage, but it did knock the monster off his feet and sent it skidding across the pavement, shell-side down.  
 
    Lacey and Edward knew exactly what to do.  
 
    Lacey fired a Fire Bolt at the Cannonball Critter at point-blank range, while Edward conjured up another spell of Rain. Fire assaulted the monster from all angles, and it squealed in agony as its body caught fire and its health began to decrease rapidly. It was all the way down to twenty percent when the flames finally subsided, which was also when he was able to roll back over onto his feet.  
 
    The monster instantly curled up into a ball and hurled itself toward Lacey, though Edward was quick on the draw and blocked it with a Magic Wall. As the creature bounced away from the barrier, Lacey jumped forward and activated her Miracle Whip ability. I watched as the illusionist wrapped a magical thread of white light around the creature’s body, yanked it downward, and slammed it into the ground, belly-up.  
 
    I instantly slotted an arrow and launched a Double Tap in the beast’s direction, and the two arrows stabbed right into the Cannonball Critter’s chest. The monster’s health bar went down to zero instantly as its limbs went completely limp, then its corpse started to rock back and forth on its shell like an overturned turtle.  
 
    My XP bar increased slightly as we turned our attention back to the other nine creatures, though we instantly saw that their ranks had now been thinned. One of the Cannonball Critters was on its back and had been completely obliterated as if somebody had stomped on it, while the other had two pristine, tactically-placed dagger wounds. However, seven of the monsters still remained, and they were taking down Bobby and Janelle’s health by the handful with each attack.  
 
    “I almost out of mana,” Noel warned. “We have to end this soon, or I can’t heal.”  
 
    “Wanna see a neat trick?” Edward asked as he adjusted the armor on his body and then held out his hands. “Get ready, everyone, because for the next ten seconds, none of your spells cost a lick of mana. Make ‘em count!”  
 
    Edward’s hands lit up with white magic, which then surrounded the rest of us with the same enlightening spell. I felt a wave of power wash over me like a powerful monsoon, so I instantly got to work.  
 
    I watched as Bobby used Righteous Smack four times in a row and used his shield to send four Cannonball Critters airborne. While one of them was still in the air, he activated Forward Strike, slammed the blade of his axe into its belly, and then brought it down onto the pavement like he was chopping a piece of wood.  
 
    At the same time I activated Blood Rush, then Sprinkler, and then Hurt, then I fired seven arrows at the three airborne targets. All seven of them landed, and the Cannonball Critters hissed as they lost fifty percent of their overall health and fell back to the ground.  
 
    Bobby’s attack had completely obliterated the other Cannonball Critter, so he turned toward the falling monsters and slammed his axe into his shield. The resulting shockwave blew them over onto their backs, and then he began to slash at them like he was playing the world’s most bloody game of Whack-a-Mole. Each blow from his axe seemed to be critical, and within seconds there was nothing left of those monsters but a bloody smear with bits of gray scales splattered all over.  
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about!” Bobby cackled as he looked down at the carnage. “Vatos locos forever!”  
 
    “Celebrate later,” Noel said. “Help Janelle now.”  
 
    The Ranger and her trusty sidekick Braeden were locked in battle with the remaining three Cannonball Critters, and they both were down to dangerously low amounts of health.  
 
    “Yo, pendejos!” Bobby’s voice boomed with his enhanced Shout of Confrontation power. “You look like Machoke’s ballsack.”  
 
    One of the Cannonball Critters was affected by the shout, and it turned away from Braeden and charged at Bobby instead. The remaining two, however, stayed locked onto Janelle like white on rice.  
 
    The Ranger activated Look Out! as she sidestepped one of the monster’s claws, but then the second fucker hit her from behind with his cannonball attack. Janelle’s health dropped down to ten percent as she faceplanted into the ground, and I knew that if we didn’t intervene now, she was as good as dead.  
 
    “Get those things away from her,” I commanded Lacey and Edward. “By any means necessary.”  
 
    “Gotcha,” Edward said. “How about some fire, ya ugly fucks?”  
 
    Edward activated his Dash ability, which caused his feet to glow red with flames as he ran forward. The Elementalist left a trail of fire behind him as he ran, and it cut off one of the creatures from Janelle. Edward instantly twisted around, tossed up a Magic Wall to block his opponent’s incoming attack, and then used Magic Boots to run to safety.  
 
    Meanwhile, Lacey and I turned our full attention to the monster that was close to Janelle. I activated Forward Strike and sent an arrow into its behind, then Lacey hit it with Nope seconds before it could cannonball again. Neither of our attacks did much damage, though it distracted the Cannonball Critter long enough for Noel’s mana to recharge to the point of being useful.  
 
    Noel threw out a Divine Spring on Janelle and brought her health back up to forty percent total, which then allowed the Ranger to go on the counteroffensive.  
 
    Braeden snarled as he threw his entire body weight into the Cannonball Critter, which was just enough to knock it off balance. Janelle quickly rolled over, activated Money Shot, and stabbed her daggers up into its stomach with a wet thunk. The Cannonball Critter yowled as its health dropped down to zero, then it keeled over as a strangely-colored loot box appeared in its stead.  
 
    My XP bar went up slightly as I took aim at the monster that was still harassing Edward. The Elementalist hit the Cannonball Critter with a Magic Arrow that did a small bit of damage and tossed it into the sky, where I picked it off with a Double Tap. The Cannonball Critter’s health dropped down to ten percent, and when it landed on the ground Edward took it out with another cast of Rain.  
 
    The monster hissed and snarled as its body caught on fire, and it was reduced to little more than a smoldering husk of charred flesh. A loot box appeared next to its body as its health bar hit null, and it was gone in a flash.  
 
    “Batter up,” Bobby said as he flipped the final Cannonball Critter upwards with his shield.  
 
    The Paladin slammed the broad side of his axe into the monster, tossed it across the battlefield, and then watched as Lacey’s Magic Arrow hit it in the stomach. There was a flash of blinding white light as the arrow exploded against its target, and when that subsided there was nothing left of the creature but a few smoking bits of its flesh and a loot box on the ground where it had just been.  
 
    “I-is this how all your quests go?” Edward stammered as he bent over and placed his hands on his knees. “Shit.”  
 
    “Pretty much,” I said. “I’ve yet to have a quest that hasn’t put us through the wringer.”  
 
    “We haven’t even fought a real ‘boss’ yet,” Lacey said.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Edward raised an eyebrow. “We helped you kill those gargoyles, didn’t we?”  
 
    “That was a dungeon boss,” I said. “There are lots of creatures out there that are way more powerful than those things were.”  
 
    “More powerful?” Edward gulped. 
 
    “It’s not even close,” I said.  
 
    “And you think there’s gonna be one near the stadium?” The lawyer picked out the neckline of his shirt like it had suddenly gotten too tight. 
 
    “No clue,” I admitted. “We’re probably gonna have to slay one of the big bosses if we want to stand a chance at earning enough money to liberate the Safe Zone, though.”  
 
    “Great,” he muttered. “Just great.”  
 
    “You did so well, little baby…” Janelle giggled as she held the blood-soaked Braeden in her arms and rocked him back and forth. “Mama is very proud.”  
 
    “I’m more terrified than anything,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Why are you scared?” the Ranger asked. “He’s your friend, and he only hurts the big, bad monsters that want to hurt us!”  
 
    “Does the ape need to heal us now?” Edward interjected.  
 
    “Not with my passive abilities, amigo,” Bobby said. “Stick near me, and we’ll all be healed back to full health in no time.”  
 
    I pulled up the map and checked to see how close we were to the stadium and instantly let out an audible sigh. Even though it showed the Safe Zone was closer than ever, it also showed something on the map that hadn’t been visible to us before.  
 
    There was a red overlay atop the part of the map between the interstate and SoFi.  
 
    An overlay that read “Monster Fields. Enter at your own risk.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    “What wrong, Zach?” Noel asked. “You look worried.”  
 
    “Have any of you guys checked out the map recently?” I asked.  
 
    “Not recently,” Lacey said. “Dare I ask why?”  
 
    “You might wanna take a gander at that when you get a chance,” I said. “Like… Probably right now.” 
 
    Lacey, Bobby, Janelle, Noel, and Edward all began to tap away at the invisible screens in front of their faces, and each one of them slowly came to the same realization that I had.  
 
    “What the fuck is a ‘Monster Field?’” Bobby asked.  
 
    “I dunno how you say it in Espanol,” Edward sighed. “But I believe the term I’m looking for is ‘A Fucking Bloodbath.’”  
 
    “Why wasn’t this on the map before?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Probably for the same reason we can’t just fast travel everywhere,” I said. “Because it’s more entertaining for The Invisible Hand if we don’t know it’s there until we’re right up on it.”  
 
    “What do we do, then?” Lacey asked. “This thing stretches on for miles and miles. It could add an entire day to the trip if we try to go around it.”  
 
    “There is no going around it.” I shook my head and zoomed in on the far edge of the red zone. “Take a look. The main entrance to the stadium is right on the border of this damn thing. Even if we took the long way around, we’d have to pass through the Monster Fields in order to enter the Safe Zone.”  
 
    “What kind of a twisted fuck designs the map like that?” Janelle demanded. 
 
    “I think you already know the answer to that one, chica,” Bobby said.  
 
    It looked like we had no choice but to cut through the Monster Fields and face whatever horrible shit awaited us inside its borders. It only appeared to be a two-mile stretch of land, so it wouldn’t be impossible to navigate. However, the difficulty of survival was going to depend an awful lot on how many monsters there were, and what kind of weaknesses or strengths they had.  
 
    “We need to collect the shit from these loot boxes,” I said as I pointed around. “I don’t know what’s waiting for us, but I’m sure we can find something that’ll help us along the way, even if it’s just a bunch of Gemma or weak armor.”  
 
    We started with the loot boxes that had been dropped by the Cannonball Critters and the goblins that had fallen over the side of the overpass before they died. The first loot box we popped open contained a red speck Gemma, as well as a piece of the Cannonball Critter’s scaly flesh that was labeled simply as “hard scale.”  
 
    “Is this another crafting thing?” Lacey sighed. “I was hoping for armor that’d actually been completed.”  
 
    We checked six more of the boxes and found that they only contained a couple of pieces of “Hard Scale,” plus a small bounty of gold pieces. However, when we got to the loot box that looked slightly different than the others, I paused.  
 
    “What’s up with this one?” I asked. “Why’s it a lighter reddish-brown than the rest of them?”  
 
    “Oh!” Janelle gasped. “That just means my Money Shot ability worked. If that ability leads to the death of a monster, it means I get like, a pretty good chance of getting more rare loot.”  
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” I said with a nod. “Let’s crack it open and see what’s inside. I’ll let you do the honors since you made the kill, Janelle.”  
 
    The brunette woman walked over to the reddish-brown chest and then carefully opened up the lid. As she did so, Janelle let out a happy squeal, and I saw the amount of gold in my inventory tick upward by about two hundred coins. Janelle reached into the box and then came back up with two small gems and a strange-looking hat.  
 
    “It’s a Tip the Scales Helmet,” the Ranger said. “Its name is in green text, and it looks like it’s got some pretty good stats, too… Plus five health, plus two mana, and plus six armor, plus a Gemma slot? Fan-freaking-tastic!”  
 
    “I think Noel should get that,” Bobby said. “He needs more armor than the rest of us.”  
 
    “I already have helmet, though,” Noel said as he pointed to the horned metal helmet on his head.  
 
    “This one’s better, mono,” the Paladin chuckled. “Why don’t you give the one you have to the lawyer? He doesn’t have anything on that big cabeza of his.”  
 
    “And mess up my haircut?” Edward asked as he ran his hand through his combover. “Do you have any idea how much this costs?”  
 
    “We all have headgear already,” Lacey said. “Plus, Janelle and Zach can’t wear metal helmets at all, so that just leaves it to you, man.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Edward sighed as he held out his hand. “Can I at least put a different Gemma in it, though? Blue isn’t really my color.”  
 
    “I keep blue Gemma,” Noel said as he pulled the sapphire stone out of the helmet. “It give me extra armor.”  
 
    Noel handed the now-empty metal helmet to the Elementalist, who hesitated before he slid it over his noggin and sighed. The bonobo then took the uncommon piece of headwear from Janelle, slotted his blue Gemma into it, and placed it over his head. The ape’s ears just barely stuck out from the underside of the helmet, and the way it pressed his already large ears down against the sides of his face was comical.  
 
    “What about those Gemma?” I asked Janelle.  
 
    “It’s a silver one and a purple one,” the Ranger said. “Wait… They’re a little bit bigger than the other ones.”  
 
    “Let me see,” I said, and the woman handed me the purple Gemma from her hand.  
 
      
 
    Minor Purple Gemma 
 
    Affinity: Air/Lightning 
 
    Offensive: Electrocutes/Stuns 
 
    Armor Stats Bonus: Plus Physical Speed 
 
    Defensive Perks: Shocking Aura 
 
      
 
    “It’s not the same as the ones we already have?” Bobby asked.  
 
    “It’s a Minor Gemma,” I said with a smile. “It’s got better stats than the other purple ones we have, and I’d imagine that silver one is the same.”  
 
    “See?” Edward chuckled. “It pays to have a Rogue on your team, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “I’ll say,” I smirked.  
 
    The rest of the boxes down on the lower level only had more crafting items, particularly the scaly flesh of the Cannonball Critters. When all was said and done we had ten of the damn things, plus a bunch of gold. The loot boxes from the goblins weren’t that much better as they gave us a bit of gold and some goblin jerky, though none of us wanted to touch that shit with a ten-foot pole.  
 
    Lacey used her cape to float up to the top of the overpass, where she collected the loot from the rest of the fallen creatures. There ended up being about five hundred more gold from the boxes, plus an extra red speck gemma and a black speck gemma.  
 
    The most prized possession, however, were the Boots Made for Walkin’ that Lacey found. Bobby snatched the boots out of the Illusionist’s hands, held them up proudly, and smiled.  
 
    “What did I tell you guys?” Bobby cackled. “Now these little piggies are gonna be nice and protected, and Janelle got some fashionable boots outta the whole thing.”  
 
    Bobby slotted the red and black speck gemma into his boots, which he then stretched up all the way to his knees.  
 
    “I also found this, Edward,” Lacey said as she held out a crooked bit of bone that had a hilt carved at one end and tapered to a point at the other.  
 
    “What’s this?” Edward asked as he took the item. “Some sort of dagger?”  
 
    “It’s a wand,” Lacey said. “A Goblin Bone Wand, to be more specific.”  
 
    “What the Hell am I supposed to do with this?” he huffed. “Wingardium Leviosa?”  
 
    “It’ll let you cast spells like I do with my Ramstaff,” Lacey replied. “Basically you just slot a Gemma into its hilt, then you get a special ability.”  
 
    “Hmmmmm…” the lawyer mused. “What about that purple one? It’s lightning, right? That should be pretty badass.”  
 
    “Try it out!” Janelle said as she tossed the minor purple Gemma to Edward.  
 
    The Elementalist slotted the gemstone into the wand, then he pointed it toward a nearby car. The tip of the wand glowed with bright purple magic before there was a crack of lightning and a bolt of purple electricity erupted out of the weapon. The lighting bolt exploded against the side of the vehicle and completely crumpled its driver’s side door, which caused Edward to hold up his wand and stare at it with a completely dumbfounded look.  
 
    “Whoa,” he sputtered. “I think I’ll keep this one.”  
 
    “Can I have the silver one?” Bobby asked. “That would give me the ability to slow my enemies down, which would make things waaaaaay easier for me.”  
 
    Janelle handed the Minor Silver Gemma to Bobby, who instantly slotted it into Victoria and then let out a long, satisfied whistle. The blade of his axe seemed to become ten times shinier, to the point where if he angled it right it shot a massive lens flare-effect directly into my eyes. Every time the Paladin swished the axe around it left a soft trail of silver particles behind it, and I could see that Bobby was over the moon about his new toy. 
 
    “Not to burst everybody’s bubble,” Lacey sighed. “But what are we gonna do about this ominous, looming field of death that we have to walk through?”  
 
    “We let ourselves heal first,” I said. “Then, we push through as quickly as we can. It’s only two miles.”  
 
    “Only two miles?” Bobby scoffed. “Estoy molesto.”  
 
    “That’s like, two miles’ worth of monsters, though,” Edward said.  
 
    “We won’t fight them,” I said. “At least, not to the death like we normally do. If there are as many monsters in this space as the name implies, then there’s no chance we can face off against them and survive.”  
 
    “That’s not the pep talk we need right now, ese,” the Paladin grumbled.  
 
    “I’m just stating the facts.” I shrugged. “If we try to fight our way through this area, we’re dead. The only way we make it to the Safe Zone is through distraction, misdirection, and stealth.”  
 
    “Have you seen us, amigo?” Bobby demanded. “We stick out like a buncha sore thumbs.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing we have a Party member whose speciality is to attract attention to himself, then,” I replied.  
 
    “Noooooo…” Bobby trailed off. “Amigo, I have a lot of armor, but I can’t take two miles’ worth of monsters.”  
 
    “You don’t have to take two miles’ worth of monsters,” I said. “Just enough to keep the heat off of us. We’ll handle the rest, and Noel will keep us alive. As for the misdirection part of it all?”  
 
    “Way ahead of you,” Lacey giggled as she appeared over my shoulder.  
 
    When I turned around to look at her, though, I saw that I was speaking to her clone. Both versions of the Illusionist crossed their arms and smiled as I looked them over, and all I could do was chuckle and shake my head.  
 
    “What about me, pal?” Edward asked. “What can I contribute to this little heist plan?”  
 
    “Or me?” Janelle said. “I don’t want me and Braeden to just, like, be tagalongs who need to be protected the whole time.”  
 
    “Well, you’re a Rogue,” I said to Janelle. “You’d probably be able to sneak through that whole area undetected if you were on your own. You’ll be fine. As for you, Edward? That’s a bit trickier.”  
 
    “I could just turn my skin all rocky and hope that gives me enough armor to survive,” Edward suggested. “Or maybe I could use my wind magic, which would make me too fast for any monsters to catch.”  
 
    “Water,” Lacey suggested. “We’re going to need you to be in water form for this journey.”  
 
    Edward slapped his palm against his forehead and scoffed.  
 
    “Water,” he declared. “Of course. That’s the one that’ll give my whole party a healing boost.”  
 
    “We’re going to need all the healing we can get,” I said. “So I’d say you should stay next to Noel and just try to distract any monsters from afar.”  
 
    “Got it, chief.” Edward gave me a little salute.  
 
    “We stick together,” I announced to my team. “No matter what happens, no matter what sorts of monsters try to kill us… We don’t split up. We stay in our formation, and we help each other out. If we don’t? We’re fucked. Actually, we’re more than fucked, because we’ll be at the mercy of The System and all the twisted creatures its created. Got it?”  
 
    “Don’t quit your day job to become a motivational speaker,” Bobby said with a laugh. “But yes, I understand. Please make sure you heal me a lot, okay, mono?”  
 
    “I will do best,” Noel said with a nod. “You will survive.”  
 
    “Don’t forget about my protective spell!” Edward said as he raised his hand and jumped around like an excited child. “I can throw a big ol’ water prism over you to keep you safe.”  
 
    “Duly noted,” I said. “Are we ready, then?”  
 
    My friends hesitated for a moment before they nodded, but then we quickly got into formation and headed south, toward the Monster Fields. Unlike our usual triangular formation, both Noel and Edward sat at the center of the group, while Lacey and Bobby walked up front. Janelle and I both stood on either side of the designated healers, though we kept our heads on a swivel just in case anything tried to sneak up on us from behind.  
 
    As we approached the spot on the map that had been labeled “Monster Fields,” the atmosphere around us began to shift. It started off fairly subtly as we passed by a few extra crumbling buildings and the sky started to darken, but by the time we were on the edge of the territory, it looked like we were in a whole other world.  
 
    The sky turned red, and I was surprised to realize that the color on the map wasn’t just some sort of overlay on the interface, but rather the actual freaking color of the sky. SoFi Stadium loomed just off in the distance as it stretched up over the horizon, and it reminded me of a massive metal tent. Between us and our destination was a large swath of land that only had a few tall buildings, but otherwise, was nothing but residential houses and roads.  
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Lacey gulped.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as I watched Bobby and Lacey step through the threshold, then the rest of us followed suit. There was a strange, ominous feeling that tingled throughout my body as we walked toward the Safe Zone, almost as if the air itself were electric. Each breath that I drew felt like it was ten times heavier, and even my simple arm and leg movements reminded me of moving through water. After about five minutes of walking, we heard the modulated voice of The System:  
 
    “Welcome to the Monster Fields, humans,” the voice said. “You are either quite brave, quite stupid, or perhaps both. The first wave of monsters will begin in ten seconds. Prepare yourselves.”  
 
    “First wave?” Janelle asked.  
 
    “It’s a freaking survival mini-game,” I growled as I slotted an arrow.  
 
    “What does that mean, ese?” Bobby asked. “Remember, my video game knowledge ends after 1999.”  
 
    “It means there are going to be a fuckton of monsters coming at us all at once, in waves,” I said. “They’ll start off at level one, but the further we get into this, the stronger they’ll become until… Well, until they’re too strong for us to handle.”  
 
    “So there’s no way to actually win?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Not if it’s anything like the games I’ve watched my old roommate play,” I sighed. “Those are all about surviving for as long as you can, and that’s it.”  
 
    “All the more reason to close the gap on SoFi,” Bobby growled. “Let’s go!”  
 
    The six of us took off toward the stadium in the distance, but we only got a few steps into our sprint before we heard the voice of The System once again.  
 
    “Wave one, begin,” it said.  
 
    Suddenly, there were small flashes of light all along the rooftops of the houses around us, followed by a flood of goblins. Some of them had bows in their hands, while others held spears or daggers. They cackled as they began to shoot arrows and throw spears toward us, which put our plan into motion.  
 
    Bobby used his shield to block a couple of the projectiles, while Lacey and Edward both tossed up a Magic Wall in the air above us. Both of their barriers were only ten feet square, though that allowed us to pass through a few more paces before we exited back out into the hailstorm of arrows.  
 
    I activated Sprinkler and fired off a shot at the goblins on the roof and then watched as they were knocked from their perches. The little fuckers yelped as they tumbled down off the roofs, though I didn’t even pay attention to the damage I’d actually done. Edward fired a Lightning Bolt out of his wand and electrocuted one of the nearby goblins, and then he turned and tossed a Magic Sphere at one of the little bastards that was on the ground.  
 
    I felt an arrow hit me in the back of the shoulder as I lost five percent of my health, so I quickly twisted around and returned fire without stopping. My arrow struck a goblin in the chest, drained his health down to fifty percent with a critical hit, and knocked him off the roof of the home he was on.  
 
    Still, I didn’t dare stop to try and finish him off.  
 
    Lacey, Edward, and I continued to pick off the rooftop goblins as we walked, until they were all down on the ground. None of them had actually been slain yet, so they began to swarm us all at once.  
 
    “Goddamn it,” I growled as I shot another Sprinkler and watched seven of the goblins go down. “They’re everywhere.”  
 
    Another arrow struck me in the shoulder as I walked, but I managed to sidestep an incoming spear as it zipped toward me like a bat out of Hell. I fired off an arrow with Return to Sender, and it stabbed clean through one of the goblins’ chests before it turned around and stuck him in the jugular. The little fucker gurgled on his own blood as he stumbled forward and his health dropped to zero, and a loot box appeared next to his corpse.  
 
    “Don’t even think about going for that!” Lacey yelled to the Party. “It’s a fucking trap for sure.”  
 
    Bobby swung his axe from side to side as he lopped off goblin heads, then he smashed one of the poor bastards to a bloody pulp with his shield. Meanwhile, Lacey simply used It’s-a Me to toss up a fiery flower and burn the goblins to a charred crisp.  
 
    None of us had taken that much damage yet, plus we had the extra healing from Edward and Bobby’s passive abilities, so Noel hadn’t cast any healing spells yet. Still, we pushed through the horde of goblins as we mowed them down with a combination of spells, projectiles, and our abilities. Soon, the world went quiet.  
 
    “Shit,” I gulped. “I think we killed them all.”  
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” Janelle asked.  
 
    “Not in this scenario, it’s not,” Edward said. “Let’s get a move on, people!”  
 
    “Wave two, begin,” the voice of The System said.  
 
    The sky above us started to glow, and then several large, purple bees the size of a freaking Great Dane appeared in the sky. They had stingers that dripped with a disgusting greenish-yellow goo, and their health bars read “Buzzerro, Level 2.”  
 
    “I’m gonna go out on a limb here and guess we wanna avoid whatever’s in those stingers?” Lacey said as she blasted one of the oversized wasps with a Fire Bolt.  
 
    The insect took a critical hit from the attack, which dropped its health down forty percent and then an additional ten from burn damage. Its wings started to buzz angrily as it zipped forward, hauled back its stinger, and shot some of the nasty goo at Lacey.  
 
    The Illusionist pulled a Switcheroo on the monster, and her Mirror Clone took a blast of the poison straight to the shoulder. Lacey’s clone gasped as she lost ten percent of her health, then another five as she became poisoned.  
 
    I instantly took aim at the bastard with my bow, fired off a Double Tap, and skewered the fucker through the head. The wings grew weaker as he collapsed out of the sky and his health dropped to null, though the rest of his hive started to swarm.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to turn into fire?” Edward asked as he sidestepped a shot of poisonous goo. “These things seem pretty weak to that element.”  
 
    “We need the health boost,” I explained.  
 
    I felt one of the monsters’ stingers stab into my torso from behind, though my armor took the brunt of the damage. I lost five percent of my health as I whipped around and took a potshot at the Buzzero, who just barely dodged the projectile. Another Buzzero swooped in, but Edward knocked him out of the sky with a Lightning Bolt. The purple bolt struck the insect, lowered its health by ten percent, and then caused him to seize up and collapse as his health bar became surrounded by a vibrating purple glow.  
 
    Normally this would have been where I’d finished the thing off, but we had to keep moving.  
 
    I shot seven more Buzzeros with Sprinkler before I felt poison splatter against the back of my head, and I felt an intense sickness in my stomach as my health bar became surrounded by a purple haze.  
 
    Thankfully Noel was right there, and he used Bless Away to remove the hex from my body.  
 
    “I. Fucking. Hate. Bees!” Janelle screamed as she wildly swung at the swarming insects.  
 
    Her attacks weren’t landing at all, though she was making enough noise and commotion that the bugs were mostly staying away from Noel and Edward.  
 
    I watched as Bobby used a Righteous Smack on the Buzzero, which stunned it long enough for the Paladin to activate Forward Strike and slice it clean in two with his axe. Two more purple bees attacked Bobby a second later, and he growled in pain as he lost twenty percent of his health.  
 
    Noel sent out his first Healing Wave as we pressed on, though I could tell we were already getting fatigued. 
 
    Lacey tossed out a fiery flower beside us, which seemed to take several of the fuckers out with a single attack.  
 
    I dug into my inventory, pulled out the red speck Gemma that used to be in my makeshift spear, and then quickly swapped it out for the green one in my bow. The next time I shot an arrow at the Buzzeros, the tip of the projectile lit up the sky like a star as it zipped toward its target. The overgrown insect buzzed annoyedly as it was set on fire and its health drained down to thirty percent, then Edward finished it off with a Lightning Bolt.  
 
    My XP bar raised slightly as we continued to move and cut through the monsters, until the world went silent once more.  
 
    “We did it again, didn’t we?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Wave three, begin,” the voice of The System said. 
 
    “Uggghhh,” we all groaned.  
 
    We were now about halfway through the Monster Field, but it was only going to get more difficult from here. The six of us took off in a dead sprint as we recovered a bit of health from Edward and Bobby’s passive perks, but it wasn’t long before we were met with our next wave of enemies.  
 
    A bunch of two-legged creatures without any arms sprang from the ground. Their bodies were shaped like human-sized eggplants, complete with the thick bottoms and thinner tops with a slight patch of leafy hair at the top. Their skin was completely transparent, which allowed us to see every single internal organ inside of the bastards. They had three mouths, one on the front and one on each side, and their feet reminded me of a dinosaur’s foot, with its three clawed toes.  
 
    The caption above their heads read “Crepitus, Level 3.”  
 
    “These things are supposed to hurt us?” Bobby asked. “They don’t even have teeth or arms!”  
 
    The Paladin twirled his axe around in hands before he took a swing at the Crepitus at a downward, slanted angle. Bobby’s attack dropped the monster down to zero health with a single swing, and it began to make a horrific noise like nails on a chalkboard.  
 
    Then, it exploded.  
 
    Lacey and Bobby yelped in agony as they were tossed back on their asses and lost thirty percent of their health. Almost immediately afterwards, two more of the Crepitus began to wail, and I knew they were about to blow.  
 
    Edward tossed up a Magic Wall seconds before those monsters exploded, and the resulting detonation bounced harmlessly off the barrier. However, there were still plenty more where that came from.  
 
    Two more of the fuckers came at us from behind, and all I could do was shoot an arrow into one of their faces before they exploded at point-blank range. I growled as white-hot pain overtook my chest and knocked me backwards, and it felt like my insides had been completely scrambled as I lost sixty percent of my health.  
 
    “We’ve Got This!” Janelle cried out as she activated her ability.  
 
    In a few seconds I regained twenty percent of the health that I’d just lost, though there were still several more Crepitus coming my way.  
 
    Noel tossed a Divine Shield over my body seconds before three more of the bastards exploded, and Edward surrounded Janelle with a prism of water. I watched from the other side of the barrier as the three monsters exploded, and both of our shields disappeared from the impact.  
 
    “Keep them at bay!” Lacey screamed as she threw down a fiery flower.  
 
    The Illusionist’s spell blasted a huge line of flames toward the Crepitus, which exploded instantly. They were far enough away that we only felt a small shockwave, which only caused a single percentage of damage.  
 
    “Back, putas,” Bobby said as he slammed his axe against his shield.  
 
    The resulting shockwave pushed several Crepitus away seconds before they exploded, and once again we all took only a small bit of damage.  
 
    There were still three of the Crepitus left, and they all seemed to charge us with pure rage in their eyes.  
 
    Thankfully, Noel was on the job.  
 
    He activated his Smite ability, and a bolt of divine lightning shot down from above and struck the monster at the front of the pack. Noel’s attack dropped the creature down to zero in an instant, which caused it to explode and take out the other two Crepitus with it.  
 
    “Good thinking, mono,” Bobby said.  
 
    Noel hit us all with a Healing Wave to bring us back to full health, though we were well aware that the Priest’s mana was getting drained fairly quickly from this endeavor. But we were now only a few blocks away from the stadium, and I could see the light at the end of the tunnel.  
 
    “Wave four, begin,” the modulated voice said.  
 
    We all seemed to get our second wind, and we hustled forward as several creatures came out of the woodwork around us, quite literally. The fucking trees in the front and back yards of the houses came alive, sprouted a face, and began to hobble toward us.  
 
    They all had health bars that read “Dryad, Level 4” above their heads.  
 
    These creatures moved way slower than the ones we’d faced before, but they apparently didn’t need to be right up on us to do damage. Instead, the Dryads slammed their “feet” into the ground, which caused a bunch of thorny roots to appear out of the grass in front of us.  
 
    Bobby slashed at the vines as they whipped him and tore his flesh away in small, bloody clumps, though his axe didn’t seem to be doing what he wanted it to do. Lacey was able to throw down a flaming flower, which burned the vines to a crisp before they could do too much damage.  
 
    Meanwhile, I activated Blood Rush and fired off a bunch of flaming arrows into the Dryads’ vines. The creatures bellowed in agony as their health bars went down by about twenty percent, though at this point I didn’t really give a fuck.  
 
    I wanted one thing, and one thing only.  
 
    To get to the Safe Zone.  
 
    Janelle cut a few vines before they slashed across her face and knocked her health down by ten percent, then one of the damn things wrapped around her waist and lifted her into the air.  
 
    “Zach!” she screamed.  
 
    I pulled back an arrow, shot it at the base of the vine that had Janelle, and watched as it went up in a puff of flames. Janelle fell to the ground, where she promptly rolled out of the way of another vine and then came up swinging.  
 
    “Get closer together,” I commanded my team. “And if you have a fire attack, now would be the time to use it!”  
 
    Lacey and I kept the vines at bay with our flame attacks, until we eventually saw the edge of the Monster Fields.  
 
    “There it is,” Bobby declared. “Just a little bit further.”  
 
    The Paladin cut down a couple more vines as he charged forward, and we stayed close behind him. As we approached the end of the Monster Fields, though, dozens of thorny vines grew up out of the ground and began to intertwine with each other to form a large wall.  
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” Edward growled.  
 
    The Elementalist transformed his body from water into fire, and I couldn’t help but feel nervous now that we didn’t have our extra health boost. Edward held up his hands, activated Rain, and then cast the spell directly over the wall of thorns. Fire rained down on the wall and set it ablaze, which caused the Dryads behind us to wail in agony. Within seconds, though, the wall had been reduced to ashes, and the path to freedom was in sight.  
 
    I got a bit of an adrenaline rush as every muscle in my body started to work harder, and I picked up the pace. The next thing I knew, I had burst through the other side of the Monster Field, and the air became light and crisp once more. The rest of my friends had gotten out, as well, and when I looked back over my shoulder I saw that the Dryads were no longer present. 
 
    We all slowed to a crawl as we came out of our mad dash and began to suck in long, deep breaths.  
 
    “Well, that was terrible,” Lacey grumbled.  
 
    “It could have gone a lot worse if it wasn’t for your fire flowers,” I said. “I think we actually got kinda lucky that two of the four enemies were weak to fire.”  
 
    “We’re definitely fast traveling back to the LA Zoo,” Edward said as he pulled off his helmet and ran his hands through his hair. “I’m not running that gauntlet again.”  
 
    “Ditto,” I said. “Though I’m kinda curious what the highest level in The System is.”  
 
    “As high as it wants to be,” Lacey said. “Until we’re all dead.”  
 
    “Well, it didn’t get us this time,” Bobby said proudly. “Still undefeated!”  
 
    After the adrenaline rush wore off, I felt a newfound sense of shock, awe, and wonder.  
 
    There, right before us, was SoFi Stadium.  
 
    AKA, the second Safe Zone. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “Ugh,” Bobby gagged as he looked up at the stadium before us. “Home of the freaking Chargers… I’d much rather be at Allegiant Stadium anyway.”  
 
    “You jest,” I said with a smirk. “But maybe we swing through Vegas on the way to Virginia? There’d be a fuckton of shit to do there, even if it is the end of the world.”  
 
    “You really think so?” Bobby asked. “Even with all the electricity being out, and money not meaning jack shit anymore?”  
 
    “Crisis or not, human beings will find a way to gamble,” Lacey chuckled. “It’s in our nature, apparently.”  
 
    “Now that’s something I’d like to see,” I said. “Slot machines without electricity? It’d be like something straight outta The Flintstones.”  
 
    “Don’t mess around with me, amigos…” Bobby warned. “Seeing a Raiders game was always a dream of mine growing up. Madre just never had enough money to take me to one, and now that I’m all grown up, I’ve got a million other things that need to come first in terms of finances, so it’s never happened.”  
 
    “We’ll make it happen,” I said with a warm smile. “Sure, there’s not really a ‘team’ anymore, nor are games actually happening, but we’ll make it a point to stop out there as we’re passing through.”  
 
    “You’d really do that?” he asked with a hint of hope. 
 
    “Why not?” I shrugged. “It’s not like there’d be anything else we have to do out in Vegas. Unless Allegiant Stadium ends up being a freaking dungeon or Safe Zone itself, of course.”  
 
    “That might be worth it, though,” Bobby chuckled. “To have a permanent Inn where all my favorite players changed clothes? I could shower exactly where all those sweaty dudes have taken shower after shower after shower. It’d be just like heaven.”  
 
    Lacey, Edward, Janelle, and I all exchanged an amused glance, then I just shook my head and turned to the stadium itself. SoFi had been one of the newest NFL stadiums built right before the collapse, so it was a no-brainer that it’d be converted into a Safe Zone for players inside of The System.  
 
    There had been a massive pond out front, though that was now so full of sludge and trash that it was unrecognizable. The sign that read “SoFi Stadium” was still present at the very center of the pavilion entrance, though it was all rusted and broken. Even from this far away I could see that many of the glass windows that made up the roof had been destroyed, which probably meant there was plenty of heat from the LA sun inside. Still, as we approached the building, we passed through the threshold of white light that acted as the divide between the Safe Zone and the dangers of the outside world. Soon, a message popped up in my HUD:  
 
      
 
    Waypoint Discovered!  
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank fuck,” I chuckled. “For a minute or two there I was afraid we’d have to make the journey by foot every time we wanted to cross between the two safe zones.”  
 
    I placed the arrow that was in my hand back into my quiver and slid my compound bow over my shoulder as we approached the stadium, and all of my friends seemed to sheath their weapons as well. Edward transformed his body back into its human state for the first time in a few minutes, and the lawyer instantly ran his hands through his hair to “fix” his combover.  
 
    As we started to walk underneath the large metal awning that made up the stadium’s entrance, I noticed that the structure wasn’t made up of metal at all.  
 
    “That’s weird,” I said as I walked over and touched one of the uprights. “It’s marble. That’s not metal at all.”  
 
    “Probably a design of The System,” Lacey said with a shrug. “It’s making everything archaic and old, so it’s probably the same deal here. Even though it’s still SoFi, it’s gotta fit into whatever weird-ass game The Invisible Hand has created.”  
 
    We continued forward until we arrived at the main entrance of the building, then we passed through the doors and into the formerly-popular attraction. Once we were inside, my jaw hit the floor. There was still the layout that I assumed was present when The System took over, with all of its fancy concession stands, restrooms, and even a stage for live shows.  
 
    However, the entire building was now made of marble that was crumbling and somehow looked like it was thousands of years old, even though it would have just been installed in the last year or so. The actual centerpiece of the stadium, the football field, had been converted into sandy ground and was now covered with dozens of small tents where vendors sold their goods and people bustled about. The seats in the stands were now simple white stone benches with no backs, cup holders, or any of those modern amenities.  
 
    The jumbotron that hung above the former football field was still on, though it now had the exact same sort of display that the LA Zoo had before we liberated it. There was a graph on the screen that reminded me of the stock market, with its lines and green arrow that slowly climbed upwards, along with a large progress bar that was only about three-quarters full and displayed the number “25,000” above it in red.  
 
    “They only need twenty-five thousand coins?” Lacey said as she stared at the scoreboard. “That should be easy.”  
 
    “I wish I had your confidence,” a woman’s voice scoffed.  
 
    My Party turned around to see a tall, buff woman that made Rhonda Rousey look like a powder puff. She had shoulder-length black hair that shined like silk, a rounded face, and a broad frame. The woman had on a thick metal chestplate, boots and gauntlets that looked like they were heavier than a bag of bricks, and a giant broadsword that was attached to her back.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “Twenty-five thousand gold isn’t that hard to come by. We were able to rack up nearly sixty thousand on our last long quest, and that was just with one dungeon and two bosses.”  
 
    “I don’t know where you are all from,” the woman said as she shook her head. “But there’s not any quests around here with that sort of payout. Not any that people come back from, at least.”  
 
    “We’re built differently, chica,” Bobby said as he studied the woman. “Paladin?”  
 
    “Templar, actually,” she said.  
 
    “Templar?” Janelle asked. “I’m not familiar with that class.”  
 
    “It’s not as common, I’ve found,” she said and shrugged. “Apparently, less than one percent of players even get the option to choose it.”  
 
    “I was offered, but I decided against it,” I said as I extended my hand to our new ally. “I was always one for good ol’ bow or rifle anyway. I’m a Marksman. Zach Woods.”  
 
    “Harper Nedry,” the Templar said as she greeted me with a shake. “Pleasure to meet you.”  
 
    “I’m Roberto,” Bobby said. “You can call me ‘Bobby,’ though.”  
 
    “Janelle!” Janelle said and then held up her chihuahua. “And this is baby Braeden.”  
 
    “Edward Goldmann,” our Elementalist cleared his throat. “Former attorney at law and current Elementalist.”  
 
    “I’m Lacey,” Lacey said with a roll of her eyes. “Just Lacey.”  
 
    “I Noel,” Noel said as he simultaneously signed his words to the woman.  
 
    “Wait…” Harper trailed off as her eyes narrowed. “A bonobo, a marksman, a magic woman, and a big Mexican with a shield… No way.”  
 
    “It sounds like our reputation precedes us?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “You’re… you’re the Party that everybody keeps talking about,” she gasped. “The ones that liberated the Safe Zone at the Zoo. I just assumed that was all a legend to keep morale high.”  
 
    “Definitely not a legend,” I chuckled. “We were there. We lived it.”  
 
    “We’re not the only ones to liberate a Safe Zone, either,” Lacey said. “After Zach saved the LA Zoo, we got a notification on the big screen that he was one of many.”  
 
    “There was a leaderboard and everything,” I said. “Apparently it’s a thing that happens all over the world. It’s not common, but it happens.”  
 
    “Wow.” Harper’s eyes widened. “I thought that this was The System’s way of taunting us, by placing these ‘Safe Zones’ around LA and then making it impossible to make them permanent. Like a donkey and a carrot.”  
 
    “That’s why we’re here,” I said. “We want to help make this Safe Zone a permanent refuge for the citizens of New LA.”  
 
    “New LA?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s… uh, it’s what we call LA now since it’s gone to shit,” I explained.  
 
    “We even elected a Mayor and everything!” Janelle said.  
 
    “Huh.” Harper chuckled. “I suppose it was the first Safe Zone to be made permanent, so it deserves to be the capital of whatever is left of this place when all is said and done. Is that really why you’ve come to SoFi, though? You want to help us?”  
 
    “That’s the plan.” Lacey nodded.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    All of my Party mates and I seemed to be taken aback by Harper’s comment, and we went silent for a moment as we exchanged confused expressions.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t we?” Bobby asked. “It was a pan comido decision.”  
 
    “You had everything you needed,” Harper said. “You had a permanently safe place to live, and you apparently had sixty thousand gold that was just sitting there as chump change, yet you came all the way down here to SoFi.”  
 
    “It’s the right thing to do,” I said. “I didn’t want anyone still alive in LA to have to journey all the way to the Zoo if there was somewhere closer. Plus, it’s a great way to get more XP, loot, and gold quickly.”  
 
    “Plus the Mayor’s offered to pay us handsomely if we’re successful,” Edward said. “That’s the cherry on top of this delectable sundae.”  
 
    “So, do you have the twenty-five thousand gold with you?” Harper asked hopefully.  
 
    “Nowhere close,” I said. “We wanted to get to the Safe Zone first to scope the situation out, and to see if anybody here had any thoughts on Quests we could do to get that gold.”  
 
    “If I knew of a quest with that sort of payout,” Harper sighed, “I would have done it long ago. All of the quests that our adventurers go on pay like crap, or they’re so difficult that entire Parties don’t return.”  
 
    “Shit,” I said with a gulp. “Let’s hope we can avoid becoming one of those.”  
 
    “It depends on what kind of quest you choose to go on,” she said. “Now, where are my manners? You probably want to see what SoFi Stadium has to offer nowadays?”  
 
    “Not really,” Bobby said with a frown. “I hope The System wiped the Chargers completely outta existence. That’d be a way to brighten my day.”  
 
    “Raiders fan?” Harper asked, and the Paladin nodded profusely. “Well, this is awkward… Bolts for life.”  
 
    The Templar woman removed her left pauldron to reveal a small Chargers logo that was tattooed into her skin, and then she clicked her tongue.  
 
    “I gotta get outta here, ese,” Bobby joked as he pretended to turn to leave. “I can’t even look at this chica.”  
 
    “Come on, Bobby,” Lacey said with a roll of her eyes. “I can say with one hundred percent confidence that neither team exists anymore.”  
 
    “It’s the principle of the matter, ya know?” Bobby said with a wink.  
 
    “I not understand humans,” Noel said as he scratched his head.  
 
    “I don’t, either, pal,” Edward said. “And I am one!”  
 
    “You came all the way from the Zoo?” Harper asked. “Did you walk the whole way?”  
 
    “Unfortunately,” Janelle said. “We had to fight through that Monster Field outside, too.”  
 
    “Oh, that.” The Templar said with a frown. “You picked really bad timing to arrive, then. The Monster Field comes and goes every couple of hours, and we always try to avoid leaving the Stadium when it’s active. You must have shown up during a time when it was at full force.”  
 
    “So all we had to do was wait?” Edward groaned. “That woulda made things soooo much easier.”  
 
    “At least we made it through,” I said. “And we got some XP out of the whole thing, even if it wasn’t much.”  
 
    “It sounds like you’ve had a rough day,” Harper said as she gestured for us to follow her. “I’m sure you’re tired, so I’ll give you a lighter version of the tour we normally give newcomers, capped off with our inn, of course.”  
 
    “You have an inn inside the stadium?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Believe it or not, yes. It’s actually the uppermost level of the stadium, where the private suites and press box used to be.”  
 
    “Great,” the Illusionist said under her breath. “That’s definitely not gonna bring up any frustrating memories at all.”  
 
    Harper started to the left, and we followed her. Like so many football stadiums, SoFi was designed to be a giant oval, which meant all we had to do was walk in one direction for long enough and we’d find ourselves back where we started. The first thing was passed were the former concession stands, which had gotten a complete overhaul by The System. They were essentially large, square spaces that had been carved out of the stadium wall and appeared to be made of crumbling marble. Each one had a sign above it that read the name of whatever shop it was supposed to be, and within the first few minutes of our tour we passed by a couple of food vendors, an amulet maker, and two potion sellers. Once we were past those sections of the stadium, we came to a section that obviously used to be a souvenir shop, which had been converted into an armory.  
 
    As we walked, though, I noticed that the actual number of people inside these shops was small, and there were several carved-out cubbies that didn’t have anything inside them.  
 
    “How many people do you have in this Safe Zone?” I asked.  
 
    “Only one hundred and thirty-eight,” Harper sighed. “We’ve had plenty of people stop in and stay with us for a little while, but they all left and went off on their own journey once they were told this place wasn’t permanently safe. It’s been hard to keep the population up, that’s for sure.”  
 
    Hopefully, we could help fix the population issue here at SoFi by making it a permanent Safe Zone, though that meant we needed to make some extra coin, and fast.  
 
    “Well, you’re in luck then, lady,” Edward said with a huckster’s smile. “Because that’s one of the main reasons we were pegged to do this little adventure.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Lacey said. “Word of the LA Zoo being a permanent Safe Zone is spreading like wildfire, and survivors are flocking there by the hundreds. It’s a fairly large space, but it’s already getting overcrowded as Hell, and pretty soon it won’t be enough to support anybody.”  
 
    “Typical politician,” Harper scoffed. “I’m sure he’s asked you to do this out of the kindness of his heart, and no other underlying, self-serving reason.”  
 
    “Does it matter?” I asked bluntly. “If humanity is going to survive this shithole of a world The System created, then we need to give people as many safe havens as we possibly can. Political implications aside, I want to save every Safe Zone I come across.”  
 
    “You’ve got your work cut out for you then,” the Templar said and shook her head. “Believe me. We’ve had Parties trying to get enough coin since The System began, but to no avail.”  
 
    “What about your Party?” Bobby asked. “You look pretty chida, and I’m sure all your party mates are just as awesome and strong, right?”  
 
    “They were.” Harper lowered her head and frowned.  
 
    “Oh.” The Paladin’s face fell. “I’m… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to--”  
 
    “It’s okay,” she said softly. “I only knew them for three days, anyway.”  
 
    “Aw, I’m sorry,” Janelle said. “What happened to them?”  
 
    “A level ten Burrowshark, that’s what.” The Templar’s eyes flickered with anger as she spoke, and I had a feeling that the death of her party hadn’t been pleasant.  
 
    “A Burrowshark?” Bobby asked. “What in the fuck is that?”  
 
    “Just what the name implies,” she said. “It’s like a great white shark that lives on land and burrows under the ground.”  
 
    “Por dios,” Bobby muttered. “That would be my Madre’s worst nightmare. She still refuses to swim in the ocean thanks to Jaws, so if she knew there was a shark underground?”  
 
    The Paladin shuddered, but both Lacey and Janelle walked over and tossed their arms around Harper.  
 
    “I’m sorry, girl,” Janelle said. “You know we’re here for you and all.”  
 
    “I’m just happy to see you made it out alive,” Lacey said. “That sounds awful.”  
 
    “It was.” Harper nodded. “I have very powerful self-healing abilities, but those are pretty much useless when the monster you’re facing can kill people in one attack.”  
 
    “Jesus,” I sputtered.  
 
    “I don’t think Jesus had anything to do with this, amigo,” Bobby sighed. “This sounds like the work of El Diablo.”  
 
    “The Invisible Hand, you mean,” Edward said. “Unless… Holy shit, what if that’s what all this is? What if we’re experiencing the Rapture as it was written out by the Good Book? Now there’s a theory I haven’t heard yet.”  
 
    “I don’t think there was anything in the scripture about Burrowsharks or goblins or Liches,” Bobby said as he shook his head. “I would know. Madre dragged me to mass every single week, without fail.”  
 
    “It’s just a theory.” Edward held up a finger and chuckled. “You can’t disprove it, nor can I prove it, so we’ll just leave it at that.”  
 
    Lacey and Janelle finally let go of Harper, who pursed her lips and seemed to fight back a sniffle before she cleared her throat.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “It’s been rough.”  
 
    “It’s been rough for everybody,” Lacey said. “Zach and I had to watch all of our colleagues on the set get slaughtered.”  
 
    “My best friend was killed,” Noel sighed longingly. “She was great woman.”  
 
    “And I lost every single one of my clients!” Edward said. “They may not have meant that much to me on a personal level, but let me tell you, that shit hurt.”  
 
    “I thank my lucky stars every day that my Madre made it out alive,” Bobby said.  
 
    “That’s because she had you protecting her, silly,” Janelle giggled. “There’s not a monster in LA that could stand up to such a mountain of a man like you.”  
 
    “You’re going to make me blush, chica,” Bobby chuckled. “I had a lot of help from Lacey and Zach.”  
 
    “I can see why your Party has made it this far,” Harper said with a smile. “You don’t seem like a bunch of strangers. You’re more like a big family, bickering one minute and joking around with each other the next.”  
 
    “We’ve only known each other for a day,” Edward said. “I think it might be a little early to be making claims like that.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Harper shrugged. “My Party bickered and fought all the time, but not in the innocent, all-in-good-fun way you guys seem to. We legitimately disagreed about everything, which is how we ended up out in the desert on the outskirts of the city. Which was where the Burrowshark attacked.”  
 
    It was both good and disheartening to know that there was a Burrowshark out in the desert. It meant that we knew what to look out for when we eventually got out there, but it also meant we were going to have to either fight or flee from a level ten monster to get out of LA.  
 
    Or worse. Nobody we’d met so far knew what awaited us on the journey between LA and the next closest city, which meant that for better or for worse, we were going to be trailblazers.  
 
    “Maybe that’s why The System put us together?” Lacey said. “Because it knew we had the right set of skills and personalities to achieve victory on these deadly quests in this fucked-up world?”  
 
    “Who knows?” Harper said. “I’ve given up trying to understand The System. It makes no sense. For example, why the Hell is SoFi Stadium basically the Roman Colosseum now? Who knows? Do I care? Not really. At this point, I just want to survive.”  
 
    “You will,” I promised. “We’re going to make sure of that.”  
 
    “Not if you don’t get some rest, you won’t,” Harper said with a smirk. “Let me show you to our quaint little Inn.”  
 
    The Templar took us over to a spot in the stadium that obviously used to be an elevator, which had now been transformed into a massive marble staircase. The staircase stretched up to the next floor and then beyond, and I sighed at the sheer height of it all.  
 
    “How many floors are there to this place?” Bobby gulped.  
 
    “Eight,” Harper said.  
 
    “Ohhhhh, boy,” Edward sighed as he did a little bit of stretching. “The middle-aged man’s greatest nemesis. The stairs. I might end up falling behind, guys, so don’t wait up on me.”  
 
    Harper led the way, and the six of us all followed her up the marble staircase. Noel and Lacey seemed to be the most physically fit of us all, and they kept up with the Templar stride for stride. Janelle, Bobby, and I were right behind the first group, though I noticed that we were all breathing more heavily and huffing once we got to about the fourth set.  
 
    Then there was Edward, who consistently remained about two full floors behind us.  
 
    When we finally got up to the eighth floor, we took a breather at the top of the staircase and caught our breath.  
 
    “I know I’ve said it before, amigos…” Bobby gasped for air. “But fuck The System. Dios mio, that was a lot of stairs.”  
 
    I looked around at the eighth floor of the Safe Zone as we waited for Edward to arrive, and I was amazed at just how different it looked from both its original state and the rest of the stadium. The outer walls of the floor were more like open window frames, where I assumed there used to be windows that were long since gone. It offered a stunning view of the mountains on one side, and an equally beautiful view of downtown LA on the other.  
 
    Or, at least, what used to be a beautiful view.  
 
    About one hundred feet away from the top of the stairs was a doorway with the words “SoFi Stadium Inn” carved into the marble next to it, which was tended by a short man in a toga that I instantly assumed was a NPC. 
 
    “Yeah, this is way different,” Lacey chuckled. “This looks nothing like what I’m used to.”  
 
    “You came to a lot of games here?” Harper asked.  
 
    “Not willingly. My Uncle is Marcus Simmers, so my family did a fuckton of business meetings here.”  
 
    “No shit?” the Templar said in surprise. “I’m talking to Hollywood royalty right now?”  
 
    “I really hate being referred to as that,” Lacey said with a frown.  
 
    “She’s disowned her Uncle’s name,” I explained. “Even though it’s still her legal last name, of course.”  
 
    “Huh,” Harper said with a nod. “I won’t bring it up again, in that case.”  
 
    “Oh, you can talk about it all you want,” Lacey said. “Just be prepared to hear an onslaught of snarky, annoyed, and vulgar comments.”  
 
    “H-hey, guys,” Edward’s voice said weakly as he hobbled up the last few stairs. “Thanks for waiting up on me.”  
 
    The Elementalist’s face was completely red, and his combover was unkempt as he doubled over and let bits of sweat drip down off his drenched forehead.  
 
    “I hate to tell you this now, amigo,” Bobby chuckled. “But couldn’t you have just used your Magic Boots?”  
 
    “I thought… I thought about it,” Edward said with a huff. “But even though that makes you run faster, you still gotta do the movements and put the wear and tear on your body. It would have just exhausted these old bones faster than usual.”  
 
    “You’re only in your forties,” Janelle said with a roll of her eyes. “You’re not even that old, Eddie.”  
 
    “Keep telling yourself that, kid,” the Elementalist replied. “You’ll see when you’re my age.”  
 
    “You all must be exhausted,” Harper chuckled. “I’ll leave you be for now and let you get some rest.”  
 
    “What about you?” I asked the Templar.  
 
    “I’m going back to my post on the first floor,” she replied. “I need to be there just in case any more survivors come straggling in. I’ll see you when you’re all good and rested.”  
 
    “We’ll see you then,” I agreed.  
 
    Harper gave us one last wave before she turned and headed back down the stairs.  
 
    “H-how is she doing that all over again?” Edward gasped.  
 
    “Going down stairs is much easier than going up them,” Bobby said.  
 
    “But you still gotta go down eight flights!” Edward gasped. 
 
    “The world of The System doesn’t have elevators, I guess.” I shrugged.  
 
    “Because the Invisible Hand is a buncha assholes!” Edward said. “I can handle wiping out a third of the world’s population and creating a bunch of crazy monsters and all, but making you take the stairs everywhere? That’s just sadistic.”  
 
    “You want me to heal you?” Noel asked with an amused tone.  
 
    “Oh, great,” Edward mumbled. “Now even the ape is giving me shit.”  
 
    “I just playing.” Noel even managed a shit-eating grin as he signed his response. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the Lawyer said as he stood back up straight. “Let’s just get in there and get some freaking rest. I could sleep for a week at this point.”  
 
    Unfortunately, we didn’t have a week to rest up and get ready for the next leg of our journey. We had to get a ton of coins before this Safe Zone collapsed, and after we took a long rest it would be even less time to do it.  
 
    Worst of all, we didn’t have the slightest clue where we were going to get enough coins.  
 
    We still had a lot of work ahead of us if we wanted to become the “Safe Zone Saviors” that everybody thought we were. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “Welcome to the SoFi Stadium Inn!” the NPC posted at the entrance of the eighth floor lodging space said as we approached. “A part of the SoFi Coliseum Experience.”  
 
    “Is that what you’re calling it now?” I asked with an amused smirk. “I thought it looked pretty Roman-esque.”  
 
    “What can I do for you today?” the toga-clad man asked.  
 
    “Stay away from sidewalk air vents,” Edward joked as he pointed at the man’s outfit. “Or any open windows that might cause an upwards draft.”  
 
    The NPC opened his mouth and began to laugh hysterically, though his eyes remained open and emotionless the entire time. It gave me the fucking heebie-jeebies, almost like I was watching a robot trying to act like a human but not quite getting it right. Eventually the man went silent, then he looked at us once more and smiled as if he hadn’t just gone full Joker.  
 
    “Are you here for lodging?” he asked. “We have many room options available… Would you like singles? Couples? Throuples? It’s LA, there’s no judgment here.”  
 
    “Six single rooms, please,” I said. “Whatever the cheapest option is.”  
 
    “Cheapest… Cheapest… Hmmmm…” the man said as he comically opened up a scroll in front of his face. “I’ve got six rooms right next to each other just down the hallway, facing south toward the mountains, that run ten gold pieces a night. Are you sure you don’t want a luxury suite with a city view? Those are only fifty gold pieces a night, which is an unbeatable price.”  
 
    “We just need a place to crash,” I said. “The north-facing rooms will be fine, thank you.”  
 
    We each pulled out ten gold coins, placed them on the table in front of us, and were given simple metal keys that we assumed went with our respective rooms.  
 
    “Twenty-two through twenty-seven,” the NPC said. “Have a great night, and thank you for choosing the luxurious SoFi Stadium Inn.”  
 
    “The System really does have a sick sense of humor,” Lacey sighed as she walked through the door.  
 
    The rest of us followed the Illusionist, and we were greeted with the strangest aesthetic I think I’d ever seen. The interior of the Inn had no walls at all, or at least no solid walls. There were large frames of marble that delineated the different spaces, though you could see all the way through the lobby into the various hallways, which were lined with simple iron doors. There weren’t walls on either side of the space, either, and instead one end of the room was just a massive open window that pointed in the direction of LA, while the other opened up and allowed you to look out over the stadium down below.  
 
    “Talk about an open concept,” Janelle whistled.  
 
    “It’s a good thing OSHA’s not a thing anymore,” Edward said with a scoff. “This whole place is a major lawsuit waiting to happen.”  
 
    “I just hope the rooms aren’t this open,” Bobby said. “I ain’t scared of much in this life, but the idea of people being able to watch me while I sleep? It gives me la grima.”  
 
    “La grima?” Janelle asked.  
 
    “It’s how you say ‘the creeps’ in Spanish,” Lacey said.  
 
    “Well, at least we know the rooms all have doors,” I said as we walked through the lobby. “So there’s gotta be at least a little bit of privacy.”  
 
    There were a few tables set up on one side of the Inn, and a single server hustled around as he waited on the few residents who’d apparently decided to dine in the establishment. Throughout the lobby were several simple marble benches and tables where people lounged, though they all looked horrifically uncomfortable to my eye.  
 
    Eventually, we made our way down the hallway and found rooms twenty-two through twenty-seven, then the six of us bade each other goodnight before we slipped our keys in the door, twisted, and walked into our room.  
 
    Thankfully, Bobby’s fears were all for naught, and the rooms were actually very private. They had four ten-foot high marble walls, with a bed in the center that was flanked by four massive pillars at each corner. On the far side of the room was a large, glass window that opened up to the view of the Pacific, and the room was pulled together by a small marble bench and a dresser to hold clothes and gear.  
 
    The second I was in the door I locked it behind me, and then I started to strip out of my armor and gear. I made sure to put everything into my storage so that it wouldn’t get lost, until I was down to nothing but my boxers and the old t-shirt I was wearing when The System had taken over. I tossed myself into the bed, and the second my body hit the mattress I felt a wave of relief wash over me as I realized it was a modern mattress, and not something that’d been stuffed with duck feathers or straw.  
 
    I nestled up against the pillow, pulled the covers over my body, and then closed my eyes as I tried to lull myself into a deep sleep. It didn’t take much for me to conk out, and I felt my eyelids getting droopy for a moment before I woke up to the sound of chirping birds outside.  
 
    Or at least, I thought they were birds. For all I knew, they might have been mutant penguins or some shit like that.  
 
    I stood up from my bed, stretched, and then proceeded over to the window that had been carved in the marble wall of my room. Outside was the gorgeous view of the LA sunrise, though the entire scene was macabrely juxtaposed against the sight of burning buildings and strange, unidentifiable roars that echoed through the valley.  
 
    I did a few extra stretches to limber up my body and remove any kinks left over from yesterday’s escapades, then I pulled out my armor and suited up. My compound bow was the last thing I grabbed as I stepped to the door, so I slid that over my shoulder as I pushed open the metal door with a creak and stepped out into the hallway.  
 
    As I made my way toward the main area of the SoFi Stadium Inn, I saw that Noel and Bobby were already up and around. The bonobo and the Paladin sat at one of the benches as they yukked it up and laughed. Noel was making what could only be described as amused hooting noises as Bobby spoke with animated body language.  
 
    It was great to see the two of them getting along. Bobby seemed to love the fact that Noel was so matter-of-fact and laid-back, while Noel pretty much saw Bobby as a big, strong gorilla-like creature.  
 
    It was a strange partnership, but it worked.  
 
    “What are you guys laughing about?” I asked with a smirk as I approached my Party mates.  
 
    “He tell me story,” Noel said as he tried to contain his amusement. “About time he found naked man trying to get out window.”  
 
    “Missus Powers’ husband got home early,” Bobby chuckled. “So her side amore had to book it outta there so fast, he forgot his clothes! But you wanna know the best part of it all, ese?”  
 
    “You’re going to tell me anyway,” I said.  
 
    “There was one of those LA tour buses passing by as he was climbing out, little pito dangling in the wind and everything!”  
 
    Noel began to howl with laughter and slap the table repeatedly, which garnered the attention of everybody else in the room.  
 
    “Easy, dude,” I said as I shook my head. “We don’t wanna break anything.”  
 
    “It just funny,” Noel sighed. “Humans very strange.”  
 
    “You can say that again, mono,” Bobby said as he raised his glass of horchata in a toast. “Humans are weird as fuck, myself included.”  
 
    “Have you seen the others, by chance?” I asked as Bobby gulped down his juice like somebody who hadn’t had anything liquid in days.  
 
    “Janelle still sleeping,” Noel said. “I think Lacey and Edward awake, but they not here.”  
 
    “How do you know they’re awake?”  
 
    “I hear Edward,” the ape replied. “He very loud man.”  
 
    “I heard him, too,” Bobby chuckled. “He was out here complaining about the lack of breakfast options. Something about gluten not being good for his bowels or some shit like that. I tell you, ese, I hope my body doesn’t fall apart when I get that old.”  
 
    “If you keep taking abuse like you have, I wouldn’t be surprised if it falls apart in another year or two,” I said.  
 
    “You’re pretty optimistic, brother,” the Paladin cackled. “I’ll be happy to even make it another two years in this shittastic world.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I said with a hint of snark as I looked over at Noel. “What about Lacey?”  
 
    “She go to find Harper,” Noel said. “She want to see if Templar woman could help her find a quest with high payout.”  
 
    “Of course she did,” I said. 
 
    Lacey had always been the “go-getter” of our Party, so this sort of behavior was one hundred percent on-brand for her. Hell, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d already talked to twenty different people and had gathered up dozens of potential quests that would add up to the gold we needed for this Safe Zone.  
 
    “I swear, I’m telling the truth!” I heard a man say to the other man and woman across from him at his table. “The fault line is gonna go next.”  
 
    “You really think that The System cares about fault lines?” the woman scoffed.  
 
    “You think it doesn’t?” the man said. “It’s already the end of all things, and the world is full of fire and brimstone and death and destruction and chaos… Wouldn’t the San Andreas fault going Kablooie just be the cherry on top of it all?”  
 
    “There hasn’t even been a big Earthquake for a while,” the second man said in a puzzled voice. “So where is this all coming from?”  
 
    “The Ignisitor,” the first man replied as he looked around the room. 
 
    I felt my ears perk up like a dog in an old cartoon. I didn’t know what an “Ignisitor” was, but the way the man said it with such a mix of horror and intrigue that I had to listen.  
 
    “Did The System fry your brain?” the second man asked.  
 
    “What’s he talking about, Steve?” the woman of the group asked.  
 
    “He thinks there’s a fire demon living in the sewers of LA,” the man named Steve scoffed. “Why would The System put a demon down there, anyway? Nobody’s going into the pipes filled with literal shit and piss.”  
 
    “Unless they thought it’d be a safe place to hide out, away from all the monsters that were on the surface level?” the other man suggested. 
 
    “Okay, fine, you’ve got me there,” Steve said as he raised his hands and sighed. “But how in the world does any of what you’re talking about relate to the San Andreas Fault line?”  
 
    “Because it’s the perfect way to activate it!” the first man said. “Think about it, Steve… Think of how much nasty liquid excrement is located in those pipelines. And what would happen if it were all somehow dumped down into the Earth?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Steve scoffed. “But not whatever you’re thinking, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “The Fault Line is all the way down on the Earth’s crust,” the woman said. “And you think a bunch of sewer water is enough to make it activate?”  
 
    “I’m telling you, the Ignisitor is a being of pure magma and stone…” the first man trailed off. “Some say he actually was crafted by The System out of the Earth’s crust itself. If any monster could get down there, it’d be him.”  
 
    “If it even exists,” the woman said. “What makes you think this creature even exists?”  
 
    “I heard it,” the paranoid man said. “On my way here to SoFi, I heard the Ignisitor as it lumbered around in the sewers below me. I felt the heat of its molten core against the ground, too. The pavement even melted from the creature’s intensity! Then there was its cry… It was like nothing I’ve ever heard before, and I still hear its cries in my sleep.”  
 
    “But you didn’t see it?” Steve pressed. 
 
    “Why are you so hung up on that?” the paranoid man asked. “There are plenty of things you can’t see, but that doesn’t make them not real, now does it?”  
 
    “Excuse me,” I said as I cleared my throat and stepped toward the group. “I’m sorry to eavesdrop, but what is this you’re saying about a fire demon in the sewers?”  
 
    “You believe me?” the paranoid man asked as his brown eyes widened with happiness.  
 
    “Maybe.” I said with a nod. “Tell me more about this thing. If you didn’t actually see it, how do you even know what it’s called?”  
 
    “I saw its health bar,” the man gulped. “It was massive.”  
 
    Now that was what I wanted to hear. 
 
    “Did you see what level it was?” I asked. 
 
    “I-I don’t remember,” he stammered. “Honestly, I was too focused on trying to get to safety, and worrying about getting stuck in the melting asphalt of the road. I just remember that his health bar was larger than any creature my Party met on the road to SoFi.”  
 
    “Where exactly did you encounter this monster?” I asked. 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” the man began. “Unless you want to… Noooooo. Please tell me you aren’t stupid enough to actually go after the Ignisitor.”  
 
    “I could tell you that,” I chuckled. “But it’d be a lie.”  
 
    “Are you crazy?” the man gasped. “It’ll kill you!”  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “Though I’ll take my chances if it means getting enough gold to make this Safe Zone permanent.”  
 
    “That’s not gonna happen,” the second man said with a frown. “The only Safe Zone around here is the LA Zoo, and that’s a few hours North of this place.”  
 
    “I know,” I smirked. “Who do you think made it that way?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” the woman of the group said, completely unaware of what I was getting at. “Whoever they are, I wish they’d do the same down here.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best.” I winked.  
 
    The woman didn’t respond until Steve nudged her in the side and cleared his throat. She took a second to even realize what he was getting at, then she let out a gasp and looked me in the eyes.  
 
    “It was you?” she asked.  
 
    “And my friends,” I said. “That’s not important right now, though. The only thing that’s important is you telling me where you saw this lava demon.”  
 
    “It was down on one hundred and fifth street,” the paranoid man said as he scratched his head. “Or wait, maybe it was one hundred and sixth? Or one hundred and seventh? I don’t remember. All I know is it was down by the school in that area.”  
 
    I didn’t know what school he was talking about, exactly, but that at least gave us a good idea of where we needed to go next.  
 
    “Thanks, man,” I said as I gave the group a slight nod. “Hopefully the next time I see you, it’ll be in this newly liberated Safe Zone.”  
 
    “I still think you’re crazy mad,” the paranoid man said with a shake of his head. “I hope I’m wrong, though.”  
 
    I left the group and returned to where Noel and Bobby were sitting, and my two party mates gave me a strange look.  
 
    “What was all that about, amigo?” Bobby asked.  
 
    “I think I found our ticket to saving this Safe Zone,” I said. “A lava demon in the sewers.”  
 
    “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about, bro!” the Paladin said as he hopped to his feet and clapped his hands together. “Is it some big, bad monster like the Lich?”  
 
    “I’m guessing so,” I said with a shrug. “All I know is that it’s got a massive health bar, and it’s somewhere around this area. I don’t know about you guys, but that sounds like the perfect opportunity to level up and earn some gold.”  
 
    “And good loot,” Noel said. “That important, too.”  
 
    As we were talking, Janelle came walking out of her room and casually approached our table. The Ranger had on her armor, though it also looked like she’d put a bunch of time and effort into the mascara and eyeshadow on her face, as well as her hair. The brunette woman had styled her hair so that it was completely straight and silky, and I wondered how the fuck she even accomplished that without electricity.  
 
    Braeden trotted along beside his owner with an uneven pace and his head held high, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the little guy’s confidence. Then again, I’d seen what he’d done to those goblins, and I sure as fuck didn’t want to get on his bad side.  
 
    “What’s up, guys?” Janelle asked before she plunked down next to Bobby on the bench. “Whatcha talking about? Guy stuff? Sports? Supermodels? Sports supermodels?”  
 
    “We have a plan for saving this Safe Zone,” I said. “We’re going down into the sewers.”  
 
    Janelle tilted her head to the side as her eyes narrowed, and she frowned.  
 
    “Did I just hear that right?” she asked rhetorically. “Because I thought I just heard you say you wanted to go down into the nasty, disgusting, poo-filled sewers?”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I said,” I agreed. “There’s a lava demon down there that I think would give us a huge loot payout if we killed it.”  
 
    “But… poo…” she protested and touched her shiny hair. 
 
    “Nobody said being an adventurer was pretty, chica,” Bobby chuckled.  
 
    “It okay,” Noel said. “I sleep in stinky places all the time when I was in Zoo.”  
 
    “So we’re gonna come out of this smelling like an ape,” Janelle said. “Wonderful.”  
 
    “Hey!” Noel protested. 
 
    “We can always shower off the stench,” I said. “But once this Safe Zone collapses, we’re never gonna get another chance to liberate it.”  
 
    “I guess,” she sighed and looked down at her companion. “What do you think, Braeden?”  
 
    The teacup chihuahua let out a slight yip, which caused Janelle to recoil for a second.  
 
    “What happening right now?” Noel whispered to me, and I just shrugged.  
 
    “Now, Mister Sassypants,” the Ranger said as she waggled her finger at her dog. “No need to get snippy with me. I know you eat your own poo, so I guess it shouldn’t surprise me that you want to go down into the sewers.”  
 
    “See?” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Even the dog thinks this is a good idea.”  
 
    “What’s a good idea?” Edward’s muffled voice asked.  
 
    I turned around to see the Elementalist approaching with a mouthful of food and a half-eaten breakfast burrito in his hand. 
 
    “I thought you were looking for something gluten-free?” Bobby asked as he nodded to the food in the lawyer’s hand.  
 
    “This is gluten free!” Edward said. “The burrito is made outta eggs, and all the fillings are fruit and meat. I had to go around pretty much every floor, and it cost me an arm, a leg, and my first-born child, but I finally found a cook that’d make it for me.”  
 
    “And was it worth it?” I asked.  
 
    “Um, yes!” Edward said and took another giant bite of his burrito. “It’s gonna be a sad day for Edward the Elementalist if we ever leave this place. I can’t imagine getting a custom, gluten-free meal item anywhere else in this country.”  
 
    “I see I didn’t miss too much,” Lacey chuckled as she walked up to the group with her arms crossed over her chest.  
 
    “Where have you been, girl?” Janelle asked.  
 
    “I was with Harper,” Lacey said. “She took me down to the warriors’ guild on the third floor and introduced me to everyone there. I was hoping they might have some ideas of quests we could do to get some quick coin, but all of them are level two and three, and they weren’t really giving me anything to work with.”  
 
    “You’re in luck then,” I said with a shit-eating grin on my face. “Because your resident Marksman may have found us something.”  
 
    I spent the next few minutes explaining the Ignisitor to Janelle, Edward, and Lacey, all while they stared at me with horrified eyes. Other than Edward, of course, who alternated between horror and satisfaction as he gobbled down his burrito.  
 
    “Pretty badass, right?” Bobby asked when I was done. “It’s not every day you get to say you got to slay a freaking lava demon.”  
 
    “That’s… that’s better than anything I could have hoped for,” Lacey said with a relieved sigh. “I’m not going to sugarcoat it, Zach. I was pretty fucking worried after talking to all those warriors, but now I feel a little bit better.”  
 
    “I don’t,” Edward said. “Janelle and I struggled against a buncha oversized human lobsters, and now you want us to fight a giant demon that can sling lava? I think we’d just get in the way.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” I said. “You and your old Party may have struggled against those creatures, but you’re with us now. Remember how we beat down those gargoyles? That’s because we work really fucking well as a team.”  
 
    “That right.” Noel said. “We fight together well. We very strong team.”  
 
    “The little demon, too,” Bobby chuckled as he pointed at Braeden.  
 
    Braeden must have understood Bobby on some level, because he bared his teeth and growled at the Paladin in response.  
 
    “Don’t call my baby a demon!” Janelle gasped as she scooped Braeden up in her arms. “He’s the most adorable little puppy in the whole wide world. Aren’t you, Braeden? Aren’t you?”  
 
    Suddenly, there was a low, deep growl that echoed from deep beneath the stadium and echoed through the valley around us. The whole structure started to shake violently, and we all let out a gasp of surprise as we braced ourselves and tried to hold on for dear life. The sound of smashing glass and marble rang throughout the Inn as things were knocked off the walls and tables broke into a million pieces.  
 
    But as quickly as it started, the rumbling stopped.  
 
    “Wh-what the fuck was that?” Edward gasped.  
 
    I looked over at the paranoid man, who gave me a grim nod.  
 
    “Fucking Hell…” I said. “That guy’s right. It’s the Ignisitor.”  
 
    “The Fault Line?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “The Fault Line.” I sighed.  
 
    We may have still had nearly three full days to make this Safe Zone permanent, but things just got a bit more complicated.  
 
    If we didn’t find the Ignisitor and the source of this newfound Earthquake, the city of LA may not even make it another day, let alone another three.  
 
    We needed to get down into the sewers, and fast.  
 
    The whole fate of New LA depended on it.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “What’d I tell you?” Steve said in a tone that was a mixture between cocky and terrified. “I told you the Ignisitor was messing with the San Andreas Fault.”  
 
    “You did, you did…” the woman next to Steve sighed. “We should have believed you.”  
 
    “No hard feelings,” Steve said. “I know some of my ideas can be a little… hard to digest sometimes, but I saw this thing with my own freaking eyes!”  
 
    “I wonder how much time we have?” Lacey asked nobody in particular.  
 
    “Does it matter?” I said. “We only have three days to finish this mission, tops, and we know where this bastard is. The sooner we get down into the sewers and find him, the better.”  
 
    “Definitely don’t wear your platforms down there, Janelle,” Edward chuckled. “Unless you wanna be scrubbing shit outta them for the next three weeks.”  
 
    “I’ve got the boots that Bobby dearest gave me over there,” Janelle said, and then she winked at the Paladin. “I’ll be good as gold.”  
 
    Bobby’s face twisted into a goofy smile when he saw Janelle wink at him, and his eyes lit up like stars. He was totally enamored with the brunette Ranger, and I just wished Rita was here to give him more grief about it.  
 
    “First things first,” I said to my group as I inspected my compound bow. “We need to switch as much as we possibly can to blue gemma.”  
 
    “I like my stunning abilities, though,” Bobby frowned. “I don’t wanna give that up, ese.”  
 
    “We’re about to fight a fire demon,” I said. “Obviously, water-based magic is going to be his weakness.”  
 
    “We might have a problem, here,” Edward said. “I don’t have any blue Gemma.”  
 
    “I don’t, either,” Janelle sighed. “Only red and gold and silver.”  
 
    “Holy fuck,” Lacey said with an annoyed laugh. “Somehow I’ve never noticed this, but I don’t have any blue Gemma.”  
 
    “Me, too.” Noel shook his head.  
 
    “Hold on,” I groaned. “Am I seriously the only one that has any blue Gemma in this Party?”  
 
    The rest of my team tapped away at the invisible screens in front of them as they searched their inventories, but one by one, they turned to me with an annoyed expression.  
 
    “I don’t have none, either,” Bobby shrugged.  
 
    Well, fuck. I only had two blue Gemma, and I fully intended on using one of them in my bow.  
 
    “I’ve got one to spare,” I sighed as I pulled the gemstone out of my gloves and watched my overall hit points drop down as a result. “Who wants it?”  
 
    “We should think about this from a strategic standpoint,” Lacey said. “Obviously Zach needs one in his bow so that he can attack from afar.”  
 
    “Which means somebody who’s attacking up close needs the other one,” I said as I looked at Bobby and Janelle. “Any takers?”  
 
    As I waited for a response I pulled the green Speck Gemma out of my bow and slotted it into my gloves where the blue one had been. Instantly I felt a tingle of power throughout my body, and I saw that my magic pool increased by two extra points as a result. I placed the blue Speck Gemma into my bow, which then began to glow with its magic before frost seemed to form across the upper and lower limbs. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea to give up my white Gemma, ese,” Bobby finally said. “That gives me double freaking damage, ya know? That seems like a huge waste.”  
 
    “I guess I’ll do it,” Janelle said as she popped the gold Gemma out of a dagger.  
 
    “Why are you taking out that one?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Because blue and gold, together?” Janelle gagged. “Ewww. That’s a fashion faux pas all over the place.”  
 
    “Chica…” Bobby trailed off. “The red Gemma in your other dagger is fire.”  
 
    “So?”  
 
    “We are going to fight a fire demon.”  
 
    “Aaaaand?” Janelle tilted her head to the right.  
 
    “I think he’s saying that the fire attacks aren’t gonna do much against a giant, flaming demon,” Edward said. “So you should switch out the red Gemma instead of the gold one. Fashion faux pas and all.”  
 
    “Oh!” the Ranger said. “Okay, that makes sense.”  
 
    Janelle slotted her gold Gemma back into her dagger before she popped out the red one.  
 
    Meanwhile, I pulled out one of the old makeshift spears that I’d created from a camera tripod when this whole thing had first gone down. It was my first weapon, which I’d slotted with a blue Gemma for protection. I pulled the sapphire gem out of its slot, tossed it over to Janelle, and watched as she placed it into her left dagger.  
 
    The second she did so its blade frosted over, and then the ranger twirled it around in her hand before she held the flat part up to her face. Instantly, she let out a yelp and made a shivering sound.  
 
    “Yep,” Lacey said with a chuckle. “It’s cold. That’s what that Gemma does.”  
 
    “Does anybody want this extra red one?” Janelle asked. “I don’t have any other armor or weapons that could use it right now.”  
 
    “I’ll take it,” Bobby said. “I could use it in my boots to give me a little more of a strength boost.”  
 
    “You?” Janelle scoffed. “A strength boost? Look at the muscles you already have!”  
 
    “They are mainly for show,” Bobby said with a smirk. “They don’t do shit against most of these monsters, unfortunately.”  
 
    Bobby took the red speck Gemma from the Ranger, popped out the black Gemma that was in his left boot, and slotted it into his axe of decay. Instantly, the axe lit up with black light, then a strange, almost mist-like rotting smoke began to flow around it. When Bobby popped the second red Gemma into his boot, though, a thick crust of molten rock seemed to spread over them and completely covered the leather.  
 
    “Whoaaaa!” Edward gasped. “You just went all lava bender on us, man.”  
 
    “What the hell is happening to me?” Bobby asked with a horrified look on his face. “Should I take this thing off?”  
 
    “I bet it’s just the ‘defensive perks’ that The System told us about,” Lacey said. “When you look over the stats of the Gemma in your menu, they all have something that says ‘X happens when enough are slotted.’ I bet this is what happens when you have multiple red Gemma slotted into the same piece of armor.”  
 
    “Dios mio!” Bobby gasped as he looked over his stats. “Shit, guys, I just got a big-ass boost of armor.”  
 
    “That makes sense,” I said. “Your shoes are solid rock now, after all.”  
 
    “So we learn something today,” Noel said with a sarcastic tone. “We need more blue Gemma, and we need more Gemma of same color for armor.”  
 
    “If this quest is anything like the last one,” I said, “then I don’t think we’ll have any issue finding more Gemma. I’ve got a bad feeling there’s going to be a lot of enemies down in the sewers. That’s like, video game level design one-oh-one.”  
 
    “Why the sewers, though?” Janelle gagged. “That’s where all the nasty shit in the city goes to be flushed away. Nobody’s gonna want to go down there, no matter how much gold there is.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Lacey said. “Which makes it the perfect place for The System to put a dungeon or a major boss. Only the Players with ambition or decent skills will go there in the first place.”  
 
    “Which makes it all the more interesting for The Invisible Hand,” I sighed. “For whatever sick reason they want to watch us.”  
 
    Suddenly, the earth beneath us started to shake once more, and this time it was strong enough that everybody had to grab onto something to brace themselves and keep from falling over.  
 
    “That asshole is getting stronger by the minute,” Steve growled. “Somebody needs to put the Ignisitor in his place.”  
 
    The rumbling finally stopped, and my Party all looked at each other for a minute before I turned back to Steve.  
 
    “You said it was over by one hundred and fifth street?” I asked the paranoid man.  
 
    “Somewhere around there,” Steve said. “I don’t know if it’s still down there, though. That’s just where I ran into it.”  
 
    “Then that’s where we’ll start.” I nodded. “Let’s get a move on, people.”  
 
    “Oh, God…” Edward said with a huff. “I’m gonna have to go down all those stairs again, aren’t I?”  
 
    “I’d offer to float down with you in my arms,” Lacey chuckled. “But I don’t think my strength levels are high enough for that.”  
 
    Edward looked over at Bobby with a hopeful gleam in his eyes, but the Paladin just scoffed and shook his head.  
 
    “No way, ese,” Bobby said. “I may be built like the Brawny Man, but I don’t carry shit over my shoulder. That’s like, a rule I made up looooong ago.”  
 
    “Then I guess these old knees are gonna have their work cut out for them,” Edward sighed. “If I fall behind, don’t wait up for me. I’ll get down there eventually.”  
 
    “I’ll stick with you, Edward,” Lacey chuckled. “I’m not really one for stairs, either.”  
 
    “We’ll see you on the first floor, then,” I replied.  
 
    We waved goodbye to Steve and his companions, slipped out of the Inn before the NPC could ask about our stay, and finally found our way to the marble steps that led down to the next floor.  
 
    “And this is where we pull a Walker and Diesel,” Edward sighed as he looked down the steps and groaned. “I promise I won’t take too long, just as long as my back doesn’t give out.”  
 
    “We’ll catch up,” Lacey said with a nod.  
 
    Janelle, Bobby, Noel, and I headed downstairs while Lacey hung back with Edward. We made it down the first two flights of steps before I finally started to get a dull ache in my hamstrings, though I was able to push it down and continue forward. Three flights later, when we arrived at the third floor, I finally stopped for a short rest.  
 
    “Whew,” I sighed as I bent over and sucked in a deep breath. “I’m really glad we’re not staying at this Safe Zone permanently, or else I think I’d keel over and die.”  
 
    “You think this bad?” Noel said with an amused howl. “I once walk three miles on stair step machine during test. That bad.”  
 
    “Ay, talk about animal testing,” Bobby said. “I thought you liked your handlers at the zoo?”  
 
    “They give me large steak and pineapple after test over, so it worth it.”  
 
    “I’ll say,” I said as my stomach growled a tiny bit. “Not that I’ve got anything against your Madre’s cooking--”  
 
    “Choose your next words carefully, amigo…” Bobby warned.  
 
    “What?” I said with a scoff. “No, no, no, Rita’s cooking is fucking phenomenal. Some of the best stuff I’ve ever eaten.”  
 
    “Damn straight,” Bobby said with a nod  
 
    “But--” I added. 
 
    “You don’t need to add a ‘but,’ ese,” the Paladin warned.  
 
    “I’m just saying that I’d kill for a good steak right about now!” I huffed. “I haven’t had one in months.”  
 
    “Months?” Janelle asked. “The System only took over like, a couple days ago.”  
 
    “I was a Production Assistant in LA,” I chuckled.  
 
    “So?” the valley girl asked with a tilt of her head. “What’s that got to do with eating steak?”  
 
    “I think he’s saying he didn’t make enough to eat steak on the regular, chica,” Bobby said. “I only made thirty-five thousand a year as a Super, but that was with free rent.”  
 
    “But Zach worked in the movie industry!” Janelle said. “Aren’t they all like, super-rich and distinguished?”  
 
    I let out a snort so loud that it echoed through the entire third floor, and every single pair of eyes within earshot stopped what they were doing and looked over at us.  
 
    “I fucking wish,” I said. “I made twenty-six.”  
 
    “An hour?” the brunette asked. “That’s what my brother made off his sponsorship deals, and he lived pretty well.”  
 
    “Twenty-six thousand dollars a year,” I corrected. “After I paid my rent and utilities and car payment, I was lucky to have a hundred dollars left every month. Needless to say, steak was not ever on the menu, save for the one or two times a year that our director or one of the stars’ hearts would grow three sizes and they’d take the entire crew out to dinner.”  
 
    “Oh,” the Valley girl gasped. “I’m sorry, Zach.”  
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” I said. “I’m the one who came out here to try to break it big in Hollywood, and I knew exactly what I was getting myself into.”  
 
    “Well, on the plus side, you don’t have to worry about your dreams failing, like so many other people in Hollywood,” she said in a cheery voice. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think they’re ever going to come true at this point, either,” I chuckled.  
 
    “You never know, amigo,” Bobby said. “There might come a day when The System collapses and the world goes back to normal. A very, very pequena chance, but a chance nonetheless.”  
 
    “I thought you weren’t supposed to be the optimistic one?” I replied. 
 
    “I’m not.” The Paladin shrugged. “But I have about as much chance of predicting the future as I do winning the lottery or dating Penelope Cruz, ya know?”  
 
    “Now that’s a note of optimism if I’ve ever heard it,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    “Hey, guys!” Edward’s breathy voice called down the stairs.  
 
    We all turned to see that Edward and Lacey were at the top of the staircase between the fourth and third floors. The Elementalist hobbled down each step with a pained expression as he descended, while Lacey followed right behind and held her hands up against his back to keep him from collapsing. As they came down the steps there was another tremor, and Edward let out a yelp as he fell forward and began to tumble down the stairs.  
 
    Noel instantly held up his open hand and cast a Divine Shield around our party mate, who ragdolled down the steps as he grunted and gasped. By the time Edward reached the bottom of the stairs the health bar on the shield had disappeared, and he landed in a heap as he groaned.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked the lawyer as the tremor came to a halt.  
 
    “I think that might have actually popped my spine back into place,” Edward chuckled, then he groggily pulled himself back up to his feet. “Whoa. I feel twenty years younger!”  
 
    “Don’t go all Grandpa Joe on us now,” Lacey said as she floated down the staircase with her cape billowing behind her. “We’ve still got two more sets to go, plus however long it’s gonna take us to walk to the sewers.”  
 
    “Say…” the lawyer said as he pointed at Lacey and then his own neck. “Is that thing transferable? Temporarily, of course.”  
 
    “The cape?” Lacey asked. “Actually, yeah, I don’t see why not. It only lets you float for ten seconds, though.”  
 
    “Ten seconds is all I need, baby,” Edward chuckled. “Or at least, that’s what I used to tell my ex-wife.”  
 
    “Ewww,” Janelle gagged.  
 
    “And much like that time period, I’ll just do a couple of ‘start and stops’ and voila! It’ll be over before you know it,” the lawyer added with a wink.  
 
    “Please stop talking about it,” the Ranger shuddered. “Like, now.”  
 
    Lacey scrolled through her menu screen for a few seconds, tapped a few invisible buttons, and then slid the cape off her shoulders. The Illusionist handed it to the lawyer, who proceeded to tie it around his neck and then held his hands out like Superman.  
 
    “See y’all downstairs!” Edward said as he fast-walked toward the next set of stairs.  
 
    Edward floated up off the ground and over the edge of the steps, then he disappeared out of our sight. The rest of us followed close behind, and soon we found ourselves down on the second floor. We walked down the final set of stairs together, and then we paused so that we could collect ourselves before we exited back out into the dangerous city.  
 
    “What’s going to be the quickest, yet safest way to get to one hundred and fifth?” I said as I pulled up the map on my HUD.  
 
    The rest of my friends pulled up theirs, as well, and we stood by the last step as we tried to find the best path. A couple of people squeezed by us, but most of those who wanted to use the steps took one look at our party and then went to find another way to their destination. 
 
    “If we head straight down Stadium,” Lacey said as she read her map. “We can make it there using mainly back roads.”  
 
    “Won’t that take us straight back out into the Monster Fields?” I asked.  
 
    “Shit,” she sighed. “You’re right. Maybe we take a longer route, then.”  
 
    “We could go east on Pincay and then south on Crenshaw,” Edward said. “There’s actually this fantastic cookie place that used to be right on the corner down there. Best snickerdoodles I’ve ever had!”  
 
    “Those are both main roads, though,” I said. “We’d be right out in the open.”  
 
    “Well, yeah,” Edward said. “But at least we wouldn’t be walking straight through the field full of monsters that just keep coming at us until we’re all dead.”  
 
    “All things considered,” Bobby said. “That’s actually not a bad point.”  
 
    “You don’t need to take any of those ways,” Harper’s voice spoke up.  
 
    We turned around as the Templar approached with a stern expression.  
 
    “Do you know another way?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Yes and no,” Harper said. “We have a secret passage that we use to get in and out of the Stadium without passing through the Monster Fields. Through the sewer system.”  
 
    “Well, coincidentally, that’s where we need to go,” I said. “Can you lead us there?”  
 
    “Of course I can, though there’s no guarantee that it’ll lead you to the place you’re going.”  
 
    “If it’ll get us past the Monster Fields, it’s a start. We’ll figure it out from there.”  
 
    Harper nodded, then she gestured for us to follow her. The Templar woman took us to a set of doors in the stadium that opened up to a long, simple hallway.  
 
    “This used to be an ‘Employees Only’ area,” Harper explained. “So it has access to the plumbing and electrical conduits, as well as the heating and cooling systems and all that. Including--”  
 
    “Direct access to the sewer system,” Lacey said with a nod.  
 
    We followed Harper further into the innards of the building, until finally we turned to the left and arrived at a large, open area that contained a couple of square sewer grates that took up the majority of the floorspace. A putrid smell wafted out of the holes, and I gagged on my own breath as I tried to recompose myself.  
 
    “I know, I know,” Harper sighed. “Even with The System in control of the world, the sewers keep flowing like they always have. Excrement included.”  
 
    “Is excrement… poo?” Janelle asked as her nose scrunched. 
 
    “Word of advice,” the Templar said. “There are makeshift sidewalks down there. Try to stick to them as much as possible, and you’ll avoid the worst of the stench.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Edward said with a shudder. “Maybe if I stay in my water form the whole time, the smell will just immediately wash away?”  
 
    “You guys are a buncha whiners,” Bobby said as he stepped over to the grate. “I had ta’ deal with sewage and clogged toilets and shit like that all the time. Trust me, no matter how stinky you get, it’ll just wash right off in the bano, amigos.”  
 
    The Paladin bent down, popped open the small door on the grate, and then jumped into the sewer without a second thought.  
 
    “Bobby, wait--” Harper warned, but it was too late.  
 
    There was a splash from below.  
 
    “Nooo!” Bobby screamed in a horrified tone. “Dios mio… It’s… it’s everywhere. Amigos, I was wrong. So, so wrong.”  
 
    “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” Harper sighed as she glanced over the edge of the grate. “You have to swing off the grate, or else you’ll fall straight into the sewage.”  
 
    “Do you mind if I keep this thing for a few more minutes?” Edward asked as he pointed to the cape around his neck.  
 
    “Actually, yeah,” Lacey chuckled. “I kinda do.”  
 
    “What if I tried to use the ol’ squatter’s rights argument?” the Elementalist asked as he gave Lacey his friendliest grin. 
 
    “Give me my cape, Edward.” Lacey’s voice was as hard as a rock, and the glare she gave the lawyer forced him back a step. 
 
    “Okay, okay…” the lawyer said as he untied the garment from his neck. “You can’t blame a guy for trying, though.”  
 
    “Watch and learn,” Noel said as he walked over to the opening in the grate.  
 
    The bonobo slid his fingers through the openings of the grate, then in one swift motion, he hoisted his hind end into the air and swung it down into the hole. Noel disappeared, and we all heard a dull thud of his feet against stone a second later.  
 
    “Show-off,” Bobby said with a grumpy tone.  
 
    Lacey approached the grate next, but the Illusionist simply used her cape to float up a few inches off the ground, then she positioned herself over the edge and gently levitated into the opening.  
 
    “I-I don’t know if I can do this,” Janelle sighed as she strutted up to the grate.  
 
    The Ranger glanced over the edge of the hole, then she covered her mouth and gagged.  
 
    “You’ve got this, Janelle,” Edward said as he patted her on the back, but he gagged as well when he caught a whiff of the smell. “You’re a rogue, right? Your whole thing is that you’re supposed to be agile and swift.”  
 
    “Bobby? Noel? Lacey?” The Ranger called down the hole. “Can one of you catch my Gucci bag if I throw it down? I really, really don’t wanna get sewer juice all over it.”  
 
    “I’ll catch it, dear,” Lacey said. “Just throw it, and I’ll bounce it off my Magic Wall.”  
 
    “Braeden’s in there, too, so please be gentle.”  
 
    Janelle took a deep breath, then she leaned over and slid her purse over her shoulder. She hesitated as she looked down into the sewer, but then she cautiously held it out over the opening with one hand and dropped it. There was a glow of white magic from inside the sewer, then I heard Lacey let out a happy “aha!”  
 
    The Ranger sat down before she inched toward the hole in the ground, hung her feet over the opening, and reached forward to grab the grate.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Harper said. “Just pretend you’re back on the playground, on the monkey bars.”  
 
    “I always hated those things,” Janelle sighed.  
 
    The Ranger psyched herself up for a few more seconds before she finally slid over the edge, and she screamed as her body swung forward. She let go of the grate and disappeared into the abyss, though I didn’t hear anything.  
 
    “Nice catch,” Noel’s voice said.  
 
    “What the…” Bobby muttered. “Why didn’t I think of that?”  
 
    “Because you wanted to get down here first,” Lacey chuckled. “I would have caught you with Magic Wall, too, if you’d let me go ahead of everyone else.”  
 
    Edward was next, and he pinched his nose as he walked over to the hole in the ground.  
 
    “Worse than a pair of old gym socks,” Edward gagged.  
 
    The Elementalist continued to hold his nose as he jumped off the edge feet first like he was going off the high dive. I saw another glow of white magic as he disappeared into the sewer, then I approached.  
 
    When I peeked over I saw all five of my party mates along a short ledge that couldn’t have been more than three feet wide. Most of the ground was covered with a moving ‘river’ of dark greenish-brown sewage, and the smell that wafted up out of the hole was enough to choke a fucking whale.  
 
    Still, it was the only way to get out of SoFi without going through the Monster Field again, so it was what I needed to do.  
 
    In one quick motion I jumped over the edge, caught myself on the side of the grate, and used my momentum to swing forward. I let go at the end of my swing, then I fell down toward the stony ground. My leather boots clomped against the hard material as I fell into a crouch and absorbed the impact, then I popped up and looked around.  
 
    Immediately to my right was a massive stone wall with about a dozen baseball-sized pipes that excreted all sorts of disgusting materials down into the river of sewage. I turned away before I vomited out my breakfast and saw that the other direction led to a “T” passageway.  
 
    “It’s pretty straightforward,” Harper said as she looked down at us from above. “The pathway to the right will take you north, and the left one will take you south. Where are you going?”  
 
    “We’re… not sure, exactly,” I admitted. “Steve told us that the Ignisitor was somewhere between one hundred and fifth street and one hundred and eighth street.”  
 
    “Wait.” Harper frowned. “Steve? As in ‘Screaming Steve?’”  
 
    “Uh, maybe?” I asked.  
 
    “The guy that used to stand on the street corners and scream about the end of the world approaching?” she pressed. 
 
    “Well, he wasn’t wrong, was he?” I pointed out.  
 
    “Okay, smartass…” Harper chuckled. “Touche. If you’re headed toward one hundred and fifth you’ll want to go left. I don’t know if the sewers will take you that far, but there are plenty of manholes that you can crawl out of if you wish.”  
 
    “Sounds lovely,” Lacey sighed.  
 
    “I’ll lead the way,” Bobby said as he wiped a few bits of something disgusting off his face. “Try not to fall in, amigos, because I’m not gonna go in after you if that happens.”  
 
    “Good luck,” Harper said. “I’d come with you, but with all the earthquakes and uncertainty about this place’s safety, I need to be here to protect its citizens.”  
 
    “I understand,” I said with a nod. “Hopefully, we’ll see you soon.”  
 
    “We will see you soon,” Lacey said. “And when we return, we’ll have enough gold to make sure SoFi Stadium is safe for good.”  
 
    Harper gave us a little salute, then she disappeared over the edge of the opening. There was a loud metallic creaking sound as the grate door shut above us, and we were alone in the sewers.  
 
    “You heard the chica,” Bobby said. “We go forward, and then we go left.”  
 
    Our Paladin held up his shield as he walked in the direction of the “T,” though I couldn’t imagine anything, not even a monster created by The System, would willingly stay in this place. We reached the intersection without issue, but that’s where we encountered our first problem. 
 
    The stone ledge wrapped around to the right, but there was no easy way to reach the ones on the other side of the sewage river. The gap was way too large to jump across, and there weren’t any stepping stones or makeshift bridges through the nasty water.  
 
    Thankfully, Edward knew exactly what to do.  
 
    The Elementalist tossed up a Magic Wall horizontally on the ground and created a makeshift platform for us to walk across. The six of us cautiously stepped over the flowing sewage, but we made it to the other side without any incident.  
 
    Once we’d all made it across, we turned to the left and moved through the sewers, until we came to another fork in the sewer.  
 
    “I wonder if the map might be able to help?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Won’t it just show the surface level of the city?” Edward said. “That’s what it always shows when I pull it up.”  
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” I said as I looked through my HUD.  
 
    Sure enough, when I tapped the little tab on the right of my menu that read “map,” what appeared was a completely different view of LA.  
 
    It was a view that was made up exclusively of long, straight corridors that ran perpendicular to each other in a grid-like pattern. There was a flashing red dot on the spot where I was standing, though that was the only sort of marker I could see currently.  
 
    However, there were the names of LA locations superimposed across certain parts of the map, which I assumed represented what was directly above.  
 
    “What do you see, Zach?” Janelle asked.  
 
    “It’s the sewers,” I said. “We have a map of the sewers!”  
 
    “Well, hot dog!” Edward clapped, and the sound echoed off the stone walls. “Do you see the area that guy was talking about?”  
 
    “I think so, but keep in mind that’s not the exact location of the Ignisitor. Steve just said he saw it around there. For all we know he could be halfway to Anaheim by now.”  
 
    Even so, we needed to get there.  
 
    With the help of the map we were able to head in the direction of “somewhere between one hundred and fifth and one hundred and eighth,” which was somewhere to the southwest of our current location. All of the streets in question were east-west roads that stretched halfway across the city, so I hoped and prayed that there would be some sort of sign that would lead us to the monster once we got closer.  
 
    That’s when a message popped up in my HUD.  
 
      
 
    QUEST AVAILABLE: [Out of the Frying Pan, Into the Sewer] 
 
    DO YOU ACCEPT? [YES] or [NO] 
 
    QUEST LEVEL: [8] 
 
    LOOT PAYOUT: [HIGH] 
 
      
 
    “There it is,” Lacey said. “That’s gotta mean we’re heading in the right direction, right?”  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “If nothing else, it means the Ignisitor is within walking distance of our current location.”  
 
    I tapped on the “YES” button and watched the quest shoot over to the “In Progress” tab, then I looked over to the rest of my team.  
 
    That’s when the entire tunnel system began to shake and tremble, to the point where a few loose stones fell from the ceiling and crashed into the sewage with a disgusting plop. There was something off about this tremor, though. It lasted way longer than the ones we’d been experiencing in SoFi, and it seemed much more intense.  
 
    Then, we heard a disgusting, gooey squelch.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Janelle gasped as she held onto her daggers and looked around frantically.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Bobby said. “But I ain’t about to stick around and find out.”  
 
    The Paladin pressed onward, and we followed him for a few more minutes as the tremors subsided. Eventually the tunnel came out into a small space that appeared to be connected to at least six other tunnels.  
 
    That was when we heard the wet squelching again, out of one of the tunnels up ahead, and the tremors started once more. There was something new in the mix as well, and we saw a massive, cylindrical figure slither past us with the speed of a freaking subway train and disappear into the adjacent tunnel with a slick, sliding sound.  
 
    As it passed, I very clearly saw a red health bar.  
 
    A large red health bar.  
 
    It wasn’t our Ignisitor, but apparently we had walked right into the den of something just as bad.  
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “What was that?” Edward asked. “It looked like a giant turd sliding through the tunnel.”  
 
    “Unless The System has turned feces into monsters, too,” I sighed as I pulled an Exoskeleton Arrow out of my quiver and slotted it in my string. “I don’t think that was a turd.”  
 
    “This is a mini boss, isn’t it?” Lacey asked as she gestured around. “Fuck me. This is the perfect setup. We’re surrounded by tunnels, and this thing can blow through them like a goddamn freight train.”  
 
    Before we got another chance to speak, we felt the entire sewer tunnel start to tremble, and I looked around for any sign of the monster. I saw a red health bar appear out of the corner of my left eye, and I twisted around and pulled back my arrow.  
 
    “To the left!” I yelled. “Watch out!”  
 
    I saw the health bar grow clearer as the monster barreled forward, and I saw a massive, worm-like creature clear the water. It had two slitted white eyes, and its front end was nothing but a giant, gaping mouth with several rows of shark-like teeth. The bar above its head read “Sewer Crawler, Level Nine” as it rocketed forward, and I shot an arrow down the tunnel before I activated I’m not a Hugger and rolled away.  
 
    “Oh shitshitshitshitshit!” I heard Edward scream.  
 
    “Get down, chica!” Bobby yelled.  
 
    I flipped up and twisted around just in time to see the Sewer Crawler burst through the opening of the tunnel, and my friends just barely got out of the way as its slimy body zipped past.  
 
    Lacey floated to the left of the tunnel with Noel in her arms, while Edward had transformed into his “air form” and was over by me. Meanwhile, Bobby laid on top of Janelle, and they stared each other in the eyes as the Paladin let out an awkward laugh.  
 
    “Thanks, man,” Janelle giggled as a bit of blush crept into her face. “I owe you one.”  
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Bobby said as he smiled like an idiot. “I hope you’d do the same for me.”  
 
    “Enough of the goo-goo eyes!” Edward huffed. “We’ve got a slimy turd with teeth coming after us.”  
 
    “I think I hit it with an arrow,” I said. “Actually, I’m like, ninety percent sure I hit it with an arrow… It’d be impossible to miss something that large.”  
 
    “How the hell do we even fight that monster?” Janelle asked. “It’s moving way too fast for me to stab it, and most of my powers require me to stab or slash at things… Oh, wait! I do have Look Out! and Let Our Powers Combine.”  
 
    “Please tell me that second one does what I think it does,” Bobby said.  
 
    “It gives us all a single perk from somebody else in the Party,” the Ranger replied.  
 
    “It’s something,” I said.  
 
    Suddenly, the tunnel began to tremble, but I couldn’t see where the Sewer Crawler was coming from.  
 
    “Behind, Zach!” Noel screeched.  
 
    I twisted my entire body around and pulled back an arrow, then I activated Forward Strike as the creature appeared. I launched the arrow at the same time that Lacey tossed a Magic Arrow at the fucker, then I dove to the left as quickly as I could.  
 
    The Sewer Crawler hissed in pain as our attacks landed, then its body shot past our position. I felt a huge gust of air against my back as the creature passed by, though I was lucky enough to get out of its way before it could get me with its teeth.  
 
    “Ohmygod, Bobby!” Janelle screamed.  
 
    As I got up, I looked back to see that our Paladin had taken a hit from the monster. Noel, Lacey, Edward, and Janelle were all safely out of its way, though Bobby’s health was halfway gone as he sat on his ass and nursed his arm.  
 
    Bobby’s shield-carrying arm had been bent back at a grisly angle, and I gagged as I saw his radial bone jutting out where his elbow usually bent.  
 
    Noel quickly healed up our friend with a Healing Wave, which magically set Bobby’s arm back into place and raised his health up to full.  
 
    “That thing just took out half our tank’s health,” I gulped. “With a single blow.”  
 
    “So if it wasn’t obvious before,” Edward said sarcastically. “Don’t let yourself get hit with those pearly whites.”  
 
    “This is gonna be tedious” I said. “But we gotta whittle him down as he passes through.”  
 
    “I’ve got the perfect idea,” Bobby grumbled as he got up to his feet. “How about a little Rubber and Glue?”  
 
    “But… that requires you to take damage,” Lacey raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “And?” the Paladin snapped. “I’m tough as nails, chica. I’ll stare down that overgrown, slimy pollas and drive my axe right into its brain!”  
 
    “I’ll try to slow it down with my icy arrows,” I said as I slotted another projectile. “Maybe if its moving slower it won’t--”  
 
    My words were cut off by another tremor, and we all began to look around frantically to see where the Sewer Crawler was coming from. It appeared right behind Janelle, and there wasn’t enough time to get to her before it opened its mouth and prepared to attack.  
 
    Noel grunted in a panic as he held out his arms and cast a Divine Shield over the Ranger, seconds before the monster struck. Janelle screamed as the glowing shield of white magic appeared around her, and then she was tossed into the ceiling with the weight of a helium balloon. The magic sphere’s health bar dropped down to zero as it exploded into oblivion, though the creature passed through the adjacent tunnel before it could do any more damage to Janelle herself.  
 
    The Ranger fell to the ground, grunted as she slammed into the stone floor, and lost about ten percent of her health. However, she was still alive.  
 
    “You alright?” Noel asked.  
 
    “Much better than I could be,” Janelle said through gritted teeth. “Thank you.”  
 
    “Everybody?” I said. “We need to get back to back. That’s the only way we’re gonna see where this thing is coming from.”  
 
    “Let me Rubber and Glue him, amigo,” Bobby said. “I can do it.”  
 
    It was worth a shot.  
 
    “Okay, fine,” I said. “Just be careful, okay?”  
 
    “When have I not been careful?” the Paladin asked with a smug, knowing grin.  
 
    I could hear my heart hammering in my chest as we waited for the Sewer Crawler to strike again. As if right on cue, the tunnels began to tremble and shake, and I heard Edward let out a yell.  
 
    “Giant worm-thing, six o’clock!” the Elementalist yelled.  
 
    Lacey fired another Magic Arrow as I used Double Tap to fire off two frost-covered projectiles down the tunnel, and we watched as our attacks struck the Sewer Crawler in the head. We didn’t even get a chance to see how far its health bar decreased before we had to dodge once more.  
 
    Lacey and Edward both used their Magic Boots ability to increase their speed, and they snatched up Noel and Janelle in their arms as they darted to safety. I sprang forward and tucked into a roll as the monster approached, though Bobby simply stood tall and taunted the creature as he banged his axe against his shield.  
 
    “Get ready to get a taste of Victoria, puta!” the Paladin cried as the head of his axe began to glow as Bobby prepared to absorb the blow. “Vatos locos forever!” 
 
    I watched in horror as the Sewer Crawler slammed into Bobby head first and launched the Paladin like a ragdoll back onto his ass. Thankfully, the Rubber and Glue ability appeared to work, and the creature simply passed over Bobby’s prone body without doing any damage and continued onward. The Paladin’s weapon glowed with the intensity of a freaking miniature sun as he stood back up, and his body was drenched from head to toe in slime.  
 
    “You good?” Noel asked the Paladin.  
 
    “Never better, mono,” Bobby said, then he spat out a bit of slime. “Actually, that’s a buncha mierda. I could really do without the goopy shit all over me, but otherwise, I’m golden.”  
 
    We got back into our back-to-back position, held our weapons, and waited for the Sewer Crawler to come back around. When the tunnel finally began to shake, we all ran for cover and left Bobby standing there in the center of the room, alone with nothing but his axe and his flaming shield.  
 
    “Two o’clock!” Edward called out, and Bobby turned to face his opponent.  
 
    “Come on!” The Paladin roared as his voice modulated with Shout of Confrontation. “I’m the exterminator, and you’re the pest, tonto del culo!”  
 
    I held my breath as the Sewer Crawler burst through the opening of the tunnel and opened his mouth wide. Bobby screamed angrily as he lifted his axe and brought it down on the monster’s head, right as it struck him. The Paladin screamed in pain as he was thrown backwards and slammed against the nearby stone wall, while his shield and axe were knocked from his hands and clattered against the ground.  
 
    The Paladin’s health dropped down to half from the attack, then down another ten percent as he hit the ground face first. Noel instantly healed him with a Healing Wave, and the rest of us prepared for the next onslaught.  
 
    “You definitely got him,” Janelle said as she helped Bobby to his feet. “I don’t know how much damage it did, though.”  
 
    “I’m gonna find out,” Lacey said with a determined tone.  
 
    “It sounds like you’ve got a plan,” Edward said.  
 
    “Always,” she replied. 
 
    Lacey snapped her fingers, and her body began to “glitch out” as it began to split apart like a cell going through mitosis. A moment later, there were two identical versions of the Illusionist standing before us.  
 
    Before we could say anything else, Lacey ran toward the tunnel that the Sewer Crawler had just disappeared into. She formed a cup around her mouth, and then she began to yell and scream as loud as she could. It was obvious she was trying to get the bastard’s attention, though part of me hoped she wouldn’t succeed.  
 
    “Has she gone crazy?” Edward whispered.  
 
    “Nope,” I chuckled. “She’s about to do something pretty damn cool.”  
 
    “Right, Chica!” Bobby yelled as he pointed toward a nearby tunnel.  
 
    Instead of trying to dodge away from the Sewer Crawler, Lacey simply turned and ran down the same tunnel it was headed for.  
 
    “Lacey!” Janelle screamed as Lacey disappeared into the tunnel.  
 
    The Sewer Crawler made a low-pitched croaking noise as it chased after her, and a moment later, I heard the sound of shattering glass as it echoed through the tunnel. There was a pained hiss immediately after, and the “second” version of Lacey stepped up beside me with a smug grin.  
 
    “Switcheroo and Mirror Smash,” she said. “I saw it was down to fifty-seven percent health, and now it’s down to even less.”  
 
    “Only fifty-seven?” I asked. “Shit, that’s nothing, considering how much damage we’ve done to the damn thing.”  
 
    Suddenly the tunnel began to tremble, and we looked around in a panic.  
 
    “There wasn’t as much time between this and the last attack,” Lacey said. “It must be getting faster as it loses health.”  
 
    I wasn’t even able to get a shot off before I had to activate I’m not a Hugger and roll to safety. I felt a whiff of air blow against my back as I moved, then my heart sank into my stomach when I heard Lacey, Bobby, and Janelle yelp in agony. When I jumped to my feet and turned around I saw that Bobby was at half health, while Lacey and Janelle were both down to twenty percent.  
 
    Thankfully Noel was quick with another Healing Wave, and we were all brought back to full strength.  
 
    “Fucking hell,” I sputtered. 
 
    We only had a matter of seconds before the Sewer Crawler would attack again, and I needed to think on my feet.  
 
    I didn’t have enough time. The monster appeared again out of nowhere, and Edward tossed up a Storm above our heads as wind began to shoot down above the creature. I tried to fire off an arrow, but all I could do was brace myself and then growl as the monster struck me head-on. I felt its teeth tear at my flesh as it tossed me backwards, and my entire body suddenly felt like I’d just been hit by a freight train. There was a wet crack in my ribs as blood oozed out of my mouth as I slammed into the stone wall, and then I collapsed onto the ground as my health bar dropped down to twenty percent.  
 
    Edward hadn’t been able to escape, either, and his health was equally as low as mine as he wobbled to his feet.  
 
    Noel healed us quickly, but my mind was already racing with the possibilities of our next move. Lacey had already used up her mirror clone for the next eighteen hours, so a repeat of that technique was off the table. 
 
    “We have to all attack at once!” I said. “Noel needs to be protected, but everybody else, stand your ground.”  
 
    “You’ve gone loco, ese,” Bobby smirked. “I like it.”  
 
    “It’s the only way we can finish this,” I said. “Lacey said the monster’s health is below fifty percent, and we know we can all survive an attack from the beast. It hurts like a bitch, but we can survive.”  
 
    “Magic Arrow?” Edward asked Lacey.  
 
    “Magic Arrow,” the Illusionist said with a nod.  
 
    “Here he come!” Noel said as the tunnel started to shake.  
 
    Noel ran on all fours toward a nearby corner, while the rest of us turned and prepared to attack.  
 
    I activated Blood Rush, which allowed me to fire off four arrows at the Sewer Crawler before he could even reach us. All four of the projectiles hit the fucker and caused a minor bit of frost to spread out across his body, which also seemed to slow him down ever so slightly.  
 
    Lacey and Edward’s Magic Arrow attacks struck the Sewer Crawler as it burst through the tunnel, and it hissed in pain as it lost another twenty percent of its health.  
 
    “Taste the blade of Victoriaaaaa!” Bobby snarled as he brought down a Forward Strike against the monster.  
 
    At the same time, Janelle activated Expert Focus and stabbed her daggers forward.  
 
    Then, my heart stopped in my chest, and the Sewer Crawler’s head slammed into the five of us. Our bodies scattered like bowling pins as we were tossed in all directions, and the sound of cracking bones echoed through the sewer as we hit the walls, ceilings, and floors of the room.  
 
    It felt like every bone in my body was broken as I landed on the floor and coughed up a mouthful of blood, and the taste of the metallic liquid mixed with the smell of sewage to make me gag. My health bar was lowered down to five percent, and for the first time since The System had taken over, I felt a sense of absolute dread and fear.  
 
    Thankfully, our healer hadn’t taken any damage, and he was on the case.  
 
    Noel activated Healing Wave, and a warm, glowing shockwave of white magic washed over us like a warm blanket. I felt the blood in my mouth fade away into nothingness as the aching bones in my body returned to normal, and all around me, I saw my party mates begin to stand back to their feet.  
 
    Then, the tunnel trembled.  
 
    The Sewer Crawler must have been really fucking low on health, because he was now moving at the speed of light.  
 
    “Watch out!” I screamed as the monster appeared out of a nearby tunnel, and I activated I’m not a Hugger as I rolled to safety.  
 
    “Jesus fuck!” Edward screamed, then I heard a fleshy thud.  
 
    When I rolled back to my feet I saw that the monster had hit Edward and Lacey, and they were both hurt really bad. Noel started to prepare his healing spell, but the monster was already coming back around. The bonobo Priest cast a Divine Spring over Lacey just as the monster appeared, and Bobby knocked his ape friend out of the way seconds before he would have been hit.  
 
    Unfortunately, that meant Bobby took the full brunt of the attack.  
 
    The Paladin’s health dropped down to fifty percent as the Sewer Crawler bulldozed him, but Noel was safe and sound.  
 
    I slotted an arrow into my bowstring, pulled it back, and waited for the next onslaught. I didn’t have to wait very long, as the tunnel started to tremble, and I heard the squelch of the approaching monster from my six o’clock. So, I spun around, activated Double Tap, and then fired. The two arrows sunk into the Sewer Crawler’s head as he appeared out of the tunnel, and he slowed down ever so slightly as his health dropped down to five percent.  
 
    “Money Shot, bitch!” Janelle screamed as she propelled herself forward with her daggers raised.  
 
    The Ranger sunk her two blades into the creature’s side and held on for dear life as his health bar drained down to zero. The giant worm groaned in pain as his momentum slowed to a crawl.  
 
    I watched the monster’s corpse slide toward me at a snail’s pace thanks to the disgusting slime all over its body, but I simply sidestepped out of the way. Janelle yanked her daggers out of the Sewer Crawler with a wet shluck and a spray of blood, then she nonchalantly wiped them off on her armor as a large loot chest appeared.  
 
    “Is it… is it over?” Edward asked as he hobbled over to the monster’s body.  
 
    The Elementalist held his side with his left hand as he stumbled over, and he grimaced with each step that he took. Bobby and Lacey both looked worse for wear as they walked up, though the threat was now nullified.  
 
    “That was close,” Noel said. “My mana was getting low.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s comforting to know,” Edward said through a pained cough. “One more hit from that thing woulda put us outta commission for good, and there was nothing we could do about it?”  
 
    “There was something we could do about it,” I said. “We could kill it, and we did.”  
 
    “Now that’s showing some cajones, brother,” Bobby chuckled. “Are you sure you’re not the Paladin here?”  
 
    “I’m sure,” I said. “You took a huge chunk of that fucker’s health away with your Rubber and Glue.”  
 
    “Don’t forget about Lacey,” Edward said. “Her little mirror explosion thing did a lotta damage, too.”  
 
    “Um, hellloooo,” Janelle chuckled. “I’m the one who finished it off.”  
 
    “Always trust the Money Shot,” Edward chuckled as he waggled his eyebrows at his own double entendre.  
 
    “Really?” the Ranger rolled her eyes. “That’s what you’re thinking about right now?”  
 
    “I’m thinking about the money shot alright,” the Elementalist rubbed his hands together happily. “Since it’s the attack that finished the giant turd off, that means there’s gonna be some awesome loot in here, right?”  
 
    “That’s the idea,” the Ranger agreed.  
 
    “Then let’s check it out!” the lawyer said gleefully. 
 
    “Don’t you want me to heal?” Noel asked, but Edward was already over at the chest.  
 
    “I think we’ll be okay, mono,” Bobby said as he patted the bonobo on the shoulder. “My passive power will heal us back to normal. You’ve done enough for us already, save your mana.”  
 
    Edward transformed himself back into his human form and quickly cracked open the massive chest. The Elementalist bent over and began to rustle through the thing’s contents as a thousand gold coins appeared in my inventory, and my mouth fell agape.  
 
    “Six thousand coins,” I chuckled. “That was definitely worth six thousand coins.”  
 
    At the same time, I saw my XP bar go up exponentially, and it filled up to Level Eight and then some. The bar raised an additional fifty percent, and I whistled as I thought of the prospect of getting up to Level Nine. My body was overcome with a surge of power, and I glanced over at my Party mates to see that they were all smiles.  
 
    “I Level Six now!” Noel howled happily.  
 
    “And I’m a Level Six, putas!” Bobby declared as he raised his axe into the sky.  
 
    “Well, would you look at that,” Lacey said with a hint of sarcasm. “I leveled up, too.”  
 
    “Janelle?” I asked. “Edward?”  
 
    “Hmm?” The Elementalist asked as he glanced back over his shoulder. “Oh. I guess I should check.”  
 
    “I have new powers,” Janelle said. “Let’s see here… ‘Now You See Me: Opponents have a 6 + X% chance of missing Rogue with attacks for 10 + X seconds. Cool down 5 minutes.’ That sounds pretty freaking awesome!”  
 
    “You should have another new power, dear,” Lacey said.  
 
    Janelle continued to flip through her invisible menu until finally, her eyes went wide.  
 
    “‘Expert Tracker,” Janelle read. “For the next 10 + X minutes (max 30), the Ranger’s pet gains enhanced senses. As a result, they will be able to accurately track a single being, no matter where they are located or hidden. While this ability is activated, Ranger and party move and attack 20% faster. Cooldown of 12 hours.’’  
 
    “That could be really useful,” I noted. 
 
    “Did you hear that, Braeden?” Janelle chirped as she opened up her Gucci bag and peered down inside. You’re gonna be the most adorable little bloodhound!”  
 
    “I got Miracle Whip,” Edward chuckled. “This System sure does have a sense of humor, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “What about your Elementalist powers?” I asked. “You should have another one of those, too.”  
 
    “I do.” He nodded and then squinted as he read about his new power aloud. “‘UNO Reverse: Grants Elemntalist ability to catch and return an incoming elemental attack dealt by an enemy at 100 + X% power. Cooldown 20 hours - X.’ Huh.”  
 
    “What do you mean ‘huh?’” Lacey gasped. “Edward, that’s a hugely useful ability for this mission!”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We’re literally going to fight a lava demon, one that’s surely gonna try to throw a million different fire attacks at us. If you use that ability, you can hit the bastard with one hundred percent power, which will take out a bunch of his life bar.”  
 
    Edward clapped his hands together and then shot me a single finger gun as he smiled.  
 
    “That’s what I like to see,” the lawyer said. “Using the ol’ noodle to think ahead and plan our next move. Just wait ‘til you see what’s in the box, though. You’re gonna love it.”  
 
    I walked over to the loot crate and peered inside. I whistled as I reached in and pulled out the first item.  
 
    It was a quiver. A quiver that appeared to be made out of wood.  
 
      
 
    Shiver Me Quiver  
 
    Ammo: 50 
 
    Magic Speed: +2 
 
    Physical Speed: +2 
 
    Gemma: 2  
 
    Arrows shot from Shiver Me Quiver have a 20 + X percent chance (maximum of 60) of causing uncontrollable tremors in an enemy’s body.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I said with a whistle. “This bad boy is mine. Janelle? Do you want my old quiver?”  
 
    “Why would I want that?” the Ranger asked. “I have daggers.”  
 
    “You’re a Ranger, dear,” Lacey said. “You can use arrows and crossbows in addition to handheld weapons.”  
 
    “I can?” she gasped. “O.M.G. I didn’t know that! Of course, I’ll take that quiver then!”  
 
    I popped the yellow speck Gemma out of the Quiver of the Sherwood Forest, slotted it into my new quiver, and then handed the old one over to our Ranger. Janelle took the piece of armor, slung it over her shoulder, and then did a little pose as she showed it off.  
 
    “It looks great on you,” Lacey chuckled.  
 
    “Does it?” Janelle asked. “Because I totally thought it’d make my silhouette look bulky.”  
 
    “I promise that it doesn’t.”  
 
    “What else is in the box, amigo?” Bobby asked.  
 
    I reached back down into the thing and saw that there were two more speck gemma, one that was blue and another that was black. There was also a pair of metal gauntlets, and a single breastplate made out of copper.  
 
    “Well, I can’t wear this one,” I said as I held up the copper breastplate. “Any takers?”  
 
    “What are stats?” Noel asked. “I need armor.”  
 
    “Let’s see… Coppertone Breastplate:  
 
      
 
    Hit Points: +2 
 
    Physical Speed: -1 
 
    Stamina: +2 
 
    Gemma: 1”  
 
      
 
    “I take it,” the bonobo asked as he held out his hand.  
 
    I handed our Priest the copper breastplate, and he slid it over his head and then tried to adjust it on his body. It looked about a size too large for the ape, like a child who was trying on his father’s t-shirt. However, it would give Noel more protection, which was always important when it came to the healer of the group.  
 
    “There’s some metal gloves in here, too,” I said. “Sleek as Steel Gloves:  
 
      
 
    Hit Points: +1 
 
    Stamina: +3 
 
    Magic Pool: +2 
 
    Gemma: 2”  
 
      
 
    “Well,” Janelle said with a sigh. “That’s a no-go for you and I, since we can’t wear metal armor.”  
 
    “I can, though,” Edward said. “If ya don’t mind, of course.”  
 
    “Go ahead,” I chuckled and extended the pair of metal gloves to the Elementalist. “I’m more concerned about the gemma, anyway. We’ve got another blue one, so who wants to toss that into their weapon?”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Lacey said. “I can put the blue Gemma into my Ramstaff, then I can attack with a Water Bolt.”  
 
    “No more It’s-a Me, then?” I asked with a chuckle.  
 
    “Nope,” the Illusionist said as she read her menu screen. “Apparently I get either Rapid Oxidation, which lowers armor benefits of our enemies, or I get A Watched Pot, which shoots boiling water at my opponents.”  
 
    “That’s a tough one,” I said. “I have no freaking clue if the Ignisitor has armor or not, though I can’t imagine boiling water is gonna do much damage.”  
 
    “Probably not,” she agreed. “But we’ve definitely encountered enemies with armor outside of this quest. I think I’m gonna go with blue and green.”  
 
    Lacey popped the red speck Gemma out of her Ramstaff, then she slotted it into one of her Amazonian Gauntlets, which glowed with a hint of flame. The Illusionist placed the blue gemma into the empty spot on her weapon and watched the tips of the staff’s vines frost over.  
 
    “Which just leaves this black gemma,” I said to the rest of the Party. “Does anybody have an advantage with that color?”  
 
    “You’d better believe it,” Edward said with a click of his tongue. “Always bet on black, baby! I got a horned helmet on my head that could really use a Gemma, and that little gem is perfect.”  
 
    “Then it’s yours,” I chuckled as I handed it over to the Elementalist.  
 
    Edward slotted the black Gemma into his helmet, which glowed with a bit of spectral magic as it attached. The lawyer shuddered happily as the power washed over him, and he stretched out comically for a moment before he looked over to me and nodded.  
 
    “That’s more like it,” he said. “So, big Z, what’s next?”  
 
    “What’s next?” I repeated. “We keep traveling down these tunnels until we find the Ignisitor. That’s what’s next.”  
 
    We had just survived a foe that had pushed us to the breaking point, and he hadn’t even been a major boss. 
 
    My Party had tried to prepare for the enemy that awaited us, though I didn’t know if it’d be enough to be victorious.  
 
    Only time would tell with that one.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The six of us took a break while we allowed ourselves to be healed with Bobby’s passive powers, and it also gave my ammo time to regenerate before we ventured any further. When we all finally reached our max health we checked our weapons, which made me realize that Janelle wasn’t quite living up to her full potential.  
 
    I flipped through my inventory until I found the Bow of the Sherwood forest, the original bow and arrow I had found all the way back in the studio, when The System had first taken over. I pulled it out of my pocket, walked over to Janelle, and held it out before me.  
 
    “Is that your bow?” the brunette Ranger gasped. “Zach, I appreciate the offer, but I can’t take your weapon.”  
 
    “It’s not the one I normally use,” I explained. “It’s kinda shitty, but I figured it’d be a good starter for somebody like you. Have you ever shot a bow before?”  
 
    “No.” Janelle shook her head. “But I’d never fought with a dagger before all this happened, either, and now I’d say I’m pretty damn good at it.”  
 
    “Here,” I said as I transferred the bow to her. “There’s already a green speck Gemma in there, so it’ll have even more abilities than a regular weapon.”  
 
    I watched as Janelle picked up the weapon in her hands and inspected it carefully. She held the bow up to her face, squinted one eye, and pretended she was pulling back an arrow.  
 
    “Don’t just pretend,” Lacey said as she walked up. “Let’s actually get you up and shooting.”  
 
    “Right now?” she asked. “But don’t we have to go and kill the Ignisitor?”  
 
    “We just got done fighting a miniboss,” I said. “I think we can afford to take a small break, especially if we’re using it for training purposes.”  
 
    “Okay…” Janelle said as she stood up. “What do you want me to shoot at?”  
 
    “I’ll be your target, chica,” Bobby said as he held up his shield. “You can fire at my shield.” 
 
    “Great idea!” the brunette said, then she pulled an arrow from the quiver on her back.  
 
    Edward stepped in between his two Party mates and held up his hands frantically.  
 
    “Hold on, hold on…” he said. “I’ve seen enough accidental injury suits to know this idea is no bueno.”  
 
    “What else am I supposed to shoot?” Janelle frowned.  
 
    “Yeah, ese,” Bobby said. “What is she supposed to shoot? The stones are too tough, and I don’t think anybody wants her to shoot our bodies, do they?”  
 
    “Rats,” Noel said in a tone that was one of both realization and amusement.  
 
    “What’s wrong, mono?” Bobby asked. “Don’t you like my idea?”  
 
    “Not ‘rats’ like something wrong,” the healer replied. “Rats. The little animal.”  
 
    “Not to sound species-ist,” Edward interjected, “but I don’t understand a word that you’re saying, my friend.”  
 
    Noel rolled his eyes, then he tapped the bony boots on his feet.  
 
    “They bring things back to life, remember?” the bonobo said. “Small things.”  
 
    I shuddered as I realized what the bonobo was getting at.  
 
    Lacey must have understood, too, because she looked at me with a cringe on her face.  
 
    “You want to resurrect the dead rats in the sewer,” Lacey said. “So that Janelle can shoot them with her bow and arrow?”  
 
    “That correct.” Noel gave a slight nod as well as looked around at our group. 
 
    “I mean… More power to you, I guess,” the Illusionist chuckled. “Just keep them away from me, please.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I said in a teasing tone. “You don’t like rodents?”  
 
    “I’m a Simmers,” Lacey said with a smirk. “My whole family is full of rats and weasels, so no, I can’t say I care for them too much.”  
 
    The two of us shared a guffaw at the comment, but Edward just rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Sheesh,” he said. “Get a room, you two.”  
 
    “What?” I asked as I felt a hot flush in my cheeks. “We’re just joking around. You do it all the time, and I never make jokes about you dating Noel.”  
 
    “Me not into that.” Noel shook his head furiously.  
 
    “Well, that’s just a little old-fashioned, don’t you think?” Edward said as he ribbed the ape.  
 
    “Not because you man,” Noel insisted. “Because you human.”  
 
    “Oh, so you’re the one that’s ‘species-ist,’ huh?” Edward said as he waggled his eyebrows. “I jest, I jest… But in all seriousness, neither of you see what’s going on here?”  
 
    “I made a joke, and Zach laughed,” Lacey said with a shrug. “I don’t see what else there is to it.”  
 
    “Alright!” Edward tossed up his hands and gave up. “I’ll leave you two non-lovebirds to it.”  
 
    “I resurrect rats, then?” Noel asked.  
 
    “Please,” Bobby said with a chuckle. “Anything to change the subject, mono.”  
 
    Noel gave the Paladin a nod, then he closed his eyes and tried to focus. After a few moments Noel’s boots began to glow with a teal, ethereal glow that was reminiscent of the Lich we had killed at the Observatory, and it began to wisp out and trail down the tunnels around us.  
 
    A few moments later, I heard the sounds of several scuttling feet as something approached, and the goosebumps on my arms rose to attention. I knew that these things weren’t any threat to us, but it still made my skin crawl to know that there were so many rats down here at one point in time.  
 
    The noise grew louder until about two dozen little rats came running into the room we were standing in, and I gagged when I saw their state. I had assumed they would be ghosts or spirits, simple translucent figures of the creatures that they once were, but I was dead wrong.  
 
    Instead, these things were essentially zombies, and they were in various states of decay.  
 
    Several of the rats were missing limbs, while others had their bellies torn open or were headless. Even the ones that were in somewhat “good” condition had giant parts of their flesh that had been torn away and had bits of their brain oozing out of their hole-riddled skull. 
 
    Lacey pursed her lips as her eyes went wide, though she didn’t make a sound. Her entire body tensed up as she looked down at the zombie rats, and I could see from the sheer terror in her eyes that she was freaked out.  
 
    “Is there anything special I need to do?” Janelle asked. “Or do I just put an arrow in the string, pull back, and let it fly?”  
 
    “I mean, there’s more to it than that,” I said as I stepped over beside her. “Here, let me show you.”  
 
    I positioned myself so that I was right beside Janelle, then I reached over and moved her left arm into a relaxed, dangling position.  
 
    “Y-you can control those things,” Edward gulped. “Right, Noel?”  
 
    “I think so,” the bonobo said. “I never done this before.”  
 
    “Oh, that would be irony at its finest,” the lawyer huffed. “We survive the giant, deadly turd with teeth only to be killed by a bunch of zombie rats.”  
 
    “Draw an arrow from your quiver,” I said to Janelle. “You’re right-handed, correct?”  
 
    “I’m bilingual,” Janelle responded.  
 
    “I think the word you’re looking for is ‘ambidextrous,’” I chuckled. “But we can work with that. Essentially, you always want to pull back your arrow with your dominant hand, and use your non-dominant hand for holding the bow.”  
 
    Janelle reached behind her body, grabbed a simple arrow out of her quiver, and then brought it forward. She then raised up her bow and pressed the slot on the back into the string.  
 
    “Like this?”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said as I stepped behind her. “Now, aim at that zombie rat over there.”  
 
    “How do I know where the arrow’s going to go?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s all about feel,” I explained. “It’ll depend on how far you pull back the string, the wind resistance, and a bunch of factors. Try to hit that rat.”  
 
    “I don’t think I’ll hit it,” she sighed.  
 
    “Just try,” I replied. “It’ll give you a feel for what it’s like to shoot the arrow.”  
 
    Janelle bit her lip as she pulled back her arrow, then she released it in an instant. The arrow haphazardly fired off into the air and missed any of the zombie rats by a mile before it hit the stone wall, bounced off, and landed on the ground.  
 
    “Damn it,” the Ranger huffed.  
 
    “Don’t get frustrated,” I said. “That’s the worst thing you can do in a situation like this. Look at it this way, Janelle. Now that you’ve missed, you know what you shouldn’t do, right?”  
 
    “Right,” she agreed, though she sounded uncertain.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “So when you pull back the arrow again, what are you going to do?”  
 
    The brunette woman thought hard for a moment, then the lightbulb seemed to come on in her eyes.  
 
    “Pull back to the same place and then adjust where the tip is pointed relative to last shot!” she said.  
 
    “Try it, and see what happens,” I said.  
 
    Fucking Hell. I realized I sounded just like my father, when he taught me how to shoot a bow and arrow, and I had to shake my head.  
 
    I guess the apple really didn’t fall that far from the tree.  
 
    Janelle pulled the string of her bow back as she took aim at a nearby rat. The Ranger took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and then released her grip on the string. Her arrow flew forward, and this time it stabbed right into the zombie rat’s side. The projectile passed through its rotted flesh effortlessly, and the creature squealed as it disappeared into a puff of dust and blood.  
 
    “That’s kinda fucked up, mono,” Bobby said to Noel.  
 
    “I not choose this power!” the bonobo said with a frown. “It come with boots.”  
 
    “Try to hit another one,” I said as I pointed at the second-closest zombie rat.  
 
    Janelle let out a long breath before she pulled another arrow back and fired. It zipped past the rat’s head, though it was much closer than I expected it to be. The Ranger made an annoyed huff as she pulled out another arrow. She fired at the monster again, though this time she struck it in the hind end and dropped its health down by a half. It let out an annoyed squeak as it stared daggers at the Ranger, and Janelle instantly reached for another arrow.  
 
    She activated Expert Focus as she released, and the arrow struck the rat in the head and exploded it like a gore-filled balloon.  
 
    “I-I think I need to say a few Hail Marys…” Bobby trailed off as he watched the scene with a thousand-yard stare.  
 
    Janelle spent the next few minutes shooting down zombie rats, and by the end of the target practice, she was taking them out with pinpoint accuracy. I had to remind myself that due to all our stat bonuses from gearing and Gemmas we were really far above a normal human’s physical capabilities and skills. 
 
    “See?” I said. “You’re a natural with the bow and arrow. You just had to try it out.”  
 
    “I’m still not sure I like this more than my daggers, though,” Janelle said as she slid the bow over her shoulder. “There’s just, like, something super-satisfying about stabbing and slashing that you don’t get with a projectile.”  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Bobby laughed. “I gotta get up close and personal with my enemies, or it feels like it doesn’t count, ya know?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” the Ranger said. “But I still think I’m gonna keep my daggers as my primary weapon.”  
 
    “That’s perfectly fine,” I said. “I’ll play the role of head archer as long as I possibly can, but it’s good to know I’ll have some backup if I ever need it.”  
 
    I pulled up the map again and looked through the system of gridded pipes as I tried to figure out where we needed to go. It was obvious that we were on the right track, since we’d already encountered and killed a mini-boss, but from here I wasn’t exactly sure where we should head.  
 
    “Any thoughts?” Edward asked. “Because I kinda feel like I’m just sitting here twiddling my thumbs right now.”  
 
    “We’re only a few blocks away from one hundred and fifth,” I said. “But once we get there, we’re on our own. That’s the only bit of information I have about the creature’s whereabouts.”  
 
    “We could always try to sniff him out,” Edward suggested.  
 
    “Wait…” I said as an idea started to form in my noggin. “Say that again.”  
 
    “What?” Edward chuckled. “You think we can sniff the Ignisitor out with our noses? My schnoz is pretty large, but I don’t think it’s at that point yet.”  
 
    “Not you,” I replied. “Braeden.”  
 
    “What do you want to do with my baby?” Janelle gasped. “He’s a very tidy boy, so I’ve been trying to keep him in the bag and away from all the icky stuff on the ground.”  
 
    “He’s tidy?” Lacey asked with a raised eyebrow. “I literally watched him rip the throat out of a goblin just yesterday.”  
 
    “That’s because he was protecting his mama,” Janelle sniffed. “He’s usually a quiet, polite little boy.”  
 
    “Well, we need him now,” I said. “And that new ability of yours.”  
 
    “Expert Tracker?” Janelle asked. “Why would… Oh. Ohhhhhhh. That’s brilliant.”  
 
    “I do my best.” I winked. “I know the power will only work for fifteen minutes, but we could make a lot of progress in that time, especially with our enhanced speed. Or maybe it would at least get us on the right path.”  
 
    “Okay…” the Ranger said as she opened up her Gucci bag and reached inside. “Just promise that you guys will protect my baby if anything comes after him.”  
 
    “Protect him?” Bobby said with a snort. “I think that little diablo is more than capable of protecting himself!”  
 
    Janelle pulled out Braeden, who let out a happy yip when he saw us.  
 
    “That’s right, little guy,” she said. “You’re free!”  
 
    Janelle set Braeden down on the stony ground, and he instantly began to hop around and run in circles around the Ranger.  
 
    “So how does this work?” Bobby asked. “Do you just, like, tell him to go find the monster, and he does it?”  
 
    “I dunno.” Janelle shrugged. “We’re about to find out…”  
 
    Janelle activated Expert Tracker, and suddenly Braeden was surrounded by a glowing red light. The teacup chihuahua’s ears perked up as his entire body tensed, and then he lowered his nose to the ground and began to sniff.  
 
    “There we go,” I said. “Come on, buddy. Help us find the Ignisitor.”  
 
    “You heard Zach,” Janelle said to her dog. “Go forth and find that lava demon, Braeden!”  
 
    The chihuahua looked up at his mother, gave her a serious nod, and then lowered his head back to the ground. He took off past Bobby like a bat out of Hell, and the Paladin instantly gave chase. We all followed right behind, and our footfalls thudded against the stony ground faster than normal thanks to our increased speed. We followed Braeden through the sewer system, past an endless collection of large storm drain pipes and some horrible-smelling brown rivers, until we eventually came to a large, open threshold. Without a second’s hesitation Braeden jumped through, but the second we passed into the room I felt something was off.  
 
    “Call him back,” I commanded Janelle.  
 
    “But we still have another few minutes,” she protested.  
 
    “Just do it,” I snapped. “Something’s wrong here.”  
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Braaaaaaaeeeeeeeden!”  
 
    The tiny dog’s footfalls stopped instantly, then we heard the tippity-tap of his nails get louder as he drew close. Soon, the chihuahua came around the corner, wagging his tail like he didn’t have a care in the world. Janelle bent down and opened up her arms, which prompted the little puppy to run up and leap into her embrace. Janelle laughed happily as she held the dog and rocked him back and forth, but I just shushed her.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Zach?” Lacey whispered. “This is where Braeden smelled the Ignisitor.”  
 
    “Look at the hallways in front of us,” I said. “They’re not the same as the rest.”  
 
    “No,” Edward chuckled. “There’s not a river of shit flowing through them. I, for one, welcome that change.”  
 
    “That’s not what I’m getting at,” I sighed. “These tunnels aren’t a grid anymore.”  
 
    “What are you talking about, amigo?” Bobby said as he pulled up his invisible screen. “The map shows that it is very clearly… Hold up. You’re right. This ain’t the same place we were just at.”  
 
    I pulled up my map and saw exactly what Bobby was talking about. Instead of a grid with the surface world’s locations superimposed over it, we now saw a large circle that was filled with an array of pathways, some of which were blocked off by dead ends.  
 
    “It’s a fucking maze,” I growled.  
 
    “Those are easy,” Janelle said. “Don’t you just put your left hand against the wall, and it’ll eventually lead you to the exit?”  
 
    “That’s for mirror mazes,” Lacey said. “I don’t think The System would make it that easy for us, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “And I’d bet all the money I have that the Ignisitor is at the center,” Bobby growled. “We just gotta figure out how to get to him.”  
 
    “We try to solve the maze,” I sighed. “This might take forever, though.”  
 
    “We don’t have forever,” Lacey said.  
 
    “You don’t think it’d actually take us three full days to figure this thing out, do you?” Janelle asked.  
 
    “It’s some sort of labyrinth,” the Illusionist said with a shrug. “Their whole deal is that they want to get people lost, and some of them want to get you so lost that you starve to death trying to find your way out.”  
 
    “Or they kill you with a Minotaur,” I said. “Hopefully, this isn’t that sort of labyrinth.”  
 
    “Now hold on a second,” Edward said as he flipped through the invisible screen in front of him. “I used to be really good at those little marble maze things, and this is just a big one of those. Only instead of metal balls there are real people, and instead of holes that send you back to the front there are probably death traps and monsters waiting to tear our heads off.”  
 
    “That’s comforting to know,” Janelle replied.  
 
    “I’m just shooting ya’ straight,” the lawyer said as he studied his map. 
 
    “So what do you think?” Lacey asked. “Does this look solvable, or should we abandon this quest and try to find another one to earn the gold?”  
 
    “We can’t abandon this now,” I said. “Not with the Ignisitor trying to set off the fault line. If we don’t stop him, this whole city is doomed. More so than it already is, of course.”  
 
    “I can give it my best shot,” Edward said as he looked over the map. “No promises, though.”  
 
    “Lead the way, ese,” Bobby said as he gestured with his shield. “I’ll be right beside you just in case The System tries to pull anything.”  
 
    Edward started down one of the tunnels, and we followed closely behind him. We wound through a couple of turns for a solid twenty minutes before we finally arrived at a dead end.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Edward said under his breath. “I thought for sure this was the way. I guess we’ll just turn around and--”  
 
    “Look out!” Lacey yelled as she held out a glowing white hand.  
 
    A massive pendulum blade dropped down right above Edward and Bobby’s heads, but thankfully Lacey’s Magic Wall appeared seconds before it would have sliced them in two. The blade bounced off the barrier harmlessly, which allowed Bobby and Edward to run back over to safety.  
 
    “Okay,” I gulped. “So the maze is booby-trapped.”  
 
    “All the more reason to get it right the second time around,” Edward said in his usual confident voice, though I could see the beads of nervous sweat along his brow. “I think I’ve got it this time, though.”  
 
    We followed Edward down a couple more pathways, and as we walked, I noticed the tunnels were getting more and more narrow. Soon we found ourselves at another dead end, and we all nervously looked up at the ceiling as we waited for something to drop.  
 
    We were looking in the wrong direction.  
 
    Suddenly the floor gave out beneath us, and I activated I’m Not a Hugger before gravity pulled me down. Lacey floated with her cape and avoided the trap, as well, but the rest of our friends weren’t so lucky.  
 
    Bobby, Noel, Edward, and Janelle all fell into the pit, which was filled with giant metal spikes at the bottom. Naturally.  
 
    “Ow,” Bobby grumbled.  
 
    One by one my friends pulled themselves up and off the spikes, and each of them appeared to have lost a third of their health.  
 
    “Thank goodness we at higher levels,” Noel said as he came over the edge. “That sort of trap would kill level one or two.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, guys,” Edward said with a frown. “I seriously thought this was the right path. Maybe I’m not as good at this stuff as I thought I was.”  
 
    “You’re doing better than any of us would,” I said. “If I were leading this group, I’d probably have walked us into a million traps by now.”  
 
    “I’d be lost,” Janelle said. “I freaking suck at puzzles.”  
 
    Edward started to the front of the group once more, and this time we followed him for thirty minutes straight without running into a trap.  
 
    However, the area did start to smell like burning iron.  
 
    Magma.  
 
    We were getting close to the center of the labyrinth, and once we did, we’d have to face off with the Ignisitor. Soon, the narrow tunnels opened up into a large room with a massive lake of sewage water at its center, and the smell was enough to peel paint off a house.  
 
    “This isn’t the center, is it?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “No,” Edward shook his head. “I don’t think so. We’ve still got at least another twenty minutes of travel before we’re anywhere close to the center.”  
 
    “So, what’s this, then?” Bobby asked. “Another booby trap?”  
 
    The sewer water at the center of the “lake” began to bubble, and seconds later I saw about a dozen red health bars appear beneath the surface. As the owners of the health bars broke the surface of the water, I cringed at just how disgusting they looked.  
 
    The creatures appeared to be a sort of octopus-rat-alligator combo, with six arms, a triangular snout, and patches of fur clumped along their hard green bodies in sickly patches. Each tentacle had a pair of teeth at its end, though the monster’s mouth itself apparently was nothing but gums. A single horn sat atop the beast’s head, just below a health bar that read “Subnautic Horror, Level Five.”  
 
    We weren’t anywhere near the end of the maze yet, and things had just gotten a whole lot more complicated. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    “What in the sweet mother Mary are those things?” Bobby asked as he twirled Victoria around in his hand and raised his flaming shield. “They make the mierda floating in the water look appetizing.”  
 
    “Can’t you read?” Edward said with a chuckle. “They’re ‘Subnautic Horrors,’ whatever the Hell that means.”  
 
    “It means bad news,” Lacey sighed as the tip of her Ramstaff began to glow with a mixture of blue and green magic. 
 
    “Bad news?” I scoffed. “I think this is pretty great. These creatures are only level five, so they’re at that perfect sweet spot… Not too hard to kill, but also not weak enough to barely give us XP.”  
 
    “They won’t last too long, ese,” Bobby said. “Not when they taste the sting of Victoria against their flesh!”  
 
    Bobby took off toward the Subnautic Horror that was closest to us, and Janelle followed right behind him. Braeden stayed right on Janelle’s heels while he snarled and foamed at the mouth, and it didn’t take long for our party to close the gap on the eight-legged freaks.  
 
    Unfortunately, the Subnautic Horrors had other plans.  
 
    Almost in unison they let out a gurgled snarl, then the strange creatures sprang in all directions as if their tentacles were made up of springs. Sickly splats echoed through the sewer as they landed on its walls and ceilings, completely out of reach of Bobby, Janelle, and Braeden.  
 
    They weren’t out of my reach, though.  
 
    I quickly activated Sprinkler as I raised an Umbrapede Exoskeleton Arrow in my bow. When I let go of the projectile, it glowed for a split second, then it magically splintered into an arc of eight different arrows as it flew toward the Subnautic Horrors. Four of the arrows struck unsuspecting creatures that let out a yelp and fell from their perches, while the other four targets were able to scuttle away right in the nick of time.  
 
    Bobby activated his Shout of Confrontation as he began to hurl insults at the creatures in Spanish, while Janelle quickly sheathed her daggers and pulled the bow off her shoulder.  
 
    “How about a little Hamstring?” Janelle said as she pulled back her arrow.  
 
    The Ranger released her projectile, which whistled across the battlefield until it landed in the side of a Subnautic Horror’s head with a wet squelch. The monster let out a pained gurgling sound as its health dropped down to fifty percent, and it fell away from its perch on the ceiling. The creature lost another five percent of its health when it slammed into the ground, but before it could get back on its feet, Braeden went in for the kill. Janelle pounced on the fallen creature as she drew her frosted dagger, then she and her puppy went at it like mad as its health bar drained by the second.  
 
    Eight of the remaining eleven monsters swarmed at Bobby as they dropped down, sprang across the battlefield in a single leap, and scuttled up to his massive figure. He tried to fight them off with a combination of Righteous Smack, Forward Strike, and Blood Rush, all while Noel healed him just as fast as he lost health.  
 
    That left three of the creatures for Lacey, Edward, and I.  
 
    “Whatdya think?” Edward asked as he looked at the approaching creatures. “Water’d probably do nothing, and fire seems waaaay too generic.”  
 
    Without warning, one of the creatures pointed its tentacle at us as it ran and spat some sort of clear goo out of the mouth at its end. I tried to jump out of the way, but it splattered against my foot and hardened in an instant, which prevented me from moving.  
 
    I was trapped.  
 
    The hardened goo seemed to have its own health bar, so I quickly drew an arrow and pointed it at my own feet.  
 
    “Incoming!” Lacey hissed as she tossed up a Magic Wall.  
 
    More sticky goo had been coming straight for me, but it simply splatted against Lacey’s barrier harmlessly.  
 
    “Fire it is, then,” Edward sighed as his flesh burst into flames, and he pointed his wand at the Subnautic Horrors. “Abra cadabra!”  
 
    A blast of purple electricity burst from the tip of the wand, though the attack didn’t land. The incoming monster simply launched itself down off the ceiling just as the Lightning Bolt exploded against the stone in a spray of violet sparks. Lacey fired off a Magic Arrow at the creature as I pulled back on my bow and released, then I watched as the black bony arrow stabbed right into the goo.  
 
    The health bar of the hardened goo dropped to null instantly, and it exploded into a million tiny pieces. Unfortunately, the distraction had worked.  
 
    Before I could turn back around to get off another shot, I was attacked by one of the Subnautic Horrors. The creature landed on my chest, then two of its tentacles sunk their teeth into my wrists and pulled them in opposite directions. I yowled as blood splurted out of my arms, and I lost five percent of my health, but that pain was soon overtaken by the sheer agony I felt when six more sets of teeth dug into my chest. I lost another twenty percent of my overall health as the monster attacked, and the sheer strength of its tentacles were enough to keep my hands at bay.  
 
    Too bad I was way fucking stronger.  
 
    I activated the special ability of my Wooden Lion Pauldrons and felt a wave of pure adrenaline course through my veins. It felt like my muscles were on fire as my newfound lion strength took over, and seconds later I was able to overpower the monster like it was a toddler.  
 
    I slammed my hands into his body, which barely did any damage. What it did accomplish, though, was to stun the bastard long enough for me to make my next move. The Subnautic Terror’s health bar began to pulse and vibrate as his body went rigid, so I tossed him up into the air and away. Instead of taking a potshot at the fucker with my bow, I slammed my foot into the ground as hard as I could and broke away a massive hunk of stone. In one swift motion I caught the rock, spun it around like I was throwing a discus, and activated Forward Strike as I released.  
 
    Thanks to my lion strength, the rock flew across the battlefield like it’d been fired out of a cannon, and the words “Critical Hit!” appeared in my HUD as it slammed into the Subnautic Horror.  
 
    The Subnautic Horror’s health bar dropped to zero as its tentacles flew in all directions, and there was a sickly crunch as its face caved in from the impact. The monster’s body flew backwards, still attached to the stone, until it hit the nearby wall and literally exploded into a gory mess.  
 
    When I turned back to Lacey and Edward I saw that they had killed one of the remaining creatures, though the third one apparently was giving them problems. Edward summoned up Storm, which brought down a literal storm of fire onto the Subnautic Horror.  
 
    The creature hissed as its flesh burned, and it recoiled from its opponents, though the attack only did minimal damage. Edward blasted the thing in the ass with a Lightning Bolt as it ran away, which caused it to jump forward and stick to a nearby wall as it lost another ten percent of its health. The monster was down to forty-five percent, which meant that only one or two good blows would put it down for the count.  
 
    Lacey hurled a Magic Ball at the Subnautic Horror, though it simply rolled away to safety before it retaliated with a shot of its sticky goo. The nasty goop hit Lacey in the face, and she let out a yelp as her eyes, nose, and mouth were completely covered by the hardened material. She started to breathe heavily as she hit her face with the tip of her Ramstaff, then her life bar started to go down.  
 
    She was suffocating.  
 
    “Hold on, Lacey!” I said as I ran over to the Illusionist.  
 
    As I ran I felt another wet shluck against the back of my leg, and my momentum was instantly halted as my right foot was stuck to the ground. I fell forward onto my face, let out a frustrated growl, and then pulled myself back up.  
 
    The Subnautic Horror launched itself toward me, but thankfully, Edward knocked it out of the sky with a Magic Arrow.  
 
    “You worry about Houdini over there,” Edward said. “I’ll take care of this slimy bastard.”  
 
    I didn’t even stop to see how much damage the attack had done, mainly because I knew Lacey’s health bar was deteriorating by the second.  
 
    If I didn’t act fast, she was toast.  
 
    As I got up onto one knee and pulled another arrow from my quiver, panic began to set in. Lacey was losing about two hit points per second, and she was already down to sixty-five percent health. I realistically had time to get off two or three shots before her health hit zero, but missing any of those might mean the difference between life and death.  
 
    I activated Blood Rush to give myself a bit more attacking speed, then I slotted my first arrow.  
 
    “Hold still, Lacey,” I said as I pulled back the string. “You’ll make this way easier on both of us if you don’t move.”  
 
    Lacey must have heard me, because she stopped flailing around and went eerily still. Her breaths were still quick and panicked, though she was doing her best to try and stay calm.  
 
    I held my breath as I fired the first arrow and watched it move across the battlefield. It struck the shell on Lacey’s face, though it only dropped its health bar down to fifty percent.  
 
    Meanwhile, her own health bar continued to drop.  
 
    I activated Split the Arrow in Two as I grabbed another projectile, then I launched it haphazardly toward Lacey. The arrow twisted in the air under the magic of my powers, then it jerked to the left and struck Lacey’s face in the exact same place it had before. This time the hardened goo exploded, and the Illusionist sucked in a deep, relieved breath. 
 
    I took out the goo on my foot before I turned to check on Edward, though the Elementalist didn’t need my help. I watched with smug satisfaction as the former lawyer used Dash to avoid an attack and then hit the Subnautic Horror with a one-two combo of Lightning Bolt and Storm.  
 
    This time, the creature’s health was fairly low, and the fiery drizzle that came down on its body set it ablaze. The Subnautic Horror gurgled and wailed as its health bar was surrounded by a red glow, then it quickly faded down to zero as the monster collapsed into a charred heap on the ground.  
 
    My XP bar increased from the two kills I’d helped with, and I was now about seventy-five percent of the way to Level Nine. However, I didn’t get to celebrate our victory for too long.  
 
    “Need help!” Noel yelled.  
 
    Lacey, Edward, and I looked over to see that Bobby and Janelle’s bodies were covered from the waist down in hardened goo, and they could do little but haphazardly swing at the remaining four monsters as they attacked from all angles. Every time it looked like the Paladin or the Ranger was about to free themselves, they were attacked by one of the Subnautic Horrors and had to change their strategy.  
 
    “Come on, you buncha pendejos!” Bobby roared before he swung his axe at a Subnautic Horror and missed completely. “Is that all you little bitches got?”  
 
    “They getting hurt as fast as I heal them,” Noel said over his shoulder. “My mana draining quickly… I cannot keep this up long.”  
 
    One of the Subnautic Horrors reared its tentacles back to spray more goo onto Janelle, but Lacey was on it. The Illusionist held up an open palm and activated Nope to block the attack.  
 
    The monster seemed to gag on its own goo, which gave me the perfect opportunity to take a shot at it. I quickly fired off an arrow with Double Tap activated and then watched as the creature managed to dodge the attack. It stuck two of its tentacles onto the wall, where it proceeded to flip its entire body out of the way of the projectiles.  
 
    I saw Edward call down Storm on the other three creatures, and though the damage was minimal, it was enough to keep them away from Janelle and Bobby. Meanwhile, the Subnautic Horror I was focused on continued to dodge each individual arrow that I shot at it, and I started to worry that I might run out of ammo before I actually finished the fucker off.  
 
    Lacey and Edward continued to take on the remaining Subnautic Horrors with a mixture of their powers and the spells from their weapons, while I tried to pinpoint just what I needed to do to kill this damn thing. 
 
    The next time I fired, I activated Blood Rush just before I slotted and fired off a second arrow immediately after the first. I aimed so that the creature was forced to dodge straight into my second projectile, which stuck into the flesh with a wet shluck and drained its life down to twenty percent. A bit of frost from the tip of the arrow spread around the wound, and the monster yowled as it lost five percent more health.  
 
    I quickly fired off two more arrows in rapid succession before the creature even had a chance to get back up, and I smirked as both projectiles hit their mark. The first one stabbed through the Subnautic Horror’s right tentacle, passed clean through, and apparently lodged itself in the cracks between two stones. The second arrow struck the monster through the side of the head, and a moment later, the tongue flopped out of its mouth as its health dropped down to zero, and his body went limp. A loot box appeared beside the corpse, and my XP bar creeped up ever so slightly.  
 
    “Expecto Patronous!” Edward laughed as he fired another Lightning Bolt from his wand.  
 
    I watched as the spell crashed into another Subnautic Horror and instantly electrocuted the monster with waves of purple magic. The creature collapsed to the ground, stunned, but not dead.  
 
    Lacey followed up with a shot of Natural Bolt, which further lowered the monster’s health bar down to thirty percent. I followed up with a Double Tap as I took aim at the very same monster, and both projectiles stabbed clean through the Subnautic Horror’s eyeball and out the other side with a spray of blood.  
 
    The monster’s health was now down to a measly ten percent, which allowed Edward to finish it off with one final Lightning Bolt. The spell exploded against the Subnautic Horror’s slime-covered body and caused the creature to convulse and make strange gurgling noises as its health bar dropped down to nothing. The electricity that coursed through its body seemed to keep the monster upright, but the second it disappeared, the creature collapsed to the ground, and its body was replaced with a loot box.  
 
    “Attaboy, Braeden!” Janelle called out from behind us.  
 
    I looked around to see that Bobby was quickly breaking out of the hardened goo, while Janelle was still slowly working through her own. Braeden, on the other hand, was one hundred percent free, and the teacup chihuahua was wreaking havok on one of the Subnautic Horrors.  
 
    The octopus-rat monster frantically tried to flee, but it was no use. Braeden was right on its trail, and I watched the little dog sink its teeth into one of the monster’s tentacles with a painful-sounding squish and a snarl.  
 
    The final Subnautic Horror tried to make its move against Bobby, but now that we outnumbered it six to one, the poor bastard didn’t stand a chance. Bobby hit it with a Righteous Smack as it came at him, and the monster gurgled in pain as it was tossed backwards to the ground.  
 
    Lacey, Edward, and I all attacked simultaneously, and a Lightning Bolt, Natural Bolt, and a frost-tipped arrow slammed into the helpless creature in rapid succession. We watched as the attacks drained the monster’s health down to a measly ten percent total, which was when Bobby finished it off.  
 
    The Paladin let out a rageful roar as he raised his axe above his head, then he brought it down onto the Subnautic Horror with the strength of a freaking ox. The axe struck the monster on the top of his head, passed straight through with a gnarly crunch, and splattered its blood all over the ground. The Subnautic Horror’s health dropped to zero as its body was literally sliced in two vertically, and the two halves of its corpse split apart and flopped to the ground as my XP bar raised up to ninety percent from the assist.  
 
    A few seconds later my XP bar raised again, and I felt a surge of power course through my very being as I moved to Level Nine. It didn’t take long for me to figure out why I’d gotten more XP, as I looked over to see Braeden carrying the corpse of the final Subnautic Horror in his mouth.  
 
    The little chihuahua trotted toward us without a care in the world, even though the fur on his entire upper half was matted with a mixture of blood and clear goo. Braeden stopped in front of his mother, then he wagged his tail happily as he dropped the Subnautic Horror’s body at her feet.  
 
    “Dios mio…” Bobby said with an amused snort.  
 
    “Good boy, Braeden!” Janelle said as she crouched down and patted him on the head. “Who’s mommy’s little warrior? You are! Yes, you are. Yes, you are!”  
 
    The Ranger patted her dog on the head and scratched under his chin as she baby-talked him, and Braeden couldn’t get enough of the attention. His tiny body seemed to tremble out of sheer happiness as his rump wiggled back and forth, and then he began to hop up to beg for more attention from his mother.  
 
    “Did anybody else level up from this encounter?” I asked.  
 
    “You know it, ese!” Bobby said as he beat his chest and raised his head high. “You’re looking at a level seven and three-quarters Paladin right now.”  
 
    “Still right behind you, dude,” Lacey said. “Level eight and a half, basically.” 
 
    “Funny,” Edward chuckled. “My ex-wife used to say that to me all the time, if ya get my drift.”  
 
    “Ewwww,” Janelle said with a scrunched-up face. “Nobody wants to hear that, Eddie.”  
 
    “And I’m in the same boat as you, Lacey,” the lawyer sighed. “I’m on the cusp of Level Six, but I’ve still got a little ways to go.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Janelle sighed as she flipped through her invisible menu. “I’ve got a little ways to go, too.”  
 
    “Mono?” Bobby asked our healer. “What about you? You gonna turn into a gorilla or get all strong or something now?”  
 
    “I still Level Six,” the ape confirmed. “Almost Level Seven, though. I only small half-inch away.”  
 
    “You’ll get there eventually, mono,” Bobby said to Noel.  
 
    “Funny,” Edward scoffed. “That’s exactly what I used to tell my ex-wife, too.”  
 
    “You know that ‘mono’ means ‘ape,’ right?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “I know exactly what I said,” the Elementalist smiled knowingly.  
 
    “Now that we’ve cracked open a buncha these putas’ skulls,” Bobby said. “Who’s ready to crack open some of these loot boxes, eh?”  
 
    We spent the next twenty minutes or so opening up the loot boxes that were next to the fallen Subnautic Horrors and collecting the goodies inside. The Party added another two thousand gold total to its collection, as well as three more Speck Gemma in the colors of white, gold, and green.  
 
    “I think it’s pretty obvious that Noel gets the green Gemma,” I said. “That’ll add to his overall magic pool, which is exactly what we need to keep us alive.”  
 
    “No arguments there,” Lacey said.  
 
    Noel took the green Speck Gemma, slid it into his Spectral Metal Belt, and let out a happy sigh as I felt his magical powers increase.  
 
    “I think Janelle should get the gold Gemma for her quiver,” I said as I pointed at the Ranger. “She’s always on the front lines with Bobby, and that’ll give her some resistance to attacks that change status.”  
 
    I tossed the golden gemstone over to Janelle, who easily caught it and then slipped it into the slot on her quiver.  
 
    “And what about the white one?” Edward asked. “That boosts all your stats, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “Is that your not-so-subtle way of saying you want it?” Lacey chuckled.  
 
    “I’m just pointing out the facts, that’s all.” He shrugged. “Actually, all my armor and weapon slots are full right now, so it’s no use to me.”  
 
    “It’s all yours then, Zach,” Lacey said with a nod.  
 
    I knew that a white Gemma gave double damage to any weapons that they were slotted in, and I couldn’t pass that up. I plucked the current Gemma out of my bow, then I carefully slotted in the white gemstone.  
 
    “What about all this weird shit it gave us?” Bobby asked. “Like, what the Hell are we supposed to do with a buncha Subnautic Horror flesh?”  
 
    “Probably use it to craft,” Lacey said. “At one of the Safe Zones.”  
 
    “Who wants to wear armor made outta slimy leather, though?” the Paladin asked with a shudder.  
 
    “I guess it depends on the stats.” I shrugged. “I’d be down to wear a bright pink feather boa if it gave me a significant increase in power.”  
 
    “You know what?” Bobby said as he pointed a finger at me and nodded. “I respect that, ese.”  
 
    “Now comes the fun part,” Edward said as he looked past the pool at the center of the room and to the tunnel on the other side. “We get to go even deeper into this literal shithole!”  
 
    “And Braeden’s tracking ability has long since shut off,” Lacey said.  
 
    “Then we go in blind,” I said, though I heard the twinge of fear in my voice as it left. “We’ve at least found the right pathway, so if we follow it, we should eventually find our Ignisitor.”  
 
    I knew the concept was sound, but it still made me nervous to wander a system of winding sewers filled with monsters without any idea of what was waiting for us around each bend. Still, it was what needed to be done, and I wasn’t about to chicken out at this point.  
 
    We waited around for a few minutes so that Bobby’s passive ability healed us back up to full health, then we started down the next leg of our journey.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    “You’d think the map would give us some sort of clue,” Lacey groaned as she flipped through the invisible screen in front of her face. “This whole sewer system is getting more and more confusing with each turn that we take, and I have no fucking clue where we’re going.”  
 
    “I’d ask Braeden to do the tracky thing again,” Janelle said. “But I’m pretty sure it hasn’t been twelve hours yet.”  
 
    “You think?” Edward said sarcastically.  
 
    “I don’t think,” Janelle said, and she was completely oblivious to the sarcasm. “I know it hasn’t been twelve hours yet.”  
 
    “That was sarcas-- You know what?” the lawyer shrugged. “You’re right. My bad.”  
 
    “I mean, we know we have to get to the center of the giant circle,” I said. “It’s just a matter of how long we think we can survive down here if we get lost.”  
 
    “Or how much time we have before the San Andreas Fault is tripped,” Lacey said.  
 
    “Are you sure the map doesn’t tell you anything?” Bobby asked as he pulled up his own HUD and began to slide his finger across it. “I’m seeing a basic layout of the circle on mine.”  
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said. “You can see the overall shape, but there’s nothing to tell us where to go. Like, it doesn’t even show us the individual tunnels… Just a giant fucking circle with a dot that represents us.”  
 
    “Why couldn’t the Ignisitor have taken up residence in a mirror maze?” Edward sighed. “Those are easy to get out of.” 
 
    “There’s gotta be something to help us,” I mused. “The System is a pretty fucked-up thing, but it’s always been fair. I don’t think it’d just throw us into a maze and make us wander aimlessly for hours on end. Where’s the fun in that?”  
 
    “It won’t be aimless to them, amigo,” Bobby said with a scoff. “I’d bet my left nut that there’s gonna be a bunch more monsters like the ones we just ran into, plus all sorts of booby traps and shit.”  
 
    “We don’t really have much of a choice, though,” I sighed. “Unless you can think of a better way to find the center.”  
 
    The Party was silent, and I frowned as I realized this was going to be even more difficult than I’d originally thought. Still, I was almost certain that The System wouldn’t make players wander around without any clues or puzzles scattered around to point them in the right direction. I wondered if there were secret symbols carved into the wall, or maybe if there was some sort of pattern that I was missing in terms of the layout of the tunnels. For a few seconds I even thought about the original Super Mario Bros. game and how you could only beat the final castle if you walked in a certain direction, in a certain order.  
 
    But nothing appeared to point the way, so we pressed onward for several more minutes until we finally heard a sound. It was little more than a small, high-pitched thud, almost like a pebble bouncing off concrete, but it was enough to get our attention.  
 
    “What was that?” Noel gulped.  
 
    “Probably more monsters,” Bobby growled as he readied his axe. “Too bad they don’t know what they’re stepping into, eh?” 
 
    We stood there in place as we waited for the next sound to echo through the halls, but there was nothing. The tension was so thick you could feel it in the air around us, and I could hear my heart hammering in my ears as I held my bow and an arrow at the ready.  
 
    Finally, a figure appeared in the shadows behind us.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Edward yelped when he saw the person.  
 
    The Illusionist held up a flaming hand and prepared to attack, and when the flames illuminated the tunnel, we saw the figure in all its horrific glory.  
 
    It was obviously a human male, or at least something that had been similar to a human male at one point in time. He was a fairly squat five-foot-five, and his flesh was covered with ungodly crimson scabs that were crusted over and oozed bits of yellow pus out from their edges. The man was about as skinny as a rail, and I could see every rib in his torso and knot on his bones underneath his pale, nearly-white flesh.  
 
    To say his eyes were sunken in was a massive understatement, as the dude looked like a human-sized raccoon. Then there were his eyes themselves, which were small orbs that had clear pupils and irises, though their color was so pale and faded that I couldn’t tell what hue they were in the first place. The man had gangly, long hair that was patchy and reminded me of the freaking Crypt Keeper, though his gait was that of a regular human’s.  
 
    I gripped my bow tightly as the figure approached, though I didn’t see a red health bar above his head.  
 
    Was he another player?  
 
    “I’d take a step back if I were you, ese,” Bobby warned as he held up his axe. “Unless you want me to paint the tunnels with your blood and shit. I don’t think crimson goes too well with shit-covered stone, bro. It’d totally fuck with the Feng Shui of this place.”  
 
    “I don’t think he’s an enemy,” I said as I stepped forward.  
 
    “Not an enemy?” Bobby asked with a scoff. “He’s a freaking monster, amigo.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Janelle added as she held her daggers at the ready. “Look at him… He’s all icky and covered with sores and looks like he should be asking me for his precious.”  
 
    “Well, fuck you guys, too,” the figure said in a plain-as-day human voice. “Maybe I should point out how your nose is all flat, or how you’ve obviously had some work done.”  
 
    “I have not!” Janelle gasped. “But… Do you think I really look that good?”  
 
    “Are you human?” Noel asked as he took a step toward the figure.  
 
    “Is that a… a talking monkey?” the man asked as his jaw dropped.  
 
    “Talking ape,” Noel said. “That really surprise you?”  
 
    “Is that how all the animals up on the surface are now?” the man asked. 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of,” I said. “At least, Noel is the only one I’ve met so far.”  
 
    “So I guess I’m gonna have to be the one to break the friendly protocol, huh?” Edward said as he crossed his arms. “Who are you, and why the hell do you look like that? No offense, of course.”  
 
    “Oh, of course,” the man rolled his pale eyes.  
 
    “Are you a player?” I asked.  
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” the man replied and made a rasping sound that was probably supposed to be laughter. “I mean, I had quite a few lady friends back in the day, but I digress.”  
 
    “Not that kind of player,” I explained impatiently. “Like, you are a person that’s inside of The System and not an NPC.”  
 
    “What the hell is an NPC?” he asked. 
 
    “I guess that answers my question,” I said. “What are you doing down here, anyway?”  
 
    “And I second Edward’s question,” Bobby said with a raised finger. “Why do you look like Gollum got leprosy, amigo?”  
 
    “Maybe because I’ve been living in a literal city of shit the last couple of days?” the man replied. “It’s not exactly good for open sores.”  
 
    “But how did you get the open sores?” Edward asked. “And The System’s only been in place for a few days… Now, I’m not a biologist or anything, but shouldn’t your eyes and hair and all that just look like they did before the world went to shit?”  
 
    “I’m albino, dude,” the man said. “This is what I looked like before.”  
 
    Edward’s face turned as pale as the man’s as his mouth fell agape, and he began to sputter out words that sounded like a bunch of garbled nonsense. There was obvious nervous sweat on the lawyer’s forehead as he tried to think of a justification for his words, but I just stepped in and spoke up for him.  
 
    “Sorry about our friend here,” I said. “We’ve just gotten used to seeing dangerous creatures everywhere we go, so when we saw a random person in the sewers, we just assumed it was a monster.”  
 
    “Well, I’m not a monster,” the man chuckled. “Despite my appearance.”  
 
    “Again, I am soooo sorry,” Edward said with a gulp.  
 
    “I get it,” the man said and waved his hand. “Short albino dude covered with scabs steps outta the dark randomly and doesn’t say anything. I’d be freaked out, too. My name is Beau. Beau Braxton.”  
 
    “Okay, so you’re not a monster,” Janelle said as she scratched her chin. “What are you, then? Like, why are you down here, and where did you get all those injuries?”  
 
    “I thought the sewers would be the safest place from the monsters up on the surface,” Beau said with a sigh. “Boy, was I dead wrong.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I’d say that,” Lacey said. “You’re still alive, which is more than most of the players on the surface have.”  
 
    “You… You have seen what I look like, right?” Beau asked as he gestured to his scab-covered arms. “This wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t been an idiot and gotten myself trapped in the sewers.”  
 
    “You’re trapped down here?” Lacey asked in surprise. “But we just came in that way. We can follow our maps back out.”  
 
    “Oh, you naive fools…” the man clicked his tongue and let out a somewhat psychotic laugh. “That’s not the way out. There’s only two ways out of this place, and they’re both surrounded by death and danger.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked. “We literally just walked here from the room with all the Subnautic Horrors.”  
 
    “That’s not how this place works, kid,” the albino replied. “I’m sure you’re feeling all those major earthquakes that are happening, right? Well, every time one of those happens, this entire labyrinth rearranges itself. The way you came could be all the way on the other side of the maze right now, and that room with the creatures you said you fought? You may not even be able to find it again.”  
 
    “That explains why there’s no map in our HUD,” Lacey sighed. “It’s so random that even The System doesn’t know what it looks like.”  
 
    “The exits don’t change, though,” Beau said. “Like I said before, there are two ways out of this sewer, but obviously they’ve been too difficult for me. Trust me, I’ve tried. Hence the scars and the missing hair.”  
 
    “What is your class, amigo?” Bobby asked. “I don’t see any weapons in your hand.”  
 
    “Yeah,” the man scoffed. “Tell me about it. I’m technically a Mauler, but as you can see, I don’t have any weapons, and Tactical Tackle doesn’t do much other than throw me directly into the monsters’ path. I have Can’t Feel Anything but Rage as well, but that only lasts seven seconds. Hence…”  
 
    “The scars,” I said.  
 
    “The scars.”  
 
    “Wait…” Edward said as he raised a finger. “So you’ve tried to get out before, and the exits never move? That means you can take us to the Ignisitor then!”  
 
    “What the fuck is an Ignisitor?” the albino asked. 
 
    “The creature at the center of the maze,” Bobby sighed. “Stay with us, tonto.”  
 
    “Is that what all these other people are coming in here looking for?” Beau chuckled. “Because I’ve never tried to go toward it, mainly because I see that those same people never, ever come back.”  
 
    “So you don’t know where the Ignisitor actually is?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Nope.” He shook his head. “I just warn people about how many others have come before them, and how they never come back. Then, despite my best efforts to dissuade them, they head off down the tunnels, never to be seen again.”  
 
    “But you know where the other exit is?” Janelle asked.  
 
    “Oh, I’m very, very familiar with that damn thing,” Beau said with a frown. “And the monsters in that room are really familiar with me, too.”  
 
    “Maybe I’m missing something,” Edward said as he scratched his head. “You have no weapons, and you’re all alone down here in this sewer, yet you’re intentionally throwing yourself at a room full of enemies? What level are you, even?”  
 
    “Level one.”  
 
    Edward placed his hands on the side of his head, then he whipped it backwards overdramatically and let out a long, frustrated sigh.  
 
    “Level one?” the Elementalist nearly screamed in disbelief. “Level freaking one? Are you suicidal, man?”  
 
    “The creatures in the room are only level one, too,” Beau shrugged. “I can usually get in there and fight through a quarter of the bastards before I’m forced to retreat. One time I was able to get about halfway through, but my health got really, really low. Like, I thought I was totally a goner.”  
 
    “How many of the creatures are there?” I asked. “And what kind of monsters are we dealing with here?”  
 
    “Why does it matter what’s guarding the second exit?” Bobby asked. “We didn’t wade through all this mierda just to tuck our tails between our legs and run now. We’re going to the Ignisitor, and that’s the only way we’re getting outta this place.” 
 
    “We’re not running,” I reminded the Paladin. “We’re helping.”  
 
    “You’re going to help me?” Beau asked, and the man looked like he was about to burst into happy tears. “You’re the first people who’ve actually offered to help and not just tell me ‘come with us, or stay behind.’”  
 
    “Of course we’ll help you,” I said. “It sounds like you’ve gone through Hell down here in the sewers, and I don’t want you to have to go through that any longer. Plus, a room full of enemies is a great opportunity to get some easy XP before we move forward and take on the Ignisitor.”  
 
    “Is that the best idea, though?” Lacey asked me in a whisper. “Clearing out a room full of enemies could take a lot of time we don’t have. And after that, we’ll probably have to fight through more enemies between here and the center of the labyrinth.”  
 
    “You heard Beau,” I said. “The other exit is full of level one monsters. We’re strong enough now that we could probably one-shot a bunch of the fuckers, and we could easily clear a path for Beau to escape. It’ll be quick, and it’ll definitely be worth it.”  
 
    “Will killing level one monsters be worth it, though?” Edward asked. “At this point, we basically get one or two percent XP from each one we kill.”  
 
    “How many enemies are we talking about, Beau?” I asked the pale man. “A dozen? Twenty? Fifty?”  
 
    “Jesus, I don’t know…” Beau said. “At least a hundred.”  
 
    “A hundred enemies?” Edward gasped. “Holy shit, how did you walk outta that room alive?”  
 
    “Because they don’t do much damage,” he said. “They’re only level one, and they’re fairly slow. There’s just so… Fucking… Many of them.”  
 
    “Death by a thousand cuts,” Lacey frowned.  
 
    “What kind of monsters we have to fight?” Noel asked.  
 
    “You’re not seriously considering this, are you?” Bobby said to our Priest.  
 
    “They level one,” Noel said. “They not hard to kill, especially for you.”  
 
    “You’re not gonna believe me when I tell you,” Beau sighed.  
 
    “Try me,” I said.  
 
    “They’re turtles,” the albino replied. “Freaking mutant turtles.”  
 
    “They’re not teenage, are they?” Edward said with a snort, but he quickly cleared his throat when Beau shot him a dirty look. “Sorry. Terrible joke, I know.”  
 
    “Why’s that a joke?” Janelle asked with a raised eyebrow. “Why would it matter if the turtles were teenagers?”  
 
    “You’re too young for that joke, I guess,” Edward sighed and then looked over at the rest of us. “Please tell me you all got it, at least.”  
 
    “Of course I did,” Bobby said with a roll of his eyes. “That doesn’t make it funny, though, amigo.”  
 
    Suddenly, a message appeared on my HUD:  
 
      
 
    QUEST AVAILABLE: [Cowabunga, Dude!] 
 
    DO YOU ACCEPT? [YES] or [NO] 
 
    QUEST LEVEL: [3] 
 
    LOOT PAYOUT: [LOW] 
 
      
 
    Apparently the system had the same sense of humor as Edward.  
 
    Great.  
 
    “See?” I said to my Party mates. “It’s only a level three quest, and we’re all at least level five or higher.”  
 
    “How the fuck are you guys so strong?” Beau asked.  
 
    “We have weapons, my friend,” Edward chuckled. “And we know how to do more with our powers than just tackling.”  
 
    “Speaking of which…” Lacey said as she reached into her pockets.  
 
    The Illusionist fumbled around for a few minutes before she finally produced the Crusader-era prop sword that she’d swiped from the prop storage room back at the studio. When she extended it to Beau, though, the Mauler just tilted his head to the side.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked.  
 
    “Take it,” Lacey said. “I don’t need it.”  
 
    “Oh, I couldn’t,” he said and shook his head. “It’s your weapon.”  
 
    “Seriously,” the Illusionist said. “I’m a Mage class, so handheld weapons are pretty much worthless to me.”  
 
    Beau hesitated for a moment before he took a deep breath, and a moment later, he took the sword from Lacey. He weighed it in his hands for a few seconds and twirled it around carefully before he held the weapon out in front of his body and took a fighting stance.  
 
    “Okay, this is awesome,” Beau said with a smirk. “Those shell-headed fucks won’t know what hit ‘em.”  
 
    “You can keep it permanently,” Lacey said. “Trust me when I say you’ll need it when you get up to the surface.”  
 
    “Shit…” Beau said as he got a little choked up. “The surface… It’s really happening. I thought I’d be trapped down here forever. Or at least, until I went crazy and decided to commit suicide by mutant turtles. Fuck me, I don’t even know what I’m gonna do when I get up there.”  
 
    “Get to the Safe Zone,” I said. “SoFi Stadium is not too far from here. I know they’ll take you in and accept you as one of their own.”  
 
    “It’s still a bit of a walk, though,” Edward said. “Filled with even deadlier monsters around every corner. Are you sure you can make it there alone?”  
 
    “I don’t really have a choice, do I?” Beau said. “I just want to be out of this fucking place.”  
 
    “Sure, you have a choice,” I said. “I know you’re gonna hate this suggestion, but if you get out of here and find another manhole cover, you can follow it all the way back to SoFi, hopefully without even encountering a single monster along the way.”  
 
    “You’ll have to wait,” Noel said. “For us to come back and tell others you down there.”  
 
    “Or you could just stick with us,” Bobby suggested. “As we go through the rest of the maze and kick the Ignisitor’s ass. Fuck, ese, you can even just hang back and hide until it’s dead.”  
 
    “That’s not the best idea,” I said to the Paladin. “If the Ignisitor is as strong as Steve claims it is, then it could probably one-shot Beau, and that’s a distraction we don’t really need.”  
 
    “Just get topside, and then get down to the sewers again the second you can,” Lacey said.  
 
    We spent the next few minutes giving Beau a detailed description of how we got from SoFi to the labyrinth, only in reverse. The Mauler must have been making mental notes with his HUD, because he kept nodding and tapping away at his invisible screen as he listened to our instructions. Once we were done, Beau took a long, deep breath, then he smiled at our Party.  
 
    “Thank you,” Beau said softly. “You have no idea how much I appreciate this.”  
 
    “Just stay alive,” I chuckled. “I don’t wanna go through all this trouble to get you outta here only to find out you got squashed by a freaking golem the second you get topside.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Beau said. “But at least if I die up there, I’ll die knowing I escaped this awful place.”  
 
    “So we’re doing this?” Janelle asked.  
 
    “Fuck it,” Bobby said with a shrug. “Maybe it’ll be fun to go all Super Mario on some tortugas. I’m game.”  
 
    “Anyone object?” I asked my friends, and they all just shook their heads “No.”  
 
    I opened up the “Quests” menu on my HUD, located the Cowabunga, Dude! Quest, and quickly pressed the “yes” button, which sent the quest into the “In Progress” portion of my menu.  
 
    “Man,” Beau whistled as he twirled the sword. “This is so freaking cool. I can finally use the rest of my powers!”  
 
    “Just don’t get too cocky,” Lacey warned. “We have a system in place for combat, especially when we’re facing multiple enemies at once.”  
 
    “Whatever you do,” I said. “Don’t get ahead of Noel unless you want to be right on the front lines and in harm’s way.”  
 
    “We’ll take the brunt of the damage,” Bobby explained. “Even though it ain’t gonna be nothing if it’s a buncha turtles.”  
 
    “Lacey, Edward, and I can protect you from the back of the group,” I said. “You can try to fight off any of the monsters we somehow miss, but if you get separated from us, it could be bad news. Got it?”  
 
    “Dude, at this point I’ll ride on your back like Yoda if it means I can get outta here,” Beau laughed. “I’ll even talk like him, too, if it helps.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s necessary,” Edward said with an amused smile. “It’d be hilarious, though.”  
 
    “Just follow our lead,” I said, then I caught myself. “Err, actually, you’re gonna have to lead us to this room with all the turtle monsters. Then follow our lead.”  
 
    Beau walked up to the front of the group, held out his sword, and used it to literally point us in the right direction. We moved through the twists and turns of the sewer labyrinth, through a bunch of small rooms that didn’t have a single thing inside them, and over several literal rivers of shit. Eventually Beau skidded to a stop and held up his hand as he made a shushing noise.  
 
    “This is it,” he whispered as he pointed to a small waterfall down the hallway. “Just behind the waterfall.”  
 
    “Estoy molesta,” Bobby said with a frown. “Please don’t tell me we have to go through the waterfall of sewage.”  
 
    “I could tell you that,” Beau said. “But it’d be a lie.”  
 
    “No wonder your cuts are all infected,” Edward shuddered.  
 
    “About that…” Noel said, then he gestured for Beau to come forward. “I fix that.”  
 
    “Why?” Beau said as he tilted his head to the side. “I’m just gonna get all cut up again.”  
 
    “Because it make you feel better,” the ape said. “I healer. It what I do.”  
 
    Noel held out his hand as he cast a Divine Spring onto the man, and we all watched as a brilliant fountain of glowing water sprayed out of the ground and up onto Beau’s body. He let out a long, relieved sigh as the liquid washed over him and slowly began to take away his ailments. The pus around most of his scabs dried up in an instant, then the actual scabs themselves fell away from his flesh and vanished into little more than dust. His hair even started to grow back, and before long he had luscious, long blond locks. Within seconds Beau looked like a completely normal human being, minus the pigment of his skin and eyes.  
 
    “Wow,” Beau said as he looked over his now-perfect skin. “Where the Hell have you guys been all this time?”  
 
    “Saving the LA Zoo’s Safe Zone,” I chuckled. “And trying to stay alive ourselves.”  
 
    “Did none of those other parties even offer to heal you?” Janelle asked in a very somber tone.  
 
    “Nope.” Beau shook his head. “Probably didn’t want to waste their resources on some random dude that wouldn’t even follow them into battle. Joke’s on them, though, because I’m still alive and they’re six feet under.”  
 
    “Don’t get too cocky,” Lacey said. “You’re nowhere near the clear yet.”  
 
    “Then let’s get to work,” Bobby said as he thudded his axe against his shield. “Vatos locos forever, baby.”  
 
    “Whatever he said,” Edward chuckled. “Now let’s see… Mutant turtles… Mutant turtles… Oh! Let’s go with air for this one.”  
 
    “Why air?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “Well, they’re turtles, right?” the lawyer began the spiel that I already knew was going to be overly complex. “So, it can be assumed that they have shells on their back, correct?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t have called them turtles if that wasn’t the case,” Beau said.  
 
    “So, if they’ve got shells on their back, that also means that they’ve got those soft undersides on their bellies, and it can be deduced that that is the weakest part of said turtle, correct?” the lawyer continued. 
 
    “Uh, maybe?” Beau said and shrugged. “I’ve never had a chance to really attack them from underneath.”  
 
    “And if the weakest part of our enemy is located on their bellies, which are inversely located on the part of their bodies that is pointed toward the ground and blocked, then what do we need to do to kill them?” Edward asked. 
 
    “Smash them with the axe?” Bobby snickered. “That’ll turn ‘em into turtle soup quickly, eh?”  
 
    “No!” Edward said with a scoff. “Flip them over! And what’s the best element to use to flip them over?”  
 
    “Wind,” Lacey and Janelle both said in the most disinterested voice imaginable.  
 
    “Wind! Precisely!” The Elementalist then snapped his fingers, and we all watched as his flesh shifted and was replaced by a translucent pigment that flowed around like a swirling tornado.  
 
    “Anything else we need to know before we walk into that room?” I asked Beau.  
 
    “They might be slow and weak, but there’s so, so many of the bastards,” the albino sighed. “They can overwhelm you quickly, so don’t be afraid to retreat.”  
 
    “‘Retreat’ isn’t a word in my vocabulary, ese,” Bobby said. “We ready to go, or are we just gonna stand here tugging our dicks for the next hour?”  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said with a nod.  
 
    We got in our usual walking order, and as we approached the waterfall of sewage Lacey tossed up a Magic Wall to protect us from the disgusting liquid.  
 
    “Damn,” Beau whispered as we all passed under the waterfall. “I really chose the wrong class, didn’t I?”  
 
    The second we stepped into the room, my eyes widened with surprise.  
 
    Beau wasn’t kidding about the “hundreds of enemies” thing. The room was a massive space, probably about the size of a shipping distribution center, and there were so many mutant turtles that you couldn’t even see the floor.  
 
    Each of the creatures walked on four short, stocky legs and had the typical bumpy green flesh that a regular turtle would, though their necks were somewhat elongated and featured a singular horn on their foreheads. The horn appeared to be made of the same material as their shells, a gray, almost stone-esque substance that was jagged and had several sharp ridges and valleys. Above each one was a small red health bar that read “Turtolem, Level 1.”  
 
    Now, it was time to put our theory to the test.  
 
    We could kill these things easily, but would we be able to do so without becoming overwhelmed and suffering from a literal “death from a thousand cuts?”  
 
    There was only one way to find out.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    “You know,” I whispered to Lacey as we looked out over the horde of Turtolems before us. “You missed out on a perfect opportunity for some ironic magic.”  
 
    “Oh?” the Illusionist asked.  
 
    “We’re fighting a bunch of turtles, and you used to have a spell called It’s-a Me,” I replied. “I’d say that’s perfect irony.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Lacey shrugged. “Irony aside, though, I think Rapid Oxidation is gonna help a lot more, considering these things are armored. In fact…”  
 
    Lacey held out her Ramstaff before her as she activated Rapid Oxidation, and there was a sudden flash of blue and green magic as the armor-depreciating spell blasted across the battlefield. Several of the Turtolems’ shells appeared to crack and crumble under the influence of the spell, and their attention was now turned to us.  
 
    “Let’s do this, putas!” Bobby cackled as he sprang forward and raised his axe above his head. “How about a little bit of a Forward Strike?”  
 
    The Paladin slammed his axe down onto a nearby turtle’s head, and there was a sickly crunch as turtle brains splattered out onto its turtle peers and the body went limp. The attack brought the creature’s life bar down to nothing, though Bobby didn’t even hesitate before he attacked again. Bobby used Righteous Smack as he slammed his flaming shield into another Turtolem, who promptly yelped as he flipped up into the air and lost his entire health bar.  
 
    Janelle jumped into the fray right behind Bobby, and she opened up her Gucci bag and allowed Braeden to join the battle. The little chihuahua instantly charged at a nearby Turtolem, jumped up a good five feet, sunk his teeth into its jugular, and then ripped away a huge hunk of flesh as its blood sprayed out onto the ground. Meanwhile Janelle went right into a couple of Hamstring with her daggers, and she cut down the monsters left and right. 
 
    Still, the three front-line combatants were outnumbered by a whole fucking lot, so the rest of us needed to step up and help.  
 
    I let off a Sprinkler from my perch above the battlefield, and nine arrows shot out of my bow and scattered in various directions. There was a fleshy thunk as they made impact, and I saw a couple of the Turtolems go to the ground as their health bar drained and a “Critical Hit!” message appeared in my HUD. I realized they had been one-shotted when my XP raised a measly couple of percentage points, though that was to be expected. More surprising was the fact that I was doing so much damage with a simple arrow, and I was sure it was due to the white Gemma I had slotted in my weapon. That thing made my simple compound bow into a weapon of mass destruction, and I was all for it. 
 
    Lacey used her cape to float up a few feet in the air, then she began to fire off alternative blasts of Natural Bolt and Water Bolt as she hovered. I watched as a couple of the creatures that were swarming Bobby and Janelle were struck by the attacks and were then either slowed to a crawl or bound in place by a bunch of vines, which made them even easier targets for me to pick off.  
 
    I activated Blood Rush as I began to fire off as many arrows as I possibly could and then watched them one-shot ten more Turtolems. However, it didn’t even look like we were putting a dent in the horde as the creatures continued to swarm our friends.  
 
    “Hold on…” Edward said as he fired a Lightning Bolt from his wand and surveyed the battlefield. “Where’d Janelle go?”  
 
    I looked around, and my heart seemed to freeze in my chest when I realized that the Ranger and her dog were nowhere to be found. Bobby was easy to spot, as everywhere he went there was sure to be a massive crowd of Turtolems that were being squished, smashed, or thrown up into the sky by the half-dozen. Janelle and Braeden must have gotten overwhelmed, and were now buried under dozens of mutant turtles.  
 
    “Noel!” I commanded the Ape Priest. “Cast Healing Wave.”  
 
    “Nobody hurt enough,” he said over his shoulder. “It not needed.”  
 
    “It’ll show all our health bars. Just do it.”  
 
    Noel raised his hands out and cast Healing Wave, which caused a giant shockwave of white magic to emanate out from his feet and move across the chaos. I felt the warm embrace of the healing magic even though my health bar was full, but when I saw the random green health bar appear over to my ten o’clock I pointed an arrow in that direction.  
 
    “She’s over there,” Lacey said.  
 
    I activated Sprinkler and launched nine more Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrows in that direction, and they took out nine more Turtolems. One of Janelle’s arms broke through the crowd of monsters temporarily before it stabbed her dagger down onto an opponent.  
 
    “Hold on!” Edward said as he raised his hand in her direction.  
 
    The Elementalist activated Storm, which caused a cloud to appear directly above where Janelle and Braeden were buried. Suddenly a storm of wind gusts blew down through the cloud, swept up several of the Turtolems, and hurled them in various directions as they lost some of their health.  
 
    The figures of Janelle and Braeden appeared in the clearing, though several more creatures instantly began to swarm them. Janelle activated Now You See Me, and we watched as several of the mutant turtles seemed to intentionally miss her with their horns. The Ranger retaliated with a few quick slashes of her daggers, which brought down several more Turtolems.  
 
    “We gotta keep her from being swarmed,” I ordered my friends. “If we lose her again, we might not find her.”  
 
    “Hopefully, Janelle doesn’t care about that ‘do of hers,” Edward said as he pointed toward the Ranger.  
 
    Edward activated Prism, and instantly a huge ball of blustering wind appeared around Janelle’s body. Several of the approaching Turtolems were knocked backwards before Janelle finished them off with her icy and spark-laced weapons. Braeden stayed close to his owner, though the little guy was relentless in his bloodlust.  
 
    “Holy fucking shit,” I heard Beau gasp. “Did… did that chihuahua just eat that Turtolem’s eyeball?”  
 
    I squinted as I fired off another arrow and saw that, sure enough, Braeden held a Turtolem eye in his mouth by the retina. A few more Turtolems came at the little dog, so I quickly activated Return to Sender and fired.  
 
    My arrow whistled across the battlefield, stabbed through one of the Turtolem’s heads, and then carried itself through two more monsters’ bodies. The second they went down four more enemies took their place, though they suffered the sting of my icy projectile as it came back around and did double the damage. One of the Turtolems was frozen solid as the arrow came back to me, and its body shattered into a gory mess as its health dropped to zero. The other three Turtolems were slain as well, though they didn’t die in quite such a colorful way.  
 
    Edward cast another spell of Storm as Lacey fired off a Magic Arrow, and several more Turtolems were tossed aside from the windstorm. Seconds later Lacey’s projectile struck, and there was a flash of blinding white light as half a dozen more went down for the count.  
 
    About a hundred feet away, Bobby was taking out handfuls of Turtolems at a time. The Paladin activated Rubber and Glue, then he stood still and allowed the little bastards to overwhelm his position. Bobby’s axe glowed with each attack that he absorbed, until his axe head was as bright as a lighthouse in the dark.  
 
    “You done fucked up, putas!” Bobby cackled as he took a swing.  
 
    The Turtolems that got the brunt of his attack quite literally exploded into little more than a splatter of gore as the axe passed through them, and the ones caught at the end of Bobby’s swing lost their heads.  
 
    Still, the Turtolems persisted.  
 
    I used Blood Rush to help clear the area around Janelle and Braeden, while Edward and Lacey took potshots at the Turtolems with magical blasts from their weapons. One Turtle was frozen in place from the Water Bolt, then it was zapped immediately afterwards by Edward’s Lightning Bolt. Its body began to convulse as sparks of purple electricity ricocheted off its body and smoke billowed out of its ears as it was burned from the inside out.  
 
    “I’ve taken shits that were tougher than you fuckers,” Bobby said in his modulated Shout of Confrontation.  
 
    A huge section of the Turtolems turned away from Janelle and headed for Bobby, though there were still a couple that remained laser-focused on their target.  
 
    Then there were the ones who had realized they were getting attacked from above.  
 
    “Ahhhhhh, fuck,” Edward groaned. “They’re headed this way.”  
 
    “I can take them,” Beau offered. “It’s the least I can do.”  
 
    “You’re our last line of defense,” I said to the Mauler. “If any of them slip past our ranged attacks you can do your thing, but I don’t want you to leave this ledge. Got it?”  
 
    “Whatever you say, pal.”  
 
    “Lacey and Edward?” I called over to my party mates. “Keep your attention on Janelle and Braeden. I’ll try to keep the Turtolems away from us.”  
 
    “You sure you can handle that?” Lacey asked before she shot another Water Bolt.  
 
    “I’m gonna try,” I called back.  
 
    I took out the first wave of enemies with Sprinkler, and the second they went down, I activated Blood Rush and fired off ten more arrows as quickly as I could. I shot a Double Tap at the Turtolem that had gotten the closest and then smirked as the first arrow killed him and the second arrow took out the bastard behind him. Another shot of Sprinkler knocked out the next horde, and I prepared to use it once more.  
 
    Then, I heard a dull thunk noise.  
 
    I quickly pulled up my HUD and felt my heart seize up in my chest.  
 
    I was out of ammo.  
 
    I regenerated nine ammo per minute thanks to my passive ability, but the Turtolems would be on me before a minute was up.  
 
    It was time to improvise.  
 
    I pulled up my inventory as the monsters continued to approach, and Beau made an audible gasp.  
 
    “Uh, dude?” Beau said with a quiver in his voice. “There’s still, like, a lot of these things.”  
 
    I searched through my inventory until I found exactly what I needed. When Lacey and I had first partied up, we’d raided one of the prop sheds on the movie studio we worked for and found a bunch of goodies. I’d grabbed a couple of small metal stakes that were used for tying down the larger set pieces and party tents, though I wasn’t sure what exactly we’d need them for.  
 
    Now, I was really fucking happy for my foresight.  
 
    There were six stakes in total, but I figured I could stretch them out until I had a chance to regain my ammo.  
 
    “Alright, you stone-covered fucks,” I growled as I held the stakes in my hand like a throwing knife. “Let’s see if you’re really as weak as Beau says.”  
 
    I hurled one of the stakes as I activated Double Shot, and the small metal projectile split in two. The first stake stabbed a Turtolem in the eyeball with a wet squish, and the monster groaned as he fell to the ground and lost all his health. The second stake struck the Turtolem immediately behind the fallen creature, and it buried itself into his throat and drained his health down to null.  
 
    I activated Hurt so that I could draw away the Turtolems from my friends, then I dashed to the right and made as much commotion as possible. The Turtolems at the front of the group turned to follow me, though I was way too fast for their slow asses.  
 
    I banked around so that I was positioned at their side, then I hurled another stake and activated Return to Sender. The small metal missile stabbed through the first three Turtolems before it turned in midair and came back around, so I did something that I knew was really, really stupid.  
 
    I ran straight into the crowd of mutant turtles.  
 
    “Wait!” Beau yelled as I ran, but I didn’t stop.  
 
    I felt a couple of the Turtolem’s stab their horns into me as I passed by, though their attacks only did about two percent damage each. Sure enough, the stake continued to follow me as it tried to return to my hand via the magical ability.  
 
    My strategy? I was going to keep it from returning for as long as possible.  
 
    The stake stabbed through several Turtolems as I moved through the crowd, and once the projectile got too close I activated I’m Not a Hugger and launched myself away from its trajectory. I threw another stake as I rolled, and I heard it stab into a Turtolem.  
 
    Meanwhile, the other stake continued to follow me, and it continued to do double damage.  
 
    I took a bunch more small little bits of damage as I ran through the crowd of Turtolems, until eventually I couldn’t avoid my projectile anymore. The stake flew back into my hand, and I instantly whipped around and activated Double Shot as I hurled it at a nearby monster. The Turtolem opened its mouth, but the metal stake flew straight through the back of its throat with a spray of blood and viscera.  
 
    I activated I’m Not a Hugger to get out of the crowd, and when I popped up to my feet I saw that I now had nine arrows in my quiver. I stashed the stakes away in my pocket as I ran back to Beau, Lacey, and Edward, then I saw that two of the Turtolems had made it to the ledge.  
 
    Thankfully, Beau went on the offensive.  
 
    “Eat my Tiger Uppercut!” the Mauler screamed.  
 
    Beau’s sword moved in an upward motion, and its blade slashed across the Turtolem’s face as it launched the horned beast into the sky.  
 
    I quickly slotted an arrow, raised it to my eye, and shot the monster as he fell, while Beau turned to the second turtle. I watched as the Mauler performed a Forward Strike on the Turtolem, and then he stabbed his sword clean through the monster’s chest.  
 
    “Nice shot,” I said as I jumped back onto the ledge and watched the Turtolem’s corpse slide off Beau’s blade. 
 
    I slotted another arrow into my bow, then I twisted around and activated Sprinkler. Nine more arrows fired at the approaching beasts, and nine more of the Turtolems went down for the count.  
 
    As I aimed at my next target I heard a high-pitched snarl, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw a little ball of tan death headed our way. Braeden threw his entire body weight into the side of a Turtolem’s neck, and he tackled the monster to the ground as he growled and ripped out its freaking jugular. Braeden spat the Turtolem’s flesh out of his mouth before he pounced onto another one, and this time, the chihuahua went for the monster’s stomach. Braeden slid underneath his opponent, bit into his lower stomach, and tore out the beast’s intestines with a single tug.  
 
    One of the Turtolems lunged at the chihuahua, but I took it out with an arrow right between the eyes.  
 
    Noel sent another Healing Wave across the battlefield, and I felt the small cuts on my body instantly heal up. I saw him cast Divine Shield around Janelle as she continued to fight through the Turtolems with surgical precision. The valley girl was completely soaked from head to toe with blood, though she didn’t seem to be phased by it at all.  
 
    Meanwhile, Bobby smashed a Turtolem to a bloody pulp with his shield before he spun around, lopped off another monster’s head, and then proceeded to use his Forward Strike to completely obliterate a third. The Paladin’s armor was covered with a thick layer of brain and bone fragments, and he just kept adding to the collection as he cut through the crowd.  
 
    “Heads up!” I heard Edward call out, and then a cloud appeared above me.  
 
    I used I’m Not a Hugger to roll away from the attack, and when I finally flipped back to my feet I saw several Turtolems get tossed around like plastic bags in a hurricane. I called upon Blood Rush to increase my speed, and then I played live target practice with the falling monsters. I only missed two of the six creatures, though they took enough damage from the fall to put them out of their misery.  
 
    Edward zipped over to my side with his feet still aglow with Magic Boots, and he smirked as he looked at the incoming Turtolems.  
 
    “You wanna try something fun?” I asked with a smug grin.  
 
    “Always,”he said as he returned my grin.  
 
    “You can leave a stream of elements around you when you run, right?” I asked, 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed with a nod.  
 
    “So if you run in a circle around a bunch of Turtolems…” I said and moved my hand to demonstrate. 
 
    “It’ll create a makeshift tornado!” Edward laughed. “I love the way you think, Zach.”  
 
    I took out another Turtolem with an arrow as Edward prepared to make his mad dash, then he took off like a bat out of Hell.  
 
    The Elementalist activated Dash as he ran in a literal circle around a couple of the Turtolems, and the resulting windstorm created a miniature tornado as it picked the creatures up off the ground. They were thrown in all directions as they groaned in a panic, then they splattered onto the stone walls as their health bars decreased to null.  
 
    Still there were so many fucking Turtolems, and I was starting to see why Beau hadn’t made it through this part of the gauntlet yet.  
 
    Then, I got an idea.  
 
    I took out a few more monsters with Return to Sender before I gestured for Edward to come to me.  
 
    “We can end this quickly,” I said to the Elementalist. “Use Overcharged, then Dash again, and keep doing exactly what you were doing as many times as your mana will allow it.”  
 
    “See?” Edward said as he smacked himself on the forehead and laughed. “This is why I keep you around.”  
 
    Edward activated Overcharged, then he used Dash to make another miniature tornado in the room. Several more Turtolems were splattered across the ceiling and the walls, then the Elementalist did it again. Edward ran around the room taking out Turtolems by the dozen, and he performed the combo attack five more times before he slid to a stop and bent over in a huff.  
 
    Still, he’d cleared out over half the fucking room.  
 
    “Way to go, chico!” Bobby cackled before he split open a Turtolem’s skull.  
 
    There were still several enemies left over, though they were now down to a manageable number. Still, I didn’t want to drag this out for too much longer, mainly because I knew our mana was getting low. 
 
    I checked the cooldown on my lion pauldrons and saw that my “feat of strength” was all recharged. I thought that there might have been a way to utilize that ability to our advantage, but I wasn’t quite sure how.  
 
    Then, I saw the crack in the ceiling.  
 
    “Edward!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Do you have enough Mana to do another Dash?”  
 
    “Uh… You might wanna give me a minute,” he huffed as he took out a Turtolem with his Lightning Bolt.  
 
    I could work with that. 
 
    “Guys!” I said to the rest of my party mates as I evaded the horn of a Turtolem. “Try to herd these bastards to the center of the room.”  
 
    “Can do,” Lacey said as she killed another monster with a Magic Arrow.  
 
    “You heard the man, Braeden!” Janelle said from across the battlefield. “He’s in luck, because you’re a natural herding dog!”  
 
    I didn’t think that was true, but I wasn’t about to correct her in the heat of battle. Instead, I fired off another arrow and then watched as Braeden began to run around the perimeter of the room as he growled and snarled at the Turtolems. He didn’t kill the creatures, but rather, he nipped at their heels and forced them backwards.  
 
    Lacey and Edward created magical barriers around the edges as well, and soon the Turtolems headed toward the center of the room.  
 
    “You might wanna get out of there,” I said to Bobby and Janelle.  
 
    The two combatants started to retreat, though not before slaughtering several more mutant turtles along the way. Once the rest of my party mates were clear and the Turtolems were clustered in the middle of the space, I got to work.  
 
    “I don’t think I can move around that whole area,” Edward said as he ran over to me under the power of his Magic Boots. “My Dash ability only lets me run for ten yards, and, don’t quote me on this, but this room is way bigger than ten yards.”  
 
    “You don’t need to run around them,” I said. “You need to run around me. Like, right now.”  
 
    “What? What are you talking about--” the Elementalist started to ask.  
 
    “Trust me on this one,” I said before I shot an arrow through a Turtolem’s jugular.  
 
    Edward shrugged, then he got down in a sort of comical runner’s stance.  
 
    “Hold on tight,” he warned.  
 
    The Elementalist activated Dash and started to run around me in a massive circle. I felt the powerful gusts of wind encircle me as he moved, and then the winds launched me upwards, toward the ceiling.  
 
    I activated my pauldrons’ special ability as I flew toward the crack in the roof, then I hauled my fist back. I slammed my right hand through the fucking stone when I reached the ceiling, grabbed hold with my fingertips, and then proceeded to punch it repeatedly with my left hand.  
 
    Waves of pain shot through my knuckles as I bloodied them against the rock, but soon the crack in the ceiling grew even larger, and it began to spiderweb. Seconds later a few pieces of the stone began to fall away, then an entire portion of the freaking ceiling collapsed.  
 
    I activated I’m Not a Hugger in midair, and I felt my body roll out of the way as the debris plummeted to the floor.  
 
    The Turtolems tried to get away from the falling stones, but they were way too slow. All they could do was groan and yelp in agony as their bodies were smashed into a pulp by the rubble, and several little notifications of “Critical Hit!” appeared in my HUD.  
 
    My XP bar raised to about halfway to Level Ten, and I chuckled with a smug satisfaction at the fact I’d just killed about fifty Turtolems at once. I landed awkwardly on the ground, but I was quick to jump back to my feet and survey the damage.  
 
    Sure enough, there was now a massive pile or stone debris at the center of the room, and dozens and dozens of Turtolem corpses scattered around the battlefield.  
 
    Most importantly, at the very far side of the room, a spot on the wall began to glow with an ethereal light, and a shape began to form.  
 
    The shape of a door.  
 
    Somehow, we’d completed the sidequest, and Beau was about to get the one thing he’d been fighting for since The System took over.  
 
    His freedom. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    “It’s over!” Beau exclaimed. “The Turtolems are dead! I’m free!”  
 
    The Mauler started to run toward the exit, but he stopped in his tracks when I whistled for him to halt.  
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Why not?” he demanded as he stared longingly at the glowing exit. “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve tried to get to that exit? I’ve dreamed about nothing but this for days, man.”  
 
    “You don’t want to go up to the surface level yet,” Lacey said. “Look around at all the loot chests that we’ve created. There’s probably all sorts of shit that’ll help you in there, and you’d be a fool to leave without it.”  
 
    “You sure about that, chica?” Bobby asked. “The last time we killed level one monsters, we just got a buncha stupid meat and barely any coins.”  
 
    “There’s at least a hundred boxes here,” I said. “There’s gotta be something around here that’s useful, especially to a lower level player.”  
 
    “Shit,” Edward said as he rubbed his hands together and transformed back into a regular human. “Maybe we’ll even find enough gold that we don’t have to even fight the Ignisitor!”  
 
    “I doubt we’d be that lucky,” I sighed. “But it’s worth a shot to go through them all.”  
 
    My Party and Beau spent the next half-hour going through the room and opening up the boxes that had been dropped by the dead Turtolems, though unsurprisingly, we didn’t find any rare or powerful loot. We found a helmet that was made out of the same rocky material as the fallen monsters, as well as a stone dagger and a shield. The loot boxes contained about two or three gold pieces each, and by the time we were all done we had only collected a little under five hundred gold. A few of the boxes had speck Gemma, though it wasn’t anything we didn’t have already.  
 
    Still, I was able to get two purple Gemma that I slotted into my empty helmet, and instantly the piece of armor began to flicker with purple sparks.  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Janelle gasped. “Pretty.”  
 
    “Pretty badass, hermano,” Bobby whistled.  
 
    Lacey looked across her invisible HUD as she looked over one of the menus, then she let out a satisfied scoff.  
 
    “Apparently, when you have enough purple Gemma slotted into your armor,” Lacey began, “it creates a shocking aura around your body that can stun enemies that get too close.”  
 
    “Oh! Oh!” Edward said as he picked up one of the green Speck Gemma. “What happens when you put a bunch of green ones together? I’ve got another green one right here and a second slot in my boots that are just calling its name.”  
 
    “Green will create an ‘Earthen Armor,’” Lacey read. “Whatever that means.”  
 
    Edward took the second green Speck Gemma and slotted it into his right boot, then we all watched as the stone boots transformed before our very eyes. Starting at the bottom, a thick layer of tree bark grew over Edward’s feet and crawled up his calves until the entire boot was covered. Edward pulled up his menu and let out a scoff.  
 
    “Huh,” he chuckled. “Would you look at that. I’ve got three more points of armor than I had before.”  
 
    We still had a white Speck Gemma, a red Speck Gemma, and a black Speck Gemma left over from the battle against the Turtolems, and I wanted to get those slotted before we went any further. We gave the white Speck Gemma to Beau, and he promptly slotted it into his sword so that he could do even more damage to anything he encountered along the way. The black Gemma was put into Janelle’s quiver to give her a bit of a stats boost, as well. As for the red Speck Gemma, we decided to slot that into Noel’s breastplate to give him a boost in strength.  
 
    “Shit,” Bobby sighed once we were done distributing all the goodies. “The System really wasn’t kidding when it said this Quest was a low loot payout, was it?”  
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I said. “We still got a fuckton of loot and some Gemma out of it all, plus a bit of coin that’ll go toward saving SoFi.”  
 
    “Did anybody level up?” Lacey asked. “Bobby and Janelle? You guys killed a bunch of those monsters on your own…”  
 
    “And we got like, one XP point each,” Janelle said with a harumph. “I’m totally short on getting to Level Six by, like, forty percent.”  
 
    “Same,” Bobby said. “I probably killed seventy of those little putas by myself, and The System gave me jack shit for XP.”  
 
    “Oh, well,” I sighed. “It was more about helping Beau out, anyways.”  
 
    “Was it, though?” Edward asked in a sing-songy voice.  
 
    “According to my HUD, we still haven’t completed the quest,” Lacey said as she flipped through her invisible screen. “It’s still showing up in my ‘in progress’ menu.”  
 
    “That makes sense,” I said with a half-smirk and turned to Beau. “The person we’re trying to bring to freedom isn’t quite free yet.” 
 
    “I think that’s your cue to high-tail it outta here, ese,” Bobby said to the Mauler. “Best of luck to you.”  
 
    “May the force be with you, my friend,” Edward added with a smug tone. “Arivederci. So long.”  
 
    “I-I can’t even begin to thank you for what you’ve done,” Beau said as he choked up.  
 
    “Don’t thank us yet,” I said. “Thank us when we run into each other again at one of the Safe Zones. Good luck.”  
 
    “I’ll stick to the plan,” Beau said with a nod. “I’ll get topside, then I’ll duck back into the sewers and head to SoFi.”  
 
    “Stay safe,” Lacey wished him well.  
 
    Braeden let out a high-pitched yip as he wagged his tail, and Janelle placed her hand on her chest and let out an adorable “awwww.”  
 
    “He’s saying goodbye!” the Ranger giggled. “How freaking cute!”  
 
    “Uh, goodbye, chihuahua,” Beau chuckled, then he looked toward the glowing door. “Until we meet again?”  
 
    “Until we meet again.” I said with a nod.  
 
    Beau gave us a goodbye wave before he turned away and headed toward the exit. We all watched him as he approached the opening in the sewer wall, though he froze and hesitated for a second before he finally stepped through. The Mauler’s body vanished in a flash of light, and I looked around at all my friends.  
 
    “Are we sure we want to go through with this?” I asked them all one last time. “That door is our last chance to exit this place before we go toward the Ignisitor.”  
 
    “I ain’t running.” Bobby shook his head.  
 
    “Yeah!” Janelle said. “What he said.”  
 
    Lacey, Edward, and Noel all gave me a nod of confirmation, so I turned away from the exit. As I did so, a message appeared in my HUD:  
 
      
 
    [Cowabunga, Dude!] Quest: Completed 
 
      
 
    “I guess that really was the last thing we needed to do,” I said as I watched my XP bar go up about ten percent.  
 
    I was now right on the freaking cusp of Level Ten, and I knew one more battle would be all it would take to make me stronger.  
 
    Bobby, on the other hand, must have gotten pushed over the edge by the XP boost. The Paladin let out a happy yell as he held his shield up high, then he beat his chest with the blunt side of his axe.  
 
    “Guess who’s Level Nine, bitches?” he proclaimed.  
 
    “Not me,” Edward said with a scoff. “I’m still sittin’ here at five, with no leveling up in sight.”  
 
    “That’ll change once we kill the Ignisitor,” I said. “Bobby, you got that much XP from finishing the quest?”  
 
    “Did you see how many turtles I smashed into soup, bro?” Bobby said with a proud huff. “I got a lotta XP for a whole lotta damage.”  
 
    “If we can get to the Ignisitor, you mean,” Edward said. “For all we know, there could be six more rooms like that between us and the center of the maze. Beau didn’t say that those other parties were killed by the Ignisitor, after all. Just that they didn’t come back. Trust me when I say that, as a lawyer who’s seen all sorts of technicalities in his day, wording matters.”  
 
    “We’ll have to find out the hard way, then,” I said with a shrug. “We’ve made it this far, after all.”  
 
    As if right on cue, the ground began to quake with an intensity much stronger than the ones we’d experienced before. Bits of the ceiling that were still attached to the top of the room fell away, and I ushered my party back through the entrance with a bit of urgency.  
 
    The second we got out, the entire fucking ceiling caved in. The whole room was now filled from floor to ceiling with massive stones, and the entire damn thing was blocked off.  
 
    “I don’t think we’re taking that exit now,” Janelle frowned. “Unless one of us has some super-secret digging powers that we haven’t discovered yet.”  
 
    “Then we press forward toward the center,” I said as the quake started to subside. “Everybody’s healed up and has their weapons and armor ready, right?”  
 
    My friends confirmed my thoughts with a few nods and thumbs ups, so I gestured down the nearest tunnel. Bobby moved to the front of the line again and held up his shield, while the rest of us fell into our usual formation behind him.  
 
    The tunnels seemed to get even more confusing as we continued forward as multiple branches that stretched out in a million different directions suddenly started to appear. We took a series of lefts, followed by a series of rights, but we were so fucking lost it wasn’t funny.  
 
    However, I could tell we were making some progress.  
 
    It was a sensation that was ever so subtle, but I could feel the air in the sewer tunnel growing more moist and humid, and there was a dull heat against my flesh.  
 
    “Whew,” Edward said as he pulled his collar away from his neck. “Does anybody else feel that? It’s starting to feel like we’re sitting smack dab in the middle of Florida’s butt crack.”  
 
    “Weird analogy, amigo,” Bobby said plainly. “But I feel it, too.”  
 
    “That means we’re getting closer to the Ignisitor,” Lacey said. “If he’s really a lava demon, then it would make sense that the area surrounding him would be all hot and humid from his powers.”  
 
    “Great,” Janelle sighed. “My makeup’s totally gonna be all runny now.”  
 
    “How has it not been already?” Lacey asked. “You’ve been walking through a sewer and fighting deadly turtles and octopus-rats for the last two hours!”  
 
    “It’s all in the foundation, girlfriend.” The Ranger winked and tapped her cheek.  
 
    Bobby led the way for a few more minutes, until we heard a sudden crack in the tunnel wall.  
 
    “What the--” the Paladin began, but then the floor fell out from under him. “Vergaaaaaaaaa!”  
 
    Bobby disappeared downward, and a few seconds later, there was a fleshy thunk as he let out a grunt of pain.  
 
    “Shit!” I gasped as we ran over to the edge of the opening. “Are you alright?”  
 
    Bobby was down on the ground, with a massive spike through his right leg and another that’d gone through his left shoulder from behind. The Paladin’s health bar was down to fifty percent from the gnarly wounds, but at least he was still alive. Next to Bobby were a couple of human corpses that I assumed were some of Beau’s missing players, all skewered in horrific ways.  
 
    “Do I look alright?” he growled through gritted teeth. “Get me the fuck outta here, ese.”  
 
    Lacey tossed down her Miracle Whip, and Bobby grabbed it with both hands. Edward, Noel, and I held Lacey in place as the Paladin used the leverage to make the whip taut, and then our tank carefully climbed up out of the hole. When he got up to the top, his health was already refilling, but he collapsed onto the floor and held his bleeding wounds.  
 
    “Booby traps,” Lacey sighed. “I should have known.”  
 
    “And that’s why the big dude with the shield and armor walks at the front of the group,” Edward noted. “Those spikes woulda probably gone straight through my skull, and then it’d be curtains for Edward Goldmann.”  
 
    “Thank you for the kind words,” Bobby grunted as he shot the Elementalist a look that could peel paint.  
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Edward said without a hint of irony.  
 
    We let Bobby’s ability heal him before we moved on, and Lacey made sure that she tossed out a Magic Wall over the opening before we passed over it. I shuddered as I glanced down at the dead players one last time, but there was nothing else we could do for them now.  
 
    The six of us continued for a while longer, and the air around us started to become even more intensely warm. I could feel the sweat starting to bead on my forehead as well as the rest of my body, though I wasn’t about to turn back because of a bit of discomfort.  
 
    Then, we hit another fucking trap.  
 
    This time a giant, swinging axe dropped down from the ceiling and came right toward us.  
 
    “I don’t think so, homie!” Bobby roared as he activated Righteous Smack.  
 
    The Paladin slammed his flaming shield into the axe right as it came toward him, and there was a loud metal crunch as its head snapped clean off its hilt. The axe head flew over and banged against the wall before it collapsed harmlessly to the floor, and Bobby spat on the ground in a gesture of disgust.  
 
    “Nice one, Bobby,” Janelle said with eyes as wide as saucers. “I can’t believe you did that.”  
 
    “I can, chica,” the Paladin said with a proud smirk. “Nothing gets past this mighty shield.”  
 
    With the second booby trap dispelled, we continued further down the tunnel. Our Party walked for a bit longer before we came to what appeared to be a dead end. The tunnel didn’t have any offshoots on either side, though it led straight to a flat stone wall with a trickle of sewer water that came out from underneath the bottom.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Edward sighed. “We came all this way just to hit a fucking dead end?”  
 
    “Hold on,” I said as I shook my head. “I don’t think this is the end of the line.”  
 
    “Whaddya mean?” the Elementalist asked. “There’s a stone wall literally blocking the path.”  
 
    “And there’s water coming out from underneath it. Tell me, Mister Lawyer, what can you deduce from that observation?”  
 
    Edward rubbed his chin for a few moments as he thought it over, then he looked down at the trickle of sewage. He scratched the top of his head, which rustled his combover and made his hair way messier than I’d ever seen it before. Finally, the Elementalist crossed his arms and laughed to himself.  
 
    “There’s something on the other side,” he said with an amused tone. 
 
    “Maybe I’m just a ditzy brunette,” Janelle said. “But I don’t get it. Why does that mean there’s something on the other side?”  
 
    “The water’s gotta be coming from somewhere,” I said as I stepped past Bobby and inspected the wall more closely. “You might see some sort of drip from collected condensation or something like that, but not a full-on stream. I’d bet the farm that this tunnel continues on the other side of this wall.”  
 
    “How do we get through it, though?” Bobby asked. “Should I just do a buncha Righteous Smacks until it splinters?”  
 
    “What about your pauldrons’ ability?” Lacey asked. “Could you smash through the wall, Hulk-style?”  
 
    “I doubt The System would make it that easy,” I sighed. “I wonder if there’s some sort of puzzle involved, like a series of symbols that you gotta tap or a certain spell you have to use to get it to open.”  
 
    “Or maybe you just have to say some magic words?” Janelle said. “Open sesame!”  
 
    “Mecca lecca hi, mecca hiney ho!” Edward snorted. “That one might be a little too dated for you kids.”  
 
    I just rolled my eyes and turned my attention to the wall. It took a few moments of squinting in the dim light, but I finally saw what I was looking for. Some of the cracks between the individual stones appeared to be wider than normal, though at first glance I assumed it was just a coincidence. However, upon closer inspection, I noticed that they were all the exact same size.  
 
    “Here,” I said to the rest of my Party. “I bet it’s something to do with these cracks.”  
 
    “There’s no rhyme or reason to them, though,” Lacey said as she squinted at the openings. “They’re just kind of there.”  
 
    “In The System, there’s no such thing as ‘random,’” I reminded her.  
 
    “Fair enough,” she said with a nod.  
 
    “Can they be pried off?” Noel asked.  
 
    The bonobo stepped up to one of the cracks and attempted to slide his fingers inside, though it was far too small for that.  
 
    “It looks like it needs something thin and flat, like a… like a blade or a coin!” I said as realization hit.  
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out about a dozen of our gold coins and then proceeded to place each one into a slot. Sure enough, the coins were the perfect size, and before long I stepped back and saw that they created some semblance of a pattern on the wall.  
 
    “It’s a freaking connect the dots puzzle,” Lacey scoffed.  
 
    “Ugh,” Janelle said. “Those things are hard.”  
 
    “I used to have a bunch of books with these things in the lobby of my office,” Edward said as he cracked his knuckles. “You know, for my clients’ kids and all. I’d be lying if I said I never took a crack at ‘em myself, though. Now, what do we have here? A train? An owl? An abstract image of a goblin?”  
 
    “I guess we just use trial and error,” I said. “Eventually, we’ll figure it out.”  
 
    The six of us spent the next thirty minutes rearranging the coins in different ways, though none of them seemed to create anything even remotely symbolic or reminiscent of a word or letter. We kept at it for a bit longer before we finally leaned back against the wall of the sewer and began to grumble with annoyance.  
 
    “This is hopeless,” Bobby frowned. “We’ve tried everything here.”  
 
    “Technically we haven’t,” Lacey said as she rubbed her temples and sighed. “I’m no mathematician or anything, but with the sheer number of slots present there should be hundreds, if not thousands, of potential arrangements, and we haven’t even scratched the surface at this point.”  
 
    “San Andreas Fault, take me now,” Edward said in an overdramatic sigh. “I don’t know how much more of this shit I can do, guys.”  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to hit it with my shield?” Bobby asked.  
 
    “You know what?” I said as I stepped away. “Fuck it. At this point you might as well try.”  
 
    The Paladin stepped up to the wall, planted his heels into the ground, and then activated Righteous Smack as he jumped forward. The impact of the metal shield against the stone wall echoed through the tunnels and nearly blew out my freaking eardrums, then Bobby let out a yowl of pain.  
 
    “Puta!” He growled as his shield-holding arm went limp. “La concha de tu Madre!”  
 
    “I don’t think it worked,” Edward said with snark.  
 
    Bobby let out a frustrated roar as he slammed the blunt side of Victoria into his shield and created a shockwave, though it just bounced off the wall harmlessly. The Paladin then began to smash his axe into the stone repeatedly as he swore at it in Spanish, but it was no use. Bobby fell back onto his ass as he huffed and puffed, then he looked up at the wall and groaned.  
 
    “Fuck this shit, bro,” he sighed.  
 
    Suddenly, it dawned on me.  
 
    “Oh, my god…” I trailed off. “Did we really not see it this whole time?”  
 
    “You gotta be more specific than that, amigo,” Bobby said. “Because I don’t see shit.”  
 
    “Yeah, Zach,” Lacey said. “You’re gonna have to elaborate a little bit more than that.”  
 
    “The System has a sick sense of humor,” I said as I walked up to the wall and began to pull out the coins. “If you wanted to taunt Players, what would be the perfect thing to make them create on the wall?”  
 
    “The words ‘Go Fuck Yourself’ come to mind,” the blonde woman sighed.  
 
    “Exactly,” I chuckled.  
 
    As I began to rearrange the coins into the slots, Lacey let out an annoyed groan.  
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me, right?” the Illusionist demanded. 
 
    When all was said and done, I’d created the outline of a middle finger on the wall.  
 
    “What that symbol mean?” Noel asked innocently.  
 
    “Nothing, darling,” Janelle said in a motherly tone. “Don’t you worry your pretty little ape head about it.” 
 
     Sure enough, the tunnel filled with the sounds of stone grating against stone, and my heart began to beat in double time as the wall began to move. 
 
    “You’ve solved our puzzle, puny humans,” the modulated voice of The System announced. “Your reward? Death!”  
 
    Suddenly, the wall opened completely, and a massive tidal wave of sewage gushed out like a fucking raging river. Lacey and Edward both tried to toss up a barrier, but the liquid caught us off guard.  
 
    All we could do was hold our breath as the sewage washed over our bodies, pulled us off our feet, and then took us backwards in the tunnel. Thankfully it thinned out a few seconds later, and I gagged as my head broke through the surface, and I caught the wretched stench of the water.  
 
    “Ohmygod,” Edward gagged behind me. “I’m gonna be sick.”  
 
    I looked back as the sewage continued to flow down the tunnel, and I saw that all of my Partymates were present and accounted for. They were all wet and covered with the disgusting liquid, which matted to their hair and soaked their armor.  
 
    However, we were all still alive.  
 
    We smelled like shit and wanted to die, but we were alive.  
 
    “I know I’ve said it before,” Lacey said as she dry-heaved. “But fuck The System.”  
 
    I walked over to the Illusionist and helped her back to her feet, then I went over to Bobby and pulled him up. Noel wore an angry expression as he desperately tried to wring out his sopping-wet fur, while Janelle just sat in a curled-up ball on the floor and shuddered. Braeden was growling and yipping as he gnawed on himself, though each nibble that he took filled his mouth with sewage and caused him to gag.  
 
    Then there was Edward, who looked like he was about ready to hurl himself through a window. The Elementalist wiped bits of brown sludge off his face and out of his hair, then he transformed himself into the wind element.  
 
    “Everybody hold on tight,” he said as he activated Storm. “I’m gonna turn this tunnel into the world’s worst blow dryer.”  
 
    A cloud appeared above our heads, then harsh winds began to whip around our bodies. Before long the winds were able to dry us off completely, though we still reeked of the sewers.  
 
    “Your Bless Away wouldn’t happen to work on smells, would it?” Bobby asked Noel.  
 
    “It not a curse,” Noel shook his head. “Even though it feel like one.”  
 
    “Let’s just keep going,” I said. “The sooner we get through all this, the sooner we can get back to SoFi and get a nice, warm shower.”  
 
    Bobby moved back to the front of the group as we pressed onwards. We walked through the tunnel for only five minutes before the surrounding area grew ridiculously humid, to the point where each breath I took felt like I was sucking in droplets of dew. The air grew thick with a muggy haze, and I began to sweat profusely.  
 
    We were about a quarter-mile down the tunnel when the pathway opened up to a room that was glowing bright red. The intensity of the red light was nearly blinding, and I realized exactly what we were looking at as we approached.  
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Noel asked.  
 
    “It has to be,” I said. “It’s the Ignisitor’s lair.”  
 
    We’d found it. We’d found the center of the freaking maze.  
 
    Now, we just had to worry about the deadly lava demon inside.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    “This is it, guys,” I said as we paused in the sewer tunnel. “The Ignisitor has gotta be in that room, so this is our last chance to figure out a strategy or to adjust our armor or weapons before we take him on.”  
 
    “Strategy?” Bobby said with a scoff. “I’m just gonna run straight at the cabron and beat his ass with Victoria.”  
 
    “That why I here,” Noel sighed.  
 
    “I think we know the drill by now,” Janelle said. “Bobby and me attack close, everybody else attacks from far away. Then there’s poor Noel, who stands around and does nothing but save our asses when we’re about to die.”  
 
    “That what I best at,” the bonobo agreed.  
 
    “It might be a little more complicated than that,” I said to the Ranger. “Have you or Edward ever faced a boss before?”  
 
    “I’ve faced plenty of bosses in my day,” Edward said with a smirk. “And I always kicked their asses in court and sent ‘em back home to mama crying.”  
 
    “Not like, work bosses,” I said. “Bosses within The System.”  
 
    “Isn’t that what those gargoyles were?” the lawyer asked. 
 
    “Those were mini-bosses,” I explained. “The Ignisitor is likely to be a boss boss.”  
 
    “Like the Lich we fought at the Observatory,” Lacey said. “He’ll probably have all sorts of insane abilities to counteract our normal strategies, and a health bar at least double what those things had.”  
 
    “So we’re walking into certain death,” the lawyer sighed. “Great.”  
 
    “Not if we play our cards right,” I said. “We just need to pay attention to anything the Ignisitor throws at us and try to recognize the patterns of his attacks, any weaknesses we can find, or stuff like that.”  
 
    “I was a lawyer, my friend,” Edward reminded me. “I can recognize patterns most people don’t even know exist!”  
 
    “Then you’re about to have your skills put to the test,” Bobby said. “Mono? You know what to do.”  
 
    “Not let you die,” Noel chuckled.  
 
    “Exactly.” Bobby tapped his shield lightly and grinned.  
 
    “Get ready, guys…” I trailed off as I wiped a bit of sweat from my forehead. “We’re about to walk straight into the lion’s den.”  
 
    There was a tense silence in the air as we stared at the glowing room, but then we charged forward. As we passed through the doorway, the intensity of the light seemed to fade away, though the sweltering heat and humidity stuck around. As my vision faded back in, I let out a surprised gasp at our surroundings.  
 
    We were now standing inside a space that had to be at least the size of a football field, with ceilings that were hundreds of feet tall. Pillars of stone held up the roof, and they oozed lava out of their glowing red cracks as they pulsed from the power within. There was a massive pit at the center of the room, which itself was a giant circle, and I felt a twinge of panic as I realized what I was looking at.  
 
    “What gives?” Edward asked. “Where’s the Ignisitor?”  
 
    “I’ve seen this sort of thing when my roommate was playing his games,” I gulped. “The Ignisitor is going to come out of that hole in the ground the second we get closer.”  
 
    “That hole?” Edward asked in disbelief. “It’s the size of a blue whale!”  
 
    That was the point I was trying to make, though Edward didn’t seem to get it. Whatever the Ignisitor was going to look like, it was clearly going to be way larger than he’d expected it to be.  
 
    On cue, the ground started to rumble once more.  
 
    This time, though, a massive shape began to emerge from the hole in the ground, and it rose up foot by foot as it bellowed angrily. By the time it was all said and done, we were faced with a twenty-foot-tall monster that was nearly equally as wide, with a giant red health bar that read “Ignisitor, Level 20” above its head. 
 
    Well. Shit.  
 
    “You still think running at it and hitting it with your shield is a good idea?” Lacey asked Bobby.  
 
    “Madre Maria…” the Paladin said as he made the Sign of the Cross over his chest. “Give me the strength to crush this puta.”  
 
    The Ignisitor’s entire body was made up of what appeared to be dark, hardened lava rock, though it looked like it had hardened in a million different shapes and sizes. Much like the pillars that held up the room, the monster’s body was covered with large cracks that oozed glowing orange and red magma from deep inside his core.  
 
    The monster’s hands only had three fingers, each of which was jagged and slender and came to a sharp point at the tip, though they were big enough to hold a fucking elephant with ease. As for the Ignisitor’s head, it was somewhat flat-faced and perfectly round, save for his beak-like lips that came out to a point on both the top and bottom of his mouth.  
 
    In other words, the Ignisitor had the appearance of a freaking lava-encrusted bulldog, complete with what appeared to be jowls on either side of his face. The lava demon had a single, massive fin that ran across his noggin and whose tips spewed lava like a dozen miniature volcanoes. He didn’t have eyes, but rather, two massive holes above his mouth that glowed intensely with the pools of the deadly liquid that filled him.  
 
    “How in the fuck are we supposed to fight this thing?” Edward asked as he transformed himself into a water form.  
 
    “As best as we fucking can,” I growled as I slotted an arrow.  
 
    Before any of us could make a move, several red lines appeared around us and connected the pillars like little lasers. Then, scorching hot-magma exploded across the battlefield in a perfect line, right where the indicators had just been.  
 
    I felt a searing, painful sensation as the lava splattered against my side, and I growled as I fell to the ground and lost ten percent of my health. The rest of my team took the same damage, though Noel quickly healed us up with a Healing Wave.  
 
    The lava only stopped us for a moment, but it was all the time the Ignisitor needed to launch his attack.  
 
    The lava demon raised his right hand up into the sky and brought it down with his full might. Lacey and Edward both tossed up a Magic Wall above us, but the resulting shockwave from the impact was so intense that it knocked us flat on our backs. The Ignisitor chuckled, and then it used its other hand to make a sweep across the battlefield from left to right.  
 
    “Incoming!” I hissed as I prepared for impact.  
 
    I activated I’m Not a Hugger and rolled away just seconds before the monster struck, but most of my Party mates weren’t so lucky. I heard Bobby, Janelle, and Edward all scream as they were hit by the Ignisitor’s fist and hurled back against the wall violently. Edward and Janelle both lost forty percent of their overall health, while Bobby’s enhanced armor only made him take thirty percent damage.  
 
    Lacey had apparently grabbed Noel and had taken to the sky with her cloak, so they’d both avoided damage altogether.  
 
    I quickly pulled an arrow back, activated Forward Strike, and fired the projectile at the bastard. The arrow struck the Ignisitor in the stomach as the words “Critical Hit!” appeared in my HUD, though he only lost a small tick of his health.  
 
    If that was a critical hit, then I really didn’t want to know what a regular attack was going to do.  
 
    “Alright, tough guy,” Bobby said as he flipped up to his feet. “Get ready to taste the sting of my amore!”  
 
    The Paladin activated Hurt as he ran forward, and when he was close enough, he slashed his axe blade across the Ignisitor’s stomach. The attack hardly did any damage, even with Bobby’s enhanced stats, though he continued to attack with a flurry of swings, stabs, and strikes.  
 
    At the same time, Edward called down a cloud of Storm over the bastard, and another “Critical Hit!” notification appeared in my HUD as it lost three and a half percent of its health.  
 
    Lacey blasted a couple of Water Bolts at the bastard, while Janelle and Braeden both attacked him from the front, and his health began to slowly but surely whittle away.  
 
    He wasn’t about to have that, though.  
 
    The Ignisitor’s hand reached out with lightning fast speed, and he snatched Bobby up off the ground. Despite Bobby’s efforts to break free, the lava demon lifted him up to face level, then it opened up its mouth and began to spew magma straight at the Paladin.  
 
    Edward tossed a Prism of water around Bobby seconds before he was engulfed in the deadly liquid, so our friend’s body became completely engulfed by steam for several seconds as the attack continued.  
 
    The Ignisitor then started to turn its body while still spewing magma, and there was nothing we could do but hightail it out of the way. Edward and Lacey activated their Magic Boots as they started to run around the monster’s body and out of the path of the hot liquid, while Noel tossed a Divine Shield around Janelle to protect her from the attack.  
 
    I was not so lucky.  
 
    I began to run across the battlefield in a clockwise circle, but before I could activate any of my special abilities, I was engulfed by magma. Every single nerve ending in my body screamed in pain as it was singed by the lava, and I could feel the third-degree burns forming as it thinned out and finally slopped out down the grates in the floor.  
 
    My health bar dropped fifty percent from the attack, and I weakly struggled back to my feet as I slotted an arrow in my bow. As I raised my weapon, however, the creature hurled Bobby right at me as a distraction.  
 
    I activated I’m Not a Hugger and fired off an arrow as I rolled away, and then I heard the Ignisitor hiss angrily as “Critical Hit!” appeared in my HUD. Bobby, on the other hand, shouted off every Spanish swear word he knew as he rolled across the ground.  
 
    I watched Janelle hit the lava demon with a Money Shot, which dropped the bastard down ten more percent of his health. The Ranger’s dagger created an icy scar across the Ignisitor’s stomach as it passed over his rocky flesh, but then he instantly smacked her away with a backhand.  
 
    “We might need to try a different route,” I groaned as I helped Bobby to his feet.  
 
    “Now I know what it feels like to fight a tank,” Bobby said.  
 
    The Ignisitor swiped his hands across the battlefield once more, though this time he mainly was aiming at Lacey, Edward, and Janelle.  
 
    I hit him from behind with a Double Tap, though it only did another five percent of damage. Bobby ran up to the creature’s back and sunk his axe into its stony flesh, though it did little to no damage.  
 
    “It’s not facing you,” I told the Paladin. “Our Forward Strike isn’t going to do anything.”  
 
    Noel sent out another Healing Wave, which brought us back to full health.  
 
    “Yo, assface!” Bobby yelled with his modulated Shout of Confrontation voice. “You look like my toilet bowl after a drunken night of Taco Bell.”  
 
    Bobby’s ability must have worked, because the Ignisitor turned to face us as its eyes narrowed angrily.  
 
    The Paladin and I both activated Forward Strike as we attacked, and the creature lost another ten percent of its health from the two critical hits.  
 
    The Ignisitor opened its mouth and began to spew more lava out onto the battlefield, but this time I was ready. I used my I’m Not a Hugger ability to roll counterclockwise across the battlefield to safety, then I flipped up and activated Split the Arrow in Two as I let go of my bowstring.  
 
    The Umbrapede Exoskeleton arrow zipped around in the air before it landed right where my last attack had struck the fucker.  
 
    Bobby was weakly getting back to his feet after being overtaken by the lava flow, though Noel was quick to cast Divine Spring over his party mate.  
 
    I was now over by Lacey, Edward, Janelle, and Braeden, and we instantly returned to our regular formation. Janelle charged forward and used Hamstring on the Ignisitor, who didn’t even flinch at the attack.  
 
    Suddenly, the laser-like lines came on again.  
 
    “Get back!” I commanded my friends.  
 
    I fell to the ground just as the lava shot between the pillars, and Lacey protected Noel with her Magic Wall. Edward used Dash to escape the attack, while Bobby took the full brunt of the lava beam. Noel continued to heal him as Lacey, Edward, and I attacked the Ignisitor from afar.  
 
    The lava demon’s health was now down to about fifty percent, and he was getting pissed. He sucked in a deep breath and held it as the individual spines on his fin began to pulse, then he launched giant, lava-covered rocks out of his goddamn head.  
 
    Several red circles appeared on the ground where the three of us were standing, and we only had seconds to react.  
 
    Lacey and I remembered the fight against the Lich, and how we avoided the attacks when we stood inside the red circles. So, we jumped inside.  
 
    That was a mistake.  
 
    One of the magma asteroids slammed against us from above, and I felt a dull, burning sensation as the rock exploded against my head and dropped my health by forty percent. Lacey took the same amount of damage, but Edward only took thirty thanks to his elemental power of water.  
 
    “Okay…” Lacey hissed as she shot a Water Bolt at the Ignisitor. “So we don’t stand in these red circles this time.”  
 
    “Nope,” I sighed. “Also, owww.”  
 
    Bobby and Janelle continued to attack the Ignisitor from the front, but that meant they were right there when he opened his mouth and prepared to spew lava down onto their position.  
 
    “Ohhhhh, no, you don’t!” Lacey said as she held open her palm and activated Nope.  
 
    The lava demon spat out the magma from its mouth, but it instantly turned to harmless steam and evaporated into the air.  
 
    I hit the boss with a Double Tap before the lava lasers appeared once more, and I went prone to the ground seconds before the beams of magma shot between the pillars.  
 
    The Ignisitor fired off several more lava asteroids from his fin, but Janelle was on it. She activated Zephyr Has Had it With Your Crap, which gave our entire party a thirty percent chance of avoiding projectile and magic attacks.  
 
    I added to my survival chances by using Take the Pain, but thankfully I was able to avoid every single rock that fell from the sky. I used Return to Sender with my arrow as I struck the Ignisitor twice and did double damage, and the bastard was now all the way down to forty percent health.  
 
    “Give me a boost, mono!” I heard Bobby yell as he charged head first at the lava demon.  
 
    Noel activated Say a Little Prayer for You, and an ethereal white beam of light jumped out of his body and wrapped itself around Bobby’s waist. The Paladin got ten percent of his health back instantly, even though he took another blow from the Ignisitor and lost it instantly.  
 
    Just as I was about to fire off an arrow. I saw the laser lights fade in, and I activated I’m Not a Hugger seconds before I was smothered by lava. When I came up, I saw that the Ignisitor was going to shoot more lava out of its mouth, and I got an idea.  
 
    “Hey, Edward!” I called to the Elementalist. “You wanna try out that new power of yours?”  
 
    “I don’t see how Miracle Whip is gonna do much right now, Zachary,” Edward sighed.  
 
    “Not that one,” I huffed. “The Uno Reverse.”  
 
    “Oh, shit!” he replied. “I forgot about that one.”  
 
    Edward used Magic Boots to run over in front of Bobby and Janelle, where he tossed up both hands and waited for the Ignisitor to attack. The second the monster began to spew lava, our Elementalist activated his ability.  
 
    What happened next was nothing short of glorious badassery.  
 
    The lava seemed to stop right before it hit Edward, then the Elementalist started to swirl his right arm around in a clockwise motion. As he did so, the wave of magma formed into a giant ball of floating liquid, and Edward let out a yell of determination as he thrust both his palms forward.  
 
    The massive ball of lava fired back at the Ignisitor, struck him in the chest, and exploded with a sizzling hiss against his flesh. The lava demon yowled in pain as his health dropped all the way down to twenty percent, and I couldn’t help but cheer as I watched it writhe in agony.  
 
    The Ignisitor immediately responded by backhanding Bobby, Lacey, and Edward, but Noel was quick to heal them all back to full health with his Healing Wave.  
 
    Lacey attacked the Ignisitor with a Magic Arrow, though it only dropped the demon’s health down by a measly two percent. However, when it tried to attack us with lava asteroids, Lacy simply held up her hands and smirked.  
 
    “Have a little taste of Backlash, asshole,” she growled.  
 
    The Ignisitor still fired off its deadly boulders, but as it did so, it roared and lost ten percent of its health.  
 
    Lacey and I both dodged the incoming projectiles, and when we came up I saw that my friends had dropped the Ignisitor down to six percent health.  
 
    The end was finally in sight.  
 
    The laser lights appeared again, and I was forced to duck down before I could get another shot off. When I jumped back to my feet, though, I saw that Bobby’s axe was glowing intensely with his Rubber and Glue ability.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhh, fuckfaccccceeee!” the Paladin yelled at the Ignisitor.  
 
    The monster raised both its hands above its head, clasped them together to make a hammer-like appendage, and then brought it down on Bobby with enough force to crater the ground below him.  
 
    The attack was completely absorbed by Victoria, whose metal head now shone as bright as a star.  
 
    Bobby let out a battle cry as he lunged forward, slashed his weapon across the Ignisitor’s chest in an upward angle, and then listened to it wail in pain as its rocky flesh was torn open.  
 
    The Ignisitor’s health dropped down to zero, and a bright red light blasted out of the open cavity on its chest. The veins of magma all over its body began to glow bright red as its eyes went dark, the entire battlefield began to tremble and quake, and then the fucker exploded.  
 
    Bits of volcanic rock flew everywhere as the monster let out one final, sad groan that echoed through the chamber, and then it was gone.  
 
    My friends and I all looked around at each other with shocked expressions on our faces, which then quickly turned into large grins. My XP bar rose quickly, and I got the “Level Up” notification when it filled to Level Ten and kept going. Much to my surprise, I got nearly halfway to Level Eleven before the bar stopped filling.  
 
    I pulled up my menu and saw that I had two new abilities, one for my Warrior Class and one for being a Marksman. I read them aloud:  
 
      
 
    “Rub Some Dirt On It: Warrior can regain health at a rate of 10% per second for 5 seconds. Can only be used while in combat. 
 
    That Still Only Counts as One: Once every 20 - X minutes (minimum of 2) Marksman can fire a single projectile that does the damage of X - 5 projectiles to a maximum of 20.”  
 
      
 
    Okay, those would definitely come in handy. 
 
    “O.M.G…” Janelle sputtered. “Guys, guys! I went up two whole levels!”  
 
    “I did, too,” Edward said with a happy laugh. “You’re looking at the newest Level Seven Elementalist.”  
 
    “I level up, too.” Noel said.  
 
    “What about you, Lacey?” I asked the Illusionist.  
 
    “Level Nine and a half,” she said with a warm smile.  
 
    “Ohhhhohohoho!” Bobby cackled as he flipped through his HUD. “Check out these abilities, amigos. I get that Rub Some Dirt on It, too, but I also got this thing:  
 
      
 
    -Built to Last: When activated, the Paladin’s entire party takes X% less damage from physical attacks, and the Paladin themselves becomes completely immune to physical damage for X - 5 seconds. 
 
      
 
    Dios mio… I can become invincible!”  
 
    “Only to physical attacks,” Lacey chuckled. “And only for five seconds.”  
 
    “That’s all it takes sometimes, Chica,” the Paladin retorted.  
 
    As we talked about our new powers, the ground began to quake once more. This time, though, there was no massive demon that appeared from underneath the ground, but rather a large loot chest that was the size of a small car.  
 
    The six of us dashed over to it as quickly as we could through all the rocks and debris, and we pried it open without discussion. Instantly, I received four thousand gold coins, and my mouth fell agape as I looked around at the rest of my crew.  
 
    “Did we just get--” I began.  
 
    “Twenty-four thousand gold coins,” Edward said with a whistle. “From a single fight. We’re rich, baby!”  
 
    Inside the box was a handful of items, so we pulled them out and inspected their stats. First up was an uncommon dagger whose blade was made of a shiny black material, and I read its stats aloud:  
 
      
 
    “Lava Rock Dagger  
 
    Damage- Average 
 
    Attack Speed- Quick 
 
    Gemma Slot: 2 
 
    Burning damage inflicted by socketed Red Gemma is doubled.” 
 
      
 
    “Ummm, don’t mind if I do…” Janelle giggled as she plucked the dagger from my hand. “This is gonna be so awesome if I put a red Gemma into it.”  
 
    The next item I found was a metal shield with a Nordic-looking symbol on the front, whose outline glowed with neon red light. There wasn’t even a doubt in my mind that this one was going to Bobby, so I handed it over to the Paladin.  
 
    “Let’s see here,” he read the stats. “Fuck, yeah, it’s a Rare item! By the Shield of Odin:  
 
    Hit Points: +4 
 
    Will: +1 
 
    Speed: +1 
 
    Gemma Slot: 3 
 
    The wielder of the shield takes 10% less water or air elemental damage. 
 
    I like the way this one looks, amigos. Plus it’s got three Gemma slots? Sold.”  
 
      
 
    The next item was a green necklace that appeared to be a silver chain with a lava rock attached to the end. It read:  
 
    Liquid Hot Mag-Ma Necklace 
 
    Hit Points: +1 
 
    Magic Pool: +3 
 
    Magic Regen: +1 
 
    While equipped, wearer will not take fire damage from any fire attack  
 
      
 
    “This one’s for Noel,” I said to the bonobo. “You need it more than anyone else, considering you don’t have any way to defend yourself.”  
 
    “I call the big flashy rock!” Edward said as he pulled out a large red Gemma. “It’s apparently a ‘Lesser Red Gemma,’ and it’s got a green outline over the text!”  
 
    “Okay, okay,” I chuckled. “You can take that one if you’re so enamored with it.”  
 
    “I hope there’s something good for me in this thing,” Lacey said as she leaned over the box and peered inside.  
 
    The Illusionist came back out with a small, handheld mirror, and she tilted her head to the side as she read its stats.  
 
    “What’s that, girl?” Janelle asked.  
 
    “A Mirror Into Your Soul,” Lacey read aloud. “Apparently, this is an accessory that boosts mana regeneration by fifty percent when it’s held on your person, and it allows the wielder to look into nearby spaces without actually entering them.”  
 
    “Perfect for an Illusionist,” Edward said. “Shit, now I’m kinda regretting picking the flashy big rock.”  
 
    “Don’t be,” I said with a laugh. “That thing’s going to give you a lot of--”  
 
    My breath caught in my throat when I saw the final item inside the chest.  
 
    It was a gun.  
 
    An honest-to-God gun.  
 
    It appeared to be a simple flintlock-style weapon, though it was double-barreled and made of stained silver metal. As I picked it up, I found that it was way lighter than I expected it to be, and I held it in my hand as I checked out its stats. Much to my surprise, the text that described the weapon was surrounded by a blue outline.  
 
    It was a fucking rare item.  
 
      
 
    Double-Barrel Flintlock Pistol 
 
    Damage- High 
 
    Attack Speed- Below Average 
 
    Gemma Slot- 2  
 
    Deal 25% more damage to enemies under 25% health. 
 
    Double-barrel Flintlock Pistol has an internal magazine of 6 shots.  
 
      
 
    “Whoaaaaaa,” Bobby whistled. “Better watch out, because Zach’s packin’ some heat.”  
 
    “Damn right I am,” I said as I brandished the pistol in front of me and checked the sight. “And it’s a rare weapon, to boot.”  
 
    I instantly placed the pistol into my inventory, then I switched it over to be my secondary weapon. It may have been slower than the Compound Bow that I had, but it seemed to be much more powerful, and it had the ability to hold two Gemma at once.  
 
    It would make an excellent complement to my bow, and I could already picture how much damage I could do with the combination of the two weapons.  
 
    “Okay,” Edward sighed. “I really fucked up by picking the big red gemstone, didn’t I?”  
 
    None of us even answered the Elementalist, because we were too busy focusing on all the new goodies that we had received from killing the Ignisitor. However, we couldn’t spend too much time celebrating.  
 
     SoFi Stadium’s Safe Zone was still in desperate need of coin, and we needed to get back ASAP.  
 
    It looked like we were going to be the “Heroes of New LA” twice over. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    “It’s okay,” Edward said with a hint of sarcasm. “Nobody needs to answer me or anything. Me and my Lesser Red Gemma are just over here having the time of our lives! In fact, there are soooo many great places in my armor I could slot it into, so I totally got the best deal in the entire Party.”  
 
    “Apparently the ‘Lesser Gemma’ adds ten stat points when you slot it in your armor,” Lacey said. “So you should get way stronger now.”  
 
    “What if I want to put it in my wand?”  
 
    “Then I’m assuming you get ten percent extra damage,” Lacey said with a shrug. “In all honesty though, I don’t know.”  
 
    As we soaked in the spoils of our victory, another message flashed across my HUD:  
 
      
 
    [Out of the Frying Pan, Into the Sewer] Quest: Completed  
 
      
 
    My XP went up again as I saw another two thousand coins appear in my inventory, and I realized that now we had more than enough gold to liberate SoFi and still have enough left over to live comfortably. Plus, there was the gold that the Mayor was offering us, which I imagined would be quite a hefty sum.  
 
    “Not to ruin celebration,” Noel said as he cleared his throat. “But where we go now? Do we go back through entire maze?”  
 
    Shit, the Priest had a point. When we’d defeated all the Turtolems in the other room, the exit door had magically appeared out of thin air, but in here there was nothing.  
 
    “I really hope not,” I gulped. “That’s gonna be a freaking nightmare.”  
 
    “At least it won’t change on us anymore,” Lacey sighed. “Since the Ignisitor is gone and all that.”  
 
    “Couldn’t we just fast travel back?” Bobby asked. “Or are we still getting blocked by The System?”  
 
    I pulled up my HUD and saw that the names of both SoFi Stadium and the LA Zoo were faded out on my map, which meant that I couldn’t just fast travel to them at the moment.  
 
    “We’re still blocked,” I sighed. “Maybe it won’t be as hard to find our way out as it was to find our way in?”  
 
    “The layout’s changed, though,” Edward said. “You heard Beau. It changed every single time big, dumb, and lava-y caused an earthquake, and he did it at least two more times when we were fighting him. Those tunnels are gonna be a scrambled mess.”  
 
    “What other choice do we have?” Bobby asked with a frown. “It’s either that, or we sit here and hope some other Party rescues us, and I ain’t in the business of playing damsel in distress.”  
 
    As the Party debated what to do next, our arguments were suddenly cut off by Braeden’s loud, annoying yips. The teacup chihuahua persisted in barking for a solid minute, until I finally couldn’t ignore him anymore. When I turned to look at the little guy, I saw that he stood on the edge of the massive hole in the room and stared down over the side.  
 
    “Braeden!” Janelle screamed in horror. “Be careful, darling! You’re gonna fall if you get too close.”  
 
    The Ranger dashed over to her pet, scooped him up in her arms, and then planted a big, motherly kiss on his forehead. However, the dog continued to yip as he pointed his nose toward the hole. Janelle raised an eyebrow at her dog before she followed his gaze, then she let out a shocked gasp.  
 
    “What’s up?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “You guys better get over here…” the Ranger said with a half-smirk. “This is like, really freaking cool.”  
 
    We dashed over to where Janelle was standing, and the brunette woman immediately began to bob up and down on her toes as she pointed down into the giant chasm before us. As my eyes followed her gaze, I could feel my jaw hit the floor.  
 
    There, hundreds of feet down the hole, was a glowing circle of light that stretched on for what seemed like half a mile, and the way its magical energy rippled reminded me of the portal we saw Beau go through.  
 
    “Is that the exit?” I asked, though it was fairly obvious it was.  
 
    “Uh-uh,” Bobby said as he shook his head. “No way, ese. I ain’t scared of nothing, but jumping off a cliff with no parachute or tether? That’s a no from me.”  
 
    “It’s the only way out,” Lacey said. “We have to jump.”  
 
    “Fuck that.” The Paladin pursed his lips and widened his eyes. “I’ll take my chances going back through the maze.”  
 
    “I go first,” Noel said, and he wore a somewhat smug grin on his face. “That make you feel better?”  
 
    “Now the mono’s giving me shit,” Bobby said. “I don’t need any backtalk, amigo.”  
 
    “Come on, man…” I said to the Paladin. “You gotta take the plunge.”  
 
    Without any warning, Braeden let out a yip and launched himself over the side of the ledge. The little chihuahua yowled with fear as he spread his legs out and then hurtled downward like a miniature furry cannonball.  
 
    “My baby!” Janelle screamed.  
 
    The Ranger reacted without thought, and she flung herself off the platform after her dog.  
 
    “Shit, Janelle…” I said with a growl, then I turned to Bobby. “It looks like our Party’s already decided, man. Hopefully, I’ll see you on the other side.”  
 
    I patted the Paladin’s breastplate jokingly before I gave him a double thumbs up, slid my bow over my shoulder, and slid my gun into my inventory. In one quick motion I turned around, sprang off the side of the ledge, and let gravity take over.  
 
    My stomach jumped up into my throat as I began to plummet straight down into the abyss. Maybe it was just because I was pumped full of adrenaline, or maybe it was because I was still mentally hyped up from killing the Ignisitor, but I didn’t feel a twinge of fear as I rocketed toward the giant glowing portal at breakneck speed.  
 
    As my body got closer, the sheer intensity of the light felt like it was burning my eyeballs, and I had to close my eyes to avoid going blind. The next thing I knew, I felt a warm, tingling sensation overtake my entire figure, almost as if I was passing through a cloud made of low-voltage electricity.  
 
    Then, I slammed into concrete.  
 
    The portal must have slowed my fall, because I didn’t take any damage nor did I feel any pain as I impacted against the ground. When I opened my eyes, I saw that Janelle was standing to my left with Braeden in her arms.  
 
    The Ranger hugged her dog tightly as she continuously gave it small kisses on the head and rocked him back and forth. Braeden just looked up at his mom and panted happily as his stumpy tail waggled to and fro.  
 
    “Don’t scare Mommy like that ever again, you hear me?” Janelle said to the dog as if it would actually respond. “I thought I was going to have a heart attack.”  
 
    I stood up and looked around, only to find that the portal had spit us back out onto a random street of LA. There were the ruins of buildings as far as the eye could see, with crumbled facades and windows that had been shattered into oblivion. Half-destroyed vehicles littered the streets, along with piles of trash that had probably traveled halfway from Reno by this point.  
 
    Lacey came through the portal next, though she arrived much more gracefully than I had. The Illusionist’s cloak billowed behind her as she gently floated to the ground and landed on both feet, then she stepped out of the way as she shot me a grin.  
 
    “It’s too bad technology doesn’t work anymore,” she said. “Because what you’re about to see is definitely something you’d want a picture of.”  
 
    Seconds later, Noel came flying through the portal.  
 
    With Bobby on his back, Yoda-style.  
 
    The two figures slammed into the ground, then they tumbled for a bit as they grunted and sputtered. Finally, once they came to a stop, they looked at each other and burst out laughing. Noel made a bunch of primate-like hoots and grunts of amusement while Bobby simply shook his head and clicked his tongue.  
 
    “You tell nobody about this, okay?” Bobby said.  
 
    “I no need to tell,” Noel hooted. “They all saw!”  
 
    Edward was the last one through the portal, and when he hit the ground, there was a loud crash and a spray of concrete. As he stood up, the lawyer was in a crater that had been created by the impact, and his flesh was covered by a hard, brown-and-gray material.  
 
    “Is that your ‘Earth’ form?” Lacey asked. “It looks pretty freaking badass on you.”  
 
    “Ya think so?” Edward asked as he inspected his own rock-and-dirt covered hands. “Because it’s definitely the one that I use the least, mainly because it just gives me a buncha armor boosts. My Dad always said ‘the best defense is a good offense’ to me when I played Wide Receiver in High School… Of course, that was usually when we were getting blown out by the bigger schools like, fifty to ten or something. Never made me feel good about myself, ya know?”  
 
    “I think the best defense is a good defense, amigo,” Bobby said with a chuckle as he held up his shield. “I’d kill to be able to turn into a freaking walking boulder at will.”  
 
    “Maybe I’ll try to use it more,” Edward shrugged. “I always figured it’d slow me down, but it definitely made hitting the solid pavement face first a bit less painful.”  
 
    “Where did The System spit us out, anyways?” Lacey asked. “Some random street nearby?”  
 
    I pulled up my map and saw that the little red dot that indicated where I was currently situated was on Florence Avenue, which was decidedly west of SoFi.  
 
    “We’re on Florence and Ash?” I half-asked.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Bobby grumbled. “That’s nowhere near where we were in the sewers.”  
 
    “This must be The Invisible Hand’s idea of a sick joke,” I sighed. “Give you the promise of freedom only to… Oh, no.”  
 
    If the System had tossed my Party out into a random part of LA, nowhere near the Safe Zone and completely exposed on all sides, then it probably did the same for Beau. And if Beau got spit out in a part of the city that was full of deadly monsters, armed only with minimal armor and a sword?  
 
    I didn’t even want to think about what happened to him.  
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine, kid,” Edward said as he read my mind. “That Beau was kind of a strange fella, but he’s survived this long, all by himself and with no weapons. Imagine what he can do now that he’s armed!”  
 
    “We need to get back to SoFi ASAP,” I said as I flipped through my HUD. “We’ve got plenty of gold to liberate the Safe Zone, and I want to see if Beau actually made it back or not.”  
 
    I scrolled over to SoFi Stadium, tapped on its indicator dot, and waited for the fast travel menu to appear. However, it remained inaccessible, no matter how many times I tapped it. Finally a message popped up on my HUD:  
 
      
 
    You may not fast travel when enemies are near.  
 
      
 
    My heart seemed to freeze in my chest, and I instinctively reached for my gun.  
 
    “Whoaaaa,” Edward said as he raised both his hands. “Easy there, cowboy.”  
 
    “There are enemies nearby,” I said as I weighed the pistol in my hand. “We can’t get back to SoFi until they’re gone.”  
 
    “What enemies, ese?” Bobby asked as he held out his arms to his side. “I don’t see no enemies nearby. They’re probably all scared shitless.”  
 
    I fumbled around for a moment and removed the red speck Gemma from my old makeshift spear, then I pulled the blue speck Gemma out of my bow. I slotted one into each side of the sawed-off pistol and watched as tendrils of red and blue light outlined the carvings on its handle.  
 
    “I’m not taking any chances,” I said to the group. “My HUD says enemies are nearby, and I trust what it says.”  
 
    “Where are they, though?” Janelle asked, and she held one dagger at the ready while she continued to hold Braeden in the other. “Oh, no! I hope they’re not invisible.”  
 
    “Let’s fucking hope not,” I sighed.  
 
    I tightened the grip on my pistol as I began to turn in a full circle and survey our surroundings for any sign of a monster. I didn’t see any obvious creatures on the roofs or up on the overpass, nor did I see any red health bars that would indicate cloaked monsters.  
 
    “You sure there’s not a glitch?” Edward asked.  
 
    “It’s The System,” I replied. “It doesn’t have glitches.”  
 
    “Mine doing the same thing,” Noel said as he swiped his fingers on his invisible screen. “It say there enemies.”  
 
    “Let ‘em come,” Bobby said as he beat his chest with his fist. “We just killed a motherfucking lava demon. There isn’t anything they can throw at us that we can’t beat!” 
 
    We got into our standard fighting position with Bobby and Janelle at the front, Noel directly in the center, and then the rest of us bringing up the rear. There seemed to be a tense silence throughout the streets of LA as we waited for whatever horrors were about to pounce, and the few minutes we stood there felt like fucking hours.  
 
    Finally, I heard the sound of metal being kicked off to our right.  
 
    A single empty can rolled out of an alley and past our position, followed a few moments later by five red health bars that appeared through the darkness. They all said “Boombears, Level 3.”  
 
    As the creatures exited the alleyway, we saw them in all their glory. They were certainly bears, alright, more specifically a type of mutated black bear. The monsters walked on all fours, stood about three feet tall, and had bodies that were covered in dark black fur that was also matted with blood. Though they had a similar body shape to the bears that I was familiar with, the face was where it all went south.  
 
    These things didn’t have eyes or a snout whatsoever. Instead their flat faces contained two rounded nostrils near the top, and below that sat a mouth that took up three-quarters of the creatures’ faces and looked like it was created entirely from gnarly, scabbed-over scar tissue. Even worse was the fact the Boombears didn’t have just a singular mouth.  
 
    Instead it had one large, lipless mouth at the center, which was then surrounded by a handful of micro-sized mouths all around it.  
 
    “What in the David Lynch are we looking at here?” Edward shuddered.  
 
    “The reason you might wanna keep your Earth form going for a bit longer,” I said as I raised my pistol and tried to line up a shot.  
 
    “Time to tango, bitches,” Bobby said as he twirled Victoria around and then rushed forward.  
 
    The Paladin slammed the flat edge of his axe against his shield and produced a small shockwave, which seemed to stun the Boombears for a moment. He raised his axe to attack, but the creatures had already shaken off their momentary confusions and were ready to retaliate.  
 
    One of the Boombears near the back opened its multiple mouths and unleashed a long, click-like sound. As it did so, the air around its face rippled violently, and Bobby was tossed backwards like a freaking ragdoll.  
 
    Noel caught the Paladin in his arms as he flew past, but Bobby had taken twenty percent damage from the single attack.  
 
    “I guess that’s why they call them ‘Boombears,’” Lacey said as she fired off a Magic Arrow.  
 
    The attack slammed into the nearest creature as it charged us, and it growled as it was knocked to the ground and lost twenty percent of its health. Two of the bears went for Janelle and Braeden, and we watched as both the combatants used every ability they had to avoid the sonic booms as well as the monsters’ claws.  
 
    The remaining two Boombears made a beeline toward Bobby and Noel, but the Paladin wasn’t having any of it. Bobby jumped back to his feet, twirled his axe so fast that it left a trail of silver particles, and then activated Forward Strike. He slammed his blade into the side of one monster’s head, and it slammed into the bastard with a sickly crunch as the beast lost forty percent health. The second monster attacked Bobby with its claws from behind, though Noel was quick to heal him back up.  
 
    “Bobby looks like he’s handling this just fine,” Edward said as he pointed his wand in the direction of Janelle. “She’s struggling, though.”  
 
    The Boombear that’d been hit with Lacey’s Magic Arrow was now back on his feet, but he apparently didn’t see us backliners as a threat. He turned his attention toward Bobby, and all the Paladin could do was let out a roar of pain as he took a sonic boom square to the chest.  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said sarcastically. “He’s doing just fine.”  
 
    Even though Bobby was in a world of hurt right now, Edward was right. The Paladin was literally a tank, and he could take way more damage than Janelle or Braeden could. We had to help them first, then we could try to assist Bobby.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what kind of range this weapon had, but I couldn’t imagine I’d be gifted a gun that couldn’t shoot far. I pointed the pistol in the direction of a Boombear, closed one eye as I looked down the sight, and then squeezed the trigger. There was a giant boom as gunpowder smoke exploded out of the back of the weapon, followed by a giant muzzle flare that was both blue and red at the same time. I watched as a flaming bullet and an ice bullet roared across the battlefield and then struck a Boombear in the side.  
 
    The monster yowled in pain as he lost thirty percent of his health, but then one wound began to smoke and another froze over. The Boombear’s life bar pulsed red and blue in alternating colors as it lost another five percent of its health, and its movements began to slow.  
 
    Without missing a beat I activated Split the Arrow in Two and shot off two more bullets, which hit the monster in the exact same spot and drained another chunk of its health. Lacey followed up with a shot of Natural Bolt, which struck the same Boombear and encased all four of its legs in vines.  
 
    Now that the monster’s speed had been reduced by the restraints, Janelle was able to go on the offensive. We watched as the Ranger activated Hamstring and then slashed both her daggers across her target’s face.  
 
    The Boombear wailed as it lost a whopping twenty percent of its health from a single blow, but when it tried to strike back, it moved with the speed of a turtle.  
 
    Janelle’s next attack caused the monster’s speed to decrease by yet another thirty-one percent, and then she twirled away as the Boombear tried to hit her with a sonic boom. It missed by a mile as the Ranger danced to the side and raised her blade for her next strike.  
 
    Now that Janelle seemed to have things under control, I turned my attention to Braeden.  
 
    It took everything in my power to keep from laughing as I saw the teacup chihuahua literally nipping at the Boombear’s heels. Every bite it landed did two percent damage, though Braeden hadn’t whittled away too much of the monster’s health. The Boombear tried to stomp on the little guy, who would then dash away before he yipped angrily and attacked once more.  
 
    “Eat my lightning, bitch!” Edward screamed as he shot a purple Lightning Bolt at the Boombear.  
 
    The spell exploded against the creature’s side and surrounded his health bar with purple sparks, which in turn stunned the Boombear.  
 
    As the hairy beast wobbled back and forth, I cocked the hammers back on both barrels, activated Double Tap, and then squeezed the trigger of my pistol. Since this thing apparently shot two bullets at the same time, my ability doubled the number of bullets into four. I smirked as all four of the projectiles hit the Boombear, and the fucking thing was torn in half.  
 
    “Holy fuck!” I gasped as my jaw hit the floor.  
 
    I didn’t realize just how powerful this thing was, apparently.  
 
    “Now that’s what I’m talking about, ese!” Bobby yowled happily as he dodged a sonic boom. “Say hello to my little friend!”  
 
    I saw that my XP bar went up about five percent from the kill, but I had already turned my attention back to Janelle. The Ranger had somehow gotten her Boombear down to thirty percent, though she was now spending each waking second avoiding its claws. Braeden bravely charged over to his mother, sprang up into the air, and latched onto the Boombear’s throat with a hard gnash of his teeth.  
 
    Janelle stabbed the monster with both her daggers and dropped it to twenty percent, but in doing so she put herself right in the path of its face.  
 
    Thankfully, Lacey was prepared.  
 
    The Illusionist held up her hand and activated Backlash, and the second the sonic boom left the monster’s mouth its health bar dropped down to zero. Edward tossed up a Magic Wall in front of Janelle, which protected her as the sonic sound waves crashed against the barrier and reverberated across the ground.  
 
    The Boombear’s tongue flopped out of its disgusting mouth as it collapsed to the ground, dead.  
 
    And then there were three.  
 
    “You can’t keep at this forever, putas!” Bobby roared as he went at his three targets.  
 
    The Boombears swarmed the Paladin as they slashed at him with their claws and fired off shots of sonic boom, which Bobby absorbed like a freaking champ. Noel continued to heal Bobby as quickly as he was taking damage, though it was obvious the fight was taking its toll.  
 
    Bobby’s entire face was drenched in sweat as he weakly swung at his opponents, who had been lowered to twenty percent, thirty-eight percent, and thirty-two percent respectively.  
 
    We were about to change that.  
 
    Lacey fired a shot of Natural Bolt at one of the creatures and bound it to the ground. A split second later Janelle lunged forward, activated Money Shot, and stabbed both her daggers into the back of the Boombear’s neck.  
 
    The monster wailed as its health dropped down to ten percent, then I raised my gun and went for the killshot. It had been at least ten seconds since I’d fired my last shot, so I knew that I at least had two bullets left in my pistol thanks to my class perk, and that would be enough to end this bastard. The gun in my hand kicked back as I squeezed the trigger and smelled the gunpowder that erupted from its barrels, but my aim remained true. The ice and fire bullets landed square in the side of the Boombear’s head, and the monster’s brain exploded out of the side of his skull with a spray of gore and bone.  
 
    A loot chest appeared beside its corpse as my XP raised a bit more, and I watched Edward cast another Storm over the action. The resulting boulderfall only did minimal damage to the Boombears, though it was enough of a distraction for Bobby to gain the upper hand.  
 
    The Paladin sunk his axe into the neck of one of the monsters before he yanked it down to the ground. Then, he activated Righteous Smack as he thrust his shield forward, and the Boombear’s head exploded like an overripe watermelon as its health bar went down to nothing.  
 
    I was out of ammo in my pistol, so I quickly shifted back to my trusty compound bow and slotted an arrow into its string. I took aim at the last Boombear as I activated Forward Strike, then I released and watched the projectile whistle toward its target.  
 
    At the same time Bobby twisted around and brought his axe up into the stomach of the final Boombear, while Janelle came at it with her daggers, Lacey shot a Water Bolt, and Edward shot a Lightning Bolt. All of our attacks seemed to hit in unison, and I wasn’t sure who ended up with the killing blow, but the creature’s entire midsection exploded into a gory mess as it collapsed to the ground, dead.  
 
    My XP ticked up slightly as I lowered my gun, then I looked around at my friends.  
 
    “I guess we found the nearby enemies,” I laughed.  
 
    “I really, really hope that was all of them,” Bobby said as he stood up, placed his hands against his lower back, and leaned back until his spine cracked. “I’m not sure how much more abuse this old body of mine can take, amigos.”  
 
    “You will heal,” Noel said. “It in your power set.”  
 
    “My health will return, sure,” the Paladin sighed. “But these back issues? I’ve had these since before The System, mono, and they ain’t going anywhere anytime soon.”  
 
    I pulled up my HUD and saw that SoFi’s fast travel option was now available, though I didn’t want to leave until I saw what was in these loot boxes. My Party spent the next ten minutes or so opening up the chests, though all we found were a few dozen gold coins, plus a pair of common furry gloves and two more Speck Gemma. Edward slotted the silver one into his helmet, while Noel put the blue Speck Gemma into his leather gloves to give himself an HP boost.  
 
    Once we were done, I pulled up my HUD and hovered over the fast travel option.  
 
    “Are we ready?” I asked my friends.  
 
    “Please,” Edward said. “I wanna take a freaking nap after all this action.”  
 
    I clicked on the “yes” button, and the world turned white. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    As the world faded back into view, I saw a few rows of large, Romanesque columns before me. There were people staring at our Party with their jaws on the ground, and they murmured to themselves as they tried to figure out where the fuck we’d just come from.  
 
    I couldn’t really blame them, since five people and an ape had just appeared out of thin air after a bright flash of white magic.  
 
    Meanwhile, Edward immediately fell down to the ground and gave the floor a big, sloppy smooch.  
 
    “Coliseum, sweet coliseum!” the lawyer said. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I missed that shitty stone bed we slept on last night.”  
 
    “After being in the sewers, everything looks better,” Lacey chuckled. “Considering we’ve literally been surrounded by nothing but shit and stone for the last few hours, that totally makes sense.”  
 
    “We can sleep later,” I said to my Party. “Right now, we’ve gotta get this gold into the Safe Zone’s deposit box.”  
 
    The six of us made our way through the crowd and quickly discovered that our fast travel had plunked us down on the fourth floor of the building, which meant we had a bit of a walk in order to get down to the ground level. Edward huffed and puffed most of the way, though he must have gotten an adrenaline rush or something, because his charismatic demeanor didn’t break the whole time. When we finally got to the bottom level of SoFi and stopped to catch our breath, I saw Harper push her way through the throngs of people.  
 
    The Templar woman greeted us with a warm smile and an expression that somehow expressed both relief and worry at the same time. As she approached us, Harper wrung her hands together nervously like a small child.  
 
    “You’re back,” she said. “And covered in shit.” 
 
    “Don’t sound so surprised,” Bobby said with a scoff. “I told you nothing The System threw at us would work. We’re grade-A badasses, chica.”  
 
    “So if you’re back, that means--” she prodded hopefully.  
 
    “The Ignisitor is slain,” I nodded. “The San Andreas Fault line is safe. For now, at least.”  
 
    “And… the Safe Zone?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ve got enough gold to fill the box and then some,” I replied.  
 
    “Then we shouldn’t waste another minute!” Harper said, then she twirled around and began to march toward the center of the stadium.  
 
    We followed the Templar over to the bench seating area, down the uneven stairs, and out onto the sand-covered ground where the football field used to be located. As we walked I felt like I was being watched, and my suspicions were confirmed when I glanced up and saw that several dozen people were now gathered along the sides of each floor of the stadium, and their eyes were glued to my Party as we approached the center of the arena.  
 
    Before us, nestled into the sandy ground directly beneath the jumbotron, was a large metal box that was secured with a gold padlock that shimmered under the glow of the afternoon sun.  
 
    “So now what?” Edward asked once we arrived at the box. “Do we have to start dropping in the coins one by one, charity style?”  
 
    “You deposit it through your HUD,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll go first,” Janelle said as she waved her hand above her head and then dashed over to the box.  
 
    Janelle’s tongue slid out of the corner of her mouth as she began to flip through her invisible menu. She tapped, swiped, and pinched as she grumbled to herself, until she finally let out an “aha.” The Ranger then began to deposit gold into the Safe Zone, and I watched as the number of coins needed decreased by the second.  
 
    “I got this, amigos,” Bobby said as he walked up to the box and then rested his shield against its side.  
 
    The Paladin cracked his knuckles before he began to go through his menu, and a moment later, we saw the number of coins drop down even further. Lacey went next, which brought the overall total needed down to about ten thousand.  
 
    “You should get next, Zach,” Lacey said as she nudged me and pointed to the screen. “You’ve got enough gold in your inventory to finish it off.”  
 
    “You sure?” I asked. “Noel and Edward might want to deposit some, too.”  
 
    “I think I’m good,” Edward chuckled. “I’m a lawyer, Zach… I don’t do well with the whole ‘parting with money’ thing.”  
 
    “You already on leaderboard,” Noel said. “You deposit coins, then you move up, right?”  
 
    “I guess,” I said with a shrug. “If you all insist, then I guess I’ll go next.”  
 
    I stepped up to the box, touched it gently, and then saw a message across my HUD:  
 
      
 
    DEPOSIT GOLD?  
 
      
 
    I tapped “yes.”  
 
      
 
    ENTIRE INVENTORY or OTHER AMOUNT?  
 
      
 
    I chose the “other amount” option and then took out the ten thousand, three hundred and eighty-six gold coins needed to secure the stadium. I clicked the “deposit” button, and then I watched as the number of coins in my inventory counted down. After the last coin had entered the lockbox, the murmurs from the gathered crowd faded as everyone waited for something to happen.  
 
    It took a moment, like The System was double-checking the math, but we finally heard the sound of a disembodied gong, immediately followed by loud sirens and firework noises.  
 
    “Congratulations Safe Zone Number 63Y29,” the voice of The System boomed. “You have provided enough gold to guarantee your safety. The Safe Zone will remain established. Congratulations.”  
 
    I leaned back and let out a long, happy breath of relief as SoFi erupted into cheers.  
 
    “Now I know what it’s like to play for the Chargers or the Rams,” Edward chuckled as he looked up at the roaring crowd.  
 
    “So you know what it’s like to suck?” Bobby said with a taunting jab. “That’s the difference, ya know? Raider Nation don’t accept failure, ese.”  
 
    “Other than all those years they sucked,” Edward said with a chuckle.  
 
    “Ohhhhh, so now the lawyer’s a football fan? Let me guess… Cowboys?”  
 
    “I honestly couldn’t care less for sports.” The Elementalist shrugged. “Way too brutal for my tastes, especially the ones where brain damage is practically a requirement for a long career. Now, the players on the other hand? Any and all sportsball players were welcome in my office, any time.”  
 
    “Because of the millions of dollars in disposable income?” I asked with a smirk.  
 
    “Bingo!” Edward replied with a wink. 
 
    While Bobby, Edward, and I were all engaged in a bit of playful ribbing, Lacey and Janelle were both completely enamored with the crowd’s cries of joy. As I walked up to Janelle, I saw that she had tears streaming down her face, which was scrunched up into a pained-looking expression as she held back sobs.  
 
    “You alright?” I asked the Ranger as I placed a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “They… they love me!” Janelle blubbered. “They really love me, Zach!”  
 
    Even though I figured the citizens of the Safe Zone were really just elated to finally have a permanent home, I didn’t want to break Janelle’s illusion. So instead of saying anything I simply patted her shoulder happily, then I leaned over to her ear.  
 
    “They really do, kid,” I said in my best Humphrey Bogart. “They love ‘ya.”  
 
    When I turned back to Lacey, I saw that our Party’s Illusionist was simply standing there with her arms folded over her chest, and she looked up at the throngs of people above with a small, amused smirk. She shook her head in disbelief as she let out a slight scoff, then Lacey looked back over her shoulder at me.  
 
    For a brief moment, it felt like we were the only two people in the whole world.  
 
    Our eyes locked in on each other as we both stared at each other with happy expressions, and we didn’t have to say a single word to communicate what we were feeling. We’d now liberated two Safe Zones as a Party, and we knew that there were probably a million more between here and Virginia that would be in need of our assistance, too. And, just like these last two, we would face them together, as loyal friends and maybe, just maybe, something even more.  
 
    My daydreaming was cut short when I felt Bobby’s massive hand slap me on the back. Before I even had a chance to react, the Paladin grabbed both my shoulders and violently spun me around so that I was facing the direction of the stadium’s jumbotron.  
 
    “Check it out, bro!” Bobby said proudly. “You’re even more famous now!”  
 
    The same leaderboard I was used to seeing at the LA Zoo now appeared on the massive screen, and my name was clear as day:  
 
    ZACH WOODS- MARKSMAN CLASS- LEVEL 10- UNITED STATES OF AMERICA.  
 
    Underneath was another, smaller line of text that read NUMBER OF SAFE ZONES SAVED- 2.  
 
    The second I saw the words, it was like a switch flipped in my HUD. I got a huge XP boost, to the point where I was now right on the verge of leveling up again already.  
 
    “I’m really rising up the ranks, huh?” I chuckled. “Who knows? A couple more Safe Zones and maybe I can even get to the top of the chart?” 
 
    “Why there chart?” Noel asked.  
 
    “Hmm?” I mumbled as I studied the list.  
 
    “Why chart even exist?” the ape persisted. 
 
    “For The Invisible Hand’s entertainment, probably,” Bobby said with a shrug. “Who knows why they do anything?”  
 
    “That not make sense,” Noel replied. “Why they keep track of people who save Safe Zone? Will they give winner reward?”  
 
    “Who the fuck knows?” I sighed. “I can’t think of anything I’d want from The Invisible Hand, anyway.”  
 
    “Maybe they’re offering an all-inclusive, season pass to a monsterless part of The System?” Edward said. “If that’s the case, please don’t forget all your wonderful friends who’ve helped you get this far…”  
 
    “I’d never leave you guys behind,” I said. “We’re a Party.”  
 
    “And what a Party you are,” Harper said with a happy gleam in her eyes. “If every Party was like yours, we’d have saved SoFi a long time ago.”  
 
    “If every party was like ours, we’d have done more than that,” I said. “We’d have brought The System crashing down by now.”  
 
    “Don’t get too ahead of yourself, amigo,” Bobby said as he slapped my back, then he pointed to me as he turned to Edward and Noel. “You hear this hombre? He kills a lava demon, now he thinks he’s the freaking Hulk.” 
 
    “More like Hawkeye,” I winked. “You’re the Hulk, Bobby.”  
 
    “Oh, oh!” Edward jumped up and down. “I’m Iron Man, then! I totally got the charisma and the charm and the oh-so-suave, don’t give a shit attitude. The only thing I’m missing is the billions and billions of dollars. And the genius brain. And the suit of armor.”  
 
    “I have no idea what you talking about,” Noel shook his head. “I just happy we succeeded.”  
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Harper asked.  
 
    “We’ve gotta get back to the LA Zoo,” I said. “We need to let the Mayor know that SoFi is liberated ASAP.”  
 
    That must not have been the answer Harper was looking for, because the woman’s face fell into a deep frown.  
 
    “Aw,” she said with a huff. “At least tell me that you’re going to stick around for a few celebratory rounds?”  
 
    “Rounds of what, exactly?” Edward asked with an inflection in his voice.  
 
    “Alcohol,” the Templar said. “Duh. On the house, of course.”  
 
    Suddenly, Janelle appeared over Harper’s shoulder like a freaking ghost.  
 
    “Did you just say ‘free alcohol?’” she asked with a giddy voice.  
 
    “How did you get over here so fast?” Harper gulped.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Janelle replied as she waved away the other woman’s comment. “Weeeeeelllllll?”  
 
    “For the six of you?” Harper said as she turned back to me. “You’ll have free food, lodging, and alcohol at SoFi for the rest of your lives.”  
 
    “All two months of it,” Edward chuckled.  
 
    “You give us two months?” Noel asked. “That very negative.”  
 
    “I’m a lawyer,” Edward said. “I gotta be realistic based on what I see, ya know?”  
 
    “Come on,” Harper giggled. “There’s a great place on the third floor that used to be one of the concession stands, but now it’s run by a guy who’s a brewer. He makes the best beer in the whole System.”  
 
    “I will never turn down a beer, chica,” Bobby said with a smile.  
 
    “Shots! Shots! Shots!” Janelle chanted in a deep voice as she pumped her fist in the air.  
 
    The Ranger dashed away toward the stairs as she began to sing an ear-wrenching rendition of the LMFAO song, while Harper just looked on with a completely dumbfounded expression.  
 
    “I hope she knows where she’s going,” the Templar said.  
 
    “You kidding?” Edward chuckled. “Janelle’s a young valley girl. She’s practically like a bloodhound when it comes to the ol’ joy juice. If there’s a drop of the stuff around, she’ll be the first to find it.”  
 
    Harper motioned for us to follow before she walked in the direction of the stairs, and Bobby, Noel, and Edward all followed the Templar. Lacey, however, hung back.  
 
    “You’re not gonna go celebrate with the rest of us?” I asked as I approached the Illusionist.  
 
    “Of course I will,” she said as if I’d just broken her out of a haze. “I’m just… soaking in the moment, that’s all.”  
 
    “It’s surreal, isn’t it?” I said. “Having hundreds of people cheering for you, all because you did something that will make their lives infinitely better.”  
 
    “You wanna talk about surreal?” Lacey raised her eyebrow and smirked. “You’re the one with your name plastered on every single video board in The System.”  
 
    “You think so?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m sure of it,” she said. “There were clearly people on that leaderboard who weren’t from the United States. If we can see their numbers and position, then I’m sure they can see yours, too.”  
 
    My mind boggled at the sheer thought that my name might be known internationally, to the same types of heroes that fought to save the survivors of The System’s cruel world. Maybe someday I’d meet these other heroes and their parties, and we could work together to take on The System and beat it at its own game.  
 
    Of course, that was all just a pipe dream. I was only at Level Ten currently, which meant I still had a hell of a long way to go before I was strong enough to take on the more powerful creatures of this world.  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I smirked at the Illusionist. “I bet you never knew you’d be Partied up with somebody so famous, did you?”  
 
    “Come on, mister big shot,” Lacey said with a snort. “Let’s go get a drink and celebrate.”  
 
    When Lacey and I turned around, I saw a man standing about ten feet away from our position. As he got a little closer I recognized his pale skin and the rocky shell helmet on his head, as well as the sword on his belt that used to belong to Lacey.  
 
    “Holy shit…” I said as I felt an intense feeling of joy. “Beau? You made it!”  
 
    The Mauler frowned as he tilted his head to the side.  
 
    “You say that like you thought I wouldn’t,” he said.  
 
    “I mean, you did only have a single weapon,” Lacey said. “And you were a Level One.”  
 
    “Gee,” he huffed. “Thanks.”  
 
    “Honestly, I was more worried about where The System spat you out on the other side of the exit portal,” I said. “After we killed the Ignisitor, it sent us straight into another freaking monster-filled area, and we had to fight off these crazy bears that shot sound waves at us.”  
 
    “I ran into a couple of goblins,” Beau said. “Since I finally had a weapon, though, I was actually able to use my powers and fight them off. It was a long, epic battle, but I was able to survive, get back down into the sewers, and follow it to SoFi just like you said.”  
 
    “Wow, that’s impressive,” I replied. “How many goblins did you have to fend off?”  
 
    “Two,” Beau said without even the slightest hint of irony. “They were tough little bastards.”  
 
    Lacey and I exchanged a coy smirk, though we weren’t about to say anything that might make our friend feel that his victory wasn’t hard-earned. I remembered what it was like to fight simple creatures like goblins and kobolds back when I was a Level One, and it wasn’t exactly a walk in the park.  
 
    “I’m just glad to see that you made it,” I said. “We were worried about you.”  
 
    “Awwww, thanks,” he said. “I was worried about you, too. I for sure thought you weren’t gonna be able to survive that lava demon thing you were looking for.”  
 
    “We did more than survive it,” I chuckled. “We killed it.”  
 
    “You what now?” Beau’s eyes widened.  
 
    “We killed the Ignisitor,” Lacey repeated my comment. “It’s dead.”  
 
    “No way,” he said. “How?”  
 
    “Teamwork, skill, and a little bit of luck,” I replied. “But mostly teamwork and skill.”  
 
    “Shit, guys,” Beau whistled. “I feel like I’m not even good enough to be in your presence right now.”  
 
    “Sure you are,” Lacey reassured the man. “You totally kicked two goblins’ asses. That’s more than all the non-combat classes can say.”  
 
    “‘Beau the Goblin Slayer’ has a nice ring to it,” I said.  
 
    “Easy, guys,” he scoffed. “I’ve still got a lot of work to do before I’m anywhere near the adventurers you are.”  
 
    “You’ll get there,” I said. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, Beau. All it’s gonna take is for you to find some Party mates whose skills mesh well with yours, and who will work together as a well-oiled machine.”  
 
    “If it was that easy, don’t you think everybody would be doing it?” he asked. 
 
    “Fair enough.” I nodded. “But I trust your judgment, and I know you’ll find the right people to Party up with eventually.”  
 
    “Thanks for the pep talk,” Beau smiled, then he pointed up to the third floor with his thumb. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna go celebrate with the rest of my new friends.”  
 
    Beau turned and began to walk toward the stands, while Lacey and I just looked at each other and smiled.  
 
    “What the Hell?” I said. “We’ve done just about everything we can here in LA. We might as well enjoy ourselves for a day or two before we try to figure out our next move.”  
 
    “Just give me a beer and a place in the sun to lay out and drink it,” Lacey said with a chuckle. “And Lacey Simmers will be one happy Illusionist.”  
 
    I stepped to the side, did a little bow, and gestured for Lacey to go first. The Illusionist shook her head and chuckled at first, but then she stepped past and began her journey toward the legendary bar that Harper was hyping up.  
 
    In the back of my mind I knew this was just the beginning, and that we’d eventually have to move on from New LA and all the comforts that we’d made for ourselves in the ruins of the City of Angels.  
 
    However, that didn’t have to happen today.  
 
    Today, we got to celebrate our victory. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Even though the citizens of the SoFi Safe Zone wanted to spend the rest of the day partying, my Party and I had something more important to do first.  
 
    A shower.  
 
    Thankfully, the locker rooms that were used by the football teams in the pre-System days were still operational, and Harper told us that we could use them before we got started with any festivities. The men of the group agreed to let Lacey and Janelle use one locker room while Bobby, Edward, Noel, and I headed to the other. 
 
    “It’s a good thing this place was shared by two teams, eh?” Bobby chuckled as we walked into the locker room that was normally used by the LA Rams. “If this was a place like Metlife or Lambeau, one of us would have to use the shitty visitor locker rooms that are like, made to look like shit.”  
 
    Even though the place still had a bit of a colosseum flair, the showers were still present, and they each had a little private stall that was separated by dividers with the Rams’ team logo on them. The four of us spread out for privacy and grabbed a couple of towels, then we found our stalls and got things started.  
 
    My clothes and armor still smelled like the sewer, so I placed them in the stall next to me as I turned on the showerhead and let the falling liquid clean them off. Then, I started my own.  
 
    The second the warm water splashed against my body, I felt like I was on cloud nine. I let out an audible sigh of relief as I began to scrub off the stink of the sewer and the ash from the Ignisitor, and within a few more minutes it was like I was a new man.  
 
    I turned the shower off, dried off, and wrapped the towel around my waist as I exited my stall, only to see that Edward and Noel had already come out. All of Noel’s dark fur was wet and matted down against his body, but the ape’s face was nothing but smiles.  
 
    “My god…” Edward said as he stretched his arms above his head. “I don’t think I’ve had a shower this good since the aftermath of the mudrun I did back in twenty-eleven.”  
 
    “Careful with that stretch, ese,” Bobby said as he stepped out of the stall with a towel around his waist. “I’m not trying to see anybody’s huevos today.”  
 
    Edward used his fire magic to help us all dry off quicker, then we got dressed and headed back out. Lacey and Janelle were already waiting for us, and they looked completely over the moon. Braeden sat in Janelle’s arms, and the little guy’s fur was so puffed out that he looked like a completely different dog.  
 
    “How was it?” Lacey chuckled.  
 
    “Better than sex, chica,” Bobby sighed. “And that’s sayin’ something.”  
 
    “I feel completely rejuvenated,” Edward said. “Like I could go out and do it all over again.”  
 
    “Maybe let’s stick to celebrating for now,” I chuckled. “Come on… The rest of SoFi is waiting for us!” 
 
    The rest of the day was spent in pure celebration mode, as we drank, danced, and shared in the general merriment amongst the citizens of the SoFi Stadium Safe Zone. Harper was one hundred percent right about that vendor on the third floor, as his beer was somehow smooth, heavy, and hoppy all at the same time, and I couldn’t get enough of the damn things.  
 
    I may have partied a bit too hard, because the last thing I remembered was watching Edward and Janelle engaged in a “dance-off” competition while the residents of SoFi cheered them on, and everything after that was a haze.  
 
    The next clear memory was of waking inside of a room that looked an awful lot like the one we’d stayed in before, up on the eighth floor of the stadium. My head was pounding with a hangover, and I grumbled as I sat up in bed and rubbed my temples. When I opened my eyes, I saw that Lacey was in my room as well, and the Illusionist sat at a nearby mirror as she brushed her hair.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I began to put two and two together. Had we both gotten so drunk that we’d spent the night together last night? Both of us were fully clothed, though our armor was nowhere to be found, which made me think at some point in the night we’d put them away in our inventory.  
 
    “You’re awake,” Lacey chuckled as she looked at me in the reflection of the mirror. “For awhile there I thought you’d died, but your health bar’s been completely full the whole night.”  
 
    “The whole night?” I gulped as my face turned red. “You’ve been here all night?”  
 
    Lacey immediately stopped brushing her hair, then she spun around in her chair and shot me a scowl.  
 
    “Don’t get any ideas in that head of yours,” she said with a snicker. “I helped you back to this room last night, then I slept in the chair. I was just worried that you would drown in your own vomit or something if you were left alone.”  
 
    “Is that why my armor is off?” I asked coyly. “You were afraid I was going to get it all dirty with vomit?”  
 
    “That was all you,” Lacey said. “You kept begging me to help get your armor off so that you didn’t, and I quote, ‘Upchuck all over the pretty leather and bone.’ Then you kept insisting I look away when you started to take your armor off, even though you had clothes on underneath.”  
 
    “Oh, man,” I laughed. “I was pretty far gone, wasn’t I?”  
 
    “I wasn’t completely innocent,” Lacey smirked. “I just hold my alcohol really well, since I’ve basically been going to LA parties ever since I was a teenager. I’ve got a lot of experience.”  
 
    “Fuck,” I grumbled as I held my head. “I wonder if Noel or Bobby’s healing powers can fix a hangover? I really don’t wanna talk to the Mayor like this.”  
 
    “I don’t see why they couldn’t heal you,” Lacey said. “Alcohol’s technically a poison, so you could probably just have Noel do a Bless Away, and you’d be all good.”  
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I said and tried to nod, a move I instantly regretted. 
 
    I slowly got up out of bed, then rubbed my eyes as I walked over to the mirror and gave myself a quick once-over. There were bags underneath each eye the size of dinner plates, and I could see the bloodshot veins that ran through my irises as I shook my head and sighed.  
 
    Lacey stood up from the chair and reached down into her pockets, then a few seconds later she began to pluck out her armor.  
 
    “I don’t have any clue about the state of any of our other Party members,” Lacey said as she slipped the Spectral Shawl over her head. “Janelle was totally white-girl wasted last night, and Bobby wasn’t doing much better.”  
 
    “What about Noel?” I asked, and I mentally laughed at the thought of a bonobo monkey getting sloshed. 
 
    “He mainly ate and danced,” Lacey smirked. “He’s probably perfectly okay.”  
 
    “We should go see if we can find him, then,” I said. “We can send a message to the others to rendezvous down on the field, right under the Jumbotron.”  
 
    Lacey and I finished putting on our armor, then we headed out of our room. The Illusionist led us over to the door immediately next to ours, then she began to bang on it gently.  
 
    “Not so loud!” an annoyed Janelle growled from the other side. “Braeden and I are trying to get our beauty sleep!”  
 
    “This is just a wake-up call,” Lacey chuckled. “Zach and I are going to be down by the jumbotron if you need us.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah…” the Ranger’s voice trailed off as we walked away.  
 
    Lacey and I crossed the hallway, then she lifted her fist to knock on another door. However, before she could do anything we heard Bobby’s voice cut her off.  
 
    “Chica, if you knock on that door, so help me…” the Paladin said.  
 
    “So you’re awake?” Lacey asked innocently. 
 
    “Wide fucking awake,” Bobby sighed. “I don’t get hungover like you all do, remember?”  
 
    “I guess that’s right,” Lacey chuckled. “Well, I just wanted to let you know Zach and I will be down by the jumbotron whenever you’re ready to head out.”  
 
    “It may be awhile, chica,” came the reply. “I might not be hungover, but this middle-aged body can’t handle a night of partying like it used to.”  
 
    Lacey walked us down a few more doors, where she knocked once more. After the second knock, the door handle twisted, and the wooden barrier creaked open to reveal Edward decked out in a silk bathrobe. His hair was all wet and matted down, and for the first time since we’d met, his bald patch was on full display.  
 
    “What’s up?” he asked nonchalantly.  
 
    “Oh, God, Edward!” Lacey gasped as she looked away. “Put some clothes on!”  
 
    “You’re the one that knocked on my door.” He shrugged. “It’s not my fault you caught me fresh outta the bath.”  
 
    “We’re letting everyone know that we’re meeting down by the Jumbotron once we’re ready to leave,” I said.  
 
    “Okay.” Edward raised an eyebrow. “I kinda already figured that… Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got about half a gallon’s worth of product to get into these luscious locks of mine.”  
 
    The Elementalist closed the door, while Lacey and I just stared at each other in disbelief.  
 
    “Did that really just happen?” I chuckled. “Or am I still so drunk I’m hallucinating?”  
 
    “It happened,” Lacey said with a sigh. “I’m never getting that image outta my head.”  
 
    The Illusionist and I made our way out into the lobby area of the Inn, but then we heard a door slam shut behind us.  
 
    When we turned around, I saw Beau exiting a room, and he walked with a purpose. The Mauler’s hair was all ruffled up, and it looked like he may have had a few purple spots on his neck. His shirt was halfway untucked, and he refused to even look up as he walked.  
 
    “Holy shit…” I whispered to Lacey. “Beau’s doing a ‘walk of shame.’”  
 
    “It must have been a fun night for him, too,” Lacey giggled.  
 
    Beau got about halfway down the hallway before the same door opened up again, and this time my jaw hit the ground when I saw who exited.  
 
    It was Harper.  
 
    “No fucking way,” I said with a giant smirk.  
 
    “I guess they’re gonna both be sticking around for awhile,” Lacey noted. 
 
    Lacey and I stood there for a moment and pretended we were just chit-chatting, until Beau finally got close enough for us to “notice” him.  
 
    “Hey, man!” I declared as I waved. “How’s it going?”  
 
    Beau’s eyes widened when he heard my voice, but then he snapped up and looked at me as he put on a nervous smile.  
 
    “I can’t complain,” Beau said. “Just waking up after a long night, that’s all.”  
 
    “We’re heading down to the jumbotron to meet Noel,” I said. “You wanna tag along?”  
 
    Beau looked back over his shoulder and saw Harper approaching, then he chuckled awkwardly and shook his head.  
 
    “I think I may skip all the formalities and just go straight down for some breakfast,” he said. “My stomach sounds like an angry bear, and I’m afraid if I don’t get something to eat soon, I’m gonna start feeling sick.”  
 
    “I think we’re heading out after our Party gathers there,” I said to the Mauler. “So if you’re not coming along, I guess this is goodbye.”  
 
    “No such thing, man,” the Mauler assured me. 
 
    “Uhh…” Lacey trailed off. “We’re heading back to the LA Zoo, then we’re going to head east toward Virginia. I don’t see us crossing paths again anytime soon.”  
 
    “Oh.” Beau frowned. “I guess that makes sense.”  
 
    “You never know,” I said. “We have our fast travel ability, and we’ve got SoFi saved as a waypoint on our map. If you’re planning to stick around, that is.”  
 
    “You couldn’t pay me to leave the Safe Zone again anytime soon,” Beau said as he shook his head. “Unless our Party grows and gets really stronger, that is.”  
 
    “‘Our’ Party?” Lacey asked with a knowing smirk.  
 
    Beau must have realized his slip-up, because he immediately turned red and began to stumble over his words.  
 
    “Yeah I… uh,” he muttered. “I found somebody to Party up with. Last night.”  
 
    “Anybody we know?” I asked as I nodded back at the approaching Harper.  
 
    At this point Beau must have known that the charade was up, and his shoulders slumped as he sucked in a deep breath.  
 
    “Okay, okay.” He frowned. “Harper and I are a Party now.”  
 
    “Is that all?” Lacey giggled.  
 
    “Please don’t be weird about it,” the Mauler begged.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh, hey, Beau!” Harper said as if she had just run into the Mauler for the first time in months. “Fancy meeting you here.”  
 
    “They know, Harper,” Beau said without missing a beat.  
 
    “Oh.” The Templar said as a hint of red flushed her cheeks.  
 
    “I think you two will make a great Party,” I said. “Maulers and Templars complement each other really well, and if you find a few more members? Your Party might just end up on that leaderboard someday.”  
 
    “We’ll try,” Harper said. “But not right now. For now, we’re going to stick around in the Safe Zone and try to attract any survivors we can find into its walls.”  
 
    “I hope we’ll meet again, guys,” I said as I extended my hand to Harper. “Or at least, I hope I see one of you on the Leaderboard someday.”  
 
    “And I hope you continue to do what you’re doing,” Harper said as she shook my hand. “I’m sure there are a lot more people out there who are struggling to find safety in this fucked-up world.”  
 
    “We plan on it,” Lacey said. “Goodbye, friends.”  
 
    Lacey and I shook Beau and Harper’s hands, then we said our final goodbyes. Harper and Beau walked off toward the dining area of the lobby, while Lacey and I continued to the stairs. We walked side by side down the next seven sets of steps, until finally we came to the bottom. Even from over at the edge of the stands, Noel’s furry body was clear as he sat on the ground in front of the box that held the complete collection of gold coins, though his attention didn’t seem to be on the jumbotron or the box at all.  
 
    Noel sat with his head bowed, and as we walked closer, it looked like he was muttering something under his breath. He must have heard us coming, because he raised his head and smiled at Lacey and I.  
 
    “Hello, friends,” the bonobo greeted us. 
 
    “You look so regal and official sitting there,” I joked.  
 
    “I praying,” Noel replied.  
 
    I guess that made sense, considering his class was “Priest” after all.  
 
    “I thought you said you didn’t have a religion?” Lacey asked.  
 
    “I pray to the ancestors for guidance,” Noel said. “It not religion, it spiritualism.”  
 
    Every bone in my body wanted to make a comment, but I thought better of it after a few seconds. I mean, I’d failed my college Anthropology class, after all, so maybe I wasn’t the best person to be commenting on the topic of religion.  
 
    “Soooo, you missed some juicy developments while you were down here,” Lacey chuckled.  
 
    “Harper and Beau?” Noel raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “You already knew about that?” the Illusionist asked in surprise.  
 
    “I there last night,” the Priest said and shrugged. “They give each other goo-goo eyes all night long.”  
 
    Noel, Lacey, and I chatted for a bit until eventually the rest of our Party started to appear. Edward was the first one to arrive, and I chuckled when I saw that his hair was slick with who-knows-what sorts of products.  
 
    Bobby and Janelle came last, and the Paladin carried our friend in his arms, The Bodyguard style. Janelle wore a pair of sunglasses over her eyes as she remained semi-unconscious, though she seemed to perk up a little when she heard our voices.  
 
    “Sleeping Beauty finally awakes, eh?” Bobby chuckled.  
 
    “I’ve been awake the whoooolllleee time,” Janelle argued in a groggy voice. “I just haven’t been talking because I’m, like, totally drained.”  
 
    Braeden followed closely behind Bobby as he hopped down each individual stair and waggled his tail happily as he pranced toward us.  
 
    Once we were all present, I looked around at my Party.  
 
    “We should be getting back to the Zoo,” I said. “Mayor Everett’s probably thinking we cut town on him at this point.”  
 
    “If he wasn’t offering us so much money, we probably would have,” Lacey grumbled.  
 
    “Are we ready?” I asked the team, and they all gave me a nod of approval.  
 
    I pulled up the map on my HUD, tapped the waypoint that read “LA Zoo Safe Zone,” and then chose the option to go. The world turned white around us once again as the sights of SoFi faded away, and then a few seconds later, we found ourselves at the entrance of the LA Zoo. Immediately, Dan and his Party ran up to us with their weapons drawn, but then they lowered them when they realized it was just us.  
 
    “There you guys are,” Dan said with a relieved sigh. “We were starting to get worried that you weren’t coming back.”  
 
    “So was I, Dan,” I chuckled. “There were a bunch of times I thought we might not make it back here, yet here we are.”  
 
    “I’m sure the Mayor’s been asking about us nonstop,” Edward interjected.  
 
    “Not really,” Dan shrugged. “He’s been so busy trying to build up his ‘council’ that he’s not really been able to focus on anything else.”  
 
    “Seriously?” Edward huffed. “Typical politician. Ignoring his constituents so that he can build up his own power, while they’re all out there getting their hands dirty. Despicable.”  
 
    “I’m sure he didn’t forget us,” Lacey said with a roll of her eyes. “He’s just a busy man.”  
 
    “He’s ‘busy’ alright,” Edward sniffed. “Busy ignoring the plight of his people!”  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a figure running across the zoo toward us as fast as he could. He wore a pair of old khakis and a blazer that didn’t match at all, which flapped behind him along with his tie as he ran. When he got a little closer, I saw that it was Mayor Everett’s intern, Perry. Perry skidded to a stop right in front of us, then he bent over and placed his hands on his knees as he tried to catch his breath.  
 
    “I-I knew you’d come back,” Perry said through his labored breathing. “Mayor Everett was afraid he’d sent you off to your doom, but there was never… never any doubt in my mind… He’ll want to see you right away… Follow me, please.”  
 
    Without another word Perry spun on his heel and took off toward the Mayor’s office.  
 
    “Running’s probably not the best idea right now,” Janelle grumbled as she placed her hand on her stomach.  
 
    “These old knees have been through Hell the last day or two,” Edward added as he shook his head. “There’s only one speed they’re going in the foreseeable future, and that’s ‘slow as fuck.’”  
 
    The six of us walked at a more leisurely pace toward the Mayor’s office, and when we finally got there, we saw that Perry was waiting for us. He held the door open as sweat dripped down his face, and he huffed and puffed for air, but he tried to remain straight-faced as Mayor Everett walked out.  
 
    The Mayor put on a big, almost-disgustingly fake smile when he saw us. Everett threw out his hands and let out a loud, victorious cackle as he approached, then he threw his arms around Janelle in a happy embrace.  
 
    “I knew you’d make it back!” he declared. “Did you do it? Does New LA officially have a second Safe Zone?”  
 
    “It’s going to be needing a new Mayor if you don’t take your arms off me in the next three seconds,” Janelle grumbled under her breath.  
 
    Everett released his hug and moved toward Noel, who simply held up his hands and shook his head.  
 
    “I not do that,” the bonobo said. “It not my way of greeting.”  
 
    “It’s not a greeting, it’s a celebration!” Everett insisted. 
 
    “We got all of the celebrating out of our systems last night,” I chuckled. “I think we’re good now, Mayor Everett.”  
 
    “If you say so,” the Mayor shrugged and adjusted his suit. “Now, tell me everything that happened! I want to make sure I get every little detail right when I go to the press.”  
 
    The press? This guy really was still in denial about the fact that the freaking world had ended, and the old structures and ways of doing things were completely moot. No matter how much he clung to the old world, it wasn’t going to come back, but it was obvious he didn’t understand that.  
 
    So, we talked to Mayor Everett for the next hour about the adventures we’d had in SoFi, as well as the sewer system and all its puzzles, traps, and monsters. His jaw was on the floor when we explained the Ignisitor to him, all while Perry scribbled notes aggressively on a piece of paper. Finally, when it was all said and done, the Mayor leaned back, placed his hands behind his head, and let out a long whistle.  
 
    “That’s insane!” Perry declared. “You guys did all of that?”  
 
    “It’s a crazy story,” Mayor Everett chuckled. “Are you sure you all don’t want to stay in New LA? Surely, there are more Safe Zones in Southern California that need to be liberated, and it would make a huge difference to the city to have a Party like yours.”  
 
    “I’m sure it would,” I nodded. “And I’m sure there are plenty more, but we can’t stick around. I’ve got to get to the East Coast. Besides, now that there are two Safe Zones for people to flock to, you can focus on things like creating ideal Parties and stockpiling armor and weapons for long journeys. Just give it a bit of time, and I’m sure you won’t even notice that we’ve left.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’ll ever get to that point,” the mayor laughed. “Though I appreciate your optimism. I’m sure the people of New LA will rise up to the occasion and make our glorious city prosper as it did before The System even existed.”  
 
    “I don’t mean to sound greedy or anything,” Edward said with a cough. “But did we ever quite agree on the terms of our deal? Like… Moolah-wise?”  
 
    “Of course!” Everett said in a booming voice. “You did a fantastic job, which means you get a fantastic payout. Let me just get into my menu here…”  
 
    Mayor Everett tapped away at his invisible screen for a few minutes, then he stepped back and shot us all a thumbs up. Seconds after he did so, I saw the number of gold coins in my inventory begin to tick up like an odometer on a race car, until it finally stopped after ten thousand.  
 
    “Ten thousand?” I gasped.  
 
    “Ten thousand each, my friend,” Mayor Everett said. “Is that not enough? Because I certainly have more if you wish to negotiate.”  
 
    “Now that you mention it--” Edward started, but Lacey elbowed him in the stomach before he could utter another word.  
 
    “This is… a lot,” I chuckled. “You didn’t have to give us this much, especially since we were probably going to liberate the second Safe Zone anyway.”  
 
    “You did the impossible, and what kind of a politician would I be if I didn’t show you how much I appreciated you doing the impossible?” he replied. 
 
    “A regular one,” Bobby said to himself.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a hearty smile. “Fuck, this is more money than I think I’ve ever had in my life.”  
 
    “Thank you, Mister Mayor,” Lacey said with a slight bow.  
 
    “No need, ma’am,” Everett said. “The pleasure was all mine.”  
 
    “Good luck with New LA, Mayor Everett,” I said as I shook his hand. “We’ll definitely check back in if we ever get a chance.”  
 
    “Who knows?” Lacey chuckled and pointed at Perry. “Maybe next time we meet, he’ll be part of your council.”  
 
    “Really?” Perry gasped as he nearly dropped his notebook. “Is that a real thing that could happen?”  
 
    “Never say never,” Everett chuckled. “With a bit of hard work, anything can happen.”  
 
    The expression on Perry’s face made him look like he was the one who had just received sixty thousand gold coins, and for a second or two, I thought he was gonna faint. However, the intern simply fought back his emotions and then looked back at his notebook, where he scribbled something else down into the notes.  
 
    We all thanked the Mayor once more, then we said goodbye to him and Perry.  
 
    “Next stop, Madre’s restaurant,” Bobby said happily as we walked away from the Mayor’s office. “It’ll be nice to spend some time with a sweet, genuine person after all that cucaracha’s mierda.”  
 
    “I don’t think he’s bullshitting,” I said. “I think he’s just misguided. And in denial. And stuck in his ways.”  
 
    “That’s not much better, amigo,” Bobby said.  
 
    We proceeded over to the area where the shops and restaurants were housed in the LA Zoo, and the first thing we saw was the line that stretched halfway around the block at Rita’s place. She now had two other employees working in the booth with her, so she didn’t even have to close up shop when she saw us coming.  
 
    “Roberto!” Rita yelled happily as she threw her arms around her son. 
 
    “Hello, Madre,” Bobby said as he returned her embrace. “How goes the Changarro?”  
 
    “It’s going so well, Roberto,” she replied. “I have two wonderful young ladies here, one to help cook, and the other to take the orders. It’s been so nice, hijo.”  
 
    “I’m glad to hear that, Madre,” the Paladin said with a grin. 
 
    “It looks like business is booming, Rita!” Edward said. “I haven’t seen lines like this since my late night college runs to In-N-Out Burger. You must be doing something really well if you’re getting this sorta business. What am I saying? Of course, you’re doing something really good. Look at you!”  
 
    “You are too kind,” Rita sighed like a lovestruck schoolgirl.  
 
    “We’ve liberated the second Safe Zone, Rita,” I said to the elderly Hispanic woman. “Which means it’s time to head out for our long journey East.”  
 
    The woman frowned at my words, looked back at her restaurant for a moment, and let out a soft sigh. Rita then proceeded to stare off into the distance, somewhat zoned out.  
 
    “Madre?” Bobby asked. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “Of course, hijo…” the cook trailed off. “It’s just that… I’m not coming with you.”  
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