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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Sparkling bits of sand twirled in the wind. Zeke looked up at the red sun that shone down on the plains, but he couldn’t feel its warmth. With only a basic gaming setup, such advanced settings were beyond him. This planet was supposed to be quite a pleasant temperature due to the dwarf star above nearing the end of its lifespan. Still, he didn’t need to be warm to hunt. He peered into his binoculars, scoping out his prey.

      His mechanical eyes whirred and clicked as they focused on his quarry. The twelve Aluco ahead were covered in tangles of fluffy beige hair. With their long ears, spindly limbs, and hunched posture, they were undoubtedly cute. Settlers would have been happy to let the adorable creatures slowly domesticate themselves.

      Unfortunately, they were also somewhat intelligent and incredibly hostile. They traveled in packs, had no fear of colonists, and had very sharp teeth. A standing bounty had been setup to keep them under control. Quests to remove the vermin popped up as a player got close enough to activate them. The bounty on the Aluco was set at five points per registered kill. Twelve would garner sixty, which could be turned in at the Hunters Guild for a nice little payday.

      But the real benefit, and the reason he was interested, was that selling monster parts that came with the hunt was a solid business strategy for earning real-world cash. The Aluco teeth could be harvested, but it took a full stack of twenty to qualify for posting on the market. With enough time, patience, and a lot of grinding, he could earn enough money to purchase a Sub-Dermal Node. Once he had one, it would open up features of the game that his current haptic gloves and goggles just couldn't handle, and finally give him a real shot at becoming a professional gamer.

      
        
        Aluco. 12/12. Register? Yes/No

      

      

      The scanner installed in his attached goggles assessed the group and tagged them. It took a few moments to register—Aether Frontier was playable on haptic gear, but only just.

      He was playing as a Bot, one of the few options for older equipment. The humanoid robot looked like a store mannequin no matter what combination of available parts it was using. His torso was a matte metallic cylinder shaped slightly to replicate the human torso with thin arms and legs that had black ball-joints for articulation. The avatar could equip gear meant for humans and Bots, but it was strictly function over style.

      The Bot’s head was a sphere, with a flat panel cut out for his limited pixel display that stood in for a face. He could use basic emotes, and the line that was his mouth moved when he spoke. He had chosen to dress the Bot in a pair of dusty utility pants and brown leather boots. A thick belt held his holstered bolt-thrower, knife, and flashlight.

      The torn and faded matte gray jacket draped over the clunky plate of armor on his chest was to prevent an errant shine giving away his position. The game’s AI was sophisticated enough that attention to detail was important—you needed to treat the world as if it were real. Finally, his sword rested in its scabbard across his back with the hilt just over his right shoulder.

      There was a ping to confirm that these dozen Aluco were now attached to his unique identification number, and the countdown to claim their points was already running. They were his for the next few minutes. No one else could swoop in to snag the XP or loot.

      Tagging also made it easier for him to keep track of how many he had left to fight, and if any of them got away, they would now appear on his mini map until they got out of range. As he focused on his first target, the mob's details appeared before him.

      
        
        Aluco – Level 5 (Common)

      

      

      He slid the single action bolt-thrower out of its holster on his hip. It was well used, like all of his gear, but reliable. The weapon was mass produced for the Colony Conflicts DLC and was all straight lines. It had a rectangle barrel and grip that was stamped out from three pieces of plasteel. The high-tech crossbow fired pressurized steel bolts with a core of ionized energy that packed quite a punch.

      Everything about it was made for quick and easy use. Parts had been made in bulk and could be swapped on the fly, bolts could be gathered to recharge, and it worked with practically all the different planetary atmospheres. Plus, it was cheap. He had taken this all into consideration when he’d purchased it.

      He made sure the chamber was clear and slotted in a freshly charged magazine. A misfire in the field would set him back more than he could afford. It paid to be careful. Preparation was key when dealing with multiple targets.

      As he slowly brought his weapon into firing position, he kept his eyes peeled. The creatures would likely attack if they spotted him. However, the other Aluco just continued to go about their business in the clearing below. They were currently focused on picking through the remains of an abandoned cabin.

      Modular shacks were common among settlers. A good thirty of the domed huts dotted the border to the Outland. This one boasted a skeletal garden that had been thoroughly excavated. Trash and debris were scattered about the yard.

      He tapped the hilt of his bastard sword, a sort of pre-battle ritual. The weapon was forged steel rather than the fancy ones of folded energy, or even the various elementally charged tech-blades.

      He took a deep breath, leveled his bolt-thrower, and fired a single shot. Text scrolled along the bottom of his goggles.

      
        
        Sneak Attack successful! (2x Damage)

        Stealth deactivated

        Aluco hit for 50 Damage

        Additional 50 damage (Sneak Attack)

        Aluco slain

        +100 EXP

        Single Action Bolt Thrower - 9/10 Bolts

      

      

      One of the fuzzy critters dropped. Shifting aim, he targeted the next in line and fired off another two shots in quick succession.

      
        
        Aluco hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Single Action Bolt Thrower - 7/10 Bolts

      

      

      The Aluco was still standing. The second shot had gone wide.

      Sneak Attack only worked when the target was unaware. Now that they knew they were under attack, the double damage bonus didn't apply. The Aluco were making harsh barking sounds now, heads swiveling to identify the new threat.

      
        
        11/12 Aluco remaining

      

      

      Hopping to his feet, he began to move toward his quarry. The eleven remaining Aluco had already turned toward the sound of the shots, so spotted him easily. They let out a yowl that ended in a hiss as they charged.

      As they got closer, he fired the remaining seven bolts, focusing his fire on the injured one first.

      
        
        Aluco hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Aluco slain

        +100 EXP

        10/12 Aluco remaining

      

      

      
        
        Aluco hit for 50 Physical Damage x2

        Aluco slain

        +100 EXP

        Single Action Bolt Thrower - 0/10 Bolts

      

      

      Now that he was moving, his accuracy was reduced. Less than half his shots found their targets. Running through all his bolts to only take down three of the fuzzy creatures wasn't ideal, but it was better than nothing.

      
        
        9/12 Aluco remaining

      

      

      There wasn’t enough time to reload. He quick-swapped the bolt-thrower and drew his sword from the sheath across his back. The handle fit nicely in his hand. A sleeve of curved and overlapping segments of armor protected his left arm. It didn't provide as much defense as a full shield, but it allowed him to put both hands on the hilt and didn't slow him down. The Bot’s spindly build was better suited to speed and agility than defense.

      Haptic gear had a slight lag on input, giving him less breathing room and requiring him to know the exact reach of his melee weapons. Others could rely on the responsiveness of their Nodes to make on-the-fly changes during battle, but with his out-of-date gear, he needed to time his moves perfectly, accounting for the small delays that his gear took to register his actions.

      He sliced through the first Aluco in range. His timing was perfect.

      He’d learned to watch and predict the attack patterns of mobs, reacting early to overcome the disadvantage of his gear. It had taken endless grinding, but he could now almost keep up with Noded players. Almost.

      
        
        Aluco hit for 90 Physical Damage

        Aluco slain

        +100 EXP

        8/12 Aluco remaining

      

      

      The next killer dust bunny vaulted over its fallen companion. A claw raked across his protected arm.

      
        
        Aluco hits you for 30 Physical Damage

        Armor Resists 20 Damage

        Armor Absorption Capacity exceeded – armor durability reduced

        You take 10 Damage

      

      

      His light armor couldn’t absorb much, but it kept him alive well enough. It had reasonable durability so could survive a few hits. He knocked the creature aside with a backhand swipe of his blade.

      
        
        Critical Hit! (2x Damage)

        Aluco hit for 90 Physical Damage

        Additional 90 Physical Damage (Critical Hit)

        Aluco slain

        +100 EXP

        7/12 Aluco remaining

      

      

      As the others saw two of their number dispatched so quickly, they slowed down. The creatures tried to surround him, but he stayed on the move.

      One of the Aluco shifted back a step, making ready to attack. Zeke turned to the side as it sprang feet first at him. He slashed at the creature as it arced through the air, inches from his face. The glancing blow didn't end the Aluco, but he had avoided a direct hit from its attack as well, so was worth it.

      
        
        Aluco hit for 60 Physical Damage

        Aluco hits you for 50 Physical Damage

        Armor absorbs 20 Damage

        Armor Absorption Capacity exceeded – armor durability reduced!

        You take 30 Damage

      

      

      These things were fast. A direct hit from his blade would finish them in one shot, while a glancing blow still left them standing. Now wasn’t the time to lose focus. He shifted the grip on his sword and hopped back before jabbing down to skewer the creature that had attacked him.

      
        
        Aluco hit for 60 Physical Damage

        Aluco slain

        +100 EXP

        6/12 remaining

      

      

      He fell into the flow of battle. He knew how they attacked now, knew what it took to take them down. His gear might be basic, but his technique was flawless. Every move had to be timed just right. The game wasn't forgiving to haptic gear.

      As the blows fell, he lost track of time, and he wasn't sure how long it took for the mad dance to complete.

      The creatures would dive at him and would spin and slash, trying to dodge and retaliate at the same time. But he had done this a couple of times before and eventually there was only one Aluco remaining.

      
        
        Aluco slain x6

        +500 EXP

      

      

      
        
        Tag Complete

        12/12 Aluco

        +1,200 EXP

        21805/28000

      

      

      He could feel time slip back into place. A quick look up and to the right brought up the HUD and a semi-transparent line of text appeared along the bottom of his view.

      Just over six thousand until level seven.

      The quest had been completed, but this remaining Aluco wasn't included. There had been thirteen of them, he realized. For some reason only twelve had been tagged.

      His goggles weren't top of the line, but once they locked in on a target, they could string the search for similar life-forms in the area. This one should have been caught in the scan.

      The last Aluco glared at him but didn’t advance. It had a chunk of its right ear missing, and its beige fur was marred with scars along its ribs. This one stayed hunched, out of reach from his blade, content to glare at him for now.

      "Where did you come from?" he asked the scarred creature.

      It huffed at him and shuffled back a step.

      He stared back at the Aluco. None of its scars were new, and they weren't the neat lines of a blade or starburst of a bolt shot. Each mark was ragged and wild. It let out a low growl as they stared at each other.

      He tapped the side of his goggles.

      
        
        Scanning…

      

      

      
        
        Elder Aluco – Level 8 (Elite)

        Tag? Yes/No

      

      

      Shifting his focus back to the HUD brought up his own health.

      
        
        Health: 83/170

      

      

      Health was good, but his armor was ruined. He really should have repaired it before heading out, but he had been trying to save credits.

      
        
        Armor Absorption Capacity: 20/20

        Armor Durability: 10/200

      

      

      Every time an attack exceeded the absorption capacity, the armor took a 10-point hit to its durability. He had taken a lot more hits than he’d expected. Still, he’d been surrounded then, but now there was only one opponent left. This critter had to be some sort of rare spawn—it had more health and was worth a lot more. His health was more than half, even if barely, and his armor could still take a hit.

      He could take it.

      "Tag, confirm," Zeke said as he sheathed his sword.

      He swapped to his bolt-thrower and slid in a fresh magazine.

      
        
        Single Action Bolt Thrower - 10/10 Bolts

      

      

      The Elder Aluco hissed. It didn't wait for him to act. The beast leaped to the side, throwing off his aim.

      Two bolts meant for the target kicked up dust instead. He spun to the left, metal fingers squeezing the trigger in quick succession. Again, most of the bolts missed their mark due to the creature’s uncanny agility.

      But one landed. The bolt clipped the Aluco in the shoulder as it dove out of the way, spinning it in the air. It dropped to the ground with a heavy thud.

      
        
        Elder Aluco hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Single Action Bolt Thrower - 4/10 Bolts

      

      

      He readied another shot as he closed the space between him and the Aluco. Its fur blended in with the settling puff of dust. A couple more hits would put an end to it, if he could land them. It seemed to have much higher stats than usual, enabling it to dodge most of his shots.

      Its higher agility couldn't be the only reason it was worth so much more than the others. He did not want to find out what other tricks the Elder Aluco could do. He began closing the distance to clarify his aim.

      The creature popped up to its feet. This time, instead of fleeing, it sprang toward him. He ducked under its leap, turning and adjusting his aim as it landed behind him. He fired off four more shots, trying to catch it before it could reach him again.

      The Aluco dodged the bursts with almost supernatural speed and lunged for him. He focused his aim directly in the center of the creature’s face.

      Nothing happened.

      The blocky green text display hovering over his bolt-thrower blinked into view.

      
        
        0/10 Bolts

      

      

      He backpedaled, trying to gain some ground to draw his sword. The Elder Aluco screeched as it knocked him to the ground. Its clawed feet sank into his shoulders. He closed his eyes, knowing what would come next. It didn’t protect him from the notification.

      
        
        Elder Aluco hits you for 60 Physical Damage

        Armor absorbs 20 Damage

        Armor Absorption Capacity exceeded – Durability reduced

        Armor Durability reduced to zero - Armor fails

        You take 40 Damage

        Elder Aluco hits you for 60 Physical Damage x2

      

      

      
        
        You have died

        Respawn in 30 Seconds

      

      

      The world around him slowly began to fade into view. A frosted panel of glass took shape before him. His pixel-display face looked back at him in the reflection. The pulsing stick-figure in the left of his vision let him know that all of his gear was in critical condition and desperately needed to be repaired. His armor was not even functional. The repair cost would be more than the equipment had been worth when he’d first bought it.

      That was just great. I didn’t even get to loot the bodies. Stupid.

      He pressed his right pointer finger and pinky together to bring up the system menu.

      
        
        Settings – Account – Help – Log Out

      

      

      He tapped the last option.

      The virtual world of Aether Frontier faded away. He carefully removed the visor before he sat up. The cords connecting the visor to the gloves didn't have much give and whiplash via headset wasn't how he wanted to start the day.

      He slipped off the gloves as he swung his legs over the edge of his bed. With a bit of wiggling, he hooked his foot on the top rung of the chair below and scooted it out of the way to clear his path. He hopped down to the floor and checked the time. There was still an hour before school started.

      The apartment he shared with his parents was a spacious ten by fifteen unit. The bunk bed slotted in along one side of the room, with the kitchen and storage along the other wall. His parents shared the middle bunk, and he had the top, which allowed them some extra space. They had removed the bottom bed and put in a workstation. It consisted of a salvaged desk, a standard-issue display, and a whiteboard.

      He slid the cover off the chilled bin that was their fridge and grabbed a soy stick. It tasted vaguely of apple and beef, but the flavoring could only do so much. Soy-based food was plentiful, versatile, and cheap. It was great for quick meals but couldn't hold up to the real stuff. With his parents at work, he would need to dip into his limited funds if he wanted to snag something more satisfying.

      His parents didn’t have the income to buy luxuries like meat or dairy very often, but there were always enough soy sticks for everyone, so they were pretty lucky.

      He chewed on the stick as he checked for messages on the wall display. The most important one, to him anyway, was pinned in the top right corner.

      
        
        Sub-Dermal Node – Hardware, Link-Chip and Installation: 400 nuyaun

        Current Balance: 307.12 nuyaun

      

      

      He’d been saving for over a year now, doing odd jobs and selling whatever items he could grind out in the game. Even so, his goal was still months away.

      Below that, there was a couple new messages for his father, a few more for his mom, and one unread for him. He opened the note.

      
        
        [Zeke,]

        [Convinced Bo to let you help him clean out a unit today. Meet him on sixty-four after school. I'll be home late.]

        [Dad]

      

      

      He smiled around the remaining soy stick. Bo worked with his father in the maintenance department. Clearing out rooms usually meant that someone had died. It was always weird, but he distracted himself with the fact that it was an unexpected and welcome payday.

      Officially, he was just helping a friend, which meant he wasn't getting paid through the normal channels. The friend just happened to slip him some nuyaun in gratitude.

      He read the message again. He’d never been up to the sixty-fourth floor before. They lived on the thirty-second, in the block where most building staff took up residence. Each level was a little bigger than a city block, and the first ten were set aside for the machinery and monitoring. There was a greenhouse or commercial level every five floors. Those facilities needed extra room, which meant that the level above was usually a smaller community space.

      That was how things went until the top fifteen levels. Those were the penthouse suites, which had no more than six units per level. He could hardly imagine that much room.

      He grabbed a towel and a fresh set of clothes before he headed down the hall to the showers. The stalls were private, but the bathrooms themselves were shared among the floor. The number of stalls worked out to one bathroom and shower for every two apartments, so you could usually find one that was free. He stepped into an open stall, closed the door, and stripped off his clothes.

      Even with the rough start, today wouldn't be all bad. Helping Bo would cut into his usual afternoon gaming time, and he desperately wanted to get back into Aether Frontier, but it was worth it for the extra income. This morning’s loss had been a big hit to his account. There had to be some way for him to recoup his losses.

      If he was lucky, he could find a PUG, a pick-up group, to do some low-level runs. It would only take a few sessions to get things back in shape. There had to be a level-five dungeon nearby that his character could handle.

      The shower counted down and shut off. He toweled himself dry, slipped on his clean clothes, and dropped the dirty articles in the laundry shoot. The tags along the inside of the collar would scan to his residence, and they would be delivered within the next couple of days.

      He hurried back to the apartment. The view-screen informed him that he only had ten minutes to get to school, so if he didn’t leave now, he’d be late.

      Perhaps he’d overdone it a bit with those Aluco.

      He grabbed his bag and jogged down to the elevator bank.

      There was a group of kids already waiting. He knew all of them, from the little ones in their first year to the seniors about to start their apprenticeships. He scanned the group for his friends.

      Close to the elevator stood Colin, with short brown hair and the usual bored look on his face. If Colin stood up straight, he was almost six foot five, but he tended to hunch. He was Zeke’s best friend and the person he spent most of his time with at school.

      Erica stood near him. She was in the same year as Zeke and lived a few doors down. The three of them had known each other as kids and still hung out occasionally, mostly online. Her parents were divorced, and her mom was a bit of a gamer, so Erica didn’t have a problem getting a subscription. She sometimes chatted with them in the mornings, but she had developed her own circle of friends at school. Her long black hair was in a single braid that reached just below her shoulders. Her brown eyes were deep and worldly.

      As she looked over to him, his heart started pounding harder. Recently he’d found talking to her outside of the game was nearly impossible. Something about her made him lose his voice, and he found himself unable to think clearly.

      In the game it was a bit easier—she played a Blaster, which worked well with the Hunter that he played, although it had been a while since they'd grouped up. A few months ago, she had managed to afford a Node, so she mostly played with other Noded players now. With a Node, Zeke’s visor-based character would just hold hers back. She had to be at least level thirteen by now.

      "Hey, guys. Are you going to be online after school?" he asked Colin.

      "I might be," the other boy answered. "Why?"

      "Trying to do a dungeon run, and I need some backup."

      "You're still running on a visor, right?" Erica asked.

      He nodded. She returned with it a nod of her own, then shook her head.

      “Thought so, hmm, that makes things harder. Having Nodes and Visors in a party messes with the coordination.” She bit her lip pensively.

      Zeke found himself staring. Erica caught his eye, and he immediately began studying his feet. He forced his train of thought back to the game.

      It wasn't impossible for haptic players to group up with someone using a Node, but there was a noticeable difference. Haptic players just didn't move right. The gloves tracked their hands and head, but not the rest of the body, making their movements awkward.

      "Just start a new character," Colin said with a shrug. "That's what I do when I need to farm some basic gear. You can have two actives, man. Keep your original, mine for resources and gear for your new one, and then once that one has completed all the easy quests, you just delete it and go again. I've played through all of the starting areas; you can get a fair amount of loot."

      "Both the haptic-compatible races?" Erica asked with mock surprise. "You are a wild man."

      "Do you have a character around level six?" Zeke asked him.

      "Of course."

      "Combat spec?"

      Colin bobbed his head to the side. "Mostly."

      "Mostly?"

      "I went with a ranger," Colin said.

      Zeke groaned.

      Erica snorted, rolling her eyes.

      "Come on, man," Zeke said. "They can't take a hit." He rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Tell me you at least got a companion."

      Colin forced a smile. "I went environmental. Sorry, dude."

      "Why?" Erica asked. "Basically, makes you a glorified farmer."

      "They get higher quality drops and more forgeable resources,” Colin said defensively. “Great for getting stuff to hock on the marketplace. I’m like three nuyaun from getting a Node."

      He’d considered doing the same thing, but he couldn’t let his combat skills get rusty. Hunters also had options that increased resource production but were still excellent fighters. He needed to be able to hold his own once he got a Node.

      "Never mind," Zeke said. "I'll think of something else."

      "My alt is a level eight," Colin offered.

      "Combat spec?"

      Colin suddenly became very involved in the ceiling.

      "Another alt?" Erica sighed. “Zeke, do you want me to help you out?"

      He almost said yes immediately. Gaming with Erica was always fun. She was a lot more relaxed in the game, not a little nervous as she seemed in real life. Speaking through avatars made it easier to talk to her, like old times, before looking at her made his legs turn to jelly. Blowing stuff up and fighting monsters was a nice touch too. "What level is your character?"

      "Fourteen."

      His shoulders slumped as he shook his head. "Thanks, but you'd make the area rank up, and I'm having trouble surviving as it is."

      "You're right." Erica nodded apologetically and leaned against the wall. "I am just that awesome."

      Colin laughed. It ended in a snort, which made the entire elevator start to laugh. Zeke smiled over at his friends. They were great, but they weren't going to be able to help him until he got a Node and started to level enough to keep up with them. He needed to get some money, fast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a very slow day at school. Zeke’s mind was buzzing, trying to come up with ways to re-outfit his character and get back to grinding items so he could afford a Node. He couldn't focus, so the hours of school just dragged along. It really tested his resolve. Each class ran for ninety minutes, and English started the day followed by technological science. Then there was a short break for lunch. After that, he sat through applied mathematics and finished the day off with advanced history.

      Every few seconds, he would check the clock. Logically, he knew that it wouldn't make the day go by faster, but that didn't stop him from checking.

      When the bell finally rang, signaling the end of the day, he bounded out of his seat and headed for the elevators immediately. Colin easily caught up to him, despite his casual stroll. His friend’s longer legs were totally OP.

      "Hey, Zee," Colin called over as they reached the elevator banks. "I've thought about it. If I re-spec my ranger, I can get a companion. My skills won't be as powerful, but it'll be better than my alt. I can be ready to go in like an hour. Do you want to give it a shot?"

      Zeke thought about it for a moment. "That could work, but actually we’ll need to do it tomorrow. My dad managed to get me a job."

      "You didn't mention that before." Colin pouted, a tad petulantly.

      "I know. Sorry, man, I forgot," Zeke replied. "Hey, it will get me a step closer to that upgrade."

      “Okay, I get it. Tomorrow, then.” Colin waved goodbye and jogged off toward the residential elevators.

      Zeke tried not to push through the crowd as he made his way over to the work elevators. They were in another section of the floor to reduce traffic. This job was a lucky break, but it was cutting into valuable gaming time. He needed every minute of grinding if he was going to earn enough for a Node and start playing like a pro.

      These random jobs helping with general maintenance added a little extra money, bringing him closer to his goal, but they were very inconsistent. The total amount depended on whomever he was working with and how much time it took. Technically, he was working under the table, which didn't leave any records. Sometimes the maintenance workers barely made it worth his while—hopefully they would this time. He hit the button for the work elevator and waited for a moment before it arrived.

      Bo worked on clearing freight, which meant he cleaned out recently vacated apartments and helped people move. He was usually fair when it came to the end of the job, but it still wasn't usually that much.

      The monthly subscription for Aether Frontier was fifteen nuyaun for haptic users. If he was lucky, he would get enough to cover one month. It wouldn't put him any closer to his goal, but he wouldn't have to spend his savings to continue playing.

      That meant he would still need ninety-five nuyaun to get a Node with software. Technically, it was ninety-two nuyaun and eighty-eight cents, but ninety-five just felt like a better goal. Based on his progress so far, that would take another six months.

      His parents supplied the roof over his head, the food, and clothes, but anything extra was up to him. That was how it went with the luxuries like iced coffee, fast food, and the Aether Frontier subscription. Zeke didn't consider it a bad deal—some kids he knew had to fork over any spare money to help their parents make ends meet. Zeke’s family at least let him choose what to do with the money he earned. Although he did occasionally surprise his folks with a few extra groceries.

      He was excited about this job for another reason, though. The elevator arrived, and he hopped on.

      There was something no one talked about on these cleanup jobs. When a tenant died, their stuff was scanned for value to pay any debts. Once the balance hit zero, the family would be alerted and allowed to come collect what they wanted. To speed things along, anything left worth less than ten nuyaun was to be disposed. Cleaning workers could take these things, and they’d still be considered “disposed”—it was a kind of informal job perk.

      He didn't like the idea of pawning some dead guy’s stuff, but it wasn't like they'd be using it anymore, and he looted mobs all the time. Plus, it was only the stuff that the family left behind. So it was kind of like recycling.

      Consignment stores would give him a good deal, most of the time. If Bo paid him fifteen nuyaun, as he expected, then anything on top of that was profit. Bo would likely take the lion’s share of the disposable items, but there was still a chance Zeke might get lucky—maybe the tenant had been a hoarder.

      The doors opened to the sixty-fourth floor. There wasn't much traffic, since school got out a couple of hours before the workday ended. He headed down the hall until he found Bo waiting by the door to a unit. He had blue overalls on with the building logo on the back to denote he was an official worker. He had to be at least fifty years older than Zeke and had a drooping mustache that had turned white a long time ago. Uncrossing his arms, Bo looked him in the eye.

      "Ready?" Without waiting for an answer, Bo pulled a dull orange utility card from his pocket.

      Zeke considered himself to have a healthy imagination. It helped him plan his quests, and quick thinking was always useful in a fight. Unfortunately, right now it was conjuring images of a long-forgotten body waiting for them behind the door. A chill ran down his spine. "Did they clear out the body?"

      Bo shuddered. "I don't go in until they do."

      "Did the relatives show up to gather stuff?"

      "Didn't have any family listed," Bo replied.

      "Friends?"

      Bo pulled up his scanner. He tapped the screen a few times. "None listed."

      "Ouch," Zeke whispered. He couldn’t stand being that alone.

      Bo slid the card in the lock, and the door opened with a small pop. Once they stepped into the apartment, Bo handed him a small scanner. He looked around as he stepped inside. The unit was at least twice the size of where he and his parents lived. There was a full-sized desk, a bed big enough for two, and a kitchen. His eyes settled on a door across the space. "It has two entrances?"

      Bo gave a short snort of laughter. "That is the bathroom."

      "What? No way."

      Bo nodded. "You can check if you don't believe me. There's probably something in there worth scanning."

      Zeke shrugged as he made his way over to the door. It didn't have a keypad or place to read a card. He slid the door open and found himself looking at a bathroom about half the size of the apartment where he lived.

      There was a toilet, a sink, and even a tub against one of the walls. He stared at the sight for a moment before he started to scan the random items around the room.

      Once the items were scanned it sent a picture to the mainframe to log the approximate value and anything that was going to be claimed by the building was noted in the system. There were only a few items that went over the ten nuyaun threshold.

      He moved through the room efficiently, logging what he could before joining Bo back in the main room. He could probably gather up a couple of the lower-valued items to sell if Bo didn't mind, but he would have to choose carefully. The administration always overlooked a few items, but walking away with a sack of unclaimed goods might garner attention. Taking a large bunch of one- to two-nuyaun items, at least enough to make it worthwhile, wouldn’t be allowed. Any trouble would come back to Bo, since he was listed as the cleaner.

      "Did you find any salvage?” Bo asked.

      "A few things dinged," Zeke said with a wave of the scanner. "But most of it was less than five."

      Bo nodded. "Anything you wanted?"

      "Not yet." He shook his head. He would wait till he found something better or grab a handful of the smaller items if nothing else turned up. He’d at least make a couple of nuyaun that way. The shops didn't just take anything. It had to be something they could sell for a profit.

      If only the real world worked like a game… He could gather random junk and earn money fast.

      "I'll take another look around before we finish up." Bo motioned to the other side of the room. "You can start over there. Once we're done scanning, we'll bag up the trash."

      They went back to working in silence.

      "Hey," Bo called over to him. "Have you ever seen one of these before?"

      Zeke walked over to where the man stood. There was a slick metal case open on the counter in front of him. Three clean white plastic cubes were spaced out in foam slots. Bo gently popped off the tops one by one to display the contents.

      Inside each cube was a gleaming metal component. In the left and right cubes were two metal half-loops shaped like a capital G with small glass spheres at the end, filled with circuitry. In the middle cube was a carefully rolled flexible metal band with a glass segment in the center. It was very thin and about the width of a finger in height. They almost looked like the crown of a Node. When set up, a Node formed a sort of half-crown around the back of the head, behind the wearer’s ears.

      Once you had the hardware you needed to get a Link-Chip installed—that allowed the Node to read and manipulate the electrical impulses in your brain. It was cutting edge technology. They call it a sub-dermal, or a Link-Chip. That was the cheap part of things. A lot of technology was able to interface with a Link-Chip these days. It was this bit of hardware that was expensive.

      "Yeah, I’ve seen one of these before." Zeke looked it over. The words caught in his throat. "I've never seen one in a case like that, though."

      "I thought you'd know what this is. You're one of those gamer types." Bo laughed. "I don't see a visor, though. That's where the money is." Bo looked at him. "Isn't that the top-of-the-line stuff these days?"

      Zeke gently tapped behind his earlobe. "No, this stuff doesn't need a visor, or gloves. It's connects to a Link-Chip," he answered. "Seamless interface with the network and direct connection to your neural pathways. They are pretty expensive. I’ve been saving for one for ages. How much does it scan for?"

      "A Link-Chip," Bo said with disgust in his voice. "I've never wanted to put a chip in my head."

      "One chip and two transponders," Zeke corrected. "One behind each ear and the link on the back of your head.”

      Bo closed the case and scanned each of the pieces. He whistled. "Three hundred and fifty total. Someone will definitely be wanting these."

      Zeke looked down at the case. It was everything he wanted, right there in front of him. A lump formed in his throat. So close, yet just out of his reach.

      Bo poked the slim metal loops with a finger. "Why has it got those glass bits? Looks more like jewelry than tech." Bo tapped the glass.

      "Those are pulse conductors. You need one positioned by each temple, hence the ear loops. The third glass piece, in the connector band, is a broadcaster bridge that needs to sit at the base of your skull, near the brain stem—that enhances both of them. They all work together to link up wirelessly with your brainwaves via electromagnetic pulses." Zeke leaned in to get a better look. "Glyax brand. Yup, they make some good gear."

      "You seem to know a lot about them," Bo said.

      "Yeah, like I said, I’ve been saving up to get my own for over a year. I’ve done a ton of research," Zeke replied with a sigh of longing.

      Bo looked at him, tapped the scanner a few times, and then smiled, causing his moustache to wiggle. "My mistake," he said. "It looks like that case is actually empty."

      Zeke’s eyes grew wide. He looked at Bo for a long moment. His heart pounding in his chest, he struggled to understand what was happening. Did Bo just delete the item from his scan? The unspoken rule was to aim for items that scanned for under ten nuyaun. So this was pretty risky. But a long-serving worker like Bo had built up plenty of trust with the administration. If anyone could get away with the occasional bending of the rules, it was him.

      Zeke could hardly believe his luck. He wanted to hug the old man.

      "I'm going to go back to scanning things before I submit the report. You finish up here." Bo nodded to the case, then winked.

      Zeke carefully removed the three plastic cubes and reverently stacked them on the counter. It was like finding an epic loot chest in a level-one dungeon.

      From that moment on, the rest of the job seemed to pass at a crawl. Each minute felt like hours. He kept checking on the cubes, imagining what he would do when he got home, and then he would steal a quick look at Bo to make sure he hadn’t changed his mind. Bo grabbed some of the bathroom items and let Zeke gather up the cubes.

      "Mistakes happen," Bo said with a moustache waggle. “You’re a good kid. Use those savings for something else.” He smiled at Zeke’s barely contained amazement before heading out with a canvas tote of his selected salvage.

      Zeke's mouth was dry. He cradled the cubes, pressing them tightly against his chest. Somehow, he made it back home, though he didn't remember the trip. The job hadn't taken nearly as long as it felt like. He still had plenty of time alone before his parents got home.

      He looked around the apartment. He'd never realized how small the place truly was until now. They made the cozy room work, though. He wasn't sure what they would even do with all that space.

      First, he needed to find a shop that was open so he could install the Link-Chip and calibrate with the equipment.

      He slid into the seat before the wall display. An icon let him know he had two unread items waiting for him, both from Colin. The first was about a plan to quickly level up his alternate character to ten for better support, and the second said that he'd scrapped his ranger to start over as a warlock for better DPS.

      Zeke marked both as read—they could talk more about it tomorrow. A quick search found a shop a few floors up that he could check out. He checked the time. It was only five in the afternoon. The day shift was just about to end, and the elevators would be packed with tired workers. Now would be a bad time to travel; he may as well do something productive while he waited.

      With his extra time, he could run a few basic quests to start earning enough to repair his damaged gear, then head up after rush hour. He hopped up into his bed and set up his gear, hopefully for the last time.

      The display came to life around him as his avatar took form. He stood in his personal lobby. It was a white room about the size of the apartment, but it didn't have any furniture. A new icon blinked on his display, and he tapped it to zoom in. A slowly spinning orb appeared on the screen.

      
        
        Synchronizing Account

      

      

      He tapped it again. He hadn’t heard about there being a patch set for today.

      
        
        Synchronizing Account

        Time remaining: four hours, one minute, and forty-seven seconds

      

      

      He sighed as he moved his attention from his personal display. The update must have just started. A stretch of tabs ran along the bottom of the screen in a quick bar. He tapped the edge of the one for Aether Frontier, and it doubled in size. His hand hovered over the login button, but nothing happened. Usually it would light up, he would touch it, and his personal lobby would shift to that of the game.

      Even during an update, he should have been able to check on his settings and character details. He leaned in closer to see that the button was dimmed, and a larger version of the sync icon spun slowly above the word.

      He cursed under his breath and logged out.

      If he hurried, maybe he could squeeze his way into the elevators before they really filled up. He powered down his visor, hopped off the bed, and rushed down the hall. The call button for the middle elevator was dim. He hit the up arrow and waited. Most of the workers would be heading down to lower levels where they lived. Taking an elevator up wouldn't be nearly as crowded, he hoped.

      The doors opened to a show a loose cluster of tired-looking people. It didn't take too much brain power to figure out these poor souls worked the night shift. He stepped in and hit the button. The only sound in the compartment was the slow spread of a yawn. He focused on the display above the doors, willing it to move faster.

      As soon as the doors slid open enough for him to get through, he darted out of the elevator and stepped into the level beyond. After a brief search, he found the tech store, a large open space that had been split into sections with strategically placed shelves. A single long wall adorned with two doors halved the room.

      When he was younger, he had pretended that they lived in an ancient labyrinth. He would imagine delving into winding ruins, looking for lost treasure, which wasn't that far from the truth today.

      There was a single long counter in the back that stretched the width of the room. Tech ranging from haptic gear with attached visors to Node bundles that glowed with soft neon lights were arranged on the counter. The listing had said three clerks worked the store: one on the floor, another at the counter, and the last in the back tending to Link-Chip installations.

      He walked right to the back, to the installation counter. The lady working there was a spindly woman with thick black hair and sharp brown eyes. Carefully, he placed the three cubes in front of her.

      “Um, could you please install a Link-Chip? Sorry I don’t have an appointment.”

      The clerk nodded and put on a pair of AR glasses to scan the Node components.

      "Link-Chip installation, no problem," the woman said with a warm smile. "That’s eighty nuyaun."

      He swiped his debit chit and waited for it to clear. He had a little over three hundred nuyaun saved up for this occasion, but he still held his breath until the light flashed green.

      "Step on around." She scooped the cubes from the counter and disappeared into the doorway.

      His heart jumped into his throat as she casually handled them. He looked at the counter. There wasn't a clear path to the doorway on the other side. He jumped up onto the counter, spun around, and slid off onto the other side.

      The room on the other side of the doorway was brightly lit. A smell of cleaning alcohol and hot metal swirled around the space. The clerk sat by a padded chair with a weird headrest. What troubled him the most were the slats along the sides that were complete with restraints.

      "Lay down and put your face here." She patted the headrest. "It's more comfortable than it looks."

      Dread threatened to send him running back the way he had come. He pushed it back down and settled into the chair, resting his face in the center of the weird headrest. The cushioned sides cradled his head nicely. They were strangely warm as well.

      "I'm going to clean the area now. You'll feel a bit of cold," she said.

      He jumped as she swiped behind both ears with a wet pad. The smell of mint and cleaning alcohol grew in strength. He waited while she hummed.

      "Are you going to restrain me?" Zeke asked.

      "Nope," she replied. "Don't need to."

      "Then what are those for?" he asked, nervously.

      "Generation-one units," she flatly answered. "Those things take direct frontal lobe access for installation. One wrong twitch and the customer can get a bit…" She paused. "Mobile, to say the least."

      "I won't need them?" he asked.

      "Nope," she said. "You're done."

      "What?"

      "Yep," she replied. "You're all done now."

      "But you haven't done anything."

      "That cold swipe? It numbs to area, and the install itself is a quick little poke. These days most of the gear remains external. The patches will dry, and you're good to go. Don't try to activate it for at least six hours or you'll notice some tingling."

      "I think it's dry," he said.

      The clerk helped him out of the chair.

      "Easy," she said. "Let me see you walk around the room."

      He did a slow lap of the space.

      "Very good," she said. "It looks like you're good to go."

      "Thanks," he said. "Is that it?"

      "Do you need anything else?” she asked. "Some hardware to go with your new chip?"

      "No thanks," he replied. "I already have a rig."

      "All right then," she said. "You're free to go. Walk slow just to be safe."

      He smiled as he walked out of the back room. On this side of the counter he could clearly see a latch. He pulled it and a path opened in front of him. He had to concentrate on keeping his steps slow as he headed toward the elevator. Dizziness blurred his vision. He focused intensely—falling on his face wasn’t going to get him into the game any faster.

      He hit the button for thirty-two and tapped his feet as he waited for the elevator to show up. It didn't matter that he had to wedge himself into the compartment. Even the cramped ride wasn't enough to distract him from making plans.

      The clerk had told him not to activate the Nodes for another six hours, but she hadn’t said anything about using his haptic gear. First, he'd log on, upgrade his monthly subscription so it was compatible, and hop over to the game lobby. Once he did that, he'd finish the Aluco run, then pick up some new quests and missions. He’d always had to pick up stuff a couple levels below his actual level to make up for the shortcomings of the haptic interface. Now he could really start to play properly.

      The doors opened, and he stepped out. He looked around at the unfamiliar floor for a moment before he realized it wasn't his stop. With a sheepish look at the few people still on the elevator, he stepped back in. He took a deep breath and focused on the display as it counted down to his floor. After a few more stops, he stepped out onto his level. He jogged down the hall to his apartment.

      He opened the door to see that his parents weren't home yet. The view-screen notified him that he had two unread messages, and he could already guess what they said. The first was from his mother, saying that she was working a double to cover for a gap in scheduling, and the other was from his father that said he would also be working late due to a maintenance issue on level twenty-three. It was perfect. That gave him the rest of the evening to settle in and make some progress.

      He climbed up onto his bed and set his visor into place, then settled back in his bed and turned it on. Once more the display faded into existence and his avatar took form. He pulled up the menu to log into the game only to find the sync icon was still spinning.

      
        
        Synchronizing Account

        Time remaining: three hours, fifteen minutes

      

      

      His heart sank. Maybe he wouldn’t get to play tonight. He stepped back to the center of his personal lobby and looked around for his account information. Unlike his notifications screen, it was protected with a couple of layers of security.

      Having extra steps in place to prevent access to personal information was always a good idea. Being a minor meant that his general account listing was private and would stay that way until he was out of school, but that didn’t mean he shouldn’t be careful.

      He flipped the viewscreen to landscape mode, found the right little box, and tapped it to bring up the display. From there, he entered his three-number combination to unlock access to his account. He scrolled through the basics and double-checked his available funds. He smiled as he looked at the two hundred and twenty-seven nuyaun listed on the display. He closed the readout and slid the display back to its usual layout.

      He logged off, dropped down to the floor, and grabbed a set of fresh clothes. Another three hours would make it after dinner time before he would get to play using his visor and still another three until he could use his Node. He yawned as he opened the door to the hallway. Now that he really thought about it, he'd have to wait until tomorrow morning to really log in. It would be pointless to try tonight. His parents wouldn’t be happy if he stayed up too late gaming and getting grounded wasn't something he wanted to chance.

      Shower, sleep, then get up early to game, he thought as he made his way to the showers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Zeke’s personal lobby appeared around him, and he pulled up the menu for the game. The icon for “sync” no longer blocked the login.

      With a tap of the button, his personal lobby was replaced with the vast deck of a space cruiser. This was the central spawn point for most lower-level accounts. On either side were windows that stretched from floor to ceiling and provided a view of the planet below. He strolled over to the administration office to update his information.

      
        
        Attention! We have detected an attempt to connect via a personal Node. Please be aware that any characters played with haptic gear are not compatible with upgraded hardware. Transferring your characters to the upgraded system will erase any current progress. Would you like to continue with Node or haptic visor?

      

      

      He selected “haptic visor.” There were a few things he needed to do on his old character before he moved on to the upgrade.

      The NPCs, Non-Player Characters, could handle multiple inquiries at once which meant that players clustered around the clerks until their business was completed. The lobby was one of the few places where hit detection was turned off. It was a bit of an adjustment to realize you could simply walk through another player instead of having to go around.

      "Welcome, Zeke," the clerk said as he approached. "How may I be of assistance?"

      "Subscription options."

      "What would you like to do today?” the clerk asked.

      "One monthly subscription please," Zeke said with pride.

      "Error," the clerk said. "Incompatible request. You have reached the maximum available subscription for your account. What would you like to do today?"

      "Subscription options," Zeke repeated slowly. "Purchase. One-month subscription."

      "I'm sorry, Zeke. I can't do that," the clerk said with an approximation of empathy. "A subscription cannot be added to your account."

      He was suddenly thankful that these conversations were on a private channel.

      "Why not?" Zeke asked.

      "The account is incompatible with that request," the clerk stated simply.

      "What does that even mean?"

      "Systems show that you have an unread message from the Home Office," the clerk said with a cheery smile. "Please check your notifications before you continue. Have a good day."

      He stepped away from the clerk and pulled up his menu with a growl. Sure enough, there was a message marked urgent in his notifications. He tapped the icon.

      
        
        Ezekiel Devat, please accept our deepest sympathies on the loss of your loved one.

      

      

      He stopped as he read the line. His parents were still alive. He had just seen them. Nervously, he muted the sound for the game momentarily and could still hear his dad snoring. With a sigh of relief, he continued to read.

      
        
        Due to the request of your loved one, you are now the recipient of an Inheritance Pack. The account status will adjust accordingly, and you will have access to your loved one’s inventory. We hope that Aether Frontier can help you through this tough time.

      

      

      There was an attachment to the message. He hovered over the icon for the title to display.

      
        
        Inheritance Pack

      

      

      He closed the message and looked around the office. It didn't look like anyone had noticed his transaction, but he still had no idea what this all meant.

      He stepped back up to the NPC clerk.

      "Welcome back, Zeke," the clerk said with its usual cheer. "How may I be of assistance?"

      "Query," he said. "What is an Inheritance Pack?"

      "The Inheritance Pack feature is one that is set in place to carry on an account in the advent of a player’s death," the clerk said simply.

      "What does that mean?"

      "The Inheritance Pack feature—"

      Zeke held up a hand to stop the clerk. "Query. Inheritance Pack. Product summary."

      "Inheritance Pack," the clerk said with a nod. "The Inheritance Pack is a feature to pass your account on to a loved one after your death. The recipient will be granted access to your game account to keep your legacy alive. Is there anything else I can help you with today?"

      "No," Zeke said with a shake of his head. "That is all for now."

      He walked out of the administration office back out into the main stretch. Once he was in a clear area, he shifted back to his personal lobby. His finger paused as he looked over the system message.

      "The Node," he muttered.

      It had to be. His parents were still alive. Plus, they didn't play the game, so it didn't make sense that they would pass something like this along to him. They hadn't spoken to his grandparents in quite a few years, but he doubted that they went through the trouble of having a Node installed.

      Bo had said that the guy didn't have any family to claim his stuff. Why would someone who lived alone, without any family listed to even claim keepsakes, have an Inheritance Pack setup for the account?

      He stared at the message. His finger hovered over the button to open it. The excitement from last night was now replaced by a growing sense of confusion mingled with a healthy dose of dread. He took a deep breath and opened the message.

      A hologram of the same NPC clerk shimmered to life in front of him.

      "Dear Zeke, once again we would like to extend our deepest condolences in this time of sorrow,” the hologram said with a slight bow. "Your account now has access to the Inheritance your loved one set in place for you. The items in your inventory should appear shortly. Thank you for playing and we hope the memory of your loved one lives on in the game."

      The hologram faded as his inventory popped back up. Seven new items had taken the place of the one package.

      
        
        Subscription Transfer

      

      

      
        
        Account Synchronization - Completed

      

      

      The text appeared as his hand hovered over the package. He opened it, and a  view-screen materialized in front of him.

      
        
        Thank you for activating your two-year subscription.

        Your allotment of credits has been added to your account. Enjoy!

      

      

      He blinked. A two-year subscription was almost three hundred and twenty nuyaun.

      "This can't be real," he muttered as he stared at the display.

      Back in the real world, his alarm told him it was time to start getting ready for school.

      He deeply considered skipping school for the day. It wasn't like he wouldn't be able to make up the missed work—he was a fairly good student, near the top of his class. Unfortunately, the school would send a notification to his parents that he hadn't attended any of his classes, and then he’d be grounded. A few extra hours of game time now would result in at least a couple of days without being able to play later. He sighed and logged out of the game.

      Getting grounded for skipping school was not a good idea. He set his visor back on the bed and got ready. Figuring out exactly what this “Inheritance Pack” meant would have to wait till after school.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He didn't remember much of the school day aside from the fact that it became apparent he'd forgotten breakfast. He had avoided Colin and Erica at lunch as he was too shell shocked by everything to tell anyone yet. Surely, there would be a message waiting for him when he got home, telling him it was all a mistake. Luckily, they all had different classes, and it wasn’t too odd for him to go study in the library on his breaks. His friends hadn’t seemed to notice anything was off. He vaguely recalled eating his lunch alone, but the day had fallen back into a blur once his hunger had been sated. It wasn't until he was back home that he finally snapped out of his fugue.

      He looked at the haptic gear, wondering now what he should do with it once he fully transitioned to using his Node. He'd figure it out later. Right now, he really wanted to see what else this Inheritance Pack had to offer. Slowly he settled into his bed and activated his visor.

      He stepped through his personal lobby and into the game interface. Once the space station loaded in around him, he opened his inventory. Not only were the new icons still there, but his account was listed as a subscriber. He let out a slow breath. There were more packages to explore, and he hit the first one.

      His inventory space tripled in size.

      He stared at the display in shock. This first expansion for the inventory cost five nuyaun, and the price doubled from there. He took a deep breath to calm his pounding heart.

      Was he doing the right thing? Maybe there was a choice to sell them on the market. It wasn't exactly an even trade, but he could swap game credits for actual nuyaun. All he'd have to do is go to the market and make the postings. He had spent so long saving up money to upgrade to a Node that it was hard to switch his train of thought. Extra nuyaun would be nice, but he currently had a couple hundred sitting in his account.

      I should buy dinner, he thought. Surprise Mom and Dad with something nice.

      Some extra money around the house would relieve some stress. If nothing else, he had to check. He made his way down to the market district of the space station. Players had booths, selling crafted goods alongside NPC-run shops. The auction kiosks were spaced throughout the area. They allowed players who wanted to sell special items but didn't want the hassle of setting up an entire booth. It also was a nice way to cash in on gear and loot.

      He strolled up to the nearest kiosk as normally as he could. The interface flashed to life as he stepped into range. A square screen hovered in the air with three tabs: one to search the current listings, another to check on any active auctions, and the last was set up to sell an item. He opened the third and tried to drag one of the remaining icons into the selection.

      
        
        That item is bound to your account. Please select another item.

      

      

      He went down the line and got the same message each time. He couldn't help but feel relieved. This was something he’d found, like buried treasure, and now it was his for sure. He tried to share the wealth, but he couldn’t. Now he couldn’t feel guilty. He checked on his other listings to find that they had expired. They were returned to his inventory with a swipe of his hand. Most of it was barely above junk gear with a few common cosmetic items he'd chanced upon in his grind. He stopped by the closest NPC merchant and sold it all for a pretty negligible sum.

      The vast deck of the space station stretched out in a wheel with the market in the center. Each arm catered to a specific class, faction, job, or species. He was concerned with the rest area, where he'd accrue a buff to get double experience. Each hour his avatar spent in a rest area, whether he was online or not, would add to the amount. He wasn't sure how long the rest of the pack would take to look through, but it didn't hurt to cash in on a free experience boost.

      He found a cantina nearby and settled into a booth in the corner. He opened his inventory. There were three of the icons remaining. They were in the shape of a key, a chest, and a gift box topped with a bow. He tapped the icon of the single key.

      
        
        Legacy guild fortress unlocked

      

      

      A small icon appeared directly above his health bar, looking like a tiny castle.

      A guild fortress? Fancy.

      Only the largest guilds could afford to purchase the large guild fortresses offered in Aether Frontier. They acted as a spawn point for entering the game and could be equipped with a number of functions. They also allowed members to teleport there directly from any main space station, although they technically had no physical in-game location themselves.

      He was tempted to click it immediately but decided to hold off. Explaining to a bunch of random guild members who he was and why he had access to their fortress might be a little tricky.

      He tapped the chest.

      
        
        Legacy Account Loot Cache ownership transferred

        Contents: Code Cipher 2

        Quest Item: Suggested Level 10

      

      

      He didn't see any new buttons or anything to signify a change. Apparently, all he’d gotten was a single quest item for a quest he didn’t even have. Not very exciting. He considered himself pretty well versed in Aether Frontier questlines, but he’d never heard of a “Code Cipher.” He decided to move on—he could ask Colin about the item later. He was a bit of a goof, but Colin spent far more time than Zeke did in the Aether Frontier forums.

      Finally, his hand paused over the giftbox icon.

      
        
        Legacy Class

      

      

      He opened the gift.

      
        
        Legacy Class Unlocked: Tech Mage

      

      

      He paused. Now that was interesting. He had never encountered a Tech Mage player before. The class sounded familiar, but it wasn't one that he had access to with his haptic account.

      Something wasn't right here, but he couldn't quite figure it out. Why would someone have all this set up when they didn't have any family or close friends listed to contact? There had to be something here he wasn't seeing.

      Maybe another piece of the puzzle would put things into perspective. He reached up and activated the guild fortress icon. If the legacy player had been in a guild, then there would probably be people there who had known him. Perhaps he could ask some questions without looking too suspicious. The worst they could do was boot him out.

      A swirling tube of gold particles surrounded him. The world around him disappeared in a flash.

      He blinked a couple of times. The room around him looked like he had simply been relocated to the shuttle bay of the central space station.

      After a moment of adjusting, he slowly began to see the differences. The ships, rather than simple shuttles, were customized FTL vessels and a smattering of deep space fighters.

      He walked through the expanse and passed twenty ships, each with the same symbol as the tabard that had hung in the fortress. Below the image were six player names that repeated across the vessels: Vikira, Missndi, Rothford, Mari, Nikola, and Bodasen.

      Finally, he made it out of the hangar into the main stretch of the space station. It was smaller than the public one, but not by much. Instead of a wheel-spoke layout the station had three large sections attached to the central hub. The middle area was scattered with training dummies ranging from simple hover drones for target practice to fully detailed dueling bots. They appeared to be inactive. He skirted around the robot showroom to the first door on the right.

      A solid hum that vibrated his teeth emanated from the immense panels as they began to open. The room beyond was an armory that stretched almost as far as the shuttle bay. Rows of weapon and armor racks filled the space, ranging from simple metal blades to plasma weapons and shoulder-mounted heavy ordnance.

      He walked along the displays to get a better look at them. Everything had level requirements far above his own, and he could tell that they were older gear. Nothing went above level seventy and they all had some form of Terran-based tech enhancement without any sort of magic or the more recent alien augmentations that were common in recently released items. The gear was very powerful, but it hadn't seen steady rotation for years. He stopped before a rack of rifles that fired compressed plasma. They were leagues ahead of his bolt-thrower and better suited for the Hunter class. He reached out to pick one up, only to find his hand passed through it.

      
        
        Guild Requirements Not Met

        Complete 5 Day Probation Period Before Claiming Unattached Gear

      

      

      He made a quick circuit back to the main room and continued to the next door. The large doors opened with a similar teeth-clattering vibration, revealing a decent-sized control room. A bank of computers along the far wall had three chairs for crew members, and the rest of the room had an array of view-screens. He walked over to them to see what information they displayed.

      The scrolling text appeared to be a guild activity log, detailing mostly time-stamped comings and goings. There was a title screen listing the name of the guild. It was called The Order of Anarchy. And at its peak, there were one hundred and sixteen members, but now it was down to six. Of those, only two had logged in this month—himself and one other. Everyone else hadn't been on in years, but in the hangar were the ones now listed as active—including him.

      
        
        Zeke, Scion of Vikira

      

      

      Vikira had to be the name of the player from the Inheritance Pack. With a name, he could do a search through the tenant listing in the building. If he was lucky, the guy had used his own name instead of a handle. From there, he might be able to figure out who this person was and why they had left an Inheritance Pack. If nothing else, he'd at least be able to squash the weird feeling this was giving him.

      He headed to check out the final room and found it to be a treasury. It was the smallest of the rooms, and there were only seven chests along the walls. As he walked by, he found five of the seven were locked. The largest in the middle and one to the side were the only ones he could open.

      The large chest appeared to be a community space for the guild. A wide grid display stretched out over the open space. Item icons hovered over each stack for easy identification.

      
        
        - Nanoweave Sheet x150

        - Charged Bolts x500

        - Jump Cell x25

        - Helm of Horizon: Recommended Class: Scout – Level 70

        - Dash Pack: Recommended Class: Scout – Level 70

      

      

      
        
        Guild Requirements Not Met

        Complete 5 Day Probation Period Before Claiming Unattached Gear

      

      

      He closed the chest and went over to the only other one he could open. This was listed as Vikira’s private cache. Every piece of gear was for level seventy, and each one was tagged:

      
        
        In Memoriam

      

      

      He tried to move one of the items from the chest to his inventory.

      
        
        Item cannot be Equipped as Active Equipment.

      

      

      He cocked his head and tried again.

      
        
        Item cannot be Equipped as Active Equipment.

      

      

      The display for the chest faded away as he took a step back. He selected an icon in the shape of a gear on his HUD.

      
        
        Contact Admin? Yes/No

      

      

      "Yes."

      A spectral hologram hovered into place before him in the shape of a simple humanoid robot.

      "Hello, how may I help you?” the ghostly Bot asked.

      "I'm trying to pick up some loot, but it won't let me," he said.

      "Please show me the items in question."

      Zeke did.

      "This is listed as In Memoriam, which means the items have been retired as directed in an Inheritance Pack," the admin said. "The items cannot be equipped, but they can be transferred to your fortress as decorations through the Decor Console. It's listed that you were the one who activated the process."

      "Yeah," he said slowly. "I guess I did."

      "Is there anything else?"

      "What is a Tech Mage?"

      "A Tech Mage is a class that was added to Aether Frontier in the To the Stars expansion," the admin said.

      "I've never heard of it," Zeke said.

      "It's only available to an account that was created during, or before the To the Stars expansion," the admin answered. "Tech Mage can also be unlocked via a Legacy. Records show that your account has unlocked the class. Do you have any further questions?"

      "Can I switch classes?"

      "No," the admin said. "A Legacy Class requires a new character."

      "Thanks," Zeke said through gritted teeth.

      "Is there anything else?"

      "Yeah. What is this Code Cipher 2?"

      "It is the second piece of Code Cipher," the admin replied. "The quest was originally part of the Chrome and Grey expansion and is recommended for characters that are level ten or higher.” the hologram paused. "Is there anything else?"

      "No, thank you," Zeke replied.

      The hologram flickered out. He let out a long sigh and teleported back to the cantina. In five days, he was coming back to sell all that sweet, sweet untouched loot. The gear was abandoned, and the guild had all but been forgotten. Looting the station wasn't all that different from cleaning out the apartment. Although maybe he should message that one recently active player first. He could deal with that later.

      He stepped back into his personal lobby and logged off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zeke slid from his bed and down to the floor, then looked around the apartment. Before today he had been perfectly happy with this place. Now it felt cramped, small. Anything would when compared to the size of the guild fortress he had just explored.

      Maybe that was what his instincts were trying to tell him. He needed to be careful not to get too attached to the game or it would poison his outlook on the real world.

      None of the players from The Order of Anarchy had been to the fortress in a long time. They probably didn't even play the game anymore. All he had to do was wait out the probation period, and then he could load up.

      "Food first," he muttered as he opened the cooler.

      There were some soy sticks in various flavors, a half-empty jug of apple juice, and a carton of eggs. He stared at the contents for a few seconds before he closed the cooler. For the past six months he had been saving what he could for an upgrade. Now, it was time for a little celebration. He checked his watch—it wasn’t long till his scheduled gaming session with Colin. Maybe he could get Colin to join.

      He tapped the view-screen to activate the communication mode. He scrolled down through the contacts until he found Colin and pressed the “call” button.

      "Zeke?" Colin asked as he appeared on the screen. "Hey, man. What’s up? We still on for gaming later tonight? I am almost done with my assignments."

      "I was thinking about going out for food instead, if that’s okay with you," Zeke said. "Want to meet up?"

      "What? But we were going to… I mean, sure, of course, dude," Colin said with a nod, then he frowned. "Man, you look wrecked."

      "Yeah." Zeke rubbed his neck as he spoke. "I've had some… trouble with the game. Didn’t sleep well last night."

      "What's up?"

      He didn’t feel ready to share the whole story just yet; he was still coming to terms with it himself. It felt like talking about it might break the spell, like suddenly a family member of Vikira’s would appear to take everything away.

      "I can't decide if I want to start a new character," he said after a moment. "I've got a Node now and an updated subscription. It feels kind of like I should have a fresh start."

      "You finally got a Node? Congrats, man! How was the Link-Chip installation?"

      "Fast," Zeke replied. "It was done before I thought it started."

      "Nice. I guess it’s time I got one too then," Colin said with a broad smile. "But back to the new character. You should do it. Join the Alt Club."

      "I like my character," Zeke said.

      "You don't have to delete it," Colin said. "Everyone has at least three character slots on their Aether account. One new alt isn't going to mess things up."

      "That’s true," Zeke said. "So, do you want to get some food or what?"

      "Man, you are tired," Colin replied. "I'll meet you there. One floor up. The diner, not the flatbread place, right?"

      "I said food, not sandpaper," Zeke replied. "See you there."

      He ended the call.

      A Tech Mage. It wouldn't hurt to play around with it.

      He held up his hand to make another call. His fingers hovered over Erica's contact.

      Come on, man, he thought. Just push the button. One friend asking another to hang out and have some food. You've done this dozens of times.

      He let his hand drop.

      She was probably busy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Colin was waiting for him at the door to the diner. He waved as Zeke approached.

      "So, did you make up your mind?" Colin asked as they walked inside.

      "Yeah, I'm going to start a new toon," Zeke said. "There’s a new class I want to try out. Plus, there’s a bunch more races available for Node-enabled accounts."

      It was half an hour before the dinner rush, so the place had a lot of open seats. A waiter walked over, waved at them to follow, and led them to a small table along the rear wall. It was opposite the bathrooms but close to the kitchen. The waiter tapped the edge of the table, and a menu display flickered into life.

      "The specials today are chicken vegetable soup and grilled salmon," the waiter mumbled before he walked away. He appeared deeply unenthusiastic about his lot in life.

      Zeke scanned the menu. Raising cows and even pigs took up a lot of space, which made beef and pork luxury items. Engineered meat turned out to be even more of a resource drain than raising actual animals. Chicken, fish, and rabbits, on the other hand, were able to fit in the designated area for greenhouses so were much more affordable. They ordered some rabbit burgers and settled in for the wait.

      "Hey," Zeke said slowly. "You're up on the vanilla plot, right?"

      "I've played through most of the starting areas, so yeah," Colin said with a nod. "Why?"

      "Have you heard anything about Code Ciphers?"

      "Code Ciphers? Really? That’s waaaay old school" His friend laughed "Why the sudden interest?"

      "Well, I logged in earlier," Zeke said with a shrug. "I was trying to decide if I wanted to start an alt, so I hung out around a cantina for a while. You know, just browsing different build options. There was some guy next to me talking about a quest that involved ‘Code Cipher’ items. I wasn't really listening, but it just popped into my head. I realized I’d never heard of them, but he made them sound important, and I thought I knew all the major game items, at least by name. So, it’s kind of bugging me now."

      He felt a little guilty for not telling Colin the full story, but he didn’t know exactly what was going on yet. He still couldn’t help but feel that someone was going to pop up in the next few days and undo everything. Besides, Colin was great to be around and a lot smarter than he let on but could not keep a secret to save his life.

      Colin leaned back in his chair and pressed his lips together. He closed his eyes and was quiet for a long while. Colin wasn't serious about a lot of things, but he loved when people asked him about game lore.

      "Come on, man, spit it out," Zeke said after the long moment of silence.

      "I don't think they were in the vanilla release, but they are definitely old, not really surprising you haven’t heard of them," Colin said finally.

      "Oh." Zeke leaned back in the seat. "Then tell me, O Wise One, how do you know about them then?"

      "Unlike some people, I am an active member of the Aether Frontier Official Forums. The topic comes up every time someone stumbles on the quest. Apparently, no one knows what they do, but there are a few theories. Nothing for sure, though," Colin answered with another roll of his eyes. "Even the wiki is lacking. All I know is the quest that the Ciphers are linked to starts out as a fetch quest, pretty straightforward. You can still go to the planet and pick it up. After that, there's other quests in the chain that no one really knows much about. No one was able to figure out the second step, so it kind of just rotted away in everyone’s quest logs. Once another expansion came out, people moved on. Gamers, we’re a fickle bunch. That was years ago, so no one even bothers anymore. Even if the reward was supposed to be pretty awesome.”

      That got Zeke’s attention. He leaned forward. "How awesome are we talking about?"

      "When the first expansion came out, there was a lot of competition from other games. Fantasy was and is still popular. There were a couple of zombie games, and even a really in-depth farming simulator. The quest was part of some sort of contest that started with Code Ciphers, a treasure hunt of sorts. It was something to get people interested."

      "What was the treasure?"

      "No idea, but it was supposed to be big," Colin said with a laugh. "It's been years, so things are muddled. It was promotional content, so it’s not part of the official wikis anymore. You have to rely on what people remember from the archives on the forum threads—and the older forums are not something you want to get lost in."

      The waiter came out with their food and stayed just long enough to put it on the table. Zeke watched him go and wondered if he was like this with all customers.

      "What was the guy saying?" Colin asked once the waiter was out of earshot.

      "I was only half paying attention," Zeke answered. "He was trying to sell a Code Cipher, I think?"

      "I don’t know, man. At the very least, I think they couldn’t be sold or had some kind of item restrictions that affected trade, or something like that." Colin wrinkled his forehead in thought. "That was like eight or nine expansions ago, so it’s all ancient history anyway." Colin paused, then nodded as if coming to an important conclusion.

      "I'm going to start a new character," Colin said with excitement.

      "Huh? Oh… Really? Another one?" Zeke had to take a moment to adjust to how quickly his friend’s attention flitted to another topic, but it really would be good to have another low-level player helping him if he decided to try out this Tech Mage class.

      He looked down at the plate of food. The rabbit burger came with a side of raw broccoli and a tall glass of water. He turned the conversation away from the game as they ate. More customers started to trickle in as they finished up their meal. The waiter turned on a smile, laughed at the bad jokes, and was positively delightful to the new string of people. It looked like he didn't think that two teenagers in the off hours would tip that well.

      They paid the bill with a decent tip included, just to prove a point.

      The two of them split up at the elevator, and Zeke headed for his own front door. Colin didn't seem to think anything odd about their conversation; at least, he kept it to himself if he did.

      Zeke would focus on the new character for now. If nothing happened in the next week, then he'd tell Colin about having the Code Cipher. Maybe.

      "Zeke?"

      He turned to see Erica standing in her doorway. His heart seized in his chest.

      "Hey."

      "I wanted to catch you at lunch today, but I think you were studying. You had this really intense look on your face. Anyway, are you still having problems levelling your character? Colin said you got a Node!” She beamed at him.

      Colin had told her about the Node already? Man, he really was a gossip. Zeke just nodded and shrugged, unsure how to proceed.

      “That’s awesome news,” Erica continued. “We can totally party up again. Actually, did you want to come in and chat about it?”

      A drum started pounding in his ears. He swallowed and nodded, not trusting his mouth to say actual words, then followed her inside. The setup was almost the same as his, but it was the top bunk that had been removed instead of the lowest one. He stepped out of the way to let her close the door.

      “You been at the diner celebrating?” Erica asked, falling back into a chair.

      "Yeah, sorry I didn’t invite you.” He mentally slapped his palm against his forehead. “I thought you’d be online. I didn’t want to interrupt if you were on a mission."

      "I get it," she said. "You were online earlier this afternoon though, right?"

      "Yeah." Monosyllabic words suddenly felt a lot safer.

      Smooth, Zeke, real smooth.

      "Where were you?” she asked. "It didn't list your location."

      He looked at her, then at the door, and finally at the ceiling. The words were getting lost on the way from his brain to his mouth. It didn't help that they were so close. And alone. In her apartment. Alone.

      “Uhh…” He couldn’t think of a lie that wouldn’t sound dumb. And he definitely did not want to sound dumb in front of Erica. Too late.

      She seemed to notice his awkwardness immediately.

      "What's going on?" She leaned forward in her chair, her brown eyes locked onto his. She was so pretty.

      "I didn't tell Colin this," he whispered. "He can't really keep a secret."

      "No." She chuckled. "He can't. I already know you guys had rabbit burgers and the waiter was super rude. That dude can text faster than he can think."

      Zeke couldn’t help but chuckle too, but then soldiered on. "I did some work with building maintenance the other day. We had to clean out an apartment."

      "I've done that before. It’s no big deal." Erica studied him. "What's gotten you so squirrelly?"

      "The guy didn't have any family or friends listed to contact," he continued. "You know how things go. Anything not worth it is junked. And..."

      "Yeah," she said, with a look at the closed door. "I know."

      "Okay, good," he said with a sigh. "I found an old Node. The guy I was working with let me have it. My account was running a synchronization when I tried to log in, and it connected to the old owner’s account."

      "Really? I didn't know it could do that."

      "Yeah, me neither. At the time, I didn't think anything was weird, updating to a Node takes a bit."

      "And?”

      "Whoever owned it before had an entire software suite, including Aether Frontier, still on the Node. It synced with my gear, and I got an Inheritance Pack when I logged in."

      "What? You're serious?"

      "Yeah," he said with a nod.

      "Those things don't come cheap," she said, more to herself than to him. "What was in it?"

      "I've got two years on my account now."

      "Two years? Are you serious?"

      "It unlocked a couple of other things too."

      "Like what?"

      "A legacy class." He tried to sound casual. "Tech Mage. I'm going to roll an alt once I get home."

      "Wow, that's old school." She paused. "I haven't seen one of those in action, aside from my mom's old guild streams.” She grinned. “Colin already told me you guys are starting new characters. I can start a new toon too."

      "Are you sure?" he asked. "You've got to be like a level twenty by now."

      "I miss playing with you two. You make me look good." She winked, and his heart skipped a beat. "These days, half the time I wind up in a PUG that has no idea what to do or jerks who think teamwork is optional. You and me, on the other hand, worked well together when were both starting out. And Colin, of course."

      "I’ve missed playing with you too," Zeke said with a smile. "And Colin."

      "What race are you thinking of for your Tech Mage?"

      "I don't know yet. I'll send you a message to your character to let you know. Colin will too."

      "Of course, I look forward to seeing his tenth new character this week.” She rolled her eyes and tossed her dark braid. “See you then." She stood up to walk him to the door.

      "You shouldn't have to wait long." His cheeks heated as she moved closer to him. Close to him. Alone. Together.

      "Zee?" She stepped closer.

      "Yeah?"

      "Aren’t you going?" She moved to the side to open the door.

      "Oh, yeah," he said stumbling a little as he moved toward the door. "I'll send you a message once I'm on." He stepped out and closed the door.

      That wasn’t awkward at all.

      He focused on the walk back to his apartment. It took more than a couple of steps for his mind to jump back to the game. With substantial mental effort, he forced himself to walk. Running in the halls was frowned upon. The sound echoed along the passage, and it made people grumpy, and he really didn’t want to be stopped.

      Once he entered his apartment, he was horizontal before the door closed. The visor slid into place perfectly. He silently counted to five before he opened his eyes again.

      He stood in the entryway to the empty guild fortress.

      He stretched out on his bed. Activating the legacy class made him slightly nervous. Getting the Inheritance Pack had been completely by accident. Vikira had to have had someone in mind when they’d set it up. He had no idea what would happen if that person showed up.

      "I need a market kiosk," he muttered to himself as he turned toward the sealed door behind him.

      The door to the elevator let out a crisp hiss as it slid open. A floating window popped up in the center of the space.

      
        
        Please Choose a Destination:

        - Guild Fortress Level 1

        - Space Station

      

      

      The guild fortress was impressive, but it was too empty. It felt like a tomb. He chose the second option. The elevator rumbled into motion. Logically he knew that the elevator ride was a clever way to hide a loading screen, but it felt real enough even just with the visor and gloves.

      It opened to the main floor of the space station. Players milled about, shouted about gear they wanted to sell, and role-played all over the place. He slipped through the crowd toward the market. The gear that NPC vendors sold wasn't bad, but it was usually outclassed by the stuff given as quest rewards. They also paid the base value for any goods—he had learned that the hard way. A merchant had paid fifty credits for a jacket dropped by a random mob. He found the same piece sold for two hundred that same day on the market.

      He activated the closest market terminal. He dumped all the items he had gathered from his stretch of hunting into a listing. Someone would want the bits for crafting materials. After setting the auctions for twenty-four hours, he started to head towards the cantina. There would be a nice stretch of Rest XP the next time he played this character.

      A pulsing icon in the lower right corner of his HUD let him know he had unread messages. He slipped through the crowd to the closest mailbox and brought up the interface. His hand paused over an unread message.

      
        
        [From: Rothford]

        [Subject: Who are you?]

        [Message: Who. Are. You?]

      

      

      He stared at the text. Rothford, that was one of names from the guild.

      
        
        [From: Zeke]

        [Subject: RE: Who are you?]

        [Message: I'm sorry to tell you this. Vikira died.]

      

      

      He couldn't think of anything more to say. Once he hit send, the message zipped away. He took a deep breath and let it out. There were worse things in the world than a concerned friend. He shook off the feeling of dread and started to equip his new gear. Another mail icon popped up on his HUD.

      
        
        [From: Rothford]

        [Subject: RE: RE: Who are you?]

        [Message: I know she's dead. Who the hell are you?]

      

      

      He read the message over again. This was it. This was the angry relative or friend ready to take all the awesome stuff away. He was sure of it. But what could he do? If he ignored them, it would just make him look like a thief. What was he supposed to say? The truth usually worked.

      
        
        [From: Zeke]

        [Subject: RE: RE: RE: Who are you?]

        [Message: There was an Inheritance Pack and I opened it.]

      

      

      He sent the message. A moment passed. Then another. Rothford didn't reply. Zeke closed the mail window. A new notification popped up along the base of his HUD.

      
        
        Friend Request: Rothford

      

      

      Zeke took a deep breath, resigning himself to his fate, then accepted the request.

      
        
        Fortress Invite: Rothford

      

      

      Zeke hit accept on this one too. A gold circle formed on the floor around his feet. The space station around him disappeared and was replaced by a vast lobby.

      Trophies hung along the walls with a veritable armory of high-level weaponry. A single fur rug from some exotic beast stretched from the elevator behind him all the way to the wide double doors on the other side of the room. Two rows of war Bots stood at attention on either side of the rug.

      Every one of them looked top of the line. His generic Bot looked like twice-warmed scrap compared to them.

      "Hello," a tinny voice said.

      Zeke dragged his gaze from the rows of Bots toward the source of the voice. Rothford stood in the now open doorway, his character tag clearly displaying his name along with his top-tier avatar. He was either an insanely detailed robot or wearing a masterwork suit of power armor. The sharp-edged crimson suit was a mix of cutting edge and Roman centurion.

      "Thank you for coming," Rothford said, walking through the rows of Bots. "I was hoping we could speak face to face."

      Each Bot turned to face Zeke as soon as Rothford passed.

      "I'm sorry about your friend," Zeke blurted out. "I don't know how I got attached to the Inheritance Pack, but now it's locked to my account."

      "I understand," Rothford said, holding up a hand. "Vikira and I were the last two active members of The Order of Anarchy. The log said you were on the station earlier."

      Rothford continued to move closer. Slow, deliberate footsteps came to a stop directly in front of Zeke. Rothford towered over him.

      Instinctively, he took a step back.

      "Yeah, I was checking it out," he said. "I didn’t take anything. It wouldn’t let me. There’s a waiting period."

      "Do not worry," Rothford said. "It is junk mostly. However, if you are interested in any of it, I am sure we could come to an arrangement. We shared everything in our guild. In fact, there are a few things that I would like to get from you, guild property that Vikira was holding on to."

      "Okay," Zeke said slowly. "What did you want? Most of it is locked to decor."

      "Not a problem." Rothford paused. He leaned in, looming over Zeke. "I am looking for something particular. It is a quest item, a Code Cipher. Specifically, the second piece of it. The item name would be ‘Code Cipher 2.’ I am happy to pay a fair price, of course, for your trouble. I will buy the decor items as well, if that is easier. You'd have to invite me to your party, of course. Many think the item is untradeable, but actually it can only be traded between members of the same group."

      Zeke shifted back half a step. The line of Bots still stared at him. They had spread out while Rothford was speaking, flanking the doorway to cut off an escape. If he didn’t know any better, he would have thought the Bots were gearing up for an attack. Something about the guy didn't feel right. The messages he had sent were blunt, almost hostile. Now he was civil, if a little too much. The change in attitude had seemed to happen as soon as he had mentioned the Inheritance Pack.

      His gut was telling him to run. Get out now and don't look back. Rothford had invited him in, isolated him, and set up a show of power. All of it was to make him feel small and powerless. People didn't do that unless they wanted something. Bad.

      There was more to this. He didn't know what, but he was going to find out.

      "No, you can’t."

      Rothford closed the space between them. His mere presence practically pressed Zeke back against the wall.

      "I mean, I can’t. All of the stuff is bound to my account for the next twenty-four hours," he lied. "After that, I can sell it, trade it, or whatever. What's so important about it?"

      "Nothing," Rothford said. "Purely sentimental. It was part of a quest we all went on. I would like to finish it now. For old times’ sake."

      "Couldn't you just grab another one?"

      "You would think," Rothford replied with a bitter smile. "It is a weird old quest. That is, the first piece is fairly common. The second piece, well, only one can exist at any given time. Currently that is the piece is your possession. One of the many features this new wave of players has forgotten about."

      Zeke hadn't even checked if it could be sold or transferred, yet this guy already knew it could only be traded between party members, so he’d encountered it before, or at least knew more than most people on the forums. There was something more going on here.

      "You’re right, that is definitely weird," Zeke said. "Is that it?"

      "For now," Rothford said, straightening up.

      "Okay then, I'm going to go now."

      "Of course," Rothford said, walking him to the elevator. "I will talk to you in twenty-four hours."

      Zeke nodded.

      "Twenty-four hours," Rothford repeated. "Exactly twenty-four hours."

      Zeke stepped into the elevator and selected the station. Rothford stared at him until the doors closed. Zeke waited until the space station loaded around him before logging out to the game menu.

      That wasn’t strange at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Slipping off his visor, Zeke forced himself to take a long, calming breath. This Rothford guy was close to what he had been worried about—someone who might be able to take all this away. Sure, it didn’t seem like they were related or anything, but Rothford at least knew the previous player. Rothford even knew enough about this “Vikira’s” inventory to ask for specific items.

      He took another deep breath. If the guy had any real claim to the account, or the inventory connected to it, his name would have been listed in the contacts. The Administration would have gotten in touch with him, and the Node, along with the account, would already belong to Rothford.

      Still, Zeke had managed to buy an extra twenty-four hours before he had to deal with Rothford again. He would put the encounter out of his mind for now and use the time to explore his new class while he still had it. With twenty-four hours, he could really get a feel for his new Tech Mage character, he hoped, and decide if he liked it. It might even be enough time to investigate what the Code Cipher was all about.

      Perhaps Rothford was just a grieving friend. Maybe he did just want the item to complete a quest he had started with Vikira. Zeke didn’t think so, though. It didn’t feel right. Rothford was too intense, like a man with a lot more at stake than just a friend’s memory.

      If Zeke found out the Cipher really was just a random, worthless quest item, then he could easily hand it over later. He needed to know what was going on first. If Colin’s extensive game lore knowledge hadn’t provided an answer, then there really was only one other option: find the quest that the item related to in game and see where it led. But for now, he had a new character to create.

      He looked down at his visor, set it gently on the side of his bed, and placed the gloves beside it. They had served him well. Now it was time to move on. He wasn't going to let his first day with a Node be ruined.

      Despite everything else that had happened, a deep excitement rose in him as he prepared to activate his Node for the first time. After so many months of scrimping and saving, so many hours of grinding with inferior gear, he was finally going to experience Aether Frontier the way the developers had intended.

      He settled back into bed and pressed two fingers onto the Node behind his right ear. His eyelids drooped as his vision dimmed. A block of text scrolled into view.

      
        
        Calibrating Node

        Initial Activation

        Updating Account

        Notice: Characters accessed through previous-generation technology are not compatible. You will need to create a new character. Previous characters are still accessible with the original equipment

      

      

      The character creation interface materialized before him. For the first time, every single option was unlocked, every race, all the standard classes. Haptic setups struggled with running an avatar that wasn’t somewhat similar to your real-life body. That was why they were restricted to Human or Bot races. With a Node, Zeke could be anything.

      Butterflies had started a mosh pit in his stomach. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves. Technically he wasn’t taking a deep breath. His avatar, which wasn’t fully formed yet, was miming deep breathing. While his Node was connected to Aether Frontier, his body was in a relaxed state like REM sleeping. It was one part sleepwalking mixed with that odd zoned-out feeling of listening to a song in the background. That's what he had heard anyway. He had no idea how true that was to form.

      He held on to that information. In the real world, he was completely calm, and this was just creating a character. The first toon he made with his new Node and with access to the complete list of species and classes available. No big deal.

      Except that I’m going to be able to feel the wind on my face, the warmth of the sun—even feel the pain of battle, for the first time. Yeah, no big deal.

      A window with two panels appeared in front of him, one labeled “Class” and the other “Race.” He selected “Class,” then scrolled through until he found the Legacy section at the very bottom.

      
        
        Legacy Class: Tech Mage

      

        

      
        Tech Mages bring both tech and aether abilities to the field. While they lack the expert focus of Wizards or Mechanics, they are versatile enough to handle many situations.

      

        

      
        Starting Abilities: Tech Armor, Jolt, Aether Blade, Displace

        Weapon Training: Melee Weapons

        Main Attributes: Agility, Awareness, Wisdom, Intelligence

      

      

      
        
        Confirm Tech Mage? Yes/No

      

      

      Well, that’s different.

      He probably should have done more research on the class before picking it. Getting a legacy class that so few people would recognize, let alone be playing it, was exhilarating. But he knew next to nothing about this class—its strengths and weaknesses, how it was played, what gear to look out for. With such a rare class, he would probably just have to figure it out as he went along.

      Having both tech and aether abilities was pretty rare. In fact, he could not think of another class with access to both. Aether was like the “magic” of Aether Frontier; it fueled spells and could be used to harness elemental magics or as a kind of raw power. Raw aether attacks, however, usually weren’t gained until the higher levels. They could be used to bypass certain Bio-Shields—which was known as “Aether Piercing.” Tech abilities, however, used energy and usually focused on powering useful machines or taking them apart, but were pretty useless against organic targets and Bio-Shields.

      In essence, aether users were strong against biological targets while tech users excelled against machines. It seemed he would be getting a little of both, a jack of all trades, but without the specialized power of a more focused class.

      He also hadn't expected the main attributes to be so varied. Most classes suggested two to focus on. The Tech Mage was a hybrid class, so it made sense that it would need to spread out a bit more than the others.

      He accepted the class and proceeded to the race selection. A line of humanoid figures stood before him. The group ranged in height and build, but all were androgynous. A human with a smooth face and muted skin stood in a spotlight in the center of the lineup.

      He swiped the figure away and began to scroll through the newly unlocked races. Currently the game had a total of six starting options with an additional three that were available for an extra charge. They looked cool, but they were basically new skins for the original options.

      As it stood the selection was: Human, Bot, Grey, Kesh, Drake, Vulpes, and Aslanic. He cycled through the six a few times before inspecting each one.

      
        
        Grey

      

        

      
        These curious lifeforms have had the most contact with all the known frontier. They are known for their sharp minds and thirst for knowledge.

      

        

      
        Height: .5 meters to 2 meters

        +2 to Intelligence

      

      

      The template for the Grey was a meter tall with a disproportionately large head and had spindly limbs. The Grey were a basic race, fairly humanoid if a little small. They had been added in one of the first expansions and hadn’t changed much since then. Not many people played them anymore.

      Now that he had a Node, he wanted something a bit more special. He moved on.

      The next in line was the Kesh template. It too stood one meter tall, but the lithe build didn't look odd on the small frame. It had pointed ears, sharp teeth, and a hands with a hint of claws, similar to a raccoon. A soft layer of golden fur covered the humanoid from head to toe.

      
        
        Kesh

      

        

      
        Scavengers found across the stars in junkyards, battlefields, and spaceports, their lithe forms make them fast moving and nimble.

      

        

      
        Height: .5 meters to 1.5 meters

        +2 Agility

      

      

      He moved on to the next race. The scaled brute next in the line towered over the two previous options. Its features were a mix between a bearded dragon and a gecko. Even the dulled color used for the templates couldn't block out all of the sheen of its scales.

      
        
        Drake

      

        

      
        Humans swear they are dragons, but only in whispers. One of the oldest species to dot the stars, their thick hides are a huge asset in battle.

      

        

      
        Height: 1.5 meters to 3 meters

        +2 Endurance

      

      

      He moved to an anthropomorphic fox next in the line. The Vulpes had a thin build and came complete with fur and a fluffy tail. Where the Kesh were somewhat inspired by raccoons, the Vulpes clearly came from foxes.

      
        
        Vulpes

      

        

      
        Anthropomorphic foxes that have superior sight and hearing to most other races. They make excellent snipers and assassins.

      

        

      
        Height: 1 meter to 1.5 meters

        +2 Awareness

      

      

      The final option in the line stood two meters tall and was covered in a thick layer of fur. Even without a mane, the lion inspiration was clear.

      
        
        Aslanic

      

        

      
        Felidae Sapiens, also known as “Lion Men.” A majestic and fearsome race, the Aslanic are renowned for their raw strength of arms.

      

        

      
        Height: 1 meter to 3 meters

        +2 Strength

      

      

      He took a step back as he let the selection of character templates cycle. The Drake and Aslanic looked freaking cool, even without tweaking the coloring and customization. The problem was, he couldn't see himself being able to resist changing his class to something that specialized in heavy weapons if he chose one of those tanks, which didn't fit with the Tech Mage. It seemed silly to unlock a legacy class simply to shelve it.

      A Vulpes or a Kesh felt like a better fit. He wanted to be fast and agile. The Kesh were built to lean toward characters that relied on speed rather than brute force. A Vulpes leaned toward stealth and long-range weapons. Working from afar fit the Hunter class the best. The Tech Mage, however, was meant to be up close and personal, judging by the exclusive focus on melee weapons.

      He didn’t want to play stealthily. Sure, there was a time and place for being sneaky, but he wanted to be in the thick of things. Plus, he wasn’t totally sold on having a fluffy fox tail. He stopped the cycle when the Kesh template came around.

      The default skin tone was tawny with gold undertones. He kept the height at one meter, pointed the ears a bit more, and left the face alone. Its thin, sharp features fit well enough, and he didn't want to spend too long creating a piece of the character he wouldn't really see. He took a moment to change the eyes to hazel with a vertical slit. He kept the natural wiry hair on top and selected a style that had it pulled back into a single tail.

      The image of the Kesh shimmered and flipped to as it morphed into his reflection.

      
        
        Finalize Character? Yes/No

      

      

      He selected yes.

      
        
        Name

      

      

      He shrugged and put in his name. Character names didn’t need to be unique— that was what the AI was for. It logged which player avatars you talked to and tagged them with hidden codes so you could tell them apart if needed. Communication was character specific, unless you added a player as a friend, which linked you at the account level. Then you could always tell what character they were using.

      That all meant everyone could keep their normal names, if they wanted to. It also made it easier when talking to NPCs who insisted on calling you by your character name. You didn’t have to wait for them to pronounce six numbers, two underscores and an asterisk.

      
        
        [Zeke. Kesh Tech Mage. Confirm/Cancel]

      

      

      "Confirm," he said after a moment.

      The text shifted into a grid.

      
        
        [10 Unspent Essence]

        [Current Attributes]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 3] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 1] [Awareness 1] [Wisdom 1] [Intelligence 1]

      

      

      It would take a concentrated effort to turn a Kesh into a juggernaut. If he wanted to cut a swath through a crowd of mobs, he could create another character. A Drake or Aslanic alt was starting to sound like a good idea once he got far enough along with the Tech Mage.

      I'm starting to sound like Colin. Let’s just focus on one character for now…

      Stats were set up on a scale of one to ten, with ten being the highest. All stats started off at 1. They could be boosted beyond that with gear, and some gear could even reduce stats, but they couldn't drop below zero. The racial bonus for a Kesh bumped his starting Agility up to three, which was nice.

      Agility was the big draw for a Kesh, and one listed for the Tech Mage. It would give him greater speed and allow him to rely on finesse rather than brute strength. It would probably be one of his core stats. He bumped it up by six to make sure he started as light on his feet as possible. Charisma was his dump stat, so he left it alone. For Strength, he wasn’t yet sure how useful it would be, since it was a mostly useless stat for engineers and wizards. It might be for a Tech Mage too. But he was also supposed to be a melee class. He would leave it alone for now and see how he felt after a few levels.

      Endurance determined his starting health pool. Being fast was great, but he couldn't dodge everything, and he didn't know how squishy he would be as a Tech Mage. He put two points into it and moved on to Awareness. Since he’d likely have some long-range abilities or spells that would rely on accuracy, he put a couple points into it. He didn’t want to focus on the stat, but he didn’t want to miss all the time either. He would leave it at three and bump it up if he ever felt it was necessary.

      Wisdom and Intelligence determined his starting mana and energy pools as well as regeneration rates and damage. Aether abilities spent mana and tech abilities used energy. Both were important, so he bumped them both up to three and took a look at his updated character sheet.

      
        
        [Zeke. Male Kesh. Tech Mage] [0/1000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 3] [Awareness 3] [Wisdom 3] [Intelligence 3]

        [Health: 130/130] [Stamina: 130/130]

        [Energy: 130/130] [Mana 130/130]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Blade] [Displace] [Jolt] [Tech Armor]

      

      

      He accepted the changes.

      Sparking orbs of light began to circle around him. The streaks of color settled into a pattern until it formed the world around him. He stood in a cluttered room with shelves lining the walls. Any available space was covered in pieces of machinery and tools. A blanket made of patchwork rags marked one of the slightly wider shelves as a bed.

      He flexed his fingers. He could feel the soft fuzz rub against the pads on his palm. The filtered air of the Kesh station tasted like mint. He rolled his shoulders. The worn cloth along his chest stretched as he moved.

      Nodes are amazing.

      He took a moment to revel in the completely upgraded experience. It was like playing a completely different game. It made his head spin for a moment. He had been expecting this though, so after a few moments he began to feel less overwhelmed and stared to take stock of his surroundings.

      His exploration was interrupted by a small block of text.

      
        
        Intro Quest: By Rights of Salvage.

        Find the gaffer for an assignment.

      

      

      He pulled up his inventory. It was empty aside from the starting gear that was already equipped.

      
        
        Improvised Bolt-Thrower. 3 Physical Damage. 10/10 Durability

      

        

      
        Cobbled together from salvage, it can convert small pieces of scrap into projectiles.

      

      

      
        
        Recycled Pilot Suit. 10/10 Durability. AC: 0

      

        

      
        The insignia has been worn away. Its original color was probably orange or blue. No one really knows anymore.

      

      

      Great, the racial starting weapon didn’t seem like the best fit for his class. Hopefully it wouldn’t hold him back too much.

      He had open armor slots for his belt, helmet, hands, and feet. The pilot suit came with boots, but they were simply cosmetic. A smile spread across his face as he saw the inventory had the expanded slots open.

      I guess they were unlocked for the account, not just my Bot character.

      The door let out a high-pitched whine as it slid open. He stepped out into the hall and froze. The entire stretch to his left was empty space. Twisted pieces of what had been ships lazily floated toward him. Webs of blue energy shimmered to life as a long stretch of scrap crossed an invisible line. The blue strands filled the space where the wall should have been, knocking it away.

      "That's cool," he said with a chuckle.

      He took a deep breath and looked beyond the swirling sea of scrap. Countless one-man spacecraft drifted in slow loops before the three large vessels that blocked swaths of his view. Chunks of missing hull from the larger ships provided the majority of the scrap.

      
        
        Quest Update: Find the gaffer for an assignment.

      

      

      The text blinked twice in the upper right of his vision before it faded away. He started to move immediately; the faster he finished the tutorial, the faster he could meet up with his friends. Both Colin and Erica had said they would be online tonight with their new characters, so they would all be able to play together once Zeke was done.

      The airlock hissed slid open. A cacophony of voices, tools, and the occasional explosion crashed into him in a wave of reverberation.

      Beyond was a room that was a mix of a workshop and docking bay. Ships of various origins and conditions were scattered around a wide stretch of space. Walkways snaked around them to allow workers access to each of the vessels. Shelves packed full of parts designated the boundaries of each workstation.

      He walked down one of the central pathways. A makeshift set of stairs constructed of old lockers led to a raised workspace on a platform. A single older Kesh hurried around the area. She was thin and covered in various types of grease.

      "About time," she snapped without looking at him. "New derelict just floated into our zone. We got to be quick to nab it—take those beacons and stake our claim. Get back here once you do. Don't lose those."

      
        
        Complete: Find the gaffer

        +100 XP

      

      

      
        
        Quest Updated: By Rights of Salvage.

        Place Beacons

      

      

      A stack of tubes that looked like metal flares were highlighted on a shelf to his left. He stepped closer and grabbed the bundle.

      
        
        Salvage Beacon x10

      

      

      "Wait." The gaffer closed the distance and squinted at him. The older Kesh lifted Zeke’s arms and inspected them. "Where's your deck?"

      "I don't have one," Zeke replied.

      The gaffer mumbled something as she started to pick through one of the many boxes on the shelves. She tossed a stuttering stream of little pieces of machinery, as well as quite a few shiny things, over her shoulder.

      "Here," she muttered as she offered him a flexible metal bracer.

      Once he touched it, the bracer automatically slipped onto his forearm. A string of blue text scrolled along its length as his HUD flickered into view, including a mini-map.

      
        
        Health: 130/130

        Stamina: 130/130

        Energy: 130/130

        Mana: 130/130

        XP: 100/1000

      

      

      A single dot marked the direction he needed to head toward. As he followed the quest marker, he decided to send a message to let Erica and Colin know where to meet up later.

      He focused on the line of bars that stretched along the bottom of his vision. A transparent blue window appeared in the air before him.

      
        
        Settings – Help – Home – Logout

      

      

      He waited as the world around him faded to shades of gray as he selected the “Settings” option. He activated the personal messaging system. It allowed players to talk to people on their friends list, but it was limited to text conversations. By default, it was turned off—too many people thought it broke immersion, but he didn’t mind.

      A keyboard materialized in front of him. His eyes flicked back and forth along the keys as the system set up the conversation.

      
        
        [Creating Chat. Inviting: Zeke, Erica, Colin]

      

      

      
        
        [Zeke: Hey, guys! Created my new toon. We should just meet at the cantina on the space station once I‘ve finished the tutorial.]

      

      

      
        
        [Erica: Sounds good. I just finished mine. Actually, pretty fun to get back to basics with a new race. What race did you chose?]

      

      

      
        
        [Zeke: I went Kesh. You?]

      

      

      
        
        [Colin: …What did you guys make?]

      

      

      
        
        [Erica: Welcome to 10 seconds ago, Colin. I'm going Vulpes. Zeke is a Kesh. What are you?]

      

      

      
        
        [Colin: RAWR. Drake all the way.]

      

      

      
        
        [Erica: …Or for the next five minutes till you create another toon.]

      

      

      
        
        [Zeke: I'll talk to you both later. Time to finish the starting area.]

      

      

      
        
        [Erica: Sounds good.]

      

      

      
        
        [Colin: See you there. Last one to the cantina buys the health packs.]

      

      

      Color returned to the world as the chat window disappeared. The Kesh around him moved about their workspace in a constant loop. It looked like he was the only player in the starting area. He navigated through the maze of shelves and clutter by following the quest marker to an airlock.

      A horizontal green light scanned him from head to toe before the door opened. He stepped into a small room that was incredibly clean compared to the rest of the ship. The door closed behind him.

      The airlock on the opposite side opened.

      He tried to shout, but his voice was lost in the rush of air as he was ejected out into space. His body was engulfed by the freezing void.

      
        
        5 Cold Damage

        10 Cold Damage

        20 Cold Damage

      

      

      He floated, weightless in the void as his health ticked down. His immersive feedback was on the standard setting which left everything somewhat muted. The cold expanse of space felt like a cool shower. His fingers started to go numb even with the sensation reduced. The quest marker had led him here. He’d just kind of assumed that there would be something connected to the airlock. His drift through space came to a stop as a yellow light surrounded him.

      "Stay still," a clipped mechanical voice commanded.

      Ah, so that was to introduce Node sensations then. I think I’ll keep my settings where they are. That would have been quite unpleasant otherwise.

      The cold damage stopped as he was slowly pulled forward. Another moment passed before he floated into another airlock. As soon as he was clear, a thick door clamped down. The light disappeared, and gravity returned. Luckily, he was already on the floor.

      Heat began to return to his body as the other door started to open. It came to a halt with a screech. The opening was barely big enough for his arm.

      "That door sticks," the same voice from before said. "I'll send a tech down. It'll be about twenty minutes."

      
        
        Quest Update: Place Beacons

        Open the Door

      

      

      A hologram of a humanoid figure appeared in the space before him.

      
        
        Jolt

      

      

      The hologram lifted its left hand, focused on the door, and clenched its fist.

      Was wondering when the class tutorial would kick in.

      One of the features that Aether Frontier was proud of was its dynamic introduction sequences. The game would combine any race and class to create a combined tutorial that took place in your race’s starting area but also ran you through your basic class abilities. It was pretty cool.

      He repeated the hologram’s movement. Small arcs of energy danced along his closed fist. A broad transparent white crosshair in the shape of a triangle appeared on the door. He opened his fist. The energy around his hand blinked out.

      The door sparked and opened.

      
        
        Jolt unleashes a blast of energy that damages technological targets. It has a chance to stun biological targets but deals no damage to them.

      

        

      
        Consumes 10 Energy

        15-35 Energy Damage

        Cast Time: .5 Seconds

        Cooldown: 2.1 Seconds

        Upgrades to Overcharge

      

      

      He walked out of the airlock. It closed silently behind him.

      
        
        Quest Update: Place Beacons.

        Open the Door - Completed

        +25 XP

        125/1000

      

      

      
        
        Quest Update: Place Beacons.

        Mark the wreckage for salvage.

      

      

      "Gaffer sent you?” the mechanical voice asked.

      "Yes," he replied as he kept walking.

      "I've marked the airlock on your map."

      "Is this one connected to anything?" Zeke followed the new quest marker down the slightly slanted hallway.

      "We've got a temporary bridge in place," the voice answered. "It's got a motorized line and air. The landing is a little rough—grab some armor before you make the trip."

      As he approached a locker farther along, it began to glow. Once he was close, he opened it. An inventory window popped up to display the contents.

      
        
        Medium Armor x1 Requirements Not Met

        Heavy Armor x1 Requirements Not Met

      

      

      A tutorial message appeared along with the items.

      
        
        Armor

      

      

      
        
        Armor is used to reduce damage. Items that provide armor will reduce incoming attack damage by an amount equal to the armor absorption capacity. Damage that exceeds the armor value will be dealt to the player directly as well as reducing the armor’s durability. Durability can be restored with basic repairs. When armor durability reaches zero, it will cease to function and may no longer be able to be repaired.

        Certain types of armor have weaknesses and strengths to specific damage types, which will increase or decrease the amount of damage they can absorb. Some shields and armor can be completely bypassed by the right kind of damage.

      

      

      Tech Mages could only equip light armor, of which there didn’t appear to be any. It was a holdover from older RPG systems. The hologram appeared again. This time the transparent humanoid waved its left hand in front of its chest. It was placed next to the now familiar shape of an airlock.

      
        
        Tech Armor

      

      

      Green plates of energy formed on his chest and head. It looked cool, but his limbs were still exposed.

      
        
        Tech Armor provides protection for one minute or until its health is depleted.

        Unlike physical armor, tech armor acts like additional temporary hit points blocking all incoming attacks. Each attack absorbed in this way reduces the armor’s absorption capacity by an equivalent amount.

        As an energy construct, the armor is weak against aether-based attacks (takes double damage). Can be upgraded to included resistances (takes half damage if resistant).

      

        

      
        Consumes 15 Energy

        100/100 absorption capacity

        Duration: 1 minute

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cooldown: 10 Seconds

        Upgrades to Advanced Tech Armor.

        The color can be customized through a Tech Station

      

      

      He activated the door. This time, it opened to a wide yellow tube with a conveyer line that ran along the top. A hook dangled within his reach. He grabbed onto it and pushed forward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      It was like a flying fox. The hook followed the conveyer line, bringing Zeke closer to the massive derelict vessel.

      As he approached, the single quest marker splintered and scattered, spreading to multiple points within the wrecked ship. Some quest markers were nearby where the tube terminated; others were deeper inside. There were more than ten.

      He stepped into the wrecked ship. Unlike the others, this walkway was level. The floor didn't bend under his weight, and the lights held steady. So far, this wrecked ship was in better shape than the one the Kesh were in. It made sense now why they would want this salvage so badly. They could add most of the ships in the floating remains of a battlefield to their fleet with minor repairs and sell the rest for a neat profit.

      When he expanded his mini-map, the closest quest marker appeared near the end of the hall. He minimized it to the corner of his HUD as he followed the hall. His mini-map told him to keep going forward, but the way was blocked. From a distance, the chunks of wreckage had looked like a wall.

      The hologram materialized in front of him. It held up its right hand with its palm forward. The figure paused and then motioned to the side.

      
        
        Displace

      

      

      He held up his hand as the figure had shown. A cluster of ghostly gray orbs appeared on the improvised wall. He moved his hand to the side, and the wreckage followed. The obstruction slid out of the way.

      
        
        Displace uses a burst of concentrated aether to move small-to-medium objects.

      

        

      
        Consumes 10 Mana

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cooldown: 1 Second

        Upgrades to Slam

      

      

      He stepped through the newly created opening to the hallway beyond. The quest marker shifted from in front of him to above. He scanned the ceiling. A wide, jagged hole marred the crisp black slabs. He could have easily written it off as damage sustained in the battle, but the orange ichor caked around the edge didn't look like it came from an explosion.

      The hologram slipped into his view. It held its right arm across its chest and then down to its side.

      
        
        Aether Blade

      

      

      He followed the direction. A cobalt-blue spike of energy emerged from his open hand. It formed into a blade of shifting mist easily as long as his arm.

      
        
        Aether Blade is effective against organic targets.

      

        

      
        10 - 20 Aether Damage per strike

        Consumes 15 Mana

        Duration: 1 minute

        Cast Time: Instant

        Cooldown: 10 seconds

        Upgrades to Aether Spike

      

      

      A glob of ichor plopped onto the floor before him. The pile coalesced into a lopsided orb. It lacked eyes, but he could feel it look at him. He rushed forward and brought the Aether Blade down in a slice fit for a samurai warrior.

      The glob of slime flopped into two pieces. It spread across the floor until it faded away. How did other classes of Kesh handle these things? Not just the goop but opening the door and removing the wreckage? The game must have tweaked those challenges to be more class appropriate.

      
        
        +125 XP

        250/1000

      

      

      
        
        Codex Entry Added: Stellar Slime

        +50 XP – New Codex Entry

        300/1000

      

      

      He kept moving. So far, things had been a little too simple, even for the tutorial. Another thick set of doors waited at the end of the hall. A quest marker slowly blinked as it settled into the center of the thick slab.

      The door opened smoothly as he approached. He didn't break his stride as he crossed into the dimly lit room. A pod of consoles rested on a raised platform. The only light sources came from the weak glow of the screens that dotted the walls. He stepped onto the platform and looked for a spot to place the beacon. A quest marker hovered over each console.

      He touched the closest marker, and it was replaced with the tubular beacon. The other three faded away.

      
        
        Place Beacons 1/10

      

      

      
        
        Codex Entry Added: Salvage Claim

        +50 XP – New Codex Entry

        350/1000

      

      

      
        
        Skill Tutorial Completed

        +900 XP

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        1250/1000

      

      

      
        
        +2 Essence

        Essence can be used to increase a stat

        1250/3000

      

      

      
        
        Achievement: Fast Learner

      

      

      
        
        +1 Ability Point

        Speak to your Class Trainer to unlock more Ability Points!

      

      

      He pulled up his character sheet.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 2] [1250/3000 XP]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 3] [Awareness 3] [Wisdom 3] [Intelligence 3]

        [Health: 130/130] [Stamina: 130/130]

        [Energy: 130/140] [Mana 130/130]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Blade] [Displace] [Jolt] [Tech Armor]

      

      

      He pulled up his detailed notifications. He had the option of getting a line-by-line readout of every bit of data, but it was just too much. He would need to keep his ability costs and energy/aether usage in mind. One hundred and thirty energy seemed like a lot until he started taking chunks with each ability. Tech Armor and Aether Blade looked to be his main combat abilities with Jolt and Displace taking up support roles.

      However, Jolt and Displace were an as-needed use, while Tech Armor and Aether Blade lasted a minute. Few battles would last more than a minute, so he’d rarely need to spam them. Giving a bump of ten to his mana and energy pools would give him an extra use of both of his support options.

      It was always better to have more options. He added a point to Wisdom and Intelligence, then pulled up the sheet again.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 2] [1250/3000 XP]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 3] [Awareness 3] [Wisdom 4] [Intelligence 4]

        [Health: 130/130] [Stamina: 130/130]

        [Energy: 140/140] [Mana 140/140]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Blade] [Displace] [Jolt] [Tech Armor]

      

        

      
        Confirm? Yes/No

      

      

      He accepted the change and moved on to his Ability Point.

      
        
        Available Abilities:

        Future points must be spent at designated class trainer

      

      

      
        
        Identify – Passive

      

        

      
        Tap into the underlying web of aether in the universe to mystically reveal hidden properties of items and uncover useful details on enemies and allies, including strengths and weaknesses. Can also be used to detect magical or technological traps placed on items. The higher the level of the item or creature, the lower the chance of accessing hidden information.

      

      

      
        
        Hack – Passive

      

        

      
        Energy attacks have the chance to force a tech-based target into a hard restart, opening a brief window to alter parameters. Options will depend on the target. Wearing an enemy down by reducing its health and applying status effects or debuffs will increase the chances of overriding the target. Base chance of successful Hack is 5%.

      

      

      He read through the options again. They were both good choices. Right now, though, he needed something that would keep this Tech Mage class playable, which made Hack tempting. Being able to reset or disable technological traps and terminals would be a good skill to have. Identify, on the other hand, he could probably survive without for the time being. Trial and error would work to figure out enemy weaknesses and item attributes.

      
        
        Hack. Confirm? Yes/No

      

      

      He took a deep breath and accepted the change.

      
        
        Hack Unlocked

      

      

      He went through the process of moving wreckage with Displace, fighting a slime, and placing a beacon multiple times to complete the quest. It was a bit of a pain, like most early quests. Every now and then he'd have to shock a panel to open a door, but it was basically an expanded tutorial.

      
        
        Quest Update: Place Beacons. Completed.

        +150 XP

      

      

      
        
        Quest Updated: Report progress to the gaffer.

      

      

      He swapped to his mini-map to plot his path back to the gaffer and found the beacons had taken him in a big loop. A blocked passage was cleared easily by Displace while a quick Jolt opened a malfunctioning door. He headed to the raised platform.

      "Ah," the gaffer said. "You're back.”

      A block of text popped up in time with the words.

      
        
        Completed: Report progress to the gaffer

        +2000 XP

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        +2 Essence

        3400/7000 XP

      

      

      He hadn't expected to hit level three so quickly. The skill window didn't pop up this time—they only unlocked every two levels. His next would be a level four.

      Keeping with his earlier strategy, he added a point to Wisdom and Intelligence which bumped up his mana and energy pools by ten.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 3] [3400/7000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 3] [Awareness 3] [Wisdom 5] [Intelligence 5]

        [Health: 130/130] [Stamina: 130/130]

        [Energy: 150/150] [Mana: 150/150]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Blade] [Displace] [Jolt] [Tech Armor]

        [Hack - Passive]

      

      

      The text faded away. A small green book icon blinked into existence on the top right of his UI. He focused on it.

      
        
        Ability Quests Unlocked:

        Hack 5 Turrets

        Collect 10 pieces of salvage

      

      

      An Ability Quest already?

      He was familiar with those. They were simple quests that helped you learn how to use new abilities, and they came from the game itself rather than from NPCs. Kind of like little side quests you could choose to complete.

      “Not a moment too soon either,” the gaffer continued, “I've got one more job for you to handle, then you can scuttle off to whatever all you young pups do these days."

      "Sounds good," Zeke replied.

      "We've got a bit of trouble with one of the other clans," she continued. "They asked for some help a while back, and we stepped up to front them some credits. Recently they've found a nice little haul, but they are in no rush to pay us back. Do us all a favor and convince them to pay us what we are owed."

      "And if they don't want to pay?" he asked.

      "We're not looking for to start a blood feud," the gaffer replied. "Just rough them up a bit and collect the credits. Come back here once you're done."

      
        
        Quest Started: Collections

        Some people need a strategic thump on the head to remind them of their debts.

        Collect the credits from the Scar Fur clan—just don’t kill anyone.

        Reward: 3000 XP, 500 Credits

      

      

      A quest marker appeared on the edge of his vision, pointing to another chunk of wreckage.

      How many clans are working this wreck?

      He followed the pathway through the junk walls until he came to another airlock. He braced himself and opened it. Unlike the other one, this airlock led to a passage that had intact walls. The quest marker dropped, settling quite a ways lower than where he currently stood.

      Of course.

      He jogged to the end of the corridor and through another airlock. The room beyond had once been a hangar. Unfortunately, much of the landing pad had been destroyed in whatever battle had taken place before the Kesh had arrived. Bare structural beams were laced with metal mesh that led to a makeshift elevator.

      He paused in the doorway to take in the scene. The mesh looked steady enough. Various Kesh workers didn't seem worried that the only thing between them and a long drop into the bowels of the ship was a thin piece of metal. In fact, quite a few were in the process of cutting the support beams into smaller pieces.

      It's a game, he told himself. It's just a game.

      He’d once picked up a shift helping the building maintenance crew. It had sounded like part of the normal cleaning and repairs department, but he’d quickly learned it wasn’t. The building maintenance crew cleaned the exterior of the building. It had been the most terrifying afternoon of his life and not something he ever wanted to experience again.

      He tried to look confident as he slowly walked along the metal mesh to the elevator.

      A bored-looking female Kesh waited there. "It goes up and down. This is up."

      "It's an express line, huh?" he asked.

      She didn't laugh at his half-hearted attempt at humor. "Going down?”

      He nodded. She opened the gate and moved aside so he could step in. The sides of the elevator were crisscrossed strips of metal like the door.

      "Keep your hands inside," she said. "Good luck. Try not to throw up."

      "What did…" His words caught in his throat as the elevator dropped.

      He could feel the speed pushing him up onto his toes. The pressure was too much for him to get out a scream. Floor after floor of the ship’s wrecked levels flashed by, providing brief moments of illumination.

      Just as fast as it began, it ended. The invisible hand that was pushing him toward the ceiling let go. The Kesh attendant at this stop didn’t even look up from his data-pad as Zeke dropped to the floor of the elevator. He closed his eyes and let out a long, ragged scream.

      "First time, eh?” the attendant from the other side of the elevator gate.

      Zeke nodded. "My last too."

      "Nope," the attendant replied. "This is the only back way up."

      Zeke groaned. He carefully got back to his feet. The quest marker was off to his left now and on the same level. The floor under him felt solid as he moved. If this feeling was anything like a real express elevator, he was going to make sure he never took one in real life. Ever.

      He stumbled out.

      Unlike the doors so far, this airlock opened automatically as he got close. The passage beyond was in better condition, and the lights didn't even flicker. Zeke continued toward the growing quest marker. Thumping bass and the occasional synthesized laser seeped through the airlock at the other end of the passage.

      A wall of sound crashed into him as the airlock opened. Groups of Kesh lounged around the area. These didn't seem to be concerned with salvage. He scanned the room. The quest marker hovered over a Kesh sitting on a raised platform in what looked like had once been a captain's chair. Two collared Aluco sat at attention on either side of the improvised throne. Hopefully they didn’t hold a grudge over him farming their friends a couple days ago.

      "Welcome," the Kesh on the throne said. "Welcome, brother. So glad to see word travels fast. Care for a game of chance? A refreshing beverage, or perhaps a delicacy direct from the cupboards of the former Lasater Imperium?"

      Zeke continued to move as the other Kesh spoke. The groups around the room weren't concerned with his arrival. Only the Aluco seemed to notice as he got closer.

      "I'm here to collect the credits you owe the Grease Coat clan," Zeke said.

      The music stopped.

      "What did you say?” the Kesh on the throne asked. One of his eyes was milky white, a scar running down from it to the tip of his nose, and the fur along the scar was dyed a conspicuous bright blue. He wore a bunch of polished gold wiring fashioned into bracelets, but his fur was matted and patchy.

      "You borrowed credits," Zeke replied. "Now it's time to pay them back. You look like you're doing rather well for yourself."

      The leader of the Scar Fur clan appeared to consider this for a moment, looking him up and down.

      
        
        Persuasion Attempt Failed. Insufficient Charisma.

      

      

      The leader’s eyes narrowed. "I think I like my credits where they are. Boys, attack."

      The Aluco snarled and bounded forward.

      "I was kind of hoping you'd say that." Zeke summoned his Aether Blade and Tech Armor.

      One of the Aluco leaped into the air toward him.

      He already knew the attack patterns of these mobs, their range, and where he needed to be. He ducked to the side and slashed as he moved.

      
        
        Aluco hit for 14 Aether Damage

      

      

      The creature yelped as it hit the ground.

      He blinked. He’d moved faster than he ever had with his haptic gear, intercepting the creature well before it could land an attack. The Node was so responsive, it felt like he’d been moving through water the last time he’d fought these creatures. With his haptic-honed technique, he found himself far more effective than he had ever been before.

      He followed the momentum of the first strike, pulling himself into a spin to face the other Aluco just in time to see it pounce. He jabbed the blade forward, letting the Aluco do the hard work.

      
        
        Critical Hit! (2x Damage)

        Aluco hit for 16 Aether Damage

        Additional 16 Aether Damage

      

      

      It skidded to a stop on the floor and didn't get back up.

      Something hard hit him in the back. The Aluco he’d fought with his Hunter had had eighty health. He had been expecting these to have the same, but it made sense they wouldn’t. He’d only just hit level three. Fighting something that strong would be rough.

      
        
        Aluco hits you for 20 Physical Damage

        Tech Armor Absorbs 20 Physical Damage

        Tech Armor: 80/100

      

      

      The Aluco latched onto him, pushing him off balance and sending them both toward the floor.

      He only just managed to stay in a half crouch position by putting his back to a wall, avoiding being knocked prone. A flurry of fuzzy fists slammed against his Tech Armor.

      
        
        Aluco hits you for 10 Physical Damage x5

        Tech Armor Absorbs 50 Physical Damage

        Tech Armor: 30/100

      

      

      He needed to buy some space. Pushing himself to his feet, he sent the Aluco tumbling away. He focused on it and cast Displace, knocking back the Aluco a few feet.

      It stayed upright, ready for another attack.

      He waited for the Aluco to get closer before firing off another Displace.

      The Aluco was ready this time. It pulled itself into a ball and rolled along the floor, hardly missing a step. The Displace passed harmlessly over its rolling form.

      The Aluco hissed and bounded directly at him.

      He dropped backwards onto the floor and raised the blade into the Aluco’s path. It connected with the shard of aether.

      
        
        Aluco hit for 20 Damage

        Aluco x2 Slain

        +600 XP

        4000/6000

      

      

      
        
        Codex Entry Added: Aluco

        +50 XP – New Codex Entry

        4050/6000

      

      

      Zeke stood. He locked eyes with the Kesh leader and leveled the Aether Blade.

      "Boss," someone from the crowd said. "Just pay him. We've got enough to cover it plus some."

      The leader eyed the two Aluco corpses, then sighed in annoyance.

      "Fine," the leader huffed. He pulled a data-pad from the improvised throne. A couple of taps later, it ejected a card. He tossed it on the ground in front of Zeke. "Take it. If you come back here, I'll make sure you aren't able to walk out."

      "You can certainly try." Zeke dismissed the Aether Blade and picked up the card.

      
        
        Quest Updated: Return to the Gaffer

        You've got the credits. Take them to the gaffer.

        Reward: 3000 XP, 500 Credits

      

      

      As soon as he was through the first airlock, the music started back up. He made it back to the elevator—and the attendant—without further incident.

      "Ready to go back up?” the attendant asked.

      Zeke wasn’t sure how the attendant had seen him without looking up from the data-pad. He took a deep breath and braced himself for the ride. "Sure. Let's get this over with."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        [Colin: I'm out of the tutorial. Where is everyone?]

      

      

      
        
        [Erica: Station lounge]

      

      

      
        
        [Zeke: I'll be heading there next. Give me a moment. brb]

      

      

      
        
        [Colin: ???]

      

      

      
        
        [Zeke: I have a couple things to do on my old haptic account, will only take a few minutes. Want to swap over any useful gear and items.]

      

      

      
        
        [Colin: Fine]

      

      

      
        
        [Erica: Be quick. RP Guild is trying to recruit me]

      

      

      
        
        [Colin: LOL, good luck]

      

      

      Zeke switched to his detailed HUD.

      
        
        Session Time: 1 hour, 24 minutes, 12 seconds.

      

      

      It didn’t feel like he had been playing for nearly an hour and a half. If he factored in the character creation process and the starting quests, then it did kind of make sense. Lately his parents had been working late most of the time, but they preferred that he stop playing once they got back. Family bonding and all that.

      He was fairly sure the apartment would still be empty, but it didn't hurt to check. He needed to log off to switch to his haptic anyway. If they weren't home yet, then they wouldn't mind if he kept playing for a little longer.

      He focused on the line of bars that stretched along the bottom of his vision. A transparent blue window appeared in the air before him.

      
        
        Settings – Help – Home – Logout

      

      

      He blinked as the world shifted from the game to reality. It was odd—when he was playing the game it felt real, but once he logged out, he realized how muted things were. All the sensations were lessened to prevent mental whiplash and—hopefully—allow players to be able to readily distinguish reality from fantasy. He looked around. His parents weren't home, as he’d suspected.

      Right, time to get my new account geared up a little better. His old character should still have a few low-level items that would come in handy.

      He hopped off his bed, stretched, and found his visor. The light on the side let him know it was fully charged. He slipped on his gloves and made sure the wires for the visor were connected. He opted to use the chair rather than the bed. This was going to be a quick trip, not an extended gaming session.

      He waited as his personal lobby loaded. Then he logged in and waited even more for the Central Space Station. He sighed; he knew there was a bit of lag but now it was so much more evident compared to his new Node.

      The station solidified around him. Players rushed around on their way from one mission to the next. A group of role players was stationed in the central rest area. They spoke in-character and had some made-up storyline they were acting out. It made sense that they would use Aether Frontier as a tool for their own adventures. Tabletop games were still a thing but meeting online could connect people from all over and had the bonus of set dressing.

      He found a nearby mailbox and wrote a letter to his Tech Mage.

      
        
        [From: Zeke]

        [To: Zeke]

        [Subject: Sweet, sweet loots]

        [You sent this to yourself. Why are you reading this?]

      

      

      He attached a few pieces of gear from his inventory, then stared at the chest Vikira had left behind. He didn’t really have any use for the decorations inside, but maybe he could sell them and get some gear for his new character. With a mental shrug, he opened a second message and dumped the chest of decorations as an attachment.

      He went through the rest of his inventory for things to send to his other character. After a moment, he came across the Cipher. May as well keep it with me. He mentally clicked on it to attach it to the message, and the message interface dimmed before returning to normal. He froze. The Cipher was gone. He pulled up the details on his attachments. A line of text hovered in the space next to the chest of loot.

      
        
        Owner Transfer Accepted

        Account Bound

        Item may be transferred to characters of the same account. Available for trade with party members. Cannot be sold.

      

      

      He sent the message, and logged out back to the lobby, and then took off the headset. He slid the gloves off and set them beside it. His fingers traced the sides of the gear. It had served him well. Carefully stacking the gloves on top of the visor he packed it away in one of the cubbies that held his stuff.

      He climbed back into his bed. As soon as he closed his eyes, the Node activated. He stepped back into the game at the base of the gaffer’s platform.

      The gaffer turned to face him. "Did you stop for lunch?”

      "No," Zeke replied. "I needed some recovery time from that elevator."

      She laughed. "Did you collect the payment?"

      He handed the card to her.

      
        
        Quest Complete: Collections

        Reward: +3000 XP, +500 Credits

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        +2 Essence

      

      

      He pulled up his character sheet and split the Essence between Wisdom and Intelligence once more. It increased his energy and mana bringing them both up to one hundred and sixty. The brief encounter with the Aluco, though satisfying, told him that he needed to make sure he had plenty of reserves to draw on.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 4] [7050/11000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 3] [Awareness 3] [Wisdom 6] [Intelligence 6]

        [Health: 130/130] [Stamina: 130/130]

        [Energy: 160/160] [Mana: 160/160]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Blade] [Displace] [Jolt] [Tech Armor]

        [Hack – Passive]

      

      

      The gaffer cleared her throat, making Zeke jump and look up at her.

      "Now that I have your attention," she said with a glare, "I've got another job for you. Head to the Central Station to hone your skills. We don’t see many with your skill set around here. I’m sure you can find a skilled teacher there. While you are there, you can check in with the merchants. Make sure those scoundrels are getting the best price for the parts we send them.” She looked him over and frowned. “Also, try not to look like a total rube."

      
        
        Class Quest Started: Talk to the Tech Mage Trainer

        Reward: +1 Ability Point, 200 XP

      

      

      
        
        Quest Started: Progress Report

        The Gaffer wants you to check in with The Kesh Free-Traders.

        Reward: +200 Credits, +500 XP

      

      

      "Thanks," he said. "I'll do my best."

      The gaffer turned back around to her work.

      A new map marker popped up on his HUD. He wove his way through the maze of improvised work areas until he came to a more open space, with a patchwork shuttle in the center. It had the rounded nose of an escape pod, the wing of an AI fighter, and a single booster almost as big as the rest of the ship. Jagged welding scars accented each transition.

      "It's only a game," he whispered as he stepped up to the shuttle.

      A piece of the hull began to pull away. He had to look twice—it was another Kesh, and not some sort of sentient grease ball. Given the fact that he had encountered a somewhat living glob of slime, a grease ball wasn't too far of a stretch

      "Come on in," the Kesh yelled. "We're about to take off."

      The walking grease slick kicked the side of the shuttle. A small panel swung open, revealing a keypad.

      "It's just a game," he repeated as he followed the grease-covered Kesh into the ship. Using the trip from the salvage site to the space station was a clever way to cover the loading process from the tutorial area to the main game.

      In stark contrast to the exterior, the inside of the shuttle was all one piece. The seats had impressive harnesses, the pilot controls were immaculate, and the crash cage had been expertly placed.

      "Strap in," the Kesh said. "I've got places to be."

      Zeke sat in the closest seat and buckled the harness. The interior hatch slid silently into place. His seat vibrated as the outer piece jiggled down into its slot. A gentle whine rocketed to a screech as the engines kicked on. The sound was the only warning before the force knocked him back into the seat.

      It didn't take long to reach their destination. The egg-shaped space station rivaled the size of the small gaseous planet it orbited. It had forty-two levels plus three docking bays that were marked by a steady stream of traffic. The ships ranged from repurposed dropships to luxury cruisers.

      Space stations were one of the few places that were truly neutral. They radiated a safe zone where PvP interactions were blocked. Duels could only be fought in an arena located in the center of the station.

      He had seen this station from the outside only once before, when he had completed the tutorial with his other character. After that, players had to resort to getting there via teleportation, which was rather expensive, or buying passage on another vessel. He had made the trip a few times, but it cost extra for a seat with a view.

      The ship dropped, sending his stomach lurching higher than it should. The ship hit the deck of the hangar and skidded to a stop, with a loud thunk.

      "Another smooth landing," the Kesh said, smiling to himself.

      Zeke let out a ragged breath. "That was smooth?"

      "Nothing is on fire," the Kesh replied. "Now hurry up and get out."

      Zeke didn't need to be told twice.

      
        
        Central Station Discovered

        +100 XP

        7150/11000

      

      

      He stumbled out of the ship. His head spun, as if the world tilted. He had to steady himself against a pile of crates. A small part of him wondered how the developers had managed to create such a sensation. He took a deep breath, then turned his attention to his new location.

      He now stood in a hangar quite like the one at the Kesh settlement, except this one held functioning ships, not piles of scrap. The Kesh shuttle had left a winding trail of scuffed metal from the entrance to where it had stopped, but somehow the pilot had managed to get it into a yellow square marked for incoming ships. The hangar staff didn't even seem surprised by the landing—a small three-person crew was already buffing the trail away.

      He pushed himself back upright. A door at the far side of the hangar led into the space station proper. He jogged over, each step farther away from the shuttle, shrinking the pit of dread that had been haunting him.

      A human stood on a platform in the middle of the entryway. Their white uniform was immaculate, covering everything but their wrists and mouths. The only reason he could guess they were even human was because they lacked fur and a tail.

      "Name?” they asked.

      "Zeke," he replied. "Here on personal business."

      "Anything to declare?” the human asked.

      "Never ride in a Kesh shuttle," Zeke said.

      "Noted," the human said. They turned to the side and pointed at the floor. "Follow the yellow line to the central elevator. Red goes to outbound shuttles, and green is for cargo."

      "Thanks," Zeke said.

      He gave the human a small nod before following the yellow line on the floor. The first thing he needed to do was meet up with his friends. After that he would find his class trainer and then move on to adventuring.

      The ride on the elevator was thankfully smooth and pulled less than 3 Gs. It took him to the middle floor, which had access to everywhere else on the station. He stepped out and immediately had to jump out of the way as another character rushed past.

      He retreated to the wall, putting it against his back as he planned his next move. The station was a bit like a spider, with a large core of long arms branching out. Hangars for personal ships were at the bottom of the core with commissioned shuttles being at the top. Each branch catered to a specific type of goods and services. Combat, crafting, resource gathering, cantinas, and housing each had their own spot.

      He found the branch that led to the cantinas and bypassed as much of the crowd as he could by sticking close to the wall. Most of the foot traffic stuck to the center of the path, diverging when players found their branch of choice.

      The first two cantinas were packed with players. Hunger and thirst weren't mechanics in the game, but food and drink gave special boosts. From what he had heard, the stuff tasted amazing too. Haptic gear wasn't capable of taste, or smell for that matter, so eating and drinking was just another automated set of motions.

      He found the third cantina less packed. The Platinum Plate, as the sign over the door said, wasn't nearly as noisy as its neighbors. He stepped inside to find a robot made to look like a guy in a tux.

      "How may I help you?” the robot asked.

      "I need a private room," Zeke replied.

      "How many in your party?” the robot asked. "And for how long?"

      "Three total," Zeke replied. "Half an hour, I guess."

      "Our shortest time is one hour."

      "I'll go with that then," Zeke said. "How much?"

      "One hundred for an hour," the robot answered.

      Zeke sighed and sent one hundred credits to the robot. He had a grand total of four hundred now.

      A towering humanoid dragon charged into the room, heading directly toward him. It knocked him out of the way without breaking stride and came to a stop in the center of the room.

      The towering Drake turned around to face him.

      "Sorry about that," Colin said. "I'm still adjusting."

      Colin had given his Drake character ash-gray scales with accents of gold along his snout. His already massive form was strategically dotted with plates of ceramic armor. A scuffed double-barrel cannon was holstered across his back to complete the look. The reptilian head was a mix of leopard gecko and an alligator, but he lacked the panels along his spine to properly storm Tokyo. He reached down with a broad clawed hand and pulled Zeke back to his feet.

      "How much did this cost?" Colin asked looking down at the him.

      "A hundred credits." He took a moment to dust himself off, but he paused, realizing the action was pointless. Aether Frontier was an impressive game, but they didn't go into so much detail as to put dirt on the floors. Force of habit was strong, though. "Figured I couldn’t do much else with it. We have to get questing if we want to get some better gear."

      "There's some cheap stuff on the market too, man. Don’t go wasting your credits just yet," Colin admonished.

      A chime came from the door. A Vulpes stepped out into the room, her ears twitching as she sniffed the air—Erica. She crossed the entryway to stand next to him. Her starting gear had noticeable samurai influences, while Colin looked more like a high-tech Viking.

      "Kesh," she said as she looked him over. "I forgot you guys were so short."

      He tilted his head. They were the same height in game.

      Tail swishing, she brushed past him and stopped in front of the decorations chest. "What's this?”

      He followed her to the chest. "That's the stuff from the haptic side of my account. It's all set as decorations."

      "Are you going to use it?" Colin asked.

      Zeke shook his head. "No way. I'd need to buy a fortress. And I won’t be able to afford something like that anytime soon."

      "I could sell them for you," Erica offered. "I can send it to my old account. I know some people who could get attention on the market. Split the profit sixty-forty?"

      "Sure." Zeke shrugged. "Wait, your old account?"

      "I started off playing on my mom’s account," she said, smiling. "This one is all me."

      "Nice." He put the chest in his inventory and activated a trade with Erica.

      She accepted. A moment later, she had sent it off to her alt. "Done."

      "Do you two have any plans?" she asked him and Colin.

      "You know, be awesome," Colin said, smirking. "The usual."

      "I need to see my trainer," Zeke added.

      "Same," Colin chimed in.

      "We can hit the space station, train up, and then hop a shuttle to the next planet," Erica said. "There's an encounter on the ship that drops some decent gear."

      "Sounds good.” Zeke left the cantina with them, heading through the crowds to the main elevator that would take them to the level where class trainers hung out.

      They spent a few seconds following shiny arrows pointing the way and soon found themselves on the training floor of the station. Players of all shapes and sizes filled the area and clustered around the representatives of their chosen classes.

      A gently glowing icon hovered in his vision to mark the location of his trainer. He looked to Colin and Erica, who stood flanking him. "See you in a bit?"

      "Let me know once you're done," Erica replied. "I'll find a shuttle with a good encounter."

      They split off to be swept into the crowd. He went with the flow towards his trainer’s area in the inner ring of the station. He found the NPC in a dark corner, with the glowing icon above his head, and not another player in sight. It seemed like nobody had even come back here in ages.

      The trainer was a bored-looking Grey leaning against a stack of crates. The trainer summoned Tech Armor, fiddled with it, and then dismissed it. The Grey technically didn't have gender. Cosmetic items could make them look however the player wanted, but lore said they were asexual and reproduced via a cloning process that had long rendered the species sterile. The Grey turned to look at him as he approached. They studied him for a long moment.

      "Been a while since I've needed to do something." Their voice had a metallic ring to it with a slight crackle at the end of each word. "The skills of a Tech Mage aren’t really in demand anymore."

      A nameplate hovered over the trainer’s head.

      
        
        Ernestine, Tech Mage Trainer

      

      

      
        
        Quest Complete: Talk to the Tech Mage Trainer

        Reward: +1 Ability Point, +200 XP

        7350/11000

      

      

      "All right. Time for a lesson, rookie. This here is your ability progression tree," Ernestine stated.

      A window popped up before him.

      
        
        Tech Armor – Advanced Tech Armor – Tech Shield

        Jolt – Overcharge – Chain Reaction

        Drone – Scout – Recon

        Displace – Slam – Burst – Multi-Burst

        Aether Blade – Aether Spike – Aether Shard

        Identify – Imbue – Enchant

      

      

      "Each ability has stages," Ernestine explained. "Once it has been upgraded, the ability still retains its original functions. For example, using Overcharge is a more powerful version of Jolt with added bonuses for Hack and damage, but it can still be used in the same situations as Jolt, like opening doors. Each increase in your Intelligence or Wisdom increases the damage output if there is one.”

      "You should have one Ability Point available. That one is free," Ernestine said. "Spend the point wisely. From now on, thanks to my teachings, you get a new one every two levels. Ability Points, as you may have already learned, can be used to unlock an additional ability. Speaking to me has opened new options in that area, so make sure you check them out. Ability Points can also upgrade one of the abilities you've already activated—that bit is new, no need to thank me. Once you hit level fifteen, you have the option to choose a specialization. That will unlock more ability options."

      Zeke sighed and went back to studying the list. "There aren't any specializations listed."

      "You'll get the info once you hit level fifteen," Ernestine replied.

      "That long, really?"

      "You can get a feel for the class and how you want to play it. By then you'll have your own style. The specializations will be catered to it."

      Zeke let the information sink in. A swipe of his hand narrowed down the list to the options he could choose.

      
        
        Abilities & Upgrades:

        - Aether Spike (Upgrade Aether Blade)

        - Drone (Unlock)

        - Overcharge (Upgrade Jolt)

        - Slam (Upgrade Displace)

        - Advanced Tech Armor (Upgrade Tech Armor)

      

      

      The only new ability he could unlock was the Drone tree. He highlighted it and expanded the selection for more details.

      
        
        Drone

      

        

      
        Summons a mechanical companion

      

        

      
        Deals 2-5 energy damage

        Can be used to remotely disarm traps

        Grants 2 Additional Inventory Slots

        Upgrades to Scout

      

      

      That feature would have been more useful before his inventory had been expanded. He waved the ability detail away and focused on the rest of the list. Upgrading to Advanced Tech Armor seemed like the best idea but seeing what Aether Spike could do was tempting. Right now, he couldn’t really take a hit. Mobility was the cornerstone of his defense. One good AOE, area of effect, attack and he’d be hurting.

      
        
        Advanced Tech Armor

        Energy Cost: +5

        Armor: +50

        Damage Resistance: +Energy (takes half damage)

        Cool Down: 20 Seconds

        Duration: No change

      

        

      
        Unlock Advanced Tech Armor

        Confirm? Yes/No

      

      

      Once he accepted the change, the window closed.

      Ernestine didn’t offer any input. “Finished?”

      "I think so."

      "A Tech Mage can't utilize all of their abilities when using heavy weapons," Ernestine explained. "We're good at hit and run tactics. Strike hard, strike fast, and don't get hit. Heavy armor slows you down and big guns take too long. The sidearm on your hip is about as big as you want to go. Better yet, get a blade or two."

      
        
        Tech Mage

        Armor Proficiency: Light Armor

        Weapon Proficiency: Dagger, Pistol, Short Sword

      

      

      "Try not to die," Ernestine said. "It would be a shame to lose my only student."

      Zeke nodded and gave a mock salute. "Thanks."

      
        
        [Zeke: Done. I have a story quest to do. Something about checking up on some Kesh merchants.]

      

      

      
        
        [Colin: Bleh. The species-based storylines are boring. They just move you from one set piece to the next. The location-based storylines aren't nearly as dull, and they give better loot.]

      

      

      
        
        [Zeke: So, I should just abandon it?]

      

      

      
        
        [Colin: I would]

      

      

      
        
        [Erica: I hate to say it, but same]

      

      

      
        
        [Zeke: Okay. It would be cool to see more of the game lore though. I'm going to make an alt and run through all the standard storylines on my own. One for each species]

      

      

      
        
        [Colin: I'm so proud]

      

      

      
        
        [Erica: Marking my location now. Waiting on you]

      

      

      An icon in the shape of a fox pawprint appeared at the top of his vision inside his mini-map. It was joined a moment later by four claw marks. He wondered what appeared for a Kesh. He'd ask once he got there.

      He pulled up his quest log. He could always just let it rot in his quest log, but he liked things tidy. Unfollowing it meant it wouldn’t be there staring at him in his main quest list, but he could still pick it back up later from his unfollowed list.

      
        
        Unfollow – Report Progress? Yes/No

      

      

      The listing vanished at his selection. He turned his attention back to path ahead. The crowd of players swallowed him once he got closer to the other class trainers. He shifted to the flow heading in the direction of his friends. It led up a set of stairs, around the central cantina area, and to a bank of elevators. The crowd thinned enough for him to step out to join Erica and Colin.

      Erica saw him first. “Zeke, over here.”

      
        
        Erica has Invited you to Party Chat

        Accept? Yes/No

      

      

      He accepted the invite. Party Chat in Aether Frontier was a little jarring from an outside perspective. To the party members, everything looked fine. Those not included didn't see their mouths moving or hear anything since it was a private channel; however, the players still moved as if they were speaking, with their own gestures and body language. The party members could still talk even when they were out of earshot. Standard communications.

      "We aren't taking the elevators?"

      "They go to the hangars for player-owned ships," she answered. "It's instanced, so it doesn't matter which elevator they get on."

      "Cool," Colin said. "When do we get one? A ship, I mean."

      Erica led them around the bank of elevators to a short hallway. "You get a basic one at level ten. It comes with a cockpit and a glorified storage area. You’ve gotta upgrade it a few times to make it a fighter. But even then, it's junk."

      "Sounds fun." Colin wrinkled his snout.

      "Save up your credits and buy a proper ship instead of the crappy default one," Erica replied. "We could pool our resources and get one fast. Well, faster, anyway."

      "I get to pick the color," Colin said quickly.

      "What was this quest you were talking about earlier?" Zeke tried to steer the conversation back to the matter at hand.

      "We take a transport to the next planet," she said. "It gets attacked by pirates, or there's a mutiny. Either way, it's pretty good XP and decent enough loot."

      "You had me pirates," Colin said.

      Zeke chuckled. "Let's get to it."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke sat with Erica and Colin in a lounge with matte blue furniture. A row of tables flanked an oval bar in the middle of the space, set between a pair of airlocks on either side of the room. A group of five players sat with their backs to them, wearing matching crimson-and-white armor with sleek, full-faced helmets. An NPC bartender moved among them.

      "Those guys look familiar." Zeke studied them, trying to figure out where he knew them from.

      "They look like they're part of a guild," Colin said. "Could be the armor that you recognize."

      Zeke shrugged, trying to shift the feeling away.

      "Make sure you're topped up and ready," Erica said. "It's going to start soon."

      "Topped up?" Colin asked with a laugh.

      "Healed, charged, and all that," Erica replied, shaking her head.

      "I've never heard you say that before. Come to think of it, I've never heard anyone say that before."

      "People say it," she muttered.

      "I swear I've seen those guys somewhere," Zeke said.

      Conversation died as the ship shuddered.

      
        
        Optional Quest Available: Defeat the Pirates

        Accept? Yes/No

      

      

      
        
        Optional Quest Available: Join the Pirates to take control of the ship

        Accept? Yes/No

      

      

      "Nice,” Erica said, “it's the pirate attack. We want to side with the crew. It’s what everyone does unless you’re looking for a place for some themed PvP. The loot and XP is trash if you join the baddies."

      Colin slid out from the booth and readied his weapon. "Have you done this before?"

      "Once or twice," Erica replied. "We can also decline both quests, sit it out and let them just rob the ship, and leave if we want. No XP, but it's faster."

      "Where's the fun in that?" Zeke asked. "How many should we expect?"

      "It's scaled to fit whoever decides to join in," she answered. "Those guys don't look too concerned, so it's probably just us. Only players that accept will join the new instance."

      
        
        Quest Accepted: Defeat the Pirates

      

      

      
        
        Spawn Point - Airlock

        Attention: Level Adjustment Activated

        Player Vs Player Enabled

        Please Select Loot Level

      

      

      "Loot level?" Zeke asked.

      "For PvP," Colin replied. "That way if you get taken out by another player, you decide how much they get to loot you. Base is ten percent. If you set it higher, then you can get more stuff. But only if they have set theirs high too. The system takes whichever is lowest. Means the players who are confident in their abilities have the most to gain from other players who think they are going to win. Whereas if you want to be conservative, you’ll never lose more than ten percent, but you’ll never gain more than ten percent either. Also, you get a small XP and loot bump the higher you set it."

      "I'll go with one hundred percent, I guess. I want to level as fast as possible—every little bit helps," Zeke said. "Anyone who loots me will have to be happy with starting gear. Is PvP a big part of this encounter?"

      "Not really," Erica replied. "Technically you can side with the pirates or the crew and battle it out. But only if you accept the quest. If it’s just us, it’s irrelevant. Either way, we're super low level. Even if we do go one hundred percent and someone else joins in, we don’t have anything worth the time it would take for another player to kill us. I doubt anyone will bother us."

      "That's fair," Zeke said.

      The airlock at the far end of the room shivered. It opened about a foot before it stopped. There was another shiver before it opened completely. Two waves of four stocky robots with white-and-blue armor rushed into the room. Their left arms ended in a cannons, and their right arms were solid blades of metal.

      The bots pressed forward into the room, forming a loose semi-circle as they sent a steady stream of energy bolts toward their position.

      "That's new," Erica muttered. She faded from view as her stealth field activated.

      Colin slung his cannon into his waiting arms and let loose with both barrels.

      The robots unleashed a wave of energy bolts.

      Erica reappeared as she was knocked onto her back. A cluster of bolts slammed into Colin. He wobbled, frozen in the middle of reloading his cannon.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hits Erica for 50 Energy Damage

        Stealth Deactivated

        Pirate Bot hits Colin for 50 Energy Damage

        Colin is now Stunned

      

      

      It was far too much damage for a quest of this level. What was going on?

      Erica scrambled for cover behind some large metal cargo bins. He tilted his head, and then his gaze flickered to the group at the bar. They hadn't even moved despite the chaos. One of them—maybe their leader—appeared to be watching events very closely though. They must have accepted the quest for it to level up, so why weren’t they fighting?

      A few of the Pirate Bots focused fire on the higher-level group, but the players just seemed to tank the shots. Occasionally one of them would activate a type of shield that appeared for a second or two to block incoming attacks. Others seemed to blur as they used abilities that made them harder to hit. The group seemed perfectly equipped to avoid the fighting. They were barely losing any health.

      Worse, their lack of attacks or movement seemed to trick the AI into focusing on other targets. Three of the bots were currently concentrating on Zeke and his low-level companions.

      What were these players up to? Weren’t they all on the same team? Then the emblem on their arm finally clicked.

      Oh crap. Trollblood guild.

      "Those guys are griefers," Zeke called out. "They jack the encounter level up and record players getting owned."

      "Thanks for the update." Colin said as he snapped out of the stun and also dived for cover. "You couldn't have told us sooner?"

      "It's not like I sub to their channel," Zeke replied. "They have to be at least ten levels ahead of us."

      "We're screwed," Erica said. "This is going to be plastered all over their channel." She ducked down as more bolts of energy obliterated chunks of her cover.

      Zeke stared at the griefers. A list of names and levels popped up above their heads. He focused on the numbers rather than the names. All five were level thirty. He, Erica, and Colin were level four. If the levels were adjusted to even things out, then the quest must now be effectively level twenty—along with mobs of a similar difficulty.

      They didn’t really stand a chance against such high-level mobs, but at least they could look cool when someone inevitably posted the video of their demise.

      "Let's put on a show then." Zeke leaped over the table, activating Advanced Tech Armor as he moved.

      Plates of glowing armor digitized on his chest, arms, and head as he landed. A crackling ball of energy formed around his fist as he activated his Jolt ability.

      The description had said the attack was more effective against mechanical targets, so it might be enough to take at least one mob down with them.

      He sent it flying toward the closest Bot.

      
        
        Critical Weakness: Energy (4x damage dealt)

        Pirate Bot hit for 35 Energy Damage

        Additional 105 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Pirate Bot Resists Hack

      

      

      His gamble had paid off. Critical Weakness was the biggest vulnerability a creature could have to a type of damage—without the modifier his attack would barely have left a scratch. Even with it, things were not looking good. Still, they had to try.

      "They're extra vulnerable to energy attacks," Zeke yelled. "Focus on one at a time."

      He dipped under a volley of fire only for a bolt of energy to catch him square in the chest.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hits you for 200 Energy Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor - Resistance, Energy (1/2 damage)

        Advanced Tech Armor absorbs 100 Energy Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor 50/150

      

      

      Advanced Tech Armor had a twenty-second cooldown. It had enough to block a single energy blast, but another would burn through its remaining absorption capacity and eat into his meager 130 health points. Even spamming armor, if he got hit with that attack more than twice within any twenty-second period, he would be a goner before he could recast. His best bet was to not get hit.

      "Switching ammo," Colin called as he dropped back behind some heavy metallic trash cans.

      "Pulling Aggro," Erica popped up from behind a chair, holding a stubby blaster in each hand. They let out a snap-crackle with each pull of the trigger.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hit for 5 Energy Damage

        Additional 15 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Pirate Bot hit for 2 Energy Damage

        Additional 6 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Pirate Bot hit for 4 Energy Damage

        Additional 12 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

      

      

      The robots kept their attention locked on Erica, but somehow, she was able to dodge the incoming attacks. Next, Colin stood up from behind his cover. He leveled the double-barreled cannon and fired.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hit for 15 Physical Damage x2

        Pirate Bot – Resistance, Physical (1/2 Damage)

        Pirate Bot takes 15 Damage

      

      

      "I thought you were going to switch ammo?" Zeke called over his shoulder.

      "I can't get through its armor no matter what I use," Colin answered. "What about yours?"

      "It does like two ballistic per shot," Zeke replied.

      "Keep the Aggro switching," Erica yelled. "It's our only hope."

      Zeke rolled under a wave of fire. He hopped back up to his right, found the barely damaged Bot, and hit it with another Jolt.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hit for 20 Energy Damage

        Additional 60 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Pirate Bot Resists Hack

      

      

      "This isn't working," Colin yelled from behind a broken table.

      "It's slowly working," Zeke corrected as he crouched behind a pile of mostly detonated chairs. “My class is made for dealing with mechanical enemies. If they weren’t so much higher level than us, this would be a piece of cake. I have an ability, if we can get them down to low enough health, there’s a chance I can shut them down or something.”

      "Oh yeah? That’s great news. Well, so far we haven't even knocked one of them to half health," Colin spat back, looking at the group of robots slowly blasting away their cover. The simple constructs seemed content to continue firing blindly and made no attempts to move around the obstructions. “We are dead meat.”

      "Then we go down swinging," Erica chimed in. "Pulling Aggro." She stood and fired her snap-crackle blasters until they went dry.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hit for 10 Energy Damage

        Additional 30 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Pirate Bot hit for 8 Energy Damage

        Additional 24 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Pirate Bot hit for 2 Energy Damage

        Additional 6 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Pirate Bot hit for 5 Energy Damage

        Additional 15 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Pirate Bot hit for 3 Energy Damage

        Additional 9 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Pirate Bot hit for 4 Energy Damage

        Additional 12 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

      

      

      "Hundred and twenty-eight points," Erica cheered.

      A bolt of energy hit her shoulder, spinning her in place. Another hit her in the middle of her back. She crumpled to the floor.

      
        
        Revive Party Member - 30 Seconds left

      

      

      Oh no.

      Erica was the only other one of them with energy-damage capabilities. With her down, it was only a matter of time. There wasn’t much he could do but pray to the gaming gods that the robot was on low enough on health for his Hack ability to have at least some chance of success.

      Zeke targeted the weakened Bot and held his breath.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hit for 20 Energy Damage

        Additional 60 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Pirate Bot Resists Hack

      

      

      Zeke cursed as a ballistic shot from another Bot hit him in the side, wiping out his Tech Armor. He recast it just in time to be hit by another attack, this time an energy blast that reduced his armor back to fifty as he dived to the floor.

      
        
        Revive Party Member – 21 Seconds left.

      

      

      If he didn’t get to Erica soon, she would be out of the fight—but every time he ducked out from cover to shoot, the Bots would catch him with devastating shots.

      The Trollbloods had somehow managed to stay completely free of Aggro, watching and laughing amongst themselves. Even the pitiful damage Zeke’s party was dealing meant they were generating far more threat. The Bots seemed to have a group Aggro mechanic, so they couldn’t target one Bot without drawing fire from the others.

      Already, most of the furniture in the room had been reduced to piles of rubble. He was running out of places to hide, and his Tech Armor was still on cooldown. He needed that Hack—shutting down at least one of the Bots would make this whole fiasco at least a little worthwhile.

      He slid out of cover to fired off three Jolts in quick succession. Two of the bolts landed.

      A flurry of ballistic shots caught him in the side, sending his third Jolt splashing into the ceiling. He ignored the damage messages, focusing on the only thing that mattered.

      
        
        Pirate Bot Resists Hack x2

      

      

      
        
        Revive Party Member – 12 Seconds left.

      

      

      
        
        Tech Armor: 0/150

      

      

      Bright flashes of blaster fire from the Bots filled his vision. It was hard to aim, but he let loose another two Jolts. Only one landed.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hit for 25 Energy Damage

        Additional 75 Energy Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Hack Successful

        +500 XP

        7850/11000

      

      

      The Bot shivered.

      
        
        Activate Command

        - Self-Destruct

        - Reset Friend or Foe

      

      

      He screamed in satisfaction. He got to choose an effect? These options were far better than he had hoped for—perhaps they still had a chance. This Tech Mage class had some powerful abilities.

      
        
        Reset Friend or Foe activated.

      

      

      The Pirate Bot turned to the other seven invaders. It let loose a volley of energy blasts that would deal massive damage into the cluster of unsuspecting enemies. They seemed not to recognize their fellow Bot as an enemy and began to take heavy damage.

      Zeke made a mad dash over to Erica. A notification window popped up as he slid to a stop beside her.

      
        
        Revive Party Member – 5 Seconds left.

      

      

      The reviving animation begin to play as he reached out to her.

      
        
        Reviving in 3…2…1

      

      

      He pulled Erica to her feet. She wobbled a bit and braced herself against the chair she had been using as cover.

      "That sucked." She groaned.

      "It's not over yet."

      She smiled.

      He turned back to face the bots. "Colin, swap to back to shrapnel and get closer. See if that helps. Erica, try to pull Aggro again. I'll keep doing what I'm doing."

      "Get closer, Colin," Colin mimicked. "Switch to shrapnel, Colin. Save us, save us."

      "He's moody for a giant gecko," Zeke said.

      "I heard that," Colin called back.

      Zeke rolled his eyes, gave Erica a smile, and dashed from cover to the opposite side of the room. The Bots were far less accurate now that they were taking fire from one of their own. He reactivated Advanced Tech Armor, leaving him only with what he’d managed to regen over the course of the fight.

      
        
        20/160 Energy

      

      

      Twenty energy would be enough to cast Jolt two more times. It would be pure luck if he could get another Bot hacked with what he had left. He looked down at the Bolt-Thrower on his hip and shook his head. The sidearm was barely adequate for low-level mobs. Here it couldn't even pull Aggro.

      He paused as he looked at his right hand. Jolt and Hack were cast with his left. His right was used for Aether Blade and Displace. They used mana. He had plenty of that.

      A swirl of cobalt blue mist emerged from his open hand. It solidified into a wedge that started at his wrist, gathered in the palm of his hand, and stretched for another half a meter, forming into a blade. Thin wisps of mana made it look like a glowing short sword.

      A notification appeared.

      
        
        Pirate Bot x2 defeated (Controlled Pirate Bot)

        +2000 XP

        9850/11000

        Note: Enemies that assist you in battle due to Hack effects count as NPC allies for the purposes of XP gain.

      

      

      The Bot he had hacked was still standing, had managed to take down two others, and bagged him a nice chunk of experience. It looked like Hack had been the right call.

      He rushed the group of Pirate Bots. Now was as good of a time as any. He really hoped that Aether Blade would do some sort of damage.

      He slipped behind one of them and jammed the blade forward as hard as he could.

      
        
        Sneak Attack successful! (2x Damage)

        Pirate Bot hit for 20 Aether Damage

        Additional 20 Aether Damage (Sneak Attack)

        Pirate Bot – Resistance (1/2 Damage)

        Pirate Bot takes 20 Damage

      

      

      Twenty damage wasn’t bad considering he had used aether on a robot. Tech Mages seemed particularly strong, if a little squishy. They might even be able to win this. The controlled robot had tipped things in their favor. It wasn't going to be pretty, but it could work. All he had to do was hide, wait for it to get distracted, and then do another Sneak Attack.

      The Bot turned on him faster than he expected. These were high-level mobs, quick to react and smarter than the average creature. He’d gotten cocky. And now he was going to pay the price. Its bladed arm thrust into his chest twice.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hits you for 200 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor absorbs 150 Damage

        Tech Armor 0/150

        Advanced Tech Armor fails

        You take 50 Physical Damage

        Pirate Bot hits you for 200 Physical Damage

        You take 200 Physical Damage

      

      

      
        
        You are unconscious

        30 Seconds to Revive…

        29 Seconds to Revive…

        28 Seconds to Revive…

      

      

      He slammed onto the floor.

      His vision swam. He could hear the fighting from far away. The colors of the room around him began to bleed together. As the counter reached zero, the edges on his vision started to turn gray.

      
        
        You have died

        Respawn in 30 Seconds

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke respawned in the airlock. It took him a few minutes to adjust to the fact he hadn’t been sent back to the main station. Then he remembered the quest had set a spawn point. This must be why the Trollbloods chose this quest. They were locked in until it was completed.

      At least the death penalties don’t kick in till level 10, so my gear didn’t take an extra hit.

      He hurried to rejoin the group. The ragged remains of the doors in front of him led back to the lounge. He could see the shapes of the Bots moving around in the room beyond. He sprinted forward, then paused for a moment before entering.

      The overridden Bot was down for the count. It had taken one of the others down as well. It must have been caught in the crossfire and lost what little health remained.

      With him out of the picture, the Pirate Bots had switched to the closest targets, which—unfortunately—were Colin and Erica, who were taking cover behind the bar near where the Trollbloods were filming. The higher-level players still seemed completely unconcerned by the gun fire. They hadn’t moved an inch since the battle started, so they must have been aware that the Bots would only engage in melee if you approached them.

      "How long do we have until we land?" Zeke asked.

      "There's no countdown," Erica replied. "It doesn't work that way. Accepting the quest activated an instance. Our trip won't complete until it's finished."

      "We could just log out," Colin offered. "When we come back, it should reset us back to the beginning of the trip."

      "Wouldn’t we lose the XP?" Zeke countered.

      "Easy fix. We could just do it without those guys," Colin said.

      "They bumped up the encounter so much that the system is trying to even things out. I got two thousand XP when that Bot killed the others. And that's after splitting it with you guys, this could be worth it." Zeke said.

      "I got some good XP too," Erica said. "But you died, and I almost died. How long is it going to take for us to get through these Bots? What if there are more of these things coming?"

      Zeke glared at the griefers. "So, they just wait around until they've got enough footage of us looking stupid and then go on to clear the mission with ease?" he mumbled to himself, frustration mounting. "We have to slowly battle through a near-impossible quest or just run away with our tails between our legs, while they get a bunch of views and barely break a sweat."

      The other group continued to watch. They simply ignored the blaster fire around them as it took chunks out of the bar and bounced off their armor.

      He wracked his memory for something more about the group of griefers. He didn’t make a habit of watching players being trolled, so they weren’t usually on his playlist. He stole another look at the group.

      It’s their armor.

      He remembered the Trollblood guild gave its film crews a legendary set of armor that severely hampered mobility but allowed them to tank mobs with ease. They didn’t need to move—their armor meant they were barely taking damage from shots that would have killed him and his friends. It was infuriating.

      He shook his head. "No. We can do this. If we have to take them out too then we will."

      "You want us to take down a group of griefers that are way above our level and then somehow clear the rest of the mission?" Colin asked.

      "Yes," Zeke replied.

      "Fine," Colin said through a short chuckle. "What's the plan?"

      "We start our own recording." Zeke turned to Erica. "Do you think you can use your contacts to spread some footage?"

      She flashed a wicked smile. "Oh yeah."

      "What am I missing?" Colin asked.

      "We grief the griefers," she answered.

      "They're on our side," Colin added. "Technically."

      Zeke pulled up his party menu.

      
        
        Party Options

        Colin – Erica – Zeke

      

      

      "They are on our side, but only technically. We all have the same quest, so it would make sense for us to work together, but they are not in our party or faction—so I doubt there would be any penalties if we attacked them. Their siding with the crew means the Pirate Bots get a level boost, while we're left in the lurch because they refuse to help us complete the quest," Zeke said. "However, this quest is PvP enabled in case players decide to be on Team Pirates, right? So, there’s nothing to stop us indulging in some friendly fire. It’s definitely a dick move, but I think the game mechanics will allow it."

      "And how is that going to help?" Colin asked. "They do this all the time. The Bots aren’t even leaving a scratch."

      "For one, it will make me feel better," Zeke said.

      "Death by PvP works differently. It knocks you out of the instance," Erica answered. "If they kill us, then we get booted back to the space station, and they have less footage. If we kill them, then they get booted, and hopefully we can slowly grind through this quest for big XP. Maybe make a popular video of our own as the level fours that beat a level twenty encounter. Speaking of, we are now recording," Erica said. "It's time to look good, boys."

      "What's the next part of the plan?" Colin asked.

      Zeke peeked at the group near the bar. "We set them between us and the Bots."

      "And then?" Colin asked.

      "We take them out," Zeke replied.

      "That is scarce on details." Colin sighed. "You don’t have a plan, do you?"

      "Sure, I do. Just not the middle part of it."

      "We're going to die, a lot," Colin muttered.

      "Probably," Erica added.

      "Let's get started," Zeke said with a smile.

      He burst from the cover, heading directly for the group of griefers. A couple turned to watch him, laughed, and pointed. He summoned a crackling ball of energy formed into a fist.

      He lunged toward the Trollbloods, sending a charge of Jolt at the closest griefer. It stopped about six inches in the air in front of them and flickered along a shield.

      One Trollblood pretended to shiver in fear. None of them even bothered to counterattack. This was all part of their show. Fighting back would be admitting he was a threat.

      Now that he was up close, he could see they all had Bio-Shields—legendary cyber-organic shield generators immune to energy damage. No wonder the Bots had barely left a scratch. Jolt was useless.

      Luckily, he had another option.

      He activated Advanced Tech Armor and summoned an Aether Blade. The blade of concentrated mana sliced through the barrier. Shields were a wonderful thing, when used correctly. Each one had its strengths and weaknesses. Bio-Shields were resistant to physical damage and immune to energy damage, which made them perfect for this quest. Most players would bring energy-based equipment to deal with the Bots, and if not, the most common damage type was physical. It meant the Trollbloods had nothing to worry about if their targets followed that strategy. But every shield had a weakness, and Bio-Shields had a weakness shared with all other biological targets.

      Aether.

      Aether was able to ignore the Bio-Shield’s absorption capacity and directly damage the user.

      In short, the Trollbloods were protected against tech attacks, not raw magic. Very few low-level players had access to raw aether. Most Mages started off with elemental attacks and spells, casting Fireball or Daggers of Compressed Darkness. Tech Mages were unique. And nobody would expect to see a Tech Mage.

      He skipped forward as his Aether Blade pierced through the shield of the nearest griefer, an armored brute. He jammed the blade up under the griefer’s jaw.

      
        
        Aether Blade hits Brick for 17 Damage

        Bio-Shield absorbs 0 damage (Aether Pierced)

        Bio Shield durability reduced

        Brick takes 17 Damage

        You have gained Infamy with Trollblood Guild

      

      

      "Oh," Zeke said with a feral grin. "That's nice."

      Brick glared down at him but didn’t move to attack. Part of the Trollblood game was that they didn’t intervene—they let the mobs do the damage. No one wanted to see high-level players pwn noobs. That was boring. There were dozens of other channels that did that every day.

      The player probably barely felt the attack, given his level, but he had still taken some damage. Even if it was insignificant.

      He hopped to the side, keeping Brick between him and the other griefers. He needed to form a barrier from the shots still being fired by the Pirate Bots. He used the moment of distraction to land a few more blows.

      
        
        Aether Blade hits Brick for 21 Damage x3

        Bio-Shield absorbs 0 damage (Aether Pierced)

        Bio Shield durability reduced

        Brick takes 63 Damage

      

      

      Brick stumbled under the assault. Finally, the damage seemed to get to him. Classic tank classes had hit points to spare.

      “Uh, guys, my Bio-Shield just failed! What do I do?” Brick screamed.

      “I told you to get it repaired after those last time. You were basically running on fumes. The guild boss is going to kill us—these things aren’t cheap,” said one of the other Trollbloods.

      Nice! He must have exceeded the armors absorption capacity and eaten through the last of its durability. What kind of arrogant idiot went griefing with his armor on its last legs?

      He dodged an errant energy blast but closed in to keep stabbing.

      
        
        Aether Blade hits Brick for 15 Damage x2

        Brick takes 30 Damage

      

      

      “I forgot, okay? This was supposed to be an easy one. Didn’t think I’d need to worry. The pirates were supposed to have wasted these twerps already, or at least sent them running for a logout,” Brick said, doing his best to hold his ground.

      “We aren’t going anywhere,” Zeke yelled as he landed another stab on Brick’s unshielded form.

      “Okay, that’s it. Screw the rules. I’m going to waste this furry noob.” Brick growled.

      Zeke swallowed hard, and the level-thirty player raised a gauntleted fist. It would be one-hit KO.

      Energy exploded into Brick’s back, knocking him into the bar.

      The Trollbloods had started to disappear, leaving a gap in the barrier that had been mostly shielding Brick and Zeke from fire.

      “What? Guys?” Brick cried.

      “Dude, you ruined this stream already. We don’t engage, we don’t speak—we are just the cameramen. It’s more real that way. You didn’t top up, you lost a Bio-Shield, and now you are going to fight them? We can’t use any of this footage. This session is a bust. You can clean up your own mess. We are logging out.” The last Trollblood winked out of existence.

      Zeke dived behind the bar as the Pirate Bots seized the moment to attack. They seemed emboldened by the reduction in numbers. One Pirate Bot even closed into melee range with Brick, landing a heavy slash just as Brick was about to jump over the bar in pursuit.

      “Ugh, fine, think I can’t waste this quest even without my Bio-Shield? This is kid stuff. First, let’s get rid of this annoying toaster, then we can play.”

      Brick grinned wickedly at Zeke, then launched himself at the Pirate Bot, smashing its cannon-arm with a metal-covered fist.

      Zeke regrouped with Colin and Erica, who were still huddled at the back of the bar. “The guy is out of control, not thinking straight. With him taking damage from those Bots and his shield gone, I think we have a chance. If we wait for the right moment and attack together, I think we can take him out.”

      Erica nodded. Colin just grinned.

      The screaming Brick made short work of the Pirate Bot, burning through a number of flashy abilities. The other Bots concentrated their fire on Brick—he was taking heavy damage. Two more joined the fray, with another two attacking from range.

      But Brick was built for this sort of thing and still managed to take them down.

      If Brick killed all the Bots, he could easily one-shot everyone in Zeke’s party. They had to hit him while he was distracted. He was just delivering the killing blow when Zeke and his party pounced.

      Brick had been kind enough to pull all of the Aggro. Effectively, it took Zeke and his friends out of combat, and that gave him enough time to get energy for a single Jolt, which caught Brick in the back.

      
        
        Brick hit for 27 Energy Damage

      

      

      Zeke jumped back outside of melee range as Brick turned to face him.

      Erica leaped on the bar and pelted Brick with blaster fire to the face, obscuring his vision.

      "Coming through!" Colin rushed forward, holding a ragged chunk of metal over his head. It was either a sword, or a piece of wreckage. Either way, Zeke didn't want to be on the receiving end of it.

      He dodged out of the way as Colin swung the chunk of metal in a sharp arc.

      
        
        Colin hits Brick for 25 Slashing Damage

      

      

      Colin sliced down at an angle, spinning Brick in the process. Brick flailed out, but his blow hit the Pirate Bot instead. Zeke pressed in close again, driving the Aether Blade in the middle of the exposed armored back.

      
        
        Sneak Attack successful! (2x Damage)

        Aether Blade hits Brick for 19 Damage

        Additional 19 damage (Sneak Attack)

      

      

      Brick dropped to his knees. Colin swung for the fences and finished him off.

      
        
        Achievement: First Successful PvP

        +300 XP

      

      

      
        
        Achievement: Giant Slayer

        Defeat a Player 3+ Levels Higher

        +1500 XP

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        +2 Essence

        11650/17000

      

      

      
        
        Adjusting Encounter

      

      

      Zeke knelt and looted the fallen griefer. Given Zeke had his PvP loot level set to one hundred percent, he was able to get the maximum of whatever Brick had set his to. It must have been high because Brick had dropped a decent haul.

      
        
        - Multi-Phase Blaster (Customized) x2

        - Variable Pressed Carbon Gloves (Customized)

        - EMP Grenade x6

      

      

      "Did you hear what they said?" Erica asked.

      "That the guy was an idiot?" Colin replied. "I don't mind. We won."

      "No," Erica said. "He said 'top up.' I told you people say it."

      "Now Let's take care of the robots." Zeke turned to face the remaining robotic pirates. Brick had taken down three of the Bots, which left two still standing over where the pirates had initially entered. One of the Bots was missing an arm, and the other had a chunk of its chest caved in. They seemed to have paused as the game reset their levels to a more manageable level.

      "How?" Colin asked.

      "The griefers left us some presents." Zeke opened a trade window.

      They grabbed the loot and equipped it as fast as they could. It was better than they had, but not nearly as impressive as when Brick wielded them. Loot adjusted to ft their level. If Brick had won, then any gear he had looted would have jumped up a couple of levels to make it worthwhile.

      Erica took the blasters, which could switch between energy and physical damage. Colin snagged the chest armor, while Zeke grabbed the gloves, which adapted to light armor. The grenades automatically split evenly between them.

      Erica took aim with her two new blasters and fired a burst at the Bot missing an arm.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hit for 30 Energy Damage x4

      

      

      "Did their health drop?" Zeke asked.

      "The encounter adjusted to the shift in levels," Erica replied. "Colin, that one is in rough shape."

      "On it." Colin tossed two EMP grenades in quick succession.

      
        
        Pirate Bot hit for 150 EMP Damage

        Pirate Bot hit for 200 EMP Damage

      

      

      
        
        Pirate Bot Defeated

        +1000 XP

        12650/17000

      

      

      
        
        Pirate Bot hit for 150 EMP Damage

        Pirate Bot hit for 200 EMP Damage

      

      

      One of the Bots dropped, sprawling to the floor. Erica bombarded the one still standing. The Bot was a smoking shell by the time she stopped firing.

      
        
        +1000 XP

        13650/17000

      

      

      "Remind me to send that guy a friend request," Erica said. "These things are awesome."

      Even split three ways, they all hit level five.

      He pulled up his character sheet to level up. One thing was clear—he would need to find some way to recover energy faster. There had to be the energy equivalent of a health kit out there. Until then, a boost to his mana and energy sounded like the best route. He split the points between Wisdom and Intelligence again.

      
        
        [Zeke] [Tech Mage 5] [13650/17000 XP]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 3] [Awareness 3] [Wisdom 7] [Intelligence 7]

        [Health: 130/130] [Stamina: 130/130]

        [Energy: 170/170] [Mana: 170/170]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Blade] [Displace] [Jolt] [Advanced Tech Armor]

        [Skills:]

        [Hack - Passive]

      

      

      He closed his character sheet. "I'm done."

      "How did you do that?" Colin asked. "You cut through that guy’s Bio-Shield like it was nothing."

      "Aether might suck against robots, but raw magic can really mess up anything organic. If he had just been wearing normal heavy armor, it might have been more of a problem."

      "Yeah," Erica said. "But you were hitting the Bots with energy-orb thingies."

      "Tech Mage," he said, smiling. "Energy and aether, by their powers combined."

      "That's OP," Colin said. "I want it."

      "It's not OP," Zeke said. "I can do tech and aether damage, but the abilities are pretty basic. Also, I can only wear light armor and my health sucks."

      "And that’s not OP?" Colin asked. “Magic users wear light armor, and their health sucks. They’re squishy. You’re still OP.”

      "Come on, let’s get going," Erica replied. "There should be a couple more groups of Bots or pirates before a boss. Maybe."

      "Maybe?" Colin asked.

      "I've only gone through this once on a lower difficulty,” she said. “The quest recalibrated once the Trollbloods left, but it still seems harder than usual. Those bots only became slightly less impossible to beat. Maybe the AI is trying to adjust to our level-ups and new gear. If so, I think it might be overcompensating."

      "We are going to die."

      "A lot, probably," Zeke said again. "Focus on one at a time and exploit any weaknesses we can find."

      "Just that easy?" Colin asked.

      "No death penalties until level ten. We grind through till it’s done, or the entire party wipes and we get booted. Either way the XP should be good," Erica replied.

      "Onward?" Zeke looked over to his friends.

      "Onward," Erica replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The door leading farther into the ship started to slide open, then slowed to a crawl after a couple of seconds. Metal screeched as it shifted a few more inches before coming to a stop only partially open.

      Colin measured the gap with his Drake hands. "That's going to be a squeeze."

      Zeke stepped through into the room beyond. Erica followed close behind.

      "Not really," Zeke said.

      "Yeah," Erica added. "No idea what you're talking about."

      "Ha ha," Colin said. "I'll remember this when you need someone to soak up damage." He turned sideways and shimmied through the opening.

      The corridor was decorated with scattered rubble along the floors. Burns from energy weapons mingled with the ballistic impacts that marred the walls. The few working lights remaining flickered weakly.

      "We had to pay for our drinks, there's no in-flight movie, and the décor is junk," Zeke said. "They are not getting a good review."

      The sound of footsteps ended their conversation.

      Erica slipped away, melding with the shadows while Colin readied his cannon. Zeke paused. He didn't have enough health to be a tank, and his stealth skills were lacking.

      He took a step away from Colin and activated Tech Armor. The digitized plates glowed in the low lighting. His class seemed to be a kind of melee-based glass cannon, a weird combination—but his spread of damage types meant he would have weakness modifiers against many mobs. If he stayed mobile and relied on his agility, he would be pretty hard to hit.

      An Aslanic pirate stepped into view, facing away from them. His ragged mane had various braids dotted with jewels. The bipedal lion was shirtless, displaying his impressive musculature with a few strategically placed bits of leather to provide subtle censorship. He carried a wicked crystalline blade in one hand that was currently resting along his shoulders.

      "Fastball special," Zeke said.

      "Seriously?"

      "You don't want to?" Zeke asked.

      "I didn't say that." Colin swung the cannon back into the holster on his back. He took a knee and held out a hand. Zeke stepped up into the massive claw. It was awkward even with the size difference.

      "Don't sit on my hand," Colin snapped. "Put your feet on it."

      "Got it." Zeke corrected his position. "Ready?"

      "There's only one way to find out." Colin turned and launched him toward the pirate.

      Zeke stretched out with one arm in front of him. He summoned an Aether Blade as he sailed through the air.

      The pirate had just enough time to acknowledge the approaching projectile before they collided.

      
        
        Pirate takes 25 Physical Damage

        Pirate takes 25 Aether Damage

        Pirate is Stunned for 3 seconds

        You take 25 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Absorbs 25 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor - 125/150

      

      

      The multiple bumps in Wisdom had increased his Aether Blade damage to a range of twenty to thirty damage by now, as the damage increased every time his stats did. It was probably too much to ask to have it count as a Sneak Attack.

      The Pirate managed to stay standing. Zeke wasn't as lucky. He tumbled to the floor and got a close look at a pair of clawed feet.

      Zeke jumped back up. He hit the stunned Pirate in the stomach as fast and as hard as he could, using the Aether Blade like a punching dagger.

      
        
        Stunned Critical Hit x4 Damage

        Pirate hit for 30 Aether Damage

        Additional 90 damage (Stunned Critical)

        Pirate takes 120 Aether Damage

      

      

      The Pirate roared in outrage as the stun wore off, muscles bulging visibly. In a fist fight between a Kesh and an Aslanic, it didn't pay to bet on the little guy. The Pirate booted Zeke out of melee range.

      
        
        Zeke hit for 75 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Resists 75 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor - 50/150

      

      

      The Pirate reared backwards, lifting his huge blade in an overhand swing. As they did so, Erica appeared behind the Pirate and unleashed a barrage of laser fire from her newly acquired blasters.

      The Pirate stumbled forward as the rapid-fire energy bolts slammed into his exposed back. He roared again and shifted his attention to Erica. As he turned, he was rewarded with a double-barreled cannon blast from Colin.

      Zeke hopped to the side to stay out of the mob’s line of sight. He plunged the solidified aether into the closest knee joint he could reach. The Pirate faltered as his legs struggled to hold his weight.

      
        
        Erica hits Pirate for 45 Plasma Damage

        Pirate takes 45 Damage

        Colin hits the Pirate for 36 Physical damage

        Pirate Defeated

      

      

      The Pirate collapsed in a heap of singed fur. This was more like the difficulty level they had expected. A combination of the element of surprise and switching Aggro had allowed them to take down the slow-moving mob without taking any major damage.

      
        
        +500 XP

      

      

      
        
        Achievement: Creative Problem Solving

        +1500 XP

        15650/17000 XP

      

      

      Colin reached down to grab the loot.

      
        
        Aether-Charged Falchion

      

      

      Colin hefted the blade. It came up to his armpit, with the pommel resting on the floor. He offered it to Zeke. "Do you think you can use that?" he asked.

      
        
        Aether-Charged Falchion: 40 Physical, 25 Aether

        Critical 3x DMG

        Requirements: Strength 5, Agility 3

      

      

      "Nope," Zeke replied. "You?"

      Colin read over the stats again. "I guess. I was planning on sticking to heavy weapons."

      "You can have it re-forged," Erica cut in. "I'll send it to my alt and cut it down to something you can use. Free of charge, just let me have the leftover materials."

      "Deal."

      Once Erica touched the blade, it disappeared.

      "Do you want to try the fastball special next?" Colin asked Erica.

      "Twenty-five damage to my face for a three-second stun? You think I can’t do better with my Sneak Attacks?" She said with an arched eyebrow.

      "Well, we got points for style." Colin wiggled his spiked lizard tail.

      Erica shook her head but couldn't hide her smile. "The amount of style involved is debatable. Come on, we still need to face the boss."

      They fell into a loose formation as they moved down the corridor. Colin stayed toward the center, Zeke followed off to his side, and Erica stuck to the shadows.

      "Was this like the last time you were here?" Zeke asked.

      "Yeah," she replied. "The patrolling pirate wasn't there, but this is close enough. Next, there was a group of security pinned down in the cargo bay, but it looks like the encounter has a few variations. The boss pops up once all the various pirate minions are down.” She held up a hand to forestall the question about the boss. "Cyborg Aslanic with an energy cannon arm and a metal claw that can grapple at a range."

      "Are you still recording?" Zeke asked.

      Erica paused. "Yes."

      "Did you get the fastball special?" Colin chimed in.

      Erica sighed. "Yes, in all its debatable glory."

      The remaining corridor was empty aside from charred walls and broken glass. Patches of the stretch were sheared down to the framework.

      "I was expecting more patrols," Erica whispered as they continued deeper into the ship.

      "Why are we whispering?" Colin asked.

      Erica glared at him. Ahead were the remains of a door that had once provided a barrier from the corridor to the room beyond. Now the right side of the entrance was nothing more than a charred strip along the floor.

      "It doesn't look like the crew had much luck," Colin said as they got closer to the door.

      "I figure we took too long. The saving-the-crew sub quest must have a timer. What a waste of good XP,” Erica said with frustration. “Do we have a plan?"

      "Group up and hit it until it dies," Zeke answered.

      "We don't even know what we're fighting yet," Erica mumbled.

      "I don't see how that changes the plan." Colin strode up to the doorway, but his bravado seemed to fade as he got closer. He quickly poked his head through the hole.

      "What do you see?" Erica asked.

      "There is a lot of dead crew in there," Colin answered. "That explains why I never got my hot towel."

      "Is there anything moving?" Zeke asked.

      "Nope."

      "We probably have to go in to trigger the boss," Erica whispered. "I'll take the lead and go stealth. You two, don't die too much. I need you to soak some damage."

      Colin wiped a nonexistent tear from his eye. "She's a poet at heart."

      The functioning part of the door screeched and sparked as it slid open. Colin drew his cannon as he moved toward the center of what had been a docking bay. Now it was a war zone. An ornate chest rested against the far wall behind the only intact shuttle in the bay.

      "Look at this big space," Colin said loudly. "I guess I will just have to grab all the loot I can. This couldn't possibly be a trap."

      A piece of the ceiling shifted. Eight long, multi-jointed limbs emerged from the shadows.

      A mechanical spider dropped into the middle of the wreckage. Where the body of a real spider would have been sat a single clear orb. A feral-looking Grey sat at the controls, and six smaller automated spiders dropped out around it.

      Colin's jaw dropped as he looked at the spiders. "Well, I was not expecting that."

      "This is the boss?" Zeke said. "It doesn't look like a pirate with a mechanical arm."

      "Where do you think we respawn?" Colin asked.

      "I started back at the entry ramp," Zeke said.

      "Yeah," Colin said. "Do you think it changes since we have reached the boss? Would be good to be a bit closer. You two squishy types could die in the time it takes me to get back here."

      "Don’t worry, I suspect we'll find out soon enough," Zeke said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      The Techno-Spider loomed above them, a daunting health bar appearing above it. A triangular cluster of pods popped on both sides of the pilot’s cabin. The smaller spiders followed suit, each one revealing a weapon that swiveled to focus on the duo.

      "Get behind me," Colin said.

      Zeke did. Colin let loose with a roar as the spider bots started to fire. The bolts of energy stopped a couple of meters in front of them, trapped in midair.

      "What is that?" Zeke asked.

      "You're not the only one with cool abilities," Colin replied. "Get going. It's not going to last long, and I can't move until it drops."

      "Then I’ll break for cover once it drops," Zeke said. "Keep the big one busy until Erica can hit it with a sneak attack."

      "Got it."

      The cluster of energy bolts fizzled a moment later. Zeke froze mid-stride. Finding cover sounded like a great idea, but the giant spider mech was gone. Only its smaller minions remained, and they were now scuttling forward.

      Colin lifted his cannon and fired straight up. "Ceiling!"

      Zeke followed the aim up to see the mechanical spider moving rapidly along the shadowed ceiling. He could only track it due to the faint glow from the pilot’s cabin.

      "Are you doing any damage?" Zeke called.

      "Not much," Colin yelled back. "It’s at the edge of my range, so I deal half damage."

      "Focus on the smaller ones," Zeke said.

      "Got it." Colin dropped his aim to the spider bots crawling along the floor. Two heavy cannon blasts knocked one upside down. A small icon flashed above its health bar, indicating it had been stunned. It had also taken quite a bit of damage; these minions were fragile. With its health reduced and suffering from a negative status effect, it was the perfect target. He dashed in, hitting its exposed underbelly with Jolt.

      
        
        Spider Bot hit for 29 Damage

        Hack Successful

        +100 XP

        15750/17000

      

      

      
        
        Activate Command:

        - Self-Destruct

        - Reset Friend or Foe

      

      

      Zeke hit Self-Destruct. Partly because it sounded cool but also because he wanted to see what that option was capable of. The Spider Bot sent out a shockwave as it exploded. The concussive energy washed over two nearby spiders, and they stopped mid-step, falling to the floor.

      
        
        Spider Bot defeated x2

        +200 XP

        15950/17000

      

      

      “Note to self—always be far away when that happens,” Zeke said with a victorious whoop.

      The moment of celebration was cut short by a barrage of laser fire from the three other Spider Bots still active. The lasers slammed into him, shaving off nearly half of his precious health. The Bots weren’t tough, but it was nearly impossible to dodge so many lasers at once. He cursed and activated his Tech Armor, making a mental note to have it active at all times.

      “Stunning them makes them more vulnerable to my Hack ability,” Zeke called.

      "Incoming," Colin yelled as he continued his assault on the smaller spiders.

      The mini boss dropped back down to the floor. The cabin and the gun pods spun to face Colin. A barrage of energy blasts erupted from the Spider Mech, turning the area around him into a pile of molten goo. Colin stumbled backwards, his health taking a nosedive. Steam rose from his armor and it was clear his gear was badly damaged.

      Colin roared, sending up another invisible barrier. Zeke aimed for the trio of smaller Spider Bots and sent a Jolt toward each of them.

      
        
        Spider Bot takes 35 Damage x3

        Hack Successful x3

        +300 XP

        16250/17000

      

      

      
        
        Reset Friend or Foe Activated

      

      

      The newly converted spiders turned on their former brood. They ripped into the remaining trio with a steady stream of lasers. The minions were more of an inconvenience, a distraction so the boss could hide and then appear to land its devastating attacks. A notification scrolled along his peripheral vision as one of the Bots exploded into a shower of mechanical parts.

      
        
        +300 XP Spider Bot Defeated

        16550/17000

      

      

      A short burst from the pilot turned the converted Spider Bots into metal goo. The aim shifted to Colin. A volley from the Spider Mech cut through the Roar Barrier without slowing and melted Colin where he stood.

      “No! Colin!” Zeke yelled, as his friend was sent for respawn.

      It was then that Erica finally dropped out of stealth. She must have been waiting for the right moment to capitalize on her sneak-attack abilities. Vulpes assassins had a number of abilities that could only be used on unaware targets.

      She fired into the boss with both of her blasters. The bolts of plasma tracked up one of the legs and dotted the cabin. Her attacks had big modifiers and made a decent dent in the Spider Mech’s health, but now thar she was out of stealth, she was a target.

      As the Mech’s cannon shifted to find her, Erica danced back into the shadows. Zeke summoned a Jolt and kept the crackling ball of lightning in his hand as he sprinted forward, trying to get as close as possible. Near-white strands of electricity arced along his forearm. He tossed the ball of lightning toward the pilot’s pod, but the attack didn’t have enough range. The ball of energy fell short, landing instead on one of the Mech’s weapon pods.

      
        
        Spider Mech hit for 31 Energy Damage

        Spider Mech Resists 15 Energy Damage

        Spider Mech’s Armor Casing absorbs 11 Energy Damage

        Spider Mech takes 0 Damage

      

      

      
        
        Cannon Pod Resists Hack

      

      

      "This guy seems a lot more well made than the Pirate Bots from before. Typical boss. Energy damage isn't doing much this time," Zeke yelled.

      "What else do you have?" Erica called from somewhere in the room.

      "Aether," he answered. "Let's see how that works."

      His Aether Blade hissed into being along his right arm. He rushed the closest mechanical limb and brought the blade down in a horizontal slice. It passed through easily.

      
        
        Spider Mech is Immune to Aether Attacks

      

      

      He looked from the mini boss to the shard of solidified blue aether.

      "How did it work?" Erica yelled.

      He caught sight of her moving along the edge of the room. He dismissed the concentrated blade of mana. "It's immune to aether. I might be able to attack the pilot, but he’s too high up. I’m useless unless I can get closer."

      "Not a bad idea," Erica said. "Where's Colin?"

      He followed her example and started to move along the edges of the room. "He melted. He should respawn any time now."

      Erica peppered the cabin with a string of blaster fire. "Oh, right. He could be a while. Do what you can until he gets back. I need you to keep him occupied so I can keep resetting my stealth. You picked up those EMP grenades, right?"

      Zeke nodded, plucking one from his belt. He pressed the activation button and tossed it at the mech. It sailed in a pathetically short arc through the air, not even close to the cabin above, and rolled to a stop near one of the legs. The grenade exploded in a ball of black and white crackle.

      Nothing happened.

      "A point or two in strength probably wouldn’t be a bad idea," he muttered. He drew his Improvised Bolt Thrower. It looked every bit the level-one weapon it was, but he didn't have much more in his arsenal. The mini boss was immune to aether, and his energy attacks weren't doing much at all. He took aim and sent a quick burst at the mechanical spider.

      
        
        Spider Mech hit for 2 Physical Damage

        Spider Mech Armor absorbs 2 Physical Damage

        Spider Mech takes 0 Damage

      

      

      Why did I think that would work? He almost threw the useless weapon away in disgust. It didn't even do enough to pull Aggro. So far, that had saved him from getting blasted into mush, but it wasn't helping Erica.

      He needed to get to the pilot. The legs and Cannon Pods were heavily armored, but the pilot’s pod was mostly made of glass so the pilot could see. Zeke had played enough games to know that the obvious weakness was usually the answer. Getting up there was a whole other issue.

      If Colin were here, they could potentially do another fastball special at the pilot cabin. He couldn't get close enough without some sort of boost.

      Displace, he thought. It moves medium objects. I'm a medium object.

      He was out of options, and he still needed to pull Aggro for Erica to reactivate her stealth. It was worth a shot.

      He changed directions, now heading straight toward the pilot. The Pods moved to track him as he got closer. He hopped into the air, cast Displace at the floor, and leaped toward the cabin.

      The burst of aether hammered into the ground, the recoil launching him upwards. He soared through the air and slammed into the side of the pilot’s cabin.

      Note to self—work on those landings.

      Zeke blinked slowly as his vision cleared. His cheek pressed against the window, he was splayed out like a bug after it encountered a flyswatter.

      The Grey pirate inside stared at him. Zeke shook the stars out of his eyes. The nearby Cannon Pods swiveled to target him but came up short. They couldn't hit him without hitting the pilot too. Summoning a ball of energy, he sent Jolt pointblank into the pilot cabin.

      
        
        Spider Mech Pod hit for 26 Energy Damage

        Spider Mech Pod takes 26 Energy Damage

      

      

      Great—the pilot’s pod has its own health.

      Abilities weren't going to get it done. Even without resistances, he would run out of energy long before it ran out of health. Gear though, that might tip the balance.

      He plucked an EMP grenade from his belt, hit the activator at the top, and jammed it into a joint on the side of the cabin. The capsule exploded with a black pulsing energy. A wave of static dissolved his Tech Armor and made the Spider Mech stutter for a moment.

      
        
        Spider Mech takes 200 damage

        Pilot Pod takes 200 damage

        Cannon Pod takes 200 damage

        Advanced Tech Armor fails

      

      

      The grenade did a good chunk of damage but also wiped out his Armor. He concentrated on summoning it again.

      
        
        Advanced Tech Armor Unavailable

        EMP Effect - 10 Seconds Remaining

      

      

      Fair enough. Let's see if it wasn't just my armor that went out.

      He summoned a ball of energy, sending a Jolt at the nearest Cannon Pod. Hack had a greater success rate if the target was damaged, and it worked even better if there was a debuff. He hoped the effects of the EMP counted. The extra movement cost the remainer of his sparse footing. The familiar stretch of text scrolled along his vision as he fell.

      
        
        Critical Hit (2x damage)

        Cannon Pod hit for 34 Energy Damage

        Additional 34 Energy Damage (Critical Hit)

        Hack Successful

      

      

      
        
        Activate Command:

        - Self-Destruct

        - Reset Friend or Foe

      

      

      
        
        Reset Friend or Foe Activated

      

      

      The Pod shuddered. It stopped tracking his fall and shifted its aim to the pilot cabin. The bubble shattered under a barrage of energy. Zeke smiled.

      And then he hit the floor.

      
        
        You are hit for 35 Fall Damage

        Damage x2—Momentum

        Note: Added momentum will increase fall damage and damage dealt by certain attacks.

        You take 70 Physical Damage

        Health: 60/130

      

      

      
        
        Spider Mech Defeated

        +4000 XP

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        20550/23000

      

      

      A chain of explosions rocked the Spider Mech. Each joint of its limbs burst, sending chunks of twisted metal out in all directions.

      Colin walked into the docking bay as the pieces skidded to a stop. "What did I miss? Hey, we leveled."

      Zeke glared at his friend from the ground. "Shut up."

      Erica helped him to his feet. "What was that?”

      "What was what?" Zeke replied.

      "You flew." Erica motioned with her hands.

      "It's an ability I have," Zeke answered.

      "You can fly?" Colin cut in. "Tech Mages are so OP."

      "No." Zeke chuckled. "It's called Displace. It's a pulse of aether energy that can move stuff. I wasn't sure it would work. Still took a bunch of damage hitting the floor too. Didn’t realize the faster you are moving when you hit, the more fall damage you take. Although maybe I can use that to my advantage in future. Like a one-man fastball special…”

      A window materialized before him, cutting off his train of thought.

      
        
        Would You Like to Proceed to Destination? Yes/No

      

      

      "Did you guys get a pop up?" Zeke asked.

      "Yeah," Colin replied.

      "Yes," Erica said slowly. "It looks like we can skip the rest of the trip."

      Colin looked to her. "Would we lose everything?"

      Erica moved her fingers along the windows, scrolling through the text only she could see. "I don't think so.  Nope, we can teleport to the planet."

      "Sweet," Zeke said. "I didn't know we could do that."

      "Neither did I," Erica added. "Maybe because we're still considered under level despite the adjustments, or because those guys ditched us?"

      "I'm taking it," Zeke said. "This was great for XP, but I need a break."

      Erica nodded. "Same. I'll grab the loot."

      She leaned down and tapped the remains of the mech.

      
        
        +5000 Credits

      

      

      "Let's go," Zeke said.

      The docking bay faded away. A black grid against a white background stretched out before them. Lines began to shift and merge, forming shapes. The white darkened to a gray. Shadows enhanced the rudimentary forms. Suddenly the world around them popped into focus.

      They stood before a bank of counters. NPC clerks moved through short action loops, ignoring them. Zeke scanned the rest of the area. It was a sparsely populated hangar that relied heavily on chrome in its decor. The ship they had come in on was being repaired off to their left.

      The only thing that stood out was the constant patrol of mechanical guards. They appeared really out of place. This was supposed to be a Grey-populated planet. Grey civilization was inspired by old-school sci-fi aesthetics—with a healthy dose of chrome and smooth lines.

      These guards were hard edges with very little shine. Their heads were shaped in the style of a medieval knight’s helmet.

      
        
        You have entered a Player Contested Area.

        PvP is activated while in this location.

      

      

      The text hung in the area before him.

      "That can't be good," Zeke muttered.

      "Wow, they went all out with this place." Colin pulled his attention away from the notice and marveled at the domed metal buildings and stereotypical Martian citizens. "Where are we?"

      "Outpost Ninety-One," Erica replied. "Part of a Grey colony added in one of the first expansions. And… it looks like someone is trying to conquer it. That was definitely not the case last time I was here."

      On closer inspection, nearly all of the passersby were little gray aliens. There didn’t seem to be another race, or another player, in sight.

      "Are we the only players?" Zeke asked.

      Erica shrugged. "Could be. The expansion came out a while ago. Most people moved on to other story lines. The ride over is still used pretty often as that encounter scales and offers some great PvP role play opportunities. Most people head back to the main station after the encounter though. I doubt people even remember this place—it’s actually one of a bunch of places that ship we were in can take you. I chose it because I figured it would be fun to play on our own for a bit. The XP and loot are still good. This conquest complicates things. Taking over an NPC controlled planet takes a lot of time and resources. Its more about grinding reputation through intimidation or diplomacy than massive battles. We should be fine as long as we don't tick off those robots. They look like Bot-lord minions."

      Zeke realized this could potentially be the start of a whole new quest line, something that would be much better to tackle fresh. Plus, his parents would likely be home soon. "Okay, I need to log off. See you guys on tomorrow?"

      "First off, lame,” Colin said. “But second, my whole weekend is clear. I vote we explore this place first thing. After breakfast, of course."

      "Same," Erica added. "I'm going to hop over to my alt and post the stuff on the market. See you guys around nine?"

      "Sounds good," Zeke said. "See you."

      
        
        Settings – Help – Home – Logout

      

      

      After logging out, Zeke blinked a few times to let his eyes adjust. He waited until his vision was clear before he sat up. Vertigo was never fun. He turned his attention to his old visor and gloves, which immediately made him start thinking about his Hunter Bot character.

      If he wanted, he could farm materials on his Tech Mage, funnel it to his Hunter, and breeze through some quests to get some good gear. If he bagged a few bigger targets, he could split the haul between both characters, and even use the profits to create a new Node-compatible Hunter to phase out the old one. Hunting dangerous and exotic animals was a solid plan to game full-time and make a tidy profit. Traveling to strange locales to bring down a rare creature was infinitely more appealing than mining or farming mobs for basic materials like Aluco teeth.

      And people loved to watch a good monster fight.

      The plan could work the other way too. Hunter profits sent to his Tech Mage would be a nice little boon.

      Those options would mean splitting his game time across two characters though. His parents didn’t give him unlimited gaming time, so ultimately, he wouldn’t get as far as if he focused on one character. With so few players still able to access Tech Mage, he might be able to build a following out of the novelty of showcasing his unique Tech Mage abilities. He could basically take on any quest that allowed him to level up and show off his class.

      The third option made the most sense. He could scrap the Hunter, send everything to his Tech Mage, and focus on playing with Erica and Colin rather than going off and hunting alone with his Bot. Aether Frontier was great. It was a fun game solo, but having them around took it to another level. Then there also wouldn’t be any reason to constantly swap from his old visor to shuffle credits around—which would have been a pain. Grouping up with his friends was going to bring in more loot than he could manage on his own too. He decided to do a quick review of his Bot Hunter’s skills and inventory, just to be sure he was making the right choice.

      He unpacked his visor and gloves, put on the gear, and waited for it to power up. Sighing, he navigated the menus to log back in.

      A glowing envelope on his HUD popped up to let him know he had a message waiting. He opened the window and scrolled to the unread section. There was only one message waiting for him.

      
        
        [From: Rothford]

        [Subject: Purchase]

        [24 hours have passed. As per our previous conversation I will now purchase the items that belonged to my old friend. Fifty thousand credits is more than a fair offer. I expect you to accept the trade without delay.

        Rothford]

      

      

      Attached to the message was a party invite and private trade request.

      Zeke shrugged. He’d told Rothford that the stuff would be bound for twenty-four hours. The message had been sent moments after Zeke had logged in to his Haptic account. Had Rothford been waiting for him to log back in this entire time? There was something that just made him feel wrong when dealing with the guy.

      He decided to ignore Rothford. What could he do? If Rothford had some way to take over the Inheritance Pack, he would have done so already. Plus, he just seemed like a bit of a jerk.

      Zeke also kind of wanted to see what this Cipher was all about. Rothford's intense desire for the item made him reluctant to part with it. He tried not to overthink it. There were plenty of trolls online. If he didn’t want to deal with Rothford, he could just ignore him. There were advantages to being online—anonymity, and an actual ignore option.

      The only part that sucked was missing out on all the abandoned gear. Rothford had seem pretty ready to part with it if Zeke gave him the Cipher. Selling all the loot from the guild vault would have turned a tasty profit—not to mention the fifty thousand credits he was offering, which was a hefty chunk of change. But it all seemed a little too good to be true, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Rothford was trying to scam him somehow. If the Cipher really was that valuable, then he would be better off keeping it.

      He didn’t really want to piss off this Rothford guy, but he also didn’t want to make any deals with him.

      It's best to just get this over with.

      He opened a reply.

      
        
        [From: Zeke]

        [Subject: Re: Purchase]

        [Fifty thousand is a nice offer, but I've thought it over and I'm going to keep it for now.]

      

      

      Zeke sent the message. A moment later another notification popped up. He opened his mail.

      
        
        [From: System]

        [Subject: Order of Anarchy]

        [This is an automated message to inform you that you have been suspended from the guild Order of Anarchy. Owned items are attached.]

      

      

      Wow, booted from the guild already? He must be pretty salty.

      The mail icon blinked in his HUD again. He opened the next message.

      
        
        [From: Rothford]

        [Subject: Final Offer]

        [I tried to be nice. Give me the Cipher. Now.]

      

      

      I knew that guy was a creep. Sentimental reason, my ass. That Cipher must be worth something.

      Zeke was now even more curious about this Cipher quest. He would definitely look into it when he reached level 10 as the quest item suggested.

      He deleted the threatening message. That settled it. He was going to delete the Hunter soon. Severing contact with Rothford would be an added plus. Sure, Zeke hadn’t contacted him after the made-up waiting period, but that didn’t mean the guy should resort to thinly veiled threats. No one had ever started a message with “I tried to be nice” and turned out to be a reasonable individual. Deleting the Hunter would cut the only connection he had to the guy.

      Zeke pulled up his inventory. It was a simple plan. Scrap, sell, and send.

      
        
        [Dusty Utility Pants] [Brown Leather Boots] [Studded Holstered Belt]

        [Galactic Industries Bolt Thrower] [Utility Knife] [Modular Flashlight]

        [Compressed Steel Chest Armor] [Folded Steel Bastard Sword]

        [Aluco Pelt x12] [25 Credits]

      

      

      He stared at the list of items. It should have been easy—dump the stuff into a message and mail it to his new character. On the other hand, deleting the Hunter didn't have to be done right this moment. It had been frustrating to play with the haptic visor and gloves, but the Hunter was still something he had worked for, something he had invested time in. He was hesitant to delete it without maybe completing one last run, or at least a proper send off, maybe a few words or something.

      It could wait. Plus, the brief period in the real world had reminded him of certain pressing needs.

      The screen on the wall chimed before he could put his visor away. A message scrolled across the center of the screen.

      
        
        [Incoming Call: Erica. Accept/Ignore]

      

      

      He tapped the “Accept” option. The image on the screen changed to Erica's apartment. She was bouncing from one side of the view to the other.

      "What's up?" he asked.

      "Zeke!" she squeaked. "Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god!"

      "Erica?" He asked slowly.

      "Zeke!" she squeaked again.

      "That's me."

      "Are you sitting down?" She looked at him. "You should be sitting down. I should be sitting down. I feel like I'm going to fall over. I'm a bit dizzy."

      "Okay," he drew the word out as he took a seat in front of the screen. "I'm sitting down now."

      Erica plopped down in front of the screen. "It sold."

      "Nice. That was fast."

      "No." she leaned closer to the screen. "You don't get it. I told this contact I have about the listing, and he said he already knew a collector for that era of item. It sold it in a few minutes. Someone hit the auto-buy on everything. All of it."

      He nodded. "That's awesome.”

      "The auto-buys were set really high because we wanted people to bid. But they all got bought out. We got five hundred." she squeaked.

      "Sweet," Zeke said. "That's almost one-fifty credits each, split three ways. You, your contact, and me."

      Erica smiled. "No, you don’t get it. Nuyaun, not credits. Five hundred nuyaun each, not total. We get five hundred each."

      He stared at her for a long moment. "That's not funny."

      "I'm not joking," she practically yelled.

      "Five hundred each?"

      Erica nodded.

      He felt dizzy. His stomach jumped to his throat. Five hundred nuyaun. The listing had hardly barely been posted, and now they had five hundred coming their way.

      Erica was bouncing in her chair. "Do you know what this means?”

      "We can get a steak dinner?"

      Erica paused. "I hadn't thought of that. Yeah, that too. But no, I mean, what making this much nuyaun from Aether Frontier means. We earn real money playing. We can take the receipt of sale and use it as proof of intent to the administration. We can officially register as professional gamers. That opens up small business loans, rental space, and gear upgrades." She stopped again. "You still want to do that too, right?" Erica sobered. "We always talked about that when we were kids."

      Zeke nodded. "Yeah, of course. Is five hundred enough?"

      "We can say that gaming full time would lead to a steady flow of earnings."

      "Whoa," He leaned back in the chair.

      "See, I told you to sit down."

      "Yeah," Zeke mumbled. "I need to let this sink in. I'll talk to you tomorrow."

      "First thing after breakfast," she said, mimicking Colin’s voice.

      Zeke smiled and nodded, ending the call.

      His heart pounded. Nausea had replaced hunger. This was too much. If he could make five hundred for some old decorations, what would all that other loot from the guild have been worth?

      No, it was fifteen. Five was three equal shares, including the guy Erica had used to promote the sale. Fifteen hundred nuyaun for a box of decorations.

      He stumbled to the sink. The cool water felt wonderful on his throat, but it wasn't enough.

      A cool shower. Now that sounds like a good idea.

      He moved on autopilot down the hall to the showers. The wonderful thing about a cool shower was that he didn't have to worry about the water temperature. He wasn't sure how long it took, or when he got home, but the next thing he knew, he was staring at the fridge. Luckily, he had also dried off and gotten dressed somewhere along the way.

      He pulled up his personal information on the screen that was set into the wall. It had access to his private information, such as his bank account and other little things like his grades and aptitude scores.

      The conversation had actually happened. A notification of a five hundred nuyaun deposit settled it. They had taken a potential step toward becoming professional gamers. It wasn't exactly how he had pictured things working out—first the Inheritance Pack and now this. It just didn't feel real. Everything was happening too fast.

      This was all just random chance. Like winning the lottery.

      He couldn't count on a string of big paydays to come his way constantly. However, the chance was too good to pass up. Once you registered as a professional gamer, you got all sorts of discounts on gear and you could access more premium streaming services. The administration would even let you take out a loan to make sure you had the proper set up. Once registered, the road to making a living off gaming was substantially easier, but still risky. Zeke needed a plan.

      They could start by streaming and posting the interesting parts online. That might garner some ad revenue and donations. He'd need to do arena-style PvP Battles if he wanted to attract sponsorship, but it wasn’t something he’d really tried before. Playing with his outdated haptic gear didn't bode well when going up against opponents using updated tech. Plus, Aether Frontier was an adventure-based game. There were PvP areas and monthly tournaments, but it wasn't set up for a solid competition format. He would have to jump to another game if he wanted to get that sort of attention.

      He snagged the last apple from the fridge. He wasn't hungry anymore, but he needed to eat. The nerves had flushed his body with adrenaline. He would be able to get some sleep once it faded. Until then, he was left alone with his thoughts.

      Streaming came with its own host of problems. Stream-sniping players that were broadcasting had a genre of griefing all its own. PvP-heavy groups would use the live footage to track people down and take them out. Zeke had already had one run-in with griefers, and he didn't want to make it a habit.

      The most popular games for that sort of setup were the ones based around competition. Head-to-head RTS, real-time strategy, and last-man-standing tournaments were the leading options. They each had team and solo variations across a slew of genres.

      Survival was the other popular genre. Those competitions dropped players into a world where they must eat, sleep, and house themselves while fighting off other players. Some games tossed in animals—or monsters—to keep things interesting. They also had heavy elements of base building and raids. He was interested in checking out the survival genre, but he wasn't sure how the extra mechanics worked.

      Hunger, thirst, and sleep weren't something he had to deal with in Aether Frontier. Bodily functions were suppressed while he was in-game, but it wasn't a game mechanic; it was more like his mind was on other things. When he logged off, those needs were usually urgent. They helped limit game time naturally.

      Although this time he may have overdone it. Exhaustion hit him as the last bit of adrenaline faded from his system. Sleep would help him figure things out.
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      Zeke read over the sheet. He had picked up a level after the fight with the Spider Mech and needed to work on getting things in order. A Tech Mage wasn't really built for a stand-up fight, even if it did excel at PvP, due to its unusual damage types. It was a DPS class, commonly referred to as a glass cannon. He couldn't take a lot of punishment. For now, the best way to stay alive was to not get hit.

      His train of thought went back to the sword they had picked up. He hadn't met the requirements to use it. Erica was going to work on something for him that kept things interesting. So far, he had been relying on his abilities much more than his gear. He needed to stick with what worked. Tech Mages had aether abilities related to Wisdom, and tech abilities related to Intelligence. It made sense to bump up one of those instead.

      On top of that, he had an Ability Point to spend to unlock or upgrade. He needed to get to a trainer to use that though. For now, it made the most sense to keep focus on Wisdom and Intelligence.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 6] [20550/23000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 3] [Awareness 3] [Wisdom 8] [Intelligence 8]

        [Health: 130/130] [Stamina: 130/130]

        [Energy: 180/180] [Mana: 180/180]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Blade] [Displace] [Jolt] [Advanced Tech Armor]

        [Hack – Passive]

      

      

      The character sheet minimized to a little orb along the side of his mini-map. NPCs moved around the outpost in their endless looping patterns. He took a better look at the outpost now that he wasn't about to pass out.

      Chrome and electric blue were everywhere. All the colors were in neon. Walls were rounded and the circular doors slid up with a gentle hiss. The Grey all wore spacesuits with fishbowl helmets. Even with muted lighting, the place glowed. Only the patrolling robots stood out. Their glowing red eyes would snap to him when they got closer, but they made no move to attack him.

      Colin and Erica hadn't logged in yet. A few NPCs had the standard exclamation point hovering over their head to show they had quests to hand out. Zeke headed over to a circular booth where a Grey with an extra shiny chrome suit waved at him. The fishbowl helmet looked like a top hat instead of the usual dome.

      "Welcome, welcome," the modulated voice of the shopkeeper said. "Please, take a look at my wares."

      The store menu popped up. Zeke flipped to the Repair tab.

      
        
        Improvised Bolt Thrower. 3 Physical Damage. 4/10 Durability

        Recycled Pilot Suit. 2/10 Durability. AC: 0

        Repair All – 140 Credits

      

      

      Zeke swapped to the Sell tab. The merchant had a long list of armor that came in various shades of chrome. A quick motion adjusted the available gear to the stuff he could equip and afford. It was a very short list. Only one item came up that was something he could use and wasn't covered in chrome.

      
        
        Spacer’s Pants. Light Armor. Durability 15/15. AC 5

        Purchase – 25 Credits

      

      

      Zeke sold the Improvised Bolt Thrower and the Recycled Pilot Suit for the impressive amount of ten credits. He quickly purchased the pants and equipped them. He stared at his exposed furry torso for a moment. His current equipment left his chest bare. It would have to do.

      "What are you doing?" Erica asked.

      Zeke spun around to look at her. "Repairing my gear."

      "That makes sense. Where is your shirt?"

      "I don't have one anymore."

      "That is a lot of scrawny," Colin said as he joined them.

      "I'm not scrawny," Zeke snapped. "I'm wiry."

      "What's the difference?"

      "Wiry implies muscle."

      "Keep telling yourself that." Colin snorted. "What's the plan today?"

      "Come on," Erica said. "There's a bunch of quests we can pick up." She waved for them to follow. Zeke and Colin fell into step behind her.

      "I'm going to need to get to my trainer soon," Zeke said.

      "You should ask about free weights," Colin whispered.

      Zeke stared daggers at him for a moment.

      "There's probably one here," Erica said, filling the silence.

      "As I was saying," Zeke continued, "I want to see what new skills I can get. Hey, did you get any work done on that sword?"

      "I sent it to my alt and logged off," Erica said.

      Zeke winced. He had been counting on her bringing him a weapon. Now the only thing at his disposal were his abilities.

      Erica caught his eyes, then darted a quick look to Colin.

      
        
        Private Channel Request: Erica

      

      

      "I completely forgot to tell Colin," Erica said.

      "I was avoiding it," Zeke admitted.

      "Should we tell him? How do we tell him?"

      "We should tell him," Zeke said. "The sooner, the better."

      "Guys?" Colin cut in. "You guys are talking a lot, but I'm not hearing anything. What are you up to?"

      Zeke switched back to the group channel. "Do you remember that chest of stuff I had? The one that I couldn't use?"

      "Yeah," Colin said slowly.

      "I had Erica sell it," Zeke continued. "We made a bunch of money."

      "How much?"

      "Five hundred nuyaun each," Erica said.

      "What?" Colin whispered incredulously. "Guys, that is awesome."

      "You're not mad?" Zeke asked barely above a whisper.

      "No way, man. That's awesome."

      "We kind of forgot to include you in the transaction," Erica added.

      "What?"

      "It was just us two who got paid," she repeated.

      "Yeah, Zeke gave it to you to sell," Colin said.

      "We were planning on taking this to the Admin as proof that we could be professional gamers," Erica said. "But you weren't attached to the deal."

      Colin laughed hard. "Guys, I like this game. It's fun, but I don't want to play it as a job."

      "You don't?" Zeke asked.

      "No." Colin shook his head. "I got an offer for the records department after my aptitude test at the start of the year. They already set me up with a specialized class schedule."

      "That's great," Zeke said. "Why didn't you tell us?"

      "I didn't want you to think I was ditching you," Colin replied. "Probably the same thing you two were thinking." They walked a little farther in silence. Colin flicked his drake tail at him and Erica. "I can still play with you guys when I'm not working."

      "That wasn't as painful as I thought," Erica muttered.

      "Don't get me wrong, I'm freaking jealous, but it's still cool news for you guys."

      "On that note, here we are," Erica said.

      An open domed room stretched out before them in a sea of chrome and neon. NPCs milled about along preset paths while class trainers loitered around various crafting stations. In the center of the room was a pillar that stretched up toward the dome.

      "Do you see yours?" Erica asked.

      "Let me see," Zeke replied. His mini-map expanded from a small circle in the corner of his vision into a full-sized display. Icons for various vendors and terminals dotted the small space. He added a filter to search for class trainers and went down the list. "Found it, I think."

      "You think?"

      "It's listed as a Mage Trainer."

      "Weird," Colin said. "Heavy Assault is right over there." He pointed to where a large holographic anvil flickered with a stream of neon fire.

      "Of course it is," Erica muttered.

      "Oh, look." Colin tapped Erica on the shoulder and pointed off to his right. "Gunslinger is right over there." They followed his gesture to a small firing range with a target hovering over it.

      Erica, in her small Vulpes form, easily slipped around him and Colin. "Let's get moving. It's Sunday. We won't get another stretch of real gaming until next weekend."

      The trio split off to talk to their trainers. Zeke’s mini-map led him to a Grey in a bright red space suit hovering in the lotus position. Its fishbowl helmet had three little antennae instead of the usual one. The NPC opened its eyes and stared blankly at him for a moment. A flash of recognition crossed its face as it floated down to stand.

      "A new student, at long last," the trainer said. "Let's see what I can teach you."

      
        
        Tech Armor – Advanced Tech Armor — Tech Shield

        Jolt – Overcharge – Chain Reaction

        Drone – Scout – Recon

        Displace – Slam – Burst – Multi-Burst

        Aether Blade – Aether Spike – Aether Shard

        Identify – Imbue – Enchant

      

      

      Zeke studied the list. He had been hoping for something new, but these would have to do for now.

      
        
        Abilities & Upgrades:

        - Aether Spike (Upgrade Aether Blade)

        - Drone (Unlock)

        - Overcharge (Upgrade Jolt)

        - Slam (Upgrade Displace)

        - Tech Shield (Upgrade Advanced Tech Armor)

        - Identify (Unlock)

      

      

      "Do you know much about the skills?" Zeke asked.

      "Of course," the trainer replied. "Ask away."

      "What is the difference between Aether Blade and Aether Spike?"

      "Aether Blade is a weapon, like a dagger or sword. Aether Spike still functions as a blade, but you can choose to leave a shard of aether in your target to hold it in place. Each Aether Blade can create three spikes before another needs to be re-cast. Anything else?"

      "I'll upgrade Aether Blade to Aether Spike," he replied.

      "Done," the trainer said. "Anything else?"

      "See you later.” Zeke took a quick look at his new skill.

      
        
        Aether Spike

        Melee – Attack 31-41 Aether Damage (Based on current stats)

        Consumes 20 Mana

        Optional Effect: Pin a target in place for 5 seconds

        Target takes 3 Aether Damage Per Second when pinned

        Attacking the target breaks the pinned effect

        Cast Time: Instant

      

      

      "Not bad." he nodded, then closed the window to scan the area for Erica and Colin. An NPC with a cracked fishbowl helmet and a threadbare spacesuit leaned against the side of a merchant stall for support. A quest marker hovered above its head. Its eyes locked on him as he drew closer.

      "Please, you have to help." The modulated voice crackled with static.

      "What happened?"

      "I was part of the construction crew. We were expanding the outpost further into the asteroid."

      "We're on an asteroid?" he asked.

      "The scanners detected a cavern," the NPC continued, ignoring the question. "We thought it would be a good place to set up a work camp. They came out of the darkness. Those things dragged the others off into the darkness. I barely got away."

      
        
        Quest: Into the Depths

        Rescue any remaining survivors

        Reward: 500 Experience, x1 Piece of Equipment

      

      

      He accepted the quest. The NPC shifted back into its waiting stance leaning against the merchant stall. Zeke moved through the maze of stalls to the outer area. He weaved around until he could find his way to one of the windows.

      The expanse of stars didn't really surprise him, but the floating chunks of rocks nearby did. This outpost had been built in an asteroid belt. A single wayward chunk of space rock would flatten this place. Wedge-shaped ships floated among the city-size rocks. They were on a set patrol. Every few minutes, one would get close enough for him to see their cannons targeted squarely on the station.

      "Zeke." Colin snapped his scaled fingers. "You in there, dude? I said Erica and I are done with our trainers"

      Zeke shook himself out of his trance. "Yeah, I heard you. I was just imagining one of those asteroids crashing into this place."

      "That's not creepy," Colin said slowly.

      "I don't think that's possible," Erica added. "Players would be able to wipe out entire planets if they could do that."

      "Now there's a thought," Colin muttered. "On to brighter topics, I got a quest to kill some creatures in a mine shaft."

      "I got a quest to rescue some lost workers from a mine shaft," Zeke said.

      "I've got a quest to retrieve any equipment from—pause for dramatic effect—a mineshaft," Erica said.

      "They really want us to go to this mineshaft," Zeke said.

      "Mine. Shaft," Colin added.

      "Share the quests and we can do them all in one go," Erica offered.

      "Mineshaft," Colin said, nodding.

      "Stop it," Erica snapped at him.

      "Mineshaft," Colin said apologetically.

      "I know where you live," Erica growled.

      "Fine," Colin muttered. He added, "Mineshaft."

      Erica sighed. She turned away from them and walked away quickly. "Let's go."

      The muted colors of the utility elevator were out of place even tucked toward the back of the station. A classic yellow-and-black striped barrier lined the matte metal platform. There was a single control panel located in the center.

      Colin stared at the elevator. "This totally isn't a trap."

      "My miner guy said something attacked them in a cavern," Zeke offered. "You?"

      "Same," Colin replied. "Cavern full of beasties."

      "They told me to grab some important equipment," Erica said. "Topped up and ready?"

      Zeke shook his head silently. Topped up?

      Colin patted the new cannon strapped to his back.

      "Where did you get that?"

      Colin gave a broad smile, exposing a row of dagger-like dragon teeth. "Spider Bot dropped it."

      "I didn't get any gear," Zeke muttered.

      "Same," Erica said. "We did the work, and you got the reward."

      Colin shrugged.

      "Whatever," Zeke said. "Let's kill some beasties. Any details?"

      "Take a look." Colin’s fingers moved purposely through the air. A window appeared in the air before them.

      
        
        Quest Update: The Darkness Moves

        Kill 15 Mysterious Cavern Creatures

      

      

      "Whoa, slow down," Zeke deadpanned. "You need to warn me before you send me an info dump."

      Erica stood by the control panel. Colin took up a spot to her right, and Zeke went to her left. She studied the panel before pushing the big red button in the center. The elevator let out a steady, gentle hiss as it dropped smoothly.

      Utility lights popped on every five meters as they descended. The circular shaft had a continuous winding bore. Soon, only the console and utility lights provided their sole light source as they continued down into the darkness. The trio slipped into a triangle formation with their backs to the control panel.

      "Totally not a trap," Colin repeated.

      The elevator began to stutter the farther down it went. Soon, the smooth hiss shifted to a grinding screech. The lights stopped turning on regularly. One side would pop on while the other would remain off. Some could do nothing more than flicker. Occasional strands of mostly clear slime filled the winding bore until entire stretches of the wall were slick with it.

      "It's spreading," Erica said. "Whatever it is."

      "I'm not touching it," Colin quickly added.

      "Do you think it would actually reach the outpost?" Zeke asked.

      The flickering lights played along the slime in an almost hypnotizing manner.

      "Probably not," Erica said. "No one really comes here anymore. If it was going to take over the outpost, it probably would have already."

      Zeke nodded.

      "Guys," Colin said. "The slime is moving."

      Erica stopped and stared at the goop-covered floor. One of the few remaining lights flickered. "That's the light."

      Colin pointed at one of the lumps as it began to get closer. Two curved appendages popped out of the goop.

      "The light doesn't have pincers." Colin slung his cannon into a ready position. The two barrels on it alternated firing as he let loose. Pincers, claws, and pieces of chitin mingled along with the splattering of slime splashed onto the elevator platform.

      "How many was that?" Zeke asked.

      "Only three," Colin said.

      "It didn't count for me," Erica added.

      "So, forty-five for all of us to turn it in," Zeke said. "Somehow that doesn't make me feel better."

      "Did you get a good look at them?" Erica asked.

      "Nope." Colin said. The Drake snapped his cannon open and loaded in a fresh bin of ammunition. "I'm guessing bugs."

      "Of course it's bugs," Zeke growled.

      Erica looked at him. "What is it with you and bugs?”

      "I had a bad experience." Zeke said. It wasn’t something he was proud of, nor particularly keen to talk about. In fact, he’d only stopped having nightmares about it a few years ago.

      "Like what kind of experience?" Erica pressed.

      "A bad one," he replied.

      "Like?" Colin asked dragging the word out.

      Zeke glared at him. Neither of his friends spoke. He could tell they weren’t just going to let this go, so he drew a deep breath and began. "Fine. I was small."

      "Were?" Colin asked.

      "Do you want to hear the story or what?" Zeke snapped.

      "Shutting up," Colin replied.

      "I was small, and that made me the perfect candidate to slip into an old maintenance tunnel."

      "And?" Colin asked.

      "Bugs." Zeke suppressed a shudder. "So many bugs. I can still feel them crawling all over me. These days, I like to avoid creepy crawlies as much as possible." Just talking about the traumatic memory made him feel a little nauseous.

      "Are you going to be okay?" Erica asked.

      Zeke shivered. "I'll deal. It’s just a game."

      The elevator lurched to a stop. They could hear the gears still working hard to continue the descent. A splash of slime coated the edge of the elevator as the platform tried repeatedly to push through.

      "Looks like this is our stop," Colin said.

      "There's nothing here," Zeke said.

      "There." Erica pointed to the wall on their left. A ragged patch of the slime-covered wall was thinner than the rest. Sickly translucent wisps moved in a gentle breeze.

      
        
        Quest Update: Reach the Cavern

      

      

      "Through the tunnel of slime we go," Zeke said.

      He activated Advanced Tech Armor and Aether Spike as he got closer to the opening. Erica drew her blasters and Colin readied his cannon.

      "I need more weapons," Zeke said.

      "I'll get to work on that sword once we're done here," Erica said.

      "Thanks."

      "Come on." Colin took the lead, stepping through the dripping slime. His broad drake shape disappeared as another wave of muck filled in the space.

      Zeke took a deep breath and followed. Globs of slime splashed onto his head as he stepped though. His vision shifted to gray as he studied the rough cave tunnel around him.

      "I bet you wish you had a shirt now," Colin laughed.

      "There better be some awesome loot," Zeke said sternly.

      Erica hopped through the slime. Her clawed feet skidded along the stone before she came to a stop.

      "Onward," Colin said cheerfully. He turned to face deeper into the cave and hummed a happy tune as he tromped down the tunnel.

      Colin’s tune cut off mid-note as a clump of stone leaped toward him.

      The creature was about the size and shape of a watermelon. It had four legs that ended in hooked claws. A set of red-edged pincers rested below a dotted dome.

      Erica had her blasters up before Colin could react. "That's one for me."

      "Those things wiped out the Grey work crew?" Colin asked. "Sure, it was quick, but come on, how bad—"

      "Don't," Zeke cut in. "Don't say it."

      "What?" Colin asked. "All I was going to say was, how bad could it be?"

      More not-stones shook themselves free of the cave walls. Their chittering echoed down the passage and was answered just as loud.

      Zeke facepalmed. "Remind me to smack you."

      "We're surrounded," Erica hissed.

      "Those poor fools," Colin smirked and let loose with his cannon. The rolling roar of fire drowned out the chittering.

      Erica joined in a moment later with both blasters. Zeke moved into support mode, waiting for the moment one of them needed to reload, or if the creatures got too close. A wave of silence crashed into them as the cannon went dry.

      "Zeke," Colin yelled.

      Zeke dashed forward. "Got it."

      The creatures seemed bigger up close. Two of the things sprang toward Colin. Zeke sliced down through the first and slashed up with a backhand toward the other. Both creatures landed on the ground in pieces.

      
        
        Asteroid Nit hit for 40 Aether Damage

        Asteroid Nit hit for 40 Aether Damage

        2/15 Creatures Slain

      

      

      Zeke pressed forward, keeping his momentum going. He hacked and slashed through a few more. The things didn't seem to have a weakness to aether damage, but they didn't have a resistance either.

      
        
        5/15 Creatures Slain

      

      

      "Good to go," Colin yelled.

      Zeke hopped back behind Colin before the cannon started to fire again.

      "Zee," Erica snapped. "Cover me. These things aren't very strong, but there are a lot of them."

      He lunged forward, slicing clean through another incoming creature. He pivoted on his planted foot, spinning under a cluster that sprang for his face. His blade flashed up, catching two at once, but letting one pass. He reached out with his other hand and summoned a Jolt.

      
        
        Asteroid Nit hit for 38 Energy Damage

        Asteroid Nit Heals 38 Points

        Asteroid Nit is now Enlarged

        11/15 Creatures Slain

      

      

      Zeke berated himself as he watched the creature heal, that had been a bad move.

      It crackled with energy as it began to twitch and shiver. An arc of energy snapped out to the next closest Nit. Both creatures doubled in size. The enlarged Nit turned to face him.

      "Don't do energy attacks," he yelled.

      "Why?" Colin asked.

      "They get bigger. Let's see what this will do."

      He activated another Aether Spike. The solid blade of mana split into three shards, and he slammed the fragmented aether into the closest creature. The Spike locked it in place leaving it hovering in the air mid-leap.

      
        
        Enlarged Asteroid Nit hit for 34 Aether Damage

        Enlarged Asteroid Nit is now Pinned

        Enlarged Asteroid Nit takes 3 Aether Damage

      

      

      The Nit wiggled in place but didn't move.

      "That works. They're slowing down." Erica stepped back into place and finished the pinned creature with a shot from each blaster.

      Colin took the other down with a short barrage from his cannon, then capitalized on the short break to reload.

      
        
        12/15 Creatures Slain

      

      

      "That one counted for me," Zeke said.

      "Me too," Erica added. "Assisted kills are shared."

      "I'll AoE. You two clean up." Colin tilted his cannon up and fired. A single shell wobbled through the air. Once the shell hit its peak, it split into a dozen shards before falling atop a cluster of Nits.

      Erica covered the area with a wave of blaster fire as Zeke rushed in and slashed wildly.

      "That looks like the last of them," Colin said. "They just stopped. We were getting swarmed."

      "My energy attack, maybe? Maybe healing them cancels Aggro?" Zeke offered.

      The constant chittering in the cave tunnel stopped.

      A new sound took its place: the slow, steady trudge of footsteps in the goo. A Grey stumbled into view. The usually shiny space suit was muddy and torn. Its fishbowl helmet had a sizable chunk missing from the top. In its place, one of the Asteroid Nits was attached to the Grey with all four of the hooked claws firmly embedded in the worker’s head. In its hands, the Grey loosely carried a tool that looked like a cross between a shrunken jackhammer and a screwdriver.

      The Grey turned its empty gaze to them. Its head shuddered as the Nit attached to its head began to pulse. The worker opened its mouth and let out a scream that sounded eerily similar to the chittering from before.

      A chorus returned the call from farther down the tunnel.

      
        
        15/15 Creatures Slain

        +1000 XP

        21550/23000

      

      

      
        
        Quest Update: Discover the Fate of the Workers

      

      

      "That's not ominous," Colin said quietly. "Nope, not one bit."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      "Try blasting the bug thingy," Colin said to Erica.

      Erica lifted a single blaster and took careful aim. The bolt of plasma lit the slimy walls as it raced toward the Grey.

      The blast hit the Grey square in the head. It tumbled to the ground and came to a stop against the tunnel wall.

      Erica winced. "Oooh. Missed."

      "To be fair," Zeke said, "their heads are really big."

      "Guys," Colin said. "Look."

      The Grey pushed itself back to standing position. It wobbled, righted itself, and then started toward them again.

      "Huh," Erica grumbled. "Let's try this again." She raised both blasters, firing off a stream of hot plasma as soon as she had them level.

      The Grey wiggled and danced as the shots hit. It flailed its arms as the barrage knocked it off its feet.

      Erica took the moment to reload. "Is it getting up?”

      "Doesn't look like it," Colin said.

      "We need a closer look to make sure," Erica offered.

      No one moved.

      "Fine," Zeke muttered. He pushed past his two friends, his steps making a splat-squish-plop as he moved farther down the tunnel. The slime reached to the top of his feet now. He drew his utility knife as he got closer to the sprawled-out Grey. Its arms and legs were splayed out in random directions. He poked the closest boot.

      Nothing happened.

      He poked it again, harder this time. "I'm not getting combat details. What did the log call it?"

      "Let me check." Erica’s hands flittered through the air as she opened her menu.

      "You don't keep an active combat log?" Zeke asked.

      "No way." She moved through the menus with a wave of her hands without looking at him. "The constant pop-ups get really annoying."

      "I've got mine minimized on my HUD," Zeke replied. "It helps me keep track of every—"

      
        
        Asteroid Nit hits you for 10 Physical Damage

        Additional 10 Physical Damage (Sneak Attack)

        You are hit for 20 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Resists 20 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor – 130/150

        You take 0 Damage

      

      

      Zeke yelped as the bug creature landed on the glowing armor on his chest. He stabbed at it with his utility knife.

      
        
        Asteroid Nit hit for 2 Physical Damage

        Asteroid Nit uses Harden

        Now Resistant to Physical Damage

        Asteroid Nit takes 1 Damage

      

      

      The Nit let out a shrill chitter as its claws skittered along his armor. Zeke spun to face his friends.

      "Kill it, kill it, kill it," he squeaked. Part of him knew he had magic he could use to kill this hideous bug, but his brain was not processing his requests at that moment.

      "This is going to hurt," Colin said.

      The large weapon centered on Zeke a moment before unleashing a stream of cannon fire.

      
        
        Colin hits you for 20 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Resists 20 Damage

        Colin hits you for 35 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Resists 35 Damage

        Colin hits you for 40 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Resists 40 Damage

        You are now Stunned!

      

      

      Zeke felt the world spinning. "Did you get it?" His words came out slurred.

      "Yeah," Colin said. "You're good."

      "Killing the host doesn't kill the bug," Erica said. "Good to know. Let's see what happens when we get the bug first."

      "That was the plan." Colin chuckled. "Any chance it dropped a shirt?"

      "It's not my loot." Zeke almost sounded normal. "I'm stunned."

      "Concussive blast," Colin replied. "It should wear off in a few seconds."

      Zeke took a moment to look at his HUD.

      
        
        Advanced Tech Armor: 35/150

      

      

      "Could we stop for a moment?" he asked. “It would be good to regen some energy and mana.” He got the feeling he’d be needing it.

      "Sure, I need to recharge too." Colin laughed. "That glowy armor seems pretty useful, but if it looks like I nearly knocked it out with one round of attacks. You are going to need some healing items. I could give you a bandage?"

      Zeke held out a hand. "Sure, I can use it as a wet wipe."

      Colin gave him a rolled-up wad of off-white fabric.

      The bandage disappeared when Zeke touched his chest. Zeke tucked it away into his inventory.

      "Thanks," Zeke deadpanned.

      "We need to be careful," Erica said. "Those bugs are hard to hit when they aren't coming at us in waves. We need a way to make the hosts hold still long enough for us to blast it."

      As Zeke summoned his Aether Spike once more, a flash of cobalt blue light lit the tunnel around them. "I've got something that could work. I'll stake them in place and you two squash the bugs."

      "Plan B, if that doesn't work, just blast everything," Colin added. "Classic Plan B. Can we just go with Plan B? I'd like to get out of these slime tunnels fast."

      "There might be a bonus if we return the workers alive," Erica said. "Let's try to get one of them out of here."

      "Fine.” Colin sighed. "Sneaky-sneaky is my specialty."

      Smirking, Zeke slid by Colin’s big drake form and moved deeper into the tunnel.

      "I'll take point," Erica said with a roll of her eyes. "Not that I don't have complete confidence in your stealth abilities."

      The splat-squish-plop of their footsteps negated any attempts at stealth. It didn't take long to find another Grey worker stumbling around the tunnel. Zeke broke into a run, hit it with Aether Spike, and stayed out of arms reach just in case it didn't work. The Grey struggled but didn't move.

      
        
        Host Worker hit for 33 Aether Damage

        Host Worker is now Pinned

        Host Worker takes 3 Aether Damage

      

      

      "Attacking it will break the pin," Zeke said. "I'll hit him with another Spike if you don't get the bug."

      Erica stepped up to stand beside him. "Don't worry. I won't miss this time."

      A single bolt of plasma turned the bug into mush. The Aether Spike disappeared, but the Grey stayed on its feet. It looked down at the remains of the bug creature before turning its attention to Erica. Slowly it sat in the middle of the tunnel. The Grey didn't seem to notice the slime.

      "I didn't get any quest updates." Zeke said. He turned to look at his friends. "What about you?"

      "Nothing."

      "Nada."

      "Do we keep this up?" he asked.

      "It's less trouble," Erica said.

      Colin cast a longing look at his cannon. "Less blasting."

      The Grey moaned. Erica took a step back, aiming at it as she did. Zeke readied his Aether Spike. It let out another moan, this one louder and longer than the last. The vocalization stopped sharply.

      The Grey leaned forward, arching its back, and began to shake violently. A swarm of smaller bug creatures burst from its torso spreading out through the slime.

      Some very traumatic memories flashed through Zeke’s mind. He jumped back as far as he could before his two friends opened fire. The little creatures didn't last long under the onslaught.

      "Okay," Zeke drew the word out. "We go back to blasting them and then blast them some more."

      "You won't see much action," Erica said.

      "I'm okay with that," he replied.

      
        
        Quest Update: Find the Source of the Infestation

      

      

      "Wonderful," Zeke muttered. "More bugs and, I bet, the slime are deeper the farther in we go."

      "I'm barefoot too," Colin said. "Well, bare-claw walking through this. I don't know how many showers it's going to take to get the feeling of slime out from between my toes."

      "Point taken," Zeke replied. "Onward."

      The trio continued down the tunnel. They followed a gentle slope that lead them into a small chamber where seven of the Grey workers shuffled around.

      "We need to pull one," Erica whispered.

      "I'll do it." Zeke hunched over and slipped quietly toward one of the Grey on the edge of the group.

      The slime didn't make stealth easy, but they weren't exactly observant. The group moved around the chamber, their shuffling clearing the slime away on their paths.

      As one of the workers stumbled closer, Zeke struck with his clawed hand. He figured it was better to conserve mana as Erica was more than capable of killing the thing without assistance.

      
        
        Host Worker takes 2 Physical Damage

      

      

      The Grey turned to him. Up close, the workers looked even worse. The worn patches in their uniforms had been completely ripped away, the natural hue of their skin was sprinkled in yellow splotches, and their big eyes had a milky sheen to them.

      The Grey took a lazy swipe at him. Zeke slunk back toward the others.

      "Concussive Shot incoming," Colin said.

      Zeke pressed himself against the tunnel wall. An oval with a blue stripe sailed past him and hit the Grey in the center of its chest. The oval exploded in a blinding flash.

      Erica let loose with her blasters before The Grey had a chance to recover. It went down fast without any issue.

      
        
        +250 XP

        21800/23000

      

      

      "Rinse, repeat, victory." Zeke started to move back toward the wandering mobs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      "Cover me," Erica said.

      They had cleared two more chambers as they delved deeper into the cave system. The passages lazily arced back toward the elevator shaft the farther they went along. Erica strode to a squat block of metal that only had a thin layer of slime.

      
        
        Equipment Stashes Recovered 1/5

      

      

      "Nice. That counted for me too," Zeke said.

      "Same," Colin added.

      "That will speed things along," Erica’s hands blurred as she moved through her menus. "I'm done with the creature quest. You guys?"

      Zeke checked his log and nodded.

      "All we have to do now is find what caused all of this," Colin said. "What's your guess? Obviously, their mining equipment drilled a hole through the Asteroid Nit nursery. We're going to wind up fighting the queen. Just watch."

      Erica shook her head. "No, that would be too simple. It was a nice try though. Clearly the bug things were frozen after being in space for so long, and the miners accidentally thawed them out."

      "Please. You're both wrong," Zeke added. "A rival company planted the eggs to take out the competition. Once these guys are dealt with, they will come in and deal with the infestation."

      "Was there any lore to the quest?" Colin asked.

      Zeke shrugged and looked to Erica, who shook her head. They moved on in silence. Their progress through the slime was the only sound as they continued. Discarded mining gear and the occasional glove or boot dotted the tunnel.

      "There has been a serious lack of workers in the last couple of chambers," Erica said. "You would think there would be more of them wandering around since we're getting closer to the mining camp."

      "No bugs either," Zeke said. "Not that I’ve noticed."

      "Ambush?" Colin asked.

      "Ambush," Erica answered. "Watch the walls, ceiling, and floor for movement or weird shapes."

      Colin let out a single bark of laughter. "We're walking through cave tunnels that some sort of space termite-ant creatures carved through an asteroid. Everything in here is weird shapes, and covered in slime.”

      Zeke lifted his foot for a closer look. "It's not as much as before."

      "We're walking into a boss fight," Erica said. "A mini boss at least. We took on those pirates. We can handle whatever this is going to be."

      "Another equipment thing." Colin pointed out the metal block.

      "Nice. Three more to go.” Erica waved them over as the box began to fade.

      They joined her to see the elevator connected with a vast cavern. From their vantage point, they could make out the remains of a worker's camp. The slime near the structures and machinery had hardened and been formed into clusters of egg sacks. A single Grey stood in the center of it all. Even from a distance, they could see it had multiple bugs attached to the usually spindly form.

      "What is that?" Zeke whispered.

      "Let me see." Colin said. He raised his cannon. A yellow holographic display popped up along the barrel.

      "That's new, right?" Zeke asked.

      "This pretty lady has a long-range option," Colin replied with a smile. "And it scans the target too."

      "Why haven't you been using that?" Zeke hissed.

      "It's long range," Colin repeated. "The tunnels were practically point-blank. Now, let me work."

      The holograph shifted to a rough outline of a Grey. Lines of text scrolled along the bottom. "Level ten Elite Grey Brood Host. I can blast it at long range until you guys move in closer to do damage."

      "We're kind of squishy," Zeke said.

      "You are squishy," Erica said. "And make perfect bait. I've got a plan."

      "I'm not going to like this plan, am I?"

      Erica smiled.

      "Yeah," Zeke said with a sigh. "This is going to be messy."

      "Zee, you get in close, try to get some sneak damage." Erica pointed at Zeke and then Colin. "Colin, you start blasting it once Zee pulls Aggro. I'll light it up on its flank."

      "Or." Colin’s cannon roared to life as he started to fire.

      The Brood Host shook at the impact. It looked up toward Colin and let out a warbling roar. Egg sacks all around it burst open. Dozens of smaller versions of the bug creatures streamed out from each one.

      Erica turned to look at Colin. "Why?"

      Colin didn't take his eyes off the approaching horde of bugs. "The eggs were obviously going to be a part of the fight. Zeke would have been bug chow."

      "Then we should come up with another plan," she said.

      "I did," he said, smiling. "I'll clean up the little bugs, then we work on the Grey."

      Colin adjusted his aim before firing a quick series of orbs that looked like the Concussive Shot. These had an orange stripe on them. The orbs bounced along the cavern floor until they came to a rest a short stretch in front of the wave of bugs.

      "Wait for it." Colin held up three clawed drake fingers and counted down. A string of explosions turned the bugs into mush.

      "That works," Erica finally said.

      "I'm useless all the way out here. Jolt is my only ranged attack, and that just heals them. I need to get close," Zeke said.

      "You and Erica took out that Spider Bot without me," Colin said with a shrug.

      "I was able to take over one of its turrets," he said. "Hack doesn't work on living things."

      "Do you have any grenades left?"

      "I used them all on the Spider Bot," Zeke replied. "And those were EMP."

      "Could we have this discussion after dealing with the flood of bugs?" Erica asked.

      Colin shot off another orange-striped orb before sending another barrage of fire into the oncoming wave. He waited a moment before following it up with another Concussive Shot. "I'll keep turning these bugs to mush. I’ve got a three second cooldown on each and enough energy to do one more duo. So, whatever you’re going to do, make it fast."

      "Let's move." Erica sprinted toward the Brood Host, and Zeke followed a step behind. Her blasters kicked into a constant rush of plasma, cutting a path through the slime and bugs.

      "To your right, another stash," Zeke called.

      Their path curved to grab the box. Zeke retrieved the stash.

      
        
        Equipment Stashes Recovered 3/5

      

      

      "Close enough?" Erica kept peppering the Brood Host with plasma.

      "For?"

      "Take a leap at the boss." Erica motioned in its direction.

      It seemed close enough that he might be able to leap forward with Displace and get into melee range.

      "Like they say," Zeke said. "Shoot for the stars, and if you fall short, you’ll freeze to death in space."

      "What?"

      "Never mind," Zeke muttered. He took a few wide strides toward the Brood Host and cast Displace as he sprang forward. The Aether-infused push propelled him into the air. He raised his hand and summoned his Aether Spike.

      The Brood Host locked its milky gaze on him as he soared. The blade sliced through one of the attached bugs. Momentum carried through strike into the host as well.

      
        
        Momentum Attack (2x Damage)

        Elite Asteroid Nit hit for 37 Aether Damage

        Additional 37 Aether Damage (Momentum)

        Elite Asteroid Nit takes 74 Damage

      

      

      Nice. Looks like I can use Displace to put a bit more momentum behind my sword strikes and deal more damage.

      One of the attached bugs popped, leaving four more. Zeke danced back out of range, readying another strike. The Host hadn't taken any damage whatsoever.

      "We have to get rid of the parasites first," he said.

      "You're blocking my shot," Colin yelled.

      Zeke hopped to the left a moment before Colin started firing. The Host rocked back and forth as the majority of the physical barrage hit. Three more of the parasitic bugs exploded in the attack.

      The Brood Host dropped to its knees. Its mouth opened in a voiceless scream as the remaining parasites burrowed into it.

      A pair of long, segmented mandibles sprouted from its cheeks. The Host closed its glazed eyes. When they opened once more, the milky film was replaced with a black sheen.

      
        
        Brood Host has Mutated to Hive Mind

      

      

      Zeke shuddered.

      "It's just a game," he mumbled.

      The Hive Mind moved faster than they expected. Its long fingers had grown an exoskeleton that ended in a set of barbed claws.

      The Hive Mind rocketed toward him. Its claws slashed at him the moment he was within range.

      
        
        Hive Mind hits you for 30 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor: 120/150

      

      

      Zeke swiped at the Hive Mind. It easily dodged the attack and kept moving. The creature's claws raked across his armor with each spin.

      
        
        Hive Mind hits you for 30 Physical Damage

        Hive Mind hits you for 30 Physical Damage

        Hive Mind hits you for 30 Physical Damage

        Hive Mind hits you for 30 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Resists 120

        Advanced Tech Armor: 0/150

        Advanced Tech Armor fails

      

      

      "I hope this thing drops its armor," he said.

      He turned to follow as it went. It sped toward Erica, rather than continue attacking him.

      Bolts of hot plasma highlighted its form, revealing a bulge on its back. When the Hive Mind twisted around another burst of plasma, the biggest bug creature he had ever seen was nested along the Hive Mind’s spine.

      "There's a parasite on its back," Zeke said.

      "I'll just ask it nicely to turn around so I can take a shot," Colin snapped.

      "We're taking a break once we turn this quest in," Zeke said. "You're getting hangry."

      "I am not!" Colin yelled.

      "Did you eat breakfast?"

      Colin mumbled.

      "What was that?"

      "No," he said, a bit louder.

      "See," Zeke replied. "Squash this bug, turn in the quest, and break for food."

      "Zee," Erica said. "Breakfast sounds amazing and all, but let's kill this thing first."

      Zeke sprinted forward. He activated Aether Spike, boosted himself with a short Displace, and lunged.

      
        
        Momentum Attack (2x Damage)

        Hive Mind hit for 39 Aether Damage

        Additional 39 Aether Damage (Momentum)

        Hive Mind is now Pinned

        Hive Mind takes 78 Damage

        Hive Mind takes 3 Aether Damage

      

      

      "It’s pinned," Zeke yelled.

      Colin kicked up a wave of slime as he slid down the caked cave floor. His claws clicked against the stone as he charged toward the boss. The yellow holographic display popped up along the top of the cannon.

      "You'll want to move," Colin said.

      The cannon fired, turning the dank tunnel into a perfectly lit corridor for a fleeting moment. Erica tossed Zeke a bandage as they stood behind Colin’s big form. The onslaught turned the creature and its Host into chunks in the slime.

      
        
        Quest Complete: Discover the Fate of the Workers.

        +1000 XP

        22800/23000

        Talk to the Injured Worker.

      

      

      "That was easier than I expected," Colin said.

      "It hit pretty hard to me," Zeke said.

      "You're not wearing a shirt," Erica said.

      "I don't have anything to say to that," Zeke replied after a moment.

      "Exoskeleton Gloves," Colin said. "Medium Armor."

      Erica held out a hand.

      "Anything else?" Zeke asked.

      "Concentrated Slime," Colin said.

      "I will pass on that, thank you very much," Zeke said.

      "The other two stashes are back here," Erica said. "I got ’em. Let's go turn these in."

      Zeke scanned the area. There wasn't any more loot, but a control panel like the one on the elevators had been bolted into the wall. He moved over to it and pressed the button.

      "Please," he muttered.

      The elevator punched a square hole into the crust of hardened slime.

      "I was not looking forward to walking back through all of that," he said.

      They walked to the middle of the platform. Colin pressed the big red button. This time the elevator didn't have any trouble passing through the slime, but the return trip was still going to be a couple of minutes.

      "That boosted jump is pretty useful," Erica said.

      Zeke nodded. "I thought it was junk. I could probably catch some serious air if I upgraded it."

      "I'm pretty close to leveling," Colin said.

      "Same," Erica said. "This would have been insane if we hadn't jumped so many levels on the way here."

      "Are you kidding?" Colin scoffed. "That boss was cake."

      "Yeah," Erica said slowly. "You need to get some food."

      "Why do you guys keep saying that?"

      "Because you're moody," Erica replied. "Zee was right. We should take a break once we've turned these in."

      "Fine," Colin grumbled. "You were the one who said we didn't have much time."

      "We've been on for over an hour," Erica said. "We should be good even with a break for lunch right now.”

      Colin mumbled something under his breath. Erica turned her attention to Zeke.

      "Was the elevator this slow on the way down?” he asked.

      "We're not jumping at shadows now," Erica offered.

      Eventually the platform made it back through the sealed hatch. The injured Grey worker was the closest, so they went to it first.

      "They're all dead?" it asked.

      "Sorry," Zeke replied.

      "I'm sure you did what you could," the Grey whispered. "Here, take this as payment."

      
        
        Miner's Gloves - Light Armor - 2 AC

      

      

      Zeke equipped them immediately. "Thank you."

      Colin took the quest reward. "These are junk."

      "Then vendor them," Zeke said. "Who's next?"

      "Mine." Erica said. She led them to a booth filled with random machine parts stacked on every available surface.

      "Good, good." The Grey that spoke was covered in oil and other unknown fluids. "And here's the payment as promised."

      
        
        +500 Credits

        +100 XP

        22900/23000

      

      

      "Not bad," Zeke said. "I think I can buy a few things now."

      "A shirt at least," Colin suggested.

      "That was on the list," Zeke said.

      "Last one," Erica said. "Where to?"

      "This way," Colin stomped away toward the docking bay. For a big guy, he moved really fast. He came to a stop in front of a grizzled Grey.

      Zeke wasn't sure how someone of such a delicate build and large eyes could ever pull off a hardened look, but the Grey managed it. Its fishbowl helmet was scuffed along the sides, its suit was matte black rather than chrome, and the laser rifle strapped to its back had starburst plates along the muzzle instead of the normal circular ones. As they got closer, they could also see that it had a road map of scars across its dainty jaw.

      "Good killing," it said with a modulated voice that popped with static. "Here."

      A window slid into view with three options.

      
        
        - Hold-Out Bolt Thrower

        - Carbon Weave Armor (Light)

        - Carbon Plate Armor (Medium)

      

      

      "Take the shirt," Colin said. "Please."

      Zeke took the light armor. It equipped immediately with the slot vacant. Dark crimson woven strands hugged his chest and arms. He pulled up his inventory to check out the stats. Looking good didn't matter nearly as much as staying alive.

      
        
        Carbon Weave Armor - Light 60/60

      

      

      Zeke nodded in appreciation to the grizzled Grey. "Nice. Didn't level, but I am really, really close."

      "We can pick up another quest once we get back." Erica said. She patted Colin on the chest. "The thunder lizard needs to eat."

      "Meet back in twenty minutes?" Zeke offered.

      "Sounds like a plan," Erica said before Colin could protest.

      She vanished. Colin glared at the spot where she had been. He shifted his focus to Zeke, who smiled and wiggled his eyebrows as he faded away.

      
        
        Settings – Help – Home – Logout

      

      

      His vision shifted to shades of gray as the logout process began. The real world around him began to intrude. He could smell the fresh sheets on his bed beneath him. The lights were on, and someone was moving around in the apartment.

      Zeke sat up to find his dad poking through the freezer. "Hey."

      Dad shifted the contents around. It wasn't hard for Zeke to imagine what he would look like in thirty years. He got his build and looks from his Dad, and that meant he'd probably have thinning gray hair and still somehow manage to be mistaken for a teenager.

      "Hey, Zeke," his Dad called back from inside the freezer.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Grabbing a quick snack before I get back to work."

      "I thought you had tonight off."

      "I'm covering a shift." Dad closed the freezer. "You remember Bo, right?"

      Zeke nodded. "Yeah, I just worked with him a couple days ago."

      "He died last night," Dad said quietly. "I'm covering his shifts until there's a replacement."

      "Whoa," Zeke said slowly. "What happened?"

      "Mechanical error."

      "What kind?"

      "Ezekiel," Dad said. "I raised you better than that. No need to get into the gory details. A man has died."

      "Sorry, just curious, He was a good guy."

      "Yeah," Dad sighed. "He'll be missed." Dad crossed the room and hugged him.

      "I'll see you later. I love you."

      "I love you too, Dad," Zeke replied.

      Dad stepped back, smiled sheepishly, and hurried out the door.

      Zeke stretched. He rubbed his arms and flexed his hands while he waited for his body to catch up with his mind. The apartment was quiet now that Dad had left. Likely Mom was still at work.

      On that note.

      He pulled up his account. Sure enough, the five hundred nuyaun was still sitting there. The excitement from the deposit was muted now. Bo had been a good guy. He had never shorted Zeke the few times they had worked together. It was his pure act of kindness that Zeke even had a Node now.

      The thought made him pause. With his Mom and Dad both pulling such long shifts, maybe he should offer them some of the money he’d made. It wasn’t much compared to what they earned, but it might help with groceries or something.

      No, his parents were proud people. They worked hard so that he could have a better life. When he’d offered to get a part-time job in the past, they had just told him to focus on his studies.

      Plus, they might start asking questions about how he’d earned so much in the game. He didn’t want to have to try to explain everything that had happened with the Inheritance Pack. Best to keep it to himself. Maybe he could surprise them with some groceries and say he’d won a store raffle or something.

      He sat up and concentrated on flexing each foot until he was confident that he had enough feeling in them. He needed to get up. Eating breakfast would keep him offline long enough for the others to come back. Maybe a shower too. He needed some reason not to go log back in and dig through the in-game market. He didn't trust his self-control enough to withstand the temptation.

      He pushed off and crossed to the kitchen. First, he would have breakfast, then he'd take a shower, and after that he could send an order of laundry off to the facilities. That would buy enough time. He hoped. The fridge held a pack of cheese sticks of the dairy origins and a four-pack of apple juice.

      "Score."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke adjusted the covers on his bed. He made sure everything was tucked in nice and tight. Logging off after a few hours of gaming only to find there was a wedge of blanket jammed into his back was not fun. It was a common issue with serious gamers. There were special chairs for long-term connections. They had originally been designed for tech positions in the Administration, but professional gamers and programmers had recently started using them too. The top-of-the-line equipment for regular marathon connections was a capsule. Most people called them Dive Pods. The user would be submerged in a specially constructed solution that maintained bodily functions and even used mini-electric charges to keep the muscles healthy. A good chair cost around fifteen hundred nuyaun and the basic model of Dive Pods was ten thousand, though both could be rented more affordably.

      A user that wanted more immersion with a chair would have to purchase a set of broadcasters. They were a pair of strips that fit behind the ears and on top of the Nodes and had to be custom made to make sure everything lined up. The broadcasters enhanced the sensations felt within the game as well as adding another layer to the experience. Players would experience hunger, thirst, and exhaustion just like the real world, but they would still need to take regular breaks. However, a person could pretty much live in the game of their choosing with a Dive Pod.

      He loved Aether Frontier, but he wasn't sure if he would want to stay logged in for months at a time. Some professionals probably did.

      He hopped up into his bed and stared at the ceiling. A gaming chair would be a good investment. Once they had set themselves up as professional gamers, he would need to be in game for at least eight hours every day. Questing and gathering resources were a good source of a steady income, but he would need another option to make serious bank if he wanted to live off the proceeds of his gaming.

      There is always the Arena.

      It didn't unlock until level ten. He would have to finish a few more quests to get there. Winners were rewarded handsomely, and people loved to watch the battles. PvP always drew a crowd. The loot would sell for a nice profit too. Even if he didn’t win, there was a chance he could gain a following.

      Zeke smiled. Oh darn, I’ll have to adventure and hit level ten. How horrible.

      He had stalled long enough. He needed to delete his Hunter. The longer he took to do it, the harder it would become.

      One more time with the visor, he thought.

      A notification popped up as soon as he logged in.

      
        
        [2 Unread Messages]

      

      

      The first message was only a little creepy.

      
        
        [From: Rothford]

        [Subject: Our agreement]

        [I will give you one final chance to accept my generous offer. There will be no further negotiation. The offer is over ten times what any other collector would be prepared to make. You will accept or suffer the consequences of refusing my attempts at diplomacy.]

      

      

      He stared at the second message, received only a few hours later. This one was creepier.

      
        
        [From: Rothford]

        [Subject: None]

        [You were warned.]

      

      

      Zeke shook his head as he hit the delete button. “Goodbye and good riddance.”

      He backed out to the character select screen.

      
        
        Zeke (Bot Hunter) – Level 6

        Delete Character? Yes/No

      

      

      Zeke looked at the prompt. The Hunter was one he had been playing for a while. All the choices he had made with the toon had been angled to get a subscription. He had hit the goal, surpassing it even. Now he had a legacy class and a little over five hundred nuyaun in the bank. It had been a weird couple of days.

      
        
        Character Deleted

      

      

      He took a moment and let the notification fade on its own. It left him alone in the gently lit white lobby of the interface. He powered down, stowed the gear, and swapped to his Node connection.

      A moment later, he was back in Aether Frontier. He found himself in the Grey outpost once again. Erica and Colin were still out. A message notification blinked on his HUD. He pulled it up.

      He had dragged his feet deleting his old character. Even now, after the deed was done, it felt like he had lost something. Not exactly like losing a friend, more like that last teddy bear he’d held on to before finally getting too old for it. Technically, he still had that bear. His name was Joey, and he had pride of place on the bookshelf.

      Zeke strolled around the grid of the Grey marketplace. He stayed close to the area where he had appeared so he wouldn’t miss his friends when they logged in. A floating yellow exclamation mark caught his eye, and he followed its glow around a corner and into an open-air stall.

      Mechanical guards swarmed the area. They were stationed at each end of the path and watched him as he approached. He really hoped that Erica was right about these guys mostly ignoring people. Most likely they would be able to blast him into goo even with his friends backing him up. Once he pulled their Aggro, it would probably mark him as an enemy for all of them.

      He slowly walked up to the path. Both mechanical guards shifted to look directly at him. He smiled and waved. They didn't react. He took another step. Still nothing. Shrugging, he continued on to the quest marker, but he could still feel their eyes tracking him.

      The Grey under the exclamation mark wore a white spacesuit, and its fishbowl helmet rested on a shelf nearby. It was hunched over a console, and its long fingers were a blur of motion. Every available surface displayed a different star chart and the corresponding currents of aether.

      Zeke took a step forward. The Grey rolled its shoulders and rubbed a hand over its exposed scalp. Its large eyes flicked to him for the briefest look.

      "What’s the quest?" Zeke asked.

      "Give me a moment.” The Grey replied. It turned its attention to another console and tapped away for a moment. "Here we are. I need you to retrieve my stolen Navigation Unit. It's gone into lockdown. The thieves can't use it without two pieces of a specific Cipher, but that didn’t stop them from stealing it. Prove yourself useful and I’ll have a few more jobs ready for you."

      Did he say Ciphers?

      Zeke was immediately reminded of the quest item Rothford had wanted so badly.

      
        
        Quest: Retrieve the Navigation Unit

        Use the Tracker to Find the Nav Unit

        Reward: 1,000 Credits, 2x Health Kits, 2000 XP

      

      

      "I've tracked its energy signature to the far side of the asteroid, so they haven’t escaped gotten far, but please hurry before they abscond with it or sell to someone who knows how to disable the tracker." The Grey thrust a tablet at him. “There has been a lot of unusual readings in the area. Whoever is down there has figured out how to scramble our scanners, so I can’t provide more exact information.”

      Perhaps completing this quest would help him find out what the strange quest item was all about. Although it had said the related quest required him to be level ten. Just another reason to level fast, as if he needed any more.

      “That’s okay, I’ll help you get it back, don’t worry,” Zeke mumbled.

      The Grey nodded and turned back to the console.

      Then again, why wait till after he’d completed the quest?

      “Hey, before I go,” he said.

      “Hm?” the Grey asked without looking up for its work.

      “What is all this about? Is there something special about this nav unit?” Zeke asked. The NPC might have some lore that would give him some hints.

      "Prove yourself useful and you might find out," the Grey answered.

      Huh, well that’s just purposefully mysterious.

      “Uh, right… thanks.” Zeke looked down at the tablet. This was getting weird. He wandered back to the open area. Erica and Colin still hadn’t logged back in. Zeke opened his inventory.

      
        
        Quest Item: Code Cipher 2. Suggested Level 10

      

      

      This can’t just be a coincidence. He waved at the Grey, and it looked up from the console once more.

      "Hey," Zeke said. "Could I ask you something?"

      "Sure," the Grey said.

      He opened a display window and put the Code Cipher up. "You said Cipher, and I have this. Are they connected?"

      The Grey looked at the display. Its large ovoid eyes shifted to Zeke. "Yes, there is a connection."

      Finally, some progress. "Could you tell me what exactly?"

      "No. Prove yourself useful and you might find out."

      Zeke sighed and closed the display. It was easy to forget the NPCs weren't real.

      "Thanks anyway.  I’ll leave you alone now."

      He stepped away from the cluster of consoles. It was more information than he had before, but it wasn’t much. At least now he knew that this quest was the start. He would need four more levels to activate the Cipher portion of the quest to even get any real answers.

      Rothford was certainly interested in it. So far, he didn't have any answers. Why had Rothford been pushing so hard to get it? Why hadn't Vikira left it to him? There had to be a reason. Maybe she’d just thought Rothford was a creep. It was possible—the guy went from zero to jerk at breakneck speeds. Hopefully, the quest line could give him some more information. Either way, it was a quest, and that meant loot.

      "Hey." Erica waved a hand in front of his face.

      Zeke shook his head, banishing the train of thought. "When did you get here?"

      "Just now." she said. "I have something for you."

      A pair of swords with a familiar crystalline blade appeared in her hands. She held them out before him.

      
        
        Erica would like to trade. Accept? Yes/No

      

      

      "I had to scrap the sword and use the pieces to make something lighter with the same properties." she said. "Take a look. With your Strength I had to go with something small, so I had the materials to make two."

      
        
        Conduit Short Sword - 50 Physical Damage. 100/100 Durability

        Upgrade Slots: 3

      

      

      He held the blade up to inspect it. A small display window slid into view.

      
        
        Conduit Weapons can channel energy or aether to deal additional damage. Each weapon can only be attuned to channel one source.

      

      

      "Nice. How did you get rid of the Strength requirements?" He equipped the swords once the trade was complete.

      "That's why they're short swords," Erica said. "The design is basic, but the materials are wicked."

      "I can't wait to see what this can do." He slid the blade into sheaths that had appeared on his hips. They hadn't been there until the swords needed to be put away. Such was the beauty of game mechanics. He drew the weapons and put them away a few times to get a feel for it. His right hand was the one he used to summon his Aether Blade. He wasn't sure what that would do while holding the sword. "You should probably take a step back."

      He summoned Aether Blade. The cobalt-blue energy formed around his hand. It flowed up over his grip and encased the blade. Wisps of smoky aether danced across the sword.

      
        
        Aether Charged Short Sword – Advanced

        50 Physical Damage 40 Aether Damage

        100/100 Durability

        Upgrade Slots: 2

      

      

      "Whoa," was all he could think to say. He looked at the blade in his left hand and summoned Jolt.

      
        
        Energy Charged Short Sword – Advanced

        50 Physical Damage 40 Energy Damage

        100/100 Durability

        Upgrade Slots: 2

      

      

      Mana and energy swirled along the blades. "Sweet."

      "I've got more good news," Erica said. "My mom has to pick up a package in one of the freight areas and she can't get it until after her shift, so I've got a bit more time to game."

      "You'll have to tell me that again." Zeke said. "The only thing I heard was 'cool swords.’"

      Erica chuckled. "Come on. Colin should be here soon. We should see if there are any quests to pick up."

      Zeke tore his gaze away from the blades. "I grabbed one while I was waiting," he said. "I'll share it with you."

      "Get a Nav Unit," she read. "What's the reward?"

      "A thousand credits, some health kits, and some XP."

      "Oh, nice."

      "It's the start of a quest chain that involves a Code Cipher I have," he said carefully. "Did I tell you about that?"

      "You just shared the quest with me," she replied.

      "Not that," he said. "The Code Cipher stuff."

      Erica shook her head. "Nope. What's up?"

      "It started with the Inheritance Pack. There was a chest, most of the stuff inside I couldn't touch. That's the stuff we sold. The only thing that wasn't locked was a Code Cipher. Colin said it was part of some old contest from the first expansion. This guy, Rothford, was hounding my old character to get it. I would have given it to him if he wasn't such a jerk about it. Then he started to get creepy. His last message was just, ‘You were warned,’ no subject line or anything.” He sighed and looked her in the eye. “Who says that? It's odd, right? Either way, I just deleted my Hunter, so I don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

      An easy smile crossed her face. "Zee, it's nothing to worry about. He just sounds like a troll. People get pretty worked up over this game, and it’s easy to threaten someone online. Happens all the time. Anyway, this quest gives everyone the first Code Cipher. It takes two to activate the next part. The thing is, no one could figure out how to get the second one, and the contest just faded away."

      "How am I the only one that doesn't know about this?"

      "I only know because my mom was playing when that all went down." She laughed. "It was a big contest at the time. This zone was packed until they all realized no one could figure it out. Now it's a joke with the older players. This Rothford guy was being a creepy fanboy."

      "Do you think the contest would still be active?”

      "Maybe? It’s been years. If it is, then he was trying to pull one over on you."

      He nodded, took a deep breath, and let it out. "I don't think I'm telling this right. I have the second part of the Code Cipher."

      Erica’s eyebrows shot up, her mouth opening and closing a few times. "Are you serious? Whoa, literally no one ever managed to figure out have to get the second piece. That is like a game-wide first!” She looked at him for a long moment. "How?"

      "It was what was in the chest. Like I told you."

      "Right, but how?" She repeated. "It was a huge contest. We should activate it. I don’t even know if the contest prize or whatever would still be active—but it would be content no one has ever played before, how cool is that?"

      "We can only try it once we hit level ten."

      Her excitement was infectious, and he couldn’t help but smile.

      "Oh.” She deflated a little. "Still, ten isn't that far off."

      He watched the elements dance over the blades of his swords. "There was something else I wanted to talk to you about. It's about the gamer plan thing."

      "What's up?"

      "Quests and resources probably won't hit the numbers we need. I was thinking of trying out the Arena, or maybe expanding to another game to do the resources there too."

      "We have to be level ten to get into the Arena. And you have to be really good for anything that's worth the risk."

      "Ouch. My pride."

      She slapped him on the shoulder. "Not like that, Just in general, Arena players are really hardcore."

      "What about the other games?"

      "We could try it. I don't know how that would work. The time we spend playing another game could be used here to do the same thing."

      Zeke shrugged. "It was a thought."

      "About what?" Colin’s voice cut in as he showed up on his Drake Heavy Assault toon.

      "Grown-up stuff," Zeke replied. "Nothing you would be interested in."

      "Yeah, that sounds boring," Colin said. "I didn't realize how hungry I was."

      "You were hungry? I had no clue," Erica deadpanned. "Zee, did you see any signs that Colin was hungry?"

      "Do you mean aside from the short temper and lack of humor? Nope."

      "I get it," Colin said. "Come on, let’s get to questing."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      "We should grab a few quests," Colin said.

      "I've got one," Zeke said. "Sharing."

      "Cool," Colin replied. "That's one, but we should get a couple more. Like with the bugs."

      "I would be perfectly fine if we didn't mention the bugs for a while," Zeke said. "Or, you know, ever again."

      "I was just saying," Colin said. "We did three quests at the same time. They happened to be bug related or have some form of bug in them."

      "Please stop saying bug," Zeke said.

      "It’s not like I said we should track down more nests. Of bugs." Colin smirked, stifling a laugh. "You know, I bet there’s like an entire network of tunnels with them. Filled with bugs. Slimy walls with clumps of egg sacks and those bugs. Maybe little ones that can wiggle up your legs in waves. There could even be other wildlife that have had become hosts."

      "I’m going to need another shower," Zeke said.

      "Raw fish hidden in random places," Erica cut in. "Slice them thin so we can put them in the doorjamb. It will take days for him to get it all out, and the smell lingers."

      Colin stared at her for a long moment.

      Zeke smiled; he bumped her shoulder with his. "I've missed you."

      "Damn, that's cold," Colin whispered. "I’m right here."

      "The tracker points to the far side of the asteroid," Zeke continued. "What quests could we pick up out that way?" Zeke turned to Colin. "Do not say bugs."

      Colin closed his mouth.

      "I don’t really know," Erica said. "There should be a shuttle around here that takes us to the other side of the asteroid. I haven't really explored this place beyond the base camp. It's supposed to be a quick way to hit level ten."

      "Have you done this Nav Unit quest before?" Zeke asked.

      "Nope," she replied. "Last time I was here I took the shuttle to the other side. There is a base that's running on emergency power. It's pretty straight forward. We have to hook everything up, fight some beasties, and rescue a few people. We can pick that up once we are on that side of the asteroid."

      "Why don't we do that?" Colin asked.

      "Are there bugs?" Zeke asked.

      Erica nodded. “Yeah, the crew are being hunted by some animal-bug hybrid things. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it's probably linked to that cave quest we did.”

      “Oh, then we are definitely doing it,” Colin said, winking at Zeke.

      Erica smiled but didn't say anything. Zeke knew she wouldn’t say anything, but she wasn’t keen to repeat quests she had already done with her other characters. Not if there were other options.

      "Can we skip it, please? I hate bugs, remember?" Zeke said. He didn’t really mind but figured Erica wouldn’t speak up for herself. She was too nice.

      “I’ll think about it,” Colin grumbled, but Erica beamed at him.

      They followed the tracker through the outpost until they came to a set of doors that stretched the entire length of the wall. Dock workers hauled cargo through a set of normal-sized freight access doors closer to the floor. A tanker could easily fit through the smaller openings, but they looked absolutely tiny in comparison.

      "This looks familiar," Erica said. "We should be able to grab a shuttle to the other side around here somewhere."

      A bored Grey stood nearby, watching the workers leaning against a lone shuttle. The exclamation point hovering above its head marked them as important. Its gaze shifted to them as they approached.

      "You lot look capable enough," the Grey said. "Some smugglers stole my cargo. I've tracked it to the far side of the asteroid. Gather it up and get it back to me. I’ve got a shuttle that can take you there."

      
        
        Quest: Return the Stolen Cargo

        Collect 10 Stolen Cargo Containers

        Reward:  5,000 Credits, 1000 XP

        Accept? Yes/No

      

      

      “We can help,” Zeke said.

      “Sure, great, whatever. Why are you still here?” the Grey asked dismissively.

      "Looks like we found our ride." Colin shot the Grey a sidelong glance as they boarded.

      The interior of the shuttle consisted of three benches. A control panel and pilot station were missing. The door slid shut behind them. A moment later, the shuttle lurched into motion. Erica and Zeke hurried onto one of the benches while Colin braced himself against the wall.

      "Charming guy," Zeke said.

      "The DVI makes them… interesting," Erica added.

      "DVI?" Colin replied. "I thought they ran on an AI?"

      "Nope, some of the NPCs run a Dynamic Virtual Intelligence," Zeke corrected.

      "What's the difference?" Colin asked.

      "Dynamic Virtual Intelligence doesn't have the scope that AI does," Zeke said. "AI makes people think of a consciousness that happens to be a computer rather than a meatsuit. It thinks, reacts, and all that stuff. A DVI catalogues previous interaction to use down the line. If these were an AI, you could hold a conversation with them like you would any other person. It could just meander to whatever. These, though, you'll hit a point where their script starts to loop."

      Colin stared at him for a moment. "So," he said, shifting his attention to Erica, "have you done this before?"

      "The smugglers?" Erica asked. "Nope, we skipped it because we had enough to hire our shuttle. There are some pretty good random encounters on the trip—but not if you take the standard shuttle quest."

      "Well, we can’t afford our own shuttle, so let's go smack some smugglers." Colin held out a hand for a high-five.

      The shuttle bumped a few times as it landed.

      "That didn't take long." Zeke walked by Colin, who still had his hand out.

      "Even a big asteroid is small compared to a planet." Erica also walked past Colin.

      "Come on." Colin looked from him to Erica as they passed. "Seriously, guys?"

      Colin slowly lowered his hand.

      They stepped out onto an elevated landing pad. It was located on a natural rise on the asteroids surface. Two markers directed them to the smugglers and the stolen nav unit.

      A short burst of static made them pause.

      "This is it," Erica said.

      Another burst of static.

      "Can you hear me?” a voice said between bursts. "You have to help us. We're trapped… running out of power… something attacked… they're hunting us… Please…"

      
        
        Quest: Rescue Mission

        Investigate the Distress Call

        Accept? Yes/No

      

      

      Zeke looked to his friends. "Do we want to do it?"

      "I've already done it, but it's up to you guys," Erica said. "Either way, I want to stick with you."

      Colin smiled. "It is nice having the gang back together again."

      Zeke looked up at Colin.

      "Fine," Colin said. "You've been traumatized enough today. We'll skip the bugs and go on to the smuggled goods."

      Erica mouthed a thank-you to Zeke, which almost made his previous bug-trauma in the caves worthwhile.

      They followed a worn cement walkway that meandered through husks of buildings covered in graffiti in at least a dozen alien languages toward another wide cargo bay. Smashed crates and debris covered the area. On the other side of the mess was a set of large doors. Currently there was a space big enough for a cargo loader to use, but it looked like it could adjust to fit a smaller merchant ship.

      
        
        Quest Updated: Find the Cargo

        0/10 Recovered

      

      

      "Of course, the cargo couldn't just be out here where we can grab it and go," Colin said.

      "I guess we'll just have to take a closer look," Erica added.

      "Keep an eye out for smugglers," Zeke said.

      Erica dropped into stealth, Colin readied his cannon, and Zeke activated his Advanced Tech Armor. Her stealth form distorted where she stood, and she became a Vulpes-shaped ripple in the air as she moved. She was practically invisible when she was still.

      Trash and random junk were gathered in piles along the floor. Hills and valleys of trash reached over the tops of the few crates that had retained their shape. The cover wasn't enough to obscure the two red arrows that hovered over a pair of crates, which Erica quickly tagged.

      
        
        2/10 Cargo Recovered

      

      

      The remaining eight were somewhere ahead of them.

      "Do we have to dig around in these trash piles for them?" Colin asked.

      Erica shrugged. They split up to search the room. Colin stayed along the edges to provide cover while Zeke and Erica moved through the trash pathways.

      "Found something." Erica reached into a pile of debris and pulled out something ovoid. She dusted off the item, revealing a speckled shell.

      "Is that an egg?" Zeke moved to stand next to her.

      A chorus of cooing and chirps replied from below.

      "It looks like it," Erica said.

      "It looks like it," multiple high-pitched voices echoed, seemingly coming from all around them.

      Colin shifted the cannon slowly swinging his aim from one side to the other.

      Zeke drew his two new swords and summoned Aether Blade. The cobalt-blue blade gave off a soft glow that didn't do much more than expose his location.

      The illumination inspired a chorus of chirrs and coos. He turned around, trying to find the source of the sounds. Lights flickered on as he went, sending the things scuttling away from him.

      "Is it safe?" Colin whispered.

      "Is it safe?” a voice repeated in front of Zeke.

      It was too close for comfort. Zeke froze as something moved just out of the illuminated area. The sound of feet on metal grew closer.

      Something akin to an owl mixed with a penguin waddled into view. It looked up at him and cooed. The creature had a short beak, big round eyes, and fluffy fur. The ears atop its head quivered when it made sounds. There were no wings, or upper appendages, but they could have been hidden by its fur.

      
        
        Codex Entry Added: Owlguin

        +50 XP

        Owlguins are docile, egg-laying omnivores. They are kept as pets across many worlds and can be used to hunt vermin. Clutches of eggs have been recorded drifting through space and were found to be still viable.

        22950/23000

      

      

      "I think it's safe," Zeke replied.

      Erica led the way, with Colin reluctantly following, his cannon at the ready. The Owlguins purred and cooed at Erica as she got closer. Five of the creatures leaped onto Colin and began pecking at his scales.

      "Are you okay?" Zeke asked.

      "Yeah," Colin said slowly, lowering his gun. "I'm getting a buff called 'Well Groomed.’"

      "On that note," Erica said. "Let's gather some cargo."

      She placed the egg back into the debris before shifting her attention to the closest quest marker. The cooing and chirping followed them as they found another crate. It was covered in trash, mixed with a healthy dose of Owlguin fur arranged in a nest that took up the entire top of the box.

      Erica walked over and gently relocated the nest before tagging the crate. The Owlguins bristled as she picked up the nest; they might even attack. But when she placed it down, she actually found an even cozier spot nestled amongst a pile of decaying uniforms.

      
        
        3/10 Cargo Recovered

      

      

      The closest Owlguin chirped happily at the newly constructed nest. It turned to the others and spouted a rapid-fire string of clicks, coos, and chirps. The creatures spread out among the trash. Piles shifted as the little things moved. One popped up nearby and looked at them.

      "I think it's safe," the Owlguin said.

      Zeke waded over to the creature. The little thing happily bounced back and forth in front of another piece of cargo. Zeke tagged it.

      
        
        4/10 Cargo Recovered

      

      

      More of the creatures popped up. In a couple of minutes, they had directed Zeke and his friends to all of the missing cargo. The Owlguins gathered at the edge of the patch of trash and debris that was their nest.

      
        
        Achievement: Peaceful Resolution.

        Complete a Quest without violence.

        + 1,500 XP

        +1 Owlguin Egg

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        2 Essence

        24450/30000

      

      

      
        
        Updated Quest: Return the Stolen Goods.

      

      

      
        
        Owlguin Egg

        Hatch the egg to gain an Owlguin Pet.

        Bound for 23:59:00

      

      

      The three of them stood there, staring at crowd of little creatures.

      "I just hit level seven," Zeke said, mostly to himself.

      "Do you think we could plan to come back with some fruit?" Colin asked. "You know, as a way to say thank you?"

      "Come on," Zeke said. "We've got another quest to do."

      They turned to face the hangar beyond the nesting ground. Even though it was in sight the large doors were still a bit away. There was a group of workers moving around the doors, some were loading crates through the doorway while a few others patrolled the area. Another group lounged around.

      Zeke studied the workers. There was something off about them. His mind tried to work it out as they got closer. He held up a fist. “Stop. Those are Kesh."

      "What?" Colin asked, snapping out of a daze.

      "This whole asteroid is a Grey outpost, right?" He didn't wait for an answer. "Why are there Kesh in the hangar area?"

      "They're the thieves," Erica stated.

      "Of course, they are," Zeke groaned. "They're Kesh. It’s not like any other species would steal stuff."

      
        
        Quest Update: Gain Entry to the Docking Bay

        Search the Shuttles to Locate the Navigation Unit

        Retrieve the stolen Navigation Unit

        Optional: Acquire a Disguise

        Optional: Defeat the Smugglers

      

      

      The text shrank until it became a set of ellipses above his mini-map.

      "Go in blasting and grab the loot?" Colin asked. The Drake waited with the closest approximation of a puppy-dog face that a giant lizard could manage.

      "Quest tracker only points us as far as the building. Do we have a plan of how to find the right shuttle?" Zeke asked.

      "I’ve got a plan," Colin said. "We blow them up one at a time. The one with the Nav Unit will drop it as loot… probably."

      Erica tapped him on his scaled snout. "No, bad lizard. We need to do this stealthily. No spontaneous cannon fire."

      She studied the situation before them, then turned to face Zeke.

      "They're Kesh," she said. "Zee, you sneak through them, and then get us in?"

      "I'll give it a shot," he said.

      "A shirt would probably help your chances." Colin said. He held out a clenched fist to Erica. "Don't leave me hanging. Fist bump."

      Erica sighed and gave him a fist bump.

      "I have a shirt." Zeke tapped the armor on his chest.

      "Please," Colin said. "That is a pajama shirt with delusions of grandeur."

      Ignoring his friend, Zeke continued, "I'll Aggro one of the workers, pull him out of his route, and then take him out far enough away that the others don’t notice. Hopefully, he’ll drop a uniform."

      "That sounds decidedly not stealthy," Erica said.

      "Only if I get caught," Zeke said.

      Colin slung his cannon around. The yellow targeting display formed along the barrels.

      "I have total faith in you. On a completely unrelated note, I will check the range on my Explosive Shot."

      Zeke dismissed his Advanced Tech Armor as he approached the Kesh slowly. Bright glowing armor did not lend itself to stealth. The Kesh were busy loading crates and random bits of machinery through the doors. Two guards flanked the doors which only opened when cargo needed access. Anyone without a hand-truck stacked with stolen goods was turned away.

      There was a small group on the edge of things rolling dice, using an oddly shaped crate as a backdrop. A solitary Kesh stalked along the perimeter, looking for trouble. The patrolling one stopped by the dice-throwing slackers.

      Words were exchanged, but they were too far away for Zeke to make them out. He paused and tried to focus on the group. It was hard to tell how many were actually there. He could probably take down two or three on his own, but that was the noisy option.

      Movement atop a crate caught his attention. A cobbled-together turret jittered as it scanned for targets. An identification marker appeared in the air above it.

      
        
        [Kesh Turret – Level 6]

      

      

      There was a chance that he could get close enough to the turret to hit it with Jolt. If he was lucky, it would activate Hack. Having the turret open fire on the Kesh would be fun, but it was decidedly not stealthy. Neither was the option to have it spontaneously blow up.

      Zeke summoned Jolt and focused on the turret.

      
        
        [Target Out of Range]

      

      

      That answers that, he thought as he let the ball of energy fizzle.

      "What are you doing?" Erica asked.

      Zeke jumped. Her voice sounded like she stood directly behind him. He turned around to see her and Colin still back by the Owlguin nest.

      "Right, Group channel," he grumbled.

      "What?” she asked.

      "They have turrets," Zeke said. "I can see one, but I'm not close enough to do anything about it."

      "You know what would help?" Colin asked.

      "A barrage of cannon fire?" Zeke replied.

      "I was going to say a calming breath," Colin said. "But I like your idea better."

      "Don't you dare," Erica said. "One turret probably means more. How many guards are there?"

      "Ten," Zeke replied. "Three are guards actually paying attention, four are just goofing off, and three more are loading something through the doors."

      "Ten isn't bad," Colin said.

      "Ten that I can see," Zeke countered. "I have no idea how many are on the other side of those doors. Now be quiet so I can think of a plan."

      The one Kesh actually doing a patrol moved farther away from the main group. Each species in the game had its own little quirks. The Grey loved chrome and liked their laser weapons to make a pew-pew sound. Their tech was all brightly colored with smooth lines. The Kesh didn't care much for style. Slap the barrel of a Grey blaster onto a Drake rifle, weld it all together, and go to town. Plus, they walked around practically covered in technological bits and bobs.

      I wonder… Zeke had an idea. He took a wide arc toward his target.

      “What are you doing?” Erica hissed.

      “Just trust me,” Zeke hissed back. He summoned a Jolt in his left hand and let it fly once the Kesh was in range. The crackling ball of energy raced through the air with him a few steps behind. It sailed over the shoulder of the patrolling Kesh.

      The other Kesh stopped to watch the Jolt drop to the floor and fizzle out. It raised its weapon and began to turn around.

      The Kesh paused, staring at Zeke for a brief moment. A flash of confusion played across its face before another ball of energy drew its attention.

      Zeke threw the second charge of Jolt between them. This time, it hit the Kesh squarely in the chest, sending it sprawling to the floor.

      
        
        Sneak Attack (2x Damage)

        Kesh Scavenger hit for 35 Energy Damage

        Additional 35 Energy Damage

        Kesh Scavenger takes 70 Damage

      

      

      Zeke slowed his approach. He looked over his shoulder at the other group of Kesh. They didn't seem to hear or care about the scuffle. The Scavenger looked dead, but as Zeke got closer, the loot window still hadn't popped up. He took another small step closer and poked the Scavenger with the tip of his foot.

      
        
        Shield Unit hits you for 30 Energy Damage

        You take 30 Energy Damage

        You are now Paralyzed for 5 Seconds!

      

      

      Zeke gritted his teeth as an aftershock froze him in place. All he could do was wait. Now that he was closer, he could see a sheen on the Kesh that had to be the Shield Unit. The shock had tensed his muscles and caused him to hunch in on himself. Even with the limited feedback his Node provided, he could feel the tension. A wave of relief washed over him as his body relaxed. The loot window still hadn't made an appearance.

      
        
        You are no longer Paralyzed

      

      

      The Kesh Scavenger groaned as his muscles relaxed too. Zeke jumped back at the movement. He hit the Scavenger with another Jolt, leaving him convulsing on the floor.

      
        
        Kesh Scavenger hit for 34 Energy Damage

        Kesh Scavenger takes 34 Damage

        Kesh Scavenger slain

        +500 XP

        25050/30,000

      

      

      The loot window replaced the system message. It consisted of one item.

      
        
        Kesh Scavenger Disguise

      

      

      Zeke equipped the quest item. Now he looked like a generic Kesh Scavenger in a mash-up of patched clothes. He took his time getting back to his friends, tracing his steps back in a wide arc. He was in no rush to test the limits of the disguise.

      "I love the new look," Colin said.

      "It's a quest item," Zeke replied.

      "That's a shame," Colin said with a sigh. "I was hoping you finally found a shirt that fits."

      Zeke stared up Colin for a moment. "Erica," Zeke said, looking over to her. "This fish idea, were you planning on getting them from the hatchery on thirty-eight?"

      "Sorry, Zee," she said. "I'm with Colin on this."

      "I have a shirt," Zeke huffed.

      Colin and Erica looked at each other, then at him.

      "Whatever," Zeke muttered. "You two need a disguise."

      A wide smile crossed Colin’s face, putting his sharp teeth on full display.

      "It's about time I see some action," Colin said.

      "Quietly," Erica reminded him.

      Colin deflated. "Fine," he mumbled. "I'll try to be quiet."

      Zeke turned his attention to the rest of the Scavengers. They were spread out in a lazy perimeter to protect the others, who were busy loading freshly pilfered items. Each cluster of guards centered around a deactivated turret. There were four groups between him and the others.

      "I’ll start heading toward them," Zeke said. "You take one out."

      "Got it." Colin said as he burst into a run.

      "No, wait—" Erica tried to say. It was too late.

      Colin slung his cannon to his back as he rushed the closest Kesh. The bored Scavenger looked up toward the sound, its eye widening at the sight of the charging Drake.

      Colin grabbed the Scavenger, lifted it off its feet, and slammed it back down to the floor. It was relatively quiet compared to his cannon fire.

      "Got a disguise." Colin equipped the disguise, and his towering Drake form was replaced by a generic Kesh Scavenger with the cannon slung across his back. The weapon was now bigger than he was.

      The closest group had definitely taken notice of the commotion. Zeke tensed up, tightening the grip on his blades, just waiting for them to move. It was likely that his disguise would disappear if he attacked them, but he couldn't let them raise an alarm. After a moment, they went back to their dice game. Zeke let out a breath.

      "My turn," Erica’s form shimmered and disappeared.

      Zeke could tracked her movement by the distortion in the air, but he lost her as she got closer to the group of Scavengers. One of them looked around, stood up, and walked away, then pushed through its companions to get to the edge of their makeshift hideaway.

      Erica appeared behind it, covered its mouth with one hand, and then pressed a blaster to its back with the other. Two muffled shots of blaster fire dropped it without any of the others noticing, even though they were only a few meters away. She made quick work of looting her target. As she equipped the disguise, a female Kesh Scavenger took her place.

      Colin and Zeke walked over. One of the gamblers spared a glance but didn't raise the alarm. Erica fell into step with them as they moved toward the doorway to the hangar beyond.

      "Does this seem a little easy to you?" Colin asked.

      "Stop saying stuff like that," Erica cautioned.

      "We've run a dungeon and fought through an instance that was over our level," Zeke said. "I'm fine with easy."

      "Great," Erica said. "Now we're going to walk in to find the Scavengers have like a dozen mechs waiting for us."

      "A Scavenger mech suit?" Colin said. "That sounds cool. Do you think it would be like power armor, or an actual mech?"

      "Those doors look big enough for an actual mech," Zeke replied. "Well, it would have to be a small one, but it's still possible."

      "I'm going to start recording at the first sign of a giant robot," Colin said.

      "Start an alt, I said. It will be fun, I said," Erica muttered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      "Give me a moment," Zeke said. "I leveled after the Owlguins."

      At level eight, he would get an ability point. He needed to start thinking about what he would upgrade. After the various encounters he decided to put both of the Essence into his Endurance, bringing it up to five. Everything else remained the same.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 7] [25,000/30,000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 5] [Awareness 4] [Wisdom 8] [Intelligence 8]

        [Health: 150/150] [Stamina: 150/150]

        [Energy: 180/180] [Mana: 180/180]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Spike] [Displace] [Jolt] [Advanced Tech Armor]

        [Hack - Passive]

      

      

      "Okay," he said. "I'm good to go."

      They strolled through the doors into the large hangar. Multiple shuttles of various origins spread out with crates and shipping containers mingled among them. A single Kesh ship rested in the center of the space. It was covered in thick welded seams that mashed parts from various origins into one vaguely shuttle-type shape, as appeared to be their style.

      There were at least thirty more Kesh Scavengers around the area focusing on loading cargo and stripping the other ships of interesting parts. The few guards were lounging atop empty crates that had improvised windows cut into them.

      "How do we know what this Navigation Unit thingy is supposed to look like?" Colin whispered. "There is a lot of junk here."

      "It's on the ship," Erica replied. "That's part of the mission."

      "Which one?" Colin asked.

      "The one in the middle I guess," Erica said, “but we might have to check all of them.”

      "Middle, right, if we need to search it, then we should probably stop it from taking off, yeah?”

      "Colin, no," Zeke hissed.

      "Colin, yes," Disguised, Colin swung his cannon forward and let loose a barrage at the bulbous engines on the Kesh ship. His disguise dropped, turning the generic Kesh Scavenger into a towering bipedal dragon.

      "This is why we can't have nice things," Zeke muttered. He drew his two blades and sent a charge of Jolt to one while summoning Aether Spike through the other. The blade in his left hand crackled with electricity, and the one in his right was covered in wisps of blue smoke. His disguise dropped as he sprinted toward the Scavengers.

      "On the bright side, I finally get to try these babies out."

      Erica vanished as she stepped off to the side.

      A quest notification appeared, highlighting the ship and indicating they had guessed correctly.

      
        
        Quest Update: Board the Shuttle and Retrieve the Nav Unit.

        Optional: Prevent the Shuttle from Taking Off.

        Time Remaining: 3:00

      

      

      "And now there's a countdown," Erica yelled from somewhere.

      "That's what makes it exciting," Colin yelled back. "Don't worry, I'll take out the engines."

      "You better," Erica replied.

      The Kesh scattered, rushing for cover or weapons. Zeke reached the closest. He slashed the energy-charged blade horizontally and followed it up with the one glowing with aether. The energy blade clashed with their shield, stunning them, and the aether finished them off.

      
        
        Kesh Scavenger hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Kesh Scavenger armor Resists 25

        Additional 40 Aether Damage

        Kesh Scavenger takes 65 Damage

      

      

      
        
        Kesh Scavenger hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Kesh Scavenger takes 90 Damage

        +1,000 XP

      

      

      If both blades hit while they held a charge, they could potentially do 180 damage. Even taking armor into account, that was a good chunk of health to knock off.

      The air around him crackled with energy as he followed his momentum, spinning around one fallen Scavenger and into the next. He moved into the maze of crates, using the compact path to his advantage. Two more Scavengers fell to his blades before he came to a dead end.

      
        
        +2,000 XP

      

      

      He sent a burst of Displace into the floor as he jumped over the crates, sending him arcing through the air toward the next Scavenger. The unfortunate Kesh became his landing pad, quickly finished off with the one-two combo of the charged swords.

      
        
        +1,000 XP

      

      

      One of the Scavengers rushed toward him. It held a weapon out that looked like it had started life as a power tool and had been repurposed. Sloppy welding seams crawled over the large drill.

      Zeke dropped into a crouch. The power tool passed through the space where he had been, sending the Scavenger into an uncontrolled lurch. Zeke shifted, letting the Kesh pass. He drove the pair of blades into the Scavenger’s exposed back as soon as it presented itself. The aether swirling around the blade faded, as did the energy.

      
        
        +1,000 XP

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        2 Essence

        +1 Ability Point

        30,000/38,000

      

      

      
        
        Quest Update: Engines Are Primed.

      

      

      "Engines are powering up," Colin called from the other side of the hangar.

      "Thanks, player’s guide," Zeke yelled back. He paused to figure out where he was. There was a path of fallen Kesh behind him. If the damage from the blades wasn’t enough to kill them outright, the bonus energy and aether took care of the rest.

      He marveled again at how powerful this new class was compared to his old Hunter. It had taken weeks to get to level seven with his old character. Now, as a Tech Mage, he was already a level eight. It didn't hurt that playing with his friends had sped things along as well. Without Erica, he wouldn't have known where to go for better quests, leaving him to plod along like everyone else.

      Daydreaming about Erica could wait. Not that he was going to. Well, maybe a little.

      
        
        Time Remaining: 1:34

      

      

      He had lost himself in the battle and wound up chasing the Scavengers away from the ship rather than getting closer to it.

      "Whoops," he muttered. He faced the shuttle and stopped to admire the progress. Colin had managed to set fire to the area around the still functional engines, and Erica mopped up the few guards.

      Unfortunately, a lot of the workers were nowhere to be seen, which meant they were probably inside the ship. The cargo bay ramp was in the process of closing, but it was having issues with the container in the way. A couple of Kesh were desperately trying to push the chrome-plated box through. Colin was still focusing fire on the engines, and Erica didn't have a line of sight on the ramp.

      Zeke grinned. "Time to fly."

      He sheathed his swords as he sprinted toward the ship. A burst Displace aimed at the floor beneath him sent him arcing through the air. The two Kesh trying to move the crate turned just in time to see him soaring straight at them.

      He slammed into them, sending them all to the ground. A bolt of hot plasma punched into his side.

      
        
        Plasma Bolt hits you for 55 Damage

        Additional 55 damage (Sneak Attack)

        You take 110 Damage

        Health: 40/150

      

      

      Zeke hopped back to his feet, his vision scanning deeper into the ship to see seven Kesh looking at him. Three had blasters while the others worked on some sort of control panel.

      In the rush of it all, he had forgotten one important step. He activated Advanced Tech Armor as he hopped back beside the crate rather than in front of it. The shift in position cut off the shooters line of sight. He was stuck, but it was better than nothing.

      "Good news and bad news," Zeke said. "Good news, I'm on the ship and I've found the Nav Unit. Bad news, I'm outnumbered and pinned down."

      "Got it," Erica replied. "Colin, stop trying to blow up the engines. Get their attention. I need to get closer."

      The shuttle stopped rocking as the explosions shifted farther from it.

      
        
        Time Remaining: 1:15

      

      

      Erica appeared next to him. "How many?"

      "Seven," he answered.

      "Only seven? You just took out five of them. Two more shouldn't be an issue."

      "Five? It felt like more."

      Stealthed, Erica slid over to the other side of the ramp. "I'm sure it did. What do I get for saving your butt?"

      "Dinner and a movie?" he offered.

      Erica raised an eyebrow. "Are you asking me out on a date?”

      "Um," Zeke stuttered. "Are you saying yes?"

      Colin jumped up onto a crate nearby and fired a few shots back into the hangar before dropping down beside him. He applied a bandage to Zeke once he came to a stop.

      
        
        Health: 110/150

      

      

      "What did I miss?" Colin asked.

      "Nothing," they said in unison.

      Colin looked from Erica to Zeke and back again. He squinted at them before a slow smile crossed his face.

      "We'll talk later," Erica added quickly.

      Zeke nodded. Suddenly being pinned down by blaster fire didn't seem so scary. He peeked around the edge of the container.

      Erica popped into view and fired off a burst. The Scavengers returned fire, scattered between two targets.

      Zeke shifted his attention to the three working at the panel. He sent a charge of Jolt aimed at the console. It missed. One of the Kesh sent a burst of fire his way in reply.

      He looked to his scaly friend. "Colin, would you be so kind as to blast those guys by the controls?"

      "Gladly." Colin aimed his cannon toward the front and let loose.

      A torrent of energy bolts crashed into the Scavengers. One of them was lucky enough to jump out of the way. The control panel took the brunt of the assault without a body to absorb the incoming fire. Erica took advantage of the chaos to finish off the Kesh she had been trading blaster fire with.

      
        
        +2,000 XP

      

      

      Zeke slipped out of cover and walked toward the surviving Scavenger.

      "The Nav Unit." He held out his hand.

      
        
        Achievement: Intimidate

        Words can hurt

        +1,500 XP

        33,500/38,000

      

      

      The Kesh looked at him, then to Erica, and finally down the ramp to Colin. It grabbed the box resting on the control panel. For a moment it looked like the Scavenger was going to try to make a mad dash out of the shuttle. Slowly, it offered the box to him.

      He smiled at the Scavenger.

      "Thank you." Zeke strolled back down the cargo ramp.

      "Are we done?" Colin asked.

      Zeke smiled and lifted the box to show him.

      Colin leaned closer to get a better look. "Let's see what the fuss is all about."

      
        
        Quest Update: Deliver the Navigation Unit.

      

      

      They made their way back to the landing pad where the automated shuttle had dropped them off. It took them back to the other side of the asteroid, landing in the same spot it had been when they’d first arrived. Large red letters appeared before them as the shuttle doors opened.

      
        
        Attention: Invasion Active

        Trollblood Guild Contesting Control of this Location.

      

      

      "That can't be good," Colin said.

      "Did you get my cargo?” the rude Grey seemed oblivious to the burning wreckage around them. Chunks of charred chrome walls smoked nearby. A series of craters marked where the other shuttles had been. Blaster fire, interspersed with explosions, came from all around them.

      Zeke stole a glance outside. A veritable swarm of starfighters wove between the large chunks of rock.

      
        
        Quest Complete:

        +1,000 XP

        5,000 Credits

        34,500/38,000

      

      

      "Why is it covered in bits of fur?” the Grey asked.

      "You'll have to figure that out on your own," Colin replied.

      Once the conversation was complete, the Grey went back to lounging against the remains of the crate.

      The shuttle they had just exited erupted in a ball of flame.

      "Let's go," Erica said.

      They hurried into the maze of what remained of the market. Crimson armored brutes battled the patrolling robots and what appeared to be a Grey security force. It didn't look like the fight would last much longer.

      "Trollblood," Colin said. "Those are the griefers, right?"

      "Yeah," Zeke replied. Party chat was amazing. They could hear each other clearly over the explosions and blaster fire.

      "Did they follow us here?" Colin asked.

      "I guess," Erica answered. "It seems kind of petty, even for griefers. We got one of them, and they didn't seem all that worried when they left him."

      "Invasions make good content?" Zeke offered.

      "Let's get this done." Erica hurried to the main area. It took her a moment to track down the Grey who needed the Nav Unit. The robotic guards were smashed to pieces. In fact, the only Grey that remained was the quest giver. Even the workspace around him had been reduced to a charred mess.

      So far, the members of Trollblood hadn't bothered them. They were happily destroying everything else, but Erica, Colin, and Zeke weren't in their sights. Yet.

      "How are they still alive?" Zeke asked. "How was the other one alive too?"

      "They can't be killed while they have a group on an active quest," Colin said. "If we logged out while this was happening, then we would come back to everyone being dead, and we'd have to wait for them to respawn. Since we're still here, they're unkillable until we turn in the quest."

      Erica pulled the Nav Unit out of her inventory. She held it out to the Grey. "Here you go."

      "Finally." The Grey took the box. Long fingers manipulated hidden panels on the box at blinding speed. A square of chrome-striped slate slid out from the Nav Unit. It was big enough to fit comfortably in the Greys hand.

      "I don’t need this anymore. You take it. There is supposed to be another piece, but it was lost long ago." The Grey looked up at them, shrugged, and held the shiny slab out to them. "Maybe you can find the other part."

      
        
        Quest Complete:

        +5000 XP

        1,000 Credits

        2 Health Kits

        Code Cipher 1

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        +2 Essence

        39,500/47,000

      

      

      
        
        Optional Quest: The Missing Piece

        Find Code Cipher 2

      

      

      "We should log off," Erica said. "We aren't going to get anything done with this going on. They're killing all the quest givers and merchants. Hopefully, that will be enough for them, and they'll just leave after that."

      "Sounds like a plan," Zeke said.

      Colin nodded.

      Erica pulled up her menu. "I'll see you later. I need to check if my mom is back yet."

      "Are we still on for dinner and a movie?" Zeke asked quietly.

      She froze. "You were serious?"

      "Yeah," he said, trying not to sound nervous. "I would like to, but only if you want to. If you don't want to, then it's fine."

      "We can talk later?" she offered. "Maybe not by a hovering dragon-person?"

      Colin stood nearby, watching intently. He nodded, probably a little too much.

      "Yeah," he said. "That makes sense."

      "I'll see you guys later," Erica said.

      "Later," Zeke said.

      "Bye," Colin chimed in, turning to look at Zeke.

      "Shut up," Zeke said.

      Colin held up his hands in mock surrender. "I didn't say anything."

      Zeke glared at his friend.

      "That's weird," Colin said.

      "What?"

      "There's a message on my HUD. I've never seen something like this before."

      "What does it say?"

      Colin slowly read the words aloud. "It… took… you… long… enough." He looked up at Zeke with a wide smile.

      Zeke stared at his friend for a long, quiet moment. "Fish eggs, even smaller and more fragrant," he replied. "In all the places you won't find them."

      "Are you logging off?" Colin asked.

      "I'm going to level first." Zeke pulled up his character sheet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        [Essence: 4]

        [Ability Point: 1]

      

      

      He was tempted to put the Essence into Endurance again since his Stamina was starting to be neglected. Zeke focused on the word. It became highlighted and the character sheet faded away to a block of text.

      
        
        Stamina – Power Attacks cost Stamina.

        Once depleted, melee attacks are not as powerful, and any abilities are unable to be used. Endurance determines the base Stamina score.

      

      

      Even with his new swords, he didn't seem to be drawing on Stamina. He didn't have any real Power Attacks. Aether and energy determined how hard he hit, not a fancy move. Following that train of thought, he needed more mana and energy. He split the four Essence between Wisdom and Intelligence to increase his resources.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 9] [39,500/47,000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 5] [Awareness 4] [Wisdom 10] [Intelligence 10]

        [Health: 150/150] [Stamina: 150/150]

        [Energy: 200/200] [Mana: 200/200]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Spike] [Displace] [Jolt] [Advanced Tech Armor]

        [Hack – Passive]

        [Ability Point: 1]

      

      

      He really needed to get to his class trainer to use that ability point. With that finished he pulled up his menu and logged out.

      He sat up. Had he really just asked Erica out on a date? She hadn’t said no. It hadn't been a yes either.

      Maybe she’d thought it was a joke. That could be it. He could say he was kidding. She was one of his best friends—dating her would be awesome. They had known each other for years. She hadn’t seemed opposed to the idea of dating. But what if something went wrong, and she decided that she didn't want to be around him anymore?

      He slipped off his bed and began to pace around the room. Dinner and a movie—they had done stuff like that before, but never called it “dinner and a movie.” Once you called it “dinner and a movie” and not “hang out with some food and watch something,” it became a date. In the past, Colin had usually been there with them, and popcorn hadn’t counted as dinner.

      He hoped things wouldn’t get weird if she said “no.” Would this screw up their hopes to go independent? He had only made so much money because she knew the people to contact.

      He pressed his head against the wall. He had probably just ruined everything; he’d made things awkward by asking her out. Erica might think he was some kind of creep, and they still had to ride the same elevator to school.

      I should talk to her. The sooner the better. Thinking about all of this is just going to make me crazy.

      He slipped on some shoes and tried to smooth out his hair. Bed head was a hazard of gaming these days. His hand paused on the controls for the door. Days like these made him wish he had someone more experienced to talk to. Colin was older than him but lacked further qualifications. Talking to his Dad was out of the question—calling him at work wasn't an option.

      Stop stalling.

      He opened the door and settled on a brisk jog down the halls. Two lefts and a right brought him to the stretch where Erica lived. He paused at the sight of two people in sharp-cut Administration gray uniforms that stood at her's door. He pressed on, slower now.

      The Administration didn't send actual people unless they had big news. Nine times out of ten, it was the sort no one ever wanted to get.

      He could hear someone crying. "Erica, oh no…"

      He broke into a sprint, then slipped between the two suits and into the apartment before they could stop him. Erica sat on the floor with her knees pulled up to her face. He crouched down beside her.

      "Erica," he whispered. "Erica, it's me, Zeke."

      She looked up at him without really seeing him. Her arms wrapped around him. He grunted as her grip tightened.

      The two people from Administration were already gone.

      "What happened?” he asked.

      "My mom," she sobbed. "She's been hurt, hurt bad. She's in the hospital. "

      "Oh, oh, I am so sorry," he continued to whisper. "What happened?"

      "She went to pick up a package," she managed to get out. "A loader bot malfunctioned. It didn't register her in the path. She was crushed. They took her to the medical level as fast as they could."

      His mind struggled to process the enormity of the situation. A couple of minutes ago, I was worried about asking her on a date. Could we have that problem back please? This is serious…

      He hugged her tighter.

      What is she going to do? Without her mom, she’s all alone here.

      Even his own tiny apartment would be better than that.

      "Erica," he said. "You shouldn't be alone right now. Do you want me to stay here or come to my place?"

      She let out another harsh sob. His words had somehow made things worse.

      "What? What did I say?"

      "They want me to get my things together. I don’t have any other relatives so they're sending me to live with my father," she said. "I haven't seen him since I was a kid. I don't even know where he lives. I don't know what to do."

      “For how long?”

      “Until she’s back home.” She shrugged. “I think. Maybe longer if she needs more time to recover.”

      He stood, making sure he still supported her as he did. "Come on Come with me."

      She nodded and stood to join him, leaning against him for a long moment.

      "I'm going to start moving now," he said softly. "Hold on to me, okay?"

      She didn't speak. Her hands latched onto his upper arm. The walk back took much longer. He tried to keep a slow, steady pace. He didn't want to push her.

      On the brief walk over, he messaged Dad, who was already waiting when they made it back. Dad wrapped Erica in a hug and walked her over to the beds. She climbed onto the lower bunk, and then she immediately rolled to face the wall.

      Zeke followed them over and waited until she was settled. Dad stepped out of the way to let him approach Erica.

      "I'm right here if you need me," Zeke said softly.

      She didn't say anything. A moment later, her breath dropped into a slow rhythm.

      "She's asleep," Zeke whispered. A bookcase separated the kitchen table from the beds. Zeke grabbed Joey, his teddy bear, from its spot. He tucked it beside Erica. “Keep her safe, Joey,” Zeke whispered.

      "Help me with this." Dad motioned to the bookcase and set his hands on the sides, Zeke followed suit. They each grabbed one edge and slid it out of the way. It opened a direct line of sight to the table. When she woke up, Zeke would know—he wouldn’t let her wake up thinking she was alone.

      Dad shimmied over to the kitchenette and moved efficiently through the cupboards. A fresh pot of coffee was set to brew in a matter of moments. "We're going to be really busy in the next few days. My crew are going to be taking that entire bay offline. The Administration wants every bot to have its code scrubbed. I don't blame them, not with another malfunction."

      "What do you mean ‘another’?" Zeke asked.

      "Bo," Dad said. "I thought I told you about it."

      He paused. Bo had died shortly after Zeke had worked with him. Now it looked like Erica’s mom had been hurt in the same way. Weird coincidence. Bots hardly ever malfunctioned; two in such a short timeframe was definitely a problem.

      There was something there, something that bothered him, but he couldn't figure out what. The thread of a thought drifted in the back of his mind. He moved over to the table setup near the kitchenette. It had a built-in system display with information about the building, mostly which parts were down for maintenance, advertisements for shops, and random help-wanted ads. It also acted as an access point to the records department and other useful information. He still couldn't shake the feeling like he was missing something.

      Two accidents. Both people he knew. Somehow caught by the same malfunction…

      "I'll see you later," Dad said. "Tomorrow at the latest, probably. Look after her. We will visit the hospital as soon as the doctors say it’s OK. Other than that, all we can do is hope"

      "I love you, Dad," Zeke said.

      "Love you too, kid."

      They stood there, looking at each other for a moment. He couldn't remember the last time he had actually told Dad that he loved him. It just didn't come up in casual conversation.

      Dad finished the cup of coffee and checked on Erica. "She's still asleep. I have to go. You stay close to her."

      "I was planning on it."

      Dad gave him a tight hug before he left. He didn't know what he would do without his parents.

      Thoughts clicked together, sparking an idea. He turned back to the screen. It was a crazy thought. but with the shock and intensity of what had just happened, he needed a distraction. He would just check, to set his mind at ease. He logged in using Dad’s password. The screen filled with work orders and detailed work reports.

      He meticulously minimized all of the open windows. He didn’t want to mess anything up, but more than that, he didn’t want to get caught. Dad was a floater, working in building maintenance, getting his hands dirty as well as handling the paperwork, even doing some IT when required.

      
        
        Query: Accidental Death

        Also Include: Malfunction, Loader, Injury

        Time: 7 Days

        Result: 2

      

      

      Two in a single week.

      A malfunction. It was a standard malfunction, and it is being addressed. Totally normal… right?

      He expanded the search.

      
        
        Query: Accidental Death

        Also Include: Malfunction, Loader, Injury

        Time: 30 Days

        Result: 8

      

      

      He leaned away from the screen. The search covered the entire building including other loading bays. 1.7 million people in the building and there were only eight instances in the last thirty days with similar circumstances. That was impressive, but it just felt off somehow. He knew two of those people. Of the eight people injured or killed out of 1.7 million people, there just happened to be two people he knew.

      Bo and Erica's mom.

      Bo had worked in a department of building maintenance that focused on residential units. He had done just about everything from fixing stubborn doors and cabinets to cleaning out apartments. Erica's mom had a contract through a bakery. They might have known each other in passing. Erica did get the occasional job working as an assistant, like Zeke sometimes did.

      There was something still buzzing around in his head that he couldn't ignore. It was like a chipped tooth that his tongue wouldn't stop seeking out.

      He had helped Bo clean the apartment, then Bo had died shortly after, but Zeke hadn't seen Erica's mom in a few weeks at the least. He’d worked with Bo to pack up the apartment of a dead tenant. A random person with no listed friends or family, who had setup an Inheritance Pack that Zeke had accidentally activated.

      
        
        Query: Resident Name

        Include: Malfunction, Loader, Death, Injury

        Time: 30 Days

      

      

      He held his breath as the result processed.

      
        
        Result: Information Protected

      

      

      That was disappointing. While his Dad had low-level administrative access and could pull up quite a bit of information, certain records had additional protection. The Administration wasn’t always uniform in what they protected either. so he had no idea if the information having additional protection was unusual.

      Maybe I'm coming at this from the wrong angle. Okay, if I'm the link, I need to start at the beginning. I met Bo to clean the apartment.

      
        
        Query: Apartment History Floor 64 Apartment 5

        Result: 1-3 of 15

        - Current Tenant - Vacant

        - Most Recent Tenant - Kyra Vickers

        - Previous Tenant - Alexandra Pierce

      

      

      Kyra Vickers. Now he had a name. That was the person who had owned the apartment.

      
        
        Query: Vickers, Kyra

        Also Include: Deceased, Cause

        Result: Pathfinding Malfunction

      

      

      She had recently died in an equipment malfunction. The fact that he knew all three of them didn't mean anything. There was a lot of equipment in the building. It was just as likely that something else had happened.

      Just in case.

      His overworked brain wouldn't let him drop it. Once his mind started working on a problem, it just kept going until it found a solution. And now here he was trying to connect three random dead people.

      
        
        Query: Walton, Bo

        Also Include: Deceased, Cause

        Result: Pathfinding Malfunction

      

      

      The search came up with the same cause for Erica's mom as well. Pathfinding malfunctions, which meant the people were run over. Zeke was now connected to three of the eight people who‘d pathfinding accidents. One time was nothing, two was a coincidence, but three meant trouble.

      Kyra Vickers. He spun the name around in his mind.

      
        
        Query: Kyra Vickers

        Also Include: Associated Accounts

        Result:

        - Subscription – Aether Frontier – Account Transferred

        - Subscription – Crystals Cleaning Service – Closed (Deceased)

        - Subscription – Daily Deals Newsletter – Closed (Deceased)

      

      

      He further queried the cleaning service, a dark hunch beginning to form in his mind.

      
        
        Recent Activity: End of Tenancy Cleaning

        Staff Member: Walton, Bo

      

      

      Zeke’s mouth was dry. Everything around him had lost its color. A wave of detached calm washed over him.

      "Vikira," he said aloud. “It's all linked to Vikira.”

      Bo was officially the person who’d cleaned out the apartment Kyra Vickers had owned and the one containing the equipment with the Inheritance Pack. It wouldn’t be hard information to find. A quick call to Crystal Cleaning would have been enough. And figuring out who was selling Vikira’s items was easy too. All you had to do was look up the trade directory—all cash sales were recorded for tax purposes and easy enough to access. It was a way to ensure no one got scammed.

      So, the connection to Erica’s mom was there too.

      Erica had listed the pack of loot from the Inheritance Pack under her old account, which had been her mom's account. She had started a new account in her own name, but since she was a minor, her information was protected, even from most administration members. The trail would seem to end with Erica’s mom.

      It all comes back to the Inheritance Pack. Someone wanted it. Wanted the Node, wanted the items, was willing to kill to get them. Or at least kill anyone who might have them.

      There was only one name that came to mind: Rothford.

      It was the only lead he had, even it was a bit of a reach.

      
        
        Query: Rothford

        Also Include: Tenant Listing

        Result: 43,138

      

      

      
        
        Query: Rothford

        Also Include: Associated Accounts

        Result: 3,017,598

      

      

      Zeke stared at the screen.

      That's not going to help.

      Erica was curled up on the bed still. His bed. An hour ago, that would have sent his heart racing. He closed the search window and quietly slipped through the improvised opening to be closer to her. He stopped at the edge of the bed with enough space to reach her. Gently, he placed a hand on her shoulder.

      "Erica," he whispered.

      She didn't stir.

      It could wait until the morning. There was one more thing he needed to do. He sat back down by the screen. He logged out of Dad’s account, then opened up a browser. Zeke navigated to the Aether Frontier wiki.

      
        
        Search: Code Cipher

        Result: 13

        Error: Entries Deleted by User

      

      

      He glared at the screen.

      "Of course, it is," Zeke grumbled as he expanded the results to access the change log. He had no desire to trawl through the forums to try to find more informationThe search function was almost useless and never turned up relevant results.

      
        
        Moderator or Higher Access Required

      

      

      He closed the browser.

      He needed information. He needed a plan. Most of all, he needed to be there for Erica.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke waited until Erica woke up on her own. He wished he could say it was to give her time to recover, but in reality, it was to put off things as long as possible. She had needed to know about the connection to Rothford. He couldn't not tell her.

      She sat before him now, her eyes red and raw, as he finished telling her everything. Cleaning the apartment with Bo, how he had died shortly after, the full contents of the Inheritance Pack, and his talk with Rothford about the Cipher. He didn't skip anything, no matter how small. He finally stopped after he told her of the research about the accidents. He looked up at her and waited. She had stopped crying at some point. The only sign that she had heard anything was her white-knuckle grip on the sheets.

      "He must have hacked the bots," Erica said, a distant look in her eyes.

      He was surprised she agreed with him so readily. Even to his own ears it sounded crazy. The events were strange, but Rothford wasn’t the only explanation. Just the one that seemed to make the most sense. A very scary sense.

      "The bots have security protocols that are constantly being updated and regulated though," Zeke muttered. "Only the Admin and Maintenance have access."

      Erica stared through him as she considered the words.

      "I should have just given him the Cipher," he whispered.

      "No," she finally said. "That wouldn't stop him." Her voice was weary, but firm. "If you are right, then he killed Bo right after you talked to him. Perhaps he thought Bo had the Inheritance Pack. Maybe killing him would have deactivated the account and deleted it. Meaning another second piece of the Cipher would be available. That’s how you said it, worked right? Rothford said only one second piece could be active at a time?”

      She paused, and Zeke nodded.

      “Perhaps he thought you were Bo, but you didn’t disappear, so he went after my mom. Maybe he thought that ‘Zeke’ was an alternate character of yours—since the game doesn’t show account names for characters. Whatever the reason, he’s clearly ready to kill to get what he wants, so why would he have stopped there? He would have covered his trail after he got what he wanted from you. Luckily your account details are protected. Do you know what this Cipher Quest is for?"

      "Huh?"

      "The prize," she clarified. "He's after the Cipher to complete the contest. Why now? What is worth killing over?"

      "I don't know," Zeke replied. "Everything I know about the Cipher came from Colin. He didn't know much. I tried looking on the wiki, but the entries were deleted. The change logs are locked too."

      "Right now, our only connection to him is through the game. Once he finds out that the Cipher is still active, he will keep looking for us or go after my mom again. We need to finish this before he has a chance. I don't care what it is, we make sure he doesn't get it. If we can’t report him, we can still make damn sure he never gets what he wants."

      Zeke nodded. Silence settled over them. He jumped to his feet. "We need to tell Colin," he said. "He could be in danger."

      Erica leaned back against the wall. "You go. I'll be here."

      He bounded across the room and hit the panel by the door. Colin stood on the other side with his hand raised to knock. They both stopped with their hands out toward each other and stared. Colin slowly shook Zeke's hand.

      Erica let out a single, sharp cry that sounded similar to laughter.

      "Your place was locked, and no one was answering," Colin said to Erica,still shaking his hand. "I was going to ask Zeke if he knew where you were."

      Zeke pulled his hand away. "Get in here."

      Colin stepped into the apartment. He headed directly for Erica and wrapped her into a tight hug. News in the apartments traveled fast.

      Zeke closed the door, and the lock activated with a solid click. Colin looked up at him. Zeke never usually locked the door, so Colin was looking at him with concern. "What is going on?"

      Zeke brought him up to speed as quickly as he could. Afterwards, Colin stared at Zeke for a long moment.

      "That's about it," Zeke said, trailing off.

      "This Rothford guy has to be in Admin," Colin said, his voice only barely above a whisper. "This guy having an official way in makes sense. Only an Admin can access the robotic systems without leaving a trace. Anyone on the maintenance crew would have left their work ID after every change. They would be able to figure out what caused the malfunctions simply by looking at the logs."

      "I don't see how that helps us," Zeke said.

      "I'm going to be an Admin after I graduate," Colin answered. "Right now, I've got access to training programs."

      "I still don't see how that helps," Zeke said.

      "For security purposes, the only way to access the training is through an authorized Node. I can write up a skimmer that will search for the information we need. It has to be subtle to not raise any alarms. Basically, we need to figure out who he is, and all we know is he's an Admin. I can search the activity logs for Aether Frontier—we know he’s playing, right? If we see him or hear from this Rothford guy in-game, then we know when he is online. If he is constantly playing on his days off, or after work, then I can narrow it down to his shift. Then I would just have to go down the list—adult accounts aren’t protected, so I could manually search for affiliated accounts if we can narrow it down enough. If he's missing work, or took time off, then that will make it easier."

      "When did you get so good at plans?" Zeke asked.

      "I'm full of good plans," Colin said.

      A small smile crossed Erica's face; the first Zeke had seen since the news about her mother.

      "We can do this. We didn't know he was after us until now," Erica said. "He wants the Cipher to finish this quest, so we do it first. Whatever it is that he wants, we take it." Erica had a fire in her eyes. She was eager to do anything that might hurt the person who hurt her mother.

      Zeke wanted to say it was crazy, wanted to say they should just contact the Administration. But if Rothford was an Admin, then would they just be putting themselves in more danger by reporting him. Just how powerful was he? Still looking at Erica’s eyes, Zeke knew he couldn’t be the voice of reason. If Erica wanted to do this, he would support her, no matter what.

      "Or you could just wait," Colin suggested, taking the role as the voice of reason. "You have the Cipher. He can't do anything if you just wait."

      "Just wait for him to get even more desperate?" Erica asked. "If he thinks my mom's account is the one linked to the character with the Cipher, then he isn't going to stop. He's already shown that he's willing to kill for this. If we don't do something, then she's next. He’s tried once, and now she is in an Administration-controlled hospital. She’s in even more danger than before. She’s vulnerable." Erica blinked back tears

      The three of them lapsed into silence.

      "She's safe there," Colin said softly. "There is no way he could reach her there. She's surrounded by doctors and nurses. Their systems are locked down tighter than everything else in this building. It’s on a separate grid that even Admins can’t access. Hospitals and other important functions have internal Admins that only focus on their function."

      Zeke looked over at his friend in surprise.

      "Like I said," Colin said. "I'm in the training program."

      "Okay," Zeke said. "We keep his attention on the game while you search for him. That means we will have to make sure he knows we still have it."

      "Then we won't be stealthy about it," Erica replied without missing a beat.

      "Okay." Zeke looked from one friend to the other. It was crazy, and part of him still wanted to just report everything and hope for the best, but Erica would never accept that. Would the Admins even take them seriously? Officially this was all a serious of unfortunate accidents. Strange but not impossible.

      No, it was up to them. "We're doing this."

      Erica turned her attention to Colin. "Can your skimmer thing work while you're in the game?”

      "Of course. I'm just that good." Colin gave her hand a squeeze. "It's just the way that I am.”

      "What do we do next?" Zeke asked.

      "We stick to the plan," Erica answered quickly. "We draw attention to ourselves, and away from my mom. Make him think she was just selling the items for us, wasn’t actually connected to us."

      "I mean, where do we go that's safe where we can still access the game?" Colin asked.

      He had a good point. It was only a matter of time before Rothford tracked them down. Maybe he already had? Zeke stupidly had a character with the same name as him. How many Zekes were connected to both Bo and Erica’s mom? How long would it take Rothford to narrow it down? Not long. Luckily, neither of Zeke’s parents played Aether, so they might be safe. Still, staying away from their officially listed places of residence seemed like a good idea.

      "Dive Pods," Erica said finally.

      It wasn’t a bad idea. Three kids their age would look less out of place at a Dive Pod café than a hotel.

      "You think those would be safe?" Zeke asked. "We'd be stuck in a vat of goo."

      "We could spring for the twenty-four-hour connection. They're monitored around the clock and they've got loads of fail-safes. A few of the seedier places are pretty focused on anonymity too, even from the Administration," she said. "And it would be nearly impossible for Rothford to get to us in person."

      "Dive pods aren't cheap," Zeke said.

      "We just made five hundred each," she countered. "We can cover a few days and then some."

      "You had me at 'vat of goo,’" Colin said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke slept on the floor while Erica took his bed. Even then, the morning came too quickly for his liking. He moved through his normal school routine. Having Erica there did mean he had to duck out of her line of sight to put on fresh clothes, but everything else stayed the same.

      "Erica, honey," Mom's voice said. She stood next to Erica. "What are you doing?” she asked, voice thick with motherly concern.

      "Getting ready for school," Erica replied.

      "Are you sure, honey?" Mom asked. "You can stay here if you need to."

      Erica shook her head. "I need something else to think about."

      "Okay," Mom pulled Erica into a quick hug.

      Zeke offered his hand to Erica, and his pulse jumped as her hand slid into his. He half-expected her to let go once they got out of view. Instead, Erica took a step toward him to slip their arms closer.

      Just like any other day, Colin was waiting for them at the elevator. A wide goofy smile crossed his face when he finally saw them arrive. The doors opened, and the crowd of students flowed into the open spaces. A few stops later, they had the space to themselves. Their old classmates had gotten off at the usual floor. Only a couple seemed to notice that the three of them had stayed on. The elevator made a couple stops to pick up residents and drop them off, none of whom gave them a second look.

      The three of them were alone in now. Zeke stood in the elevator beside Erica, watching the display tick higher with a growing sense of dread. This plan had to work; otherwise they were out of luck. All it would take was a single message to his parents to throw a wrench in things.

      "Nervous?" Colin asked.

      "Do you ever think about what would happen if the cords snapped? We'd fall for so long," Erica said.

      Colin and Zeke stared at her as she turned back to look at the numbers ticking higher on the display. The steady beeping provided the elevator with its own sort of heartbeat. Zeke closed his eyes and focused on the sound.

      Finally, the doors opened. A gentle murmur of conversation greeted them as they stepped out, like he had entered another world. The floor took up two levels with the center strip left open to show the walkway on the upper level. They could see both sets of storefronts, each with their own specialty and advertising to go with it. The commercial levels he had been to before only took up a single floor. Even the greenhouses that took up two floors were packed so tightly that they felt smaller than the normal ones.

      This space, though, made him feel like a great weight had been lifted off his chest, one that he hadn’t even known was there. He could breathe.

      "Come on, man," Colin said.

      Zeke nodded absently and followed his friend. The merchants on floor Ninety-One were just starting their day. Workers were opening security gates, setting up their storefronts, and getting their stock arranged to entice customers.

      "It's right there." Erica said as she pulled him to the left side.

      A sign reading “Gel Hotel” in a melting font marked their location. Unlike the stores around it, the entrance was a set of double doors made of privacy glass. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust as they stepped from the strip into the store. Gently lit off-white walls greeted them.

      The entryway was blocked off by a wide desk. A clerk dressed in long green vest looked up at them. Their nametag marked them as Gooey. At the very most, the clerk was a meter tall.

      "Welcome to Gel Hotel," Gooey said. "Voted number one in Dive Pods three years in a row for comfort, service, and security. How can we help you?"

      "We'd like to rent a forty-eight-hour full-immersion Dive Pod," Erica said.

      "All of you?" Gooey asked.

      "Yes," Erica replied.

      "Wait," Zeke said. "I have a question."

      "Of course," Gooey said. "What's up?"

      "What happens if we finish up before the forty-eight-hours?" Zeke asked.

      "You'll put down a deposit," Gooey replied. "We'll hold the funds until you are finished with your session. It takes a bit of effort to prep the pods, so there is a standard fee of fifty nuyaun per pod."

      "Okay," Zeke said. "How much for the three of us?"

      "The hourly rate is fifteen nuyaun per hour for any session less than twelve hours. It's ten per for any session over twelve hours but less than twenty-four. Any package more than twenty-four hours is six nuyaun an hour. For all three of you it comes out to eight-hundred and sixty-four. We'll hold the deposit, minus the fifty per pod. However"—Gooey paused to make sure they were all paying attention—"any session ended prior to twelve hours will be charged at the standard rate."

      Zeke looked over to his friends.

      "Any other questions?" Gooey asked.

      "No," Zeke replied. "I'm good."

      "Great," Gooey said. "Please place your deposit."

      They did. It felt weird, spending more money than he’d ever seen in his life, all in one go. But they had a mission. They had even told their parents they were staying over at friends’ places after school. It would be awhile before their parents began to worry. Plus, they would still have access to messaging in their pods.

      "Do you attest that you are at least sixteen years of age?” Gooey asked.

      "Yes," Erica said.

      "Yes," Zeke added a moment later.

      "Yep," Colin said smiling broadly.

      Gooey looked them over for a long moment. "Great. Let's get you setup in your pods."

      "What happens next?" Erica asked.

      "There is a dressing room next to your pods," Gooey said as they disappeared behind the counter. They appeared a moment later near the wall where a panel had opened. "It takes about twenty minutes to prep the pod. In that time, disrobe and use the shower in the dressing room. Once it's ready, the light above your door will go green and you'll be ready to enter your pod."

      Zeke felt his cheeks burn.

      "Don't worry," Gooey said with a big smile. "The dressing room is directly connected to where your pod is. You don't have to make a naked dash out in the open. Once the light changes to green, just lay down in the pod.”

      "Thank you," Zeke said, very relieved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke flexed his fingers. He could feel the soft fuzz rub against the pads on his palm. The filtered air of the Grey station tasted like mint. He rolled his shoulders. The tight banded armor along his chest stretched as he moved. "These pods are amazing."

      "My tongue feels weird," Colin said. "It's too big for my mouth."

      "You're a giant lizard," Zeke said. "There's going to be an adjustment period."

      "Yeah, and this still isn’t turned to one hundred percent," Erica said.

      "It isn't?" Colin asked. "Really?"

      "The default setting on a dive pod is seventy percent natural feedback," Zeke said. "Didn't you read the tech notes?"

      Colin didn't answer.

      Erica headed back toward the NPC. "Let's get started."

      Luckily, the quest NPC had survived. The asteroid looked like it had been the site of another skirmish recently. A few stalls had been destroyed, one of them belonging to Zeke’s class trainer. It was a kick in the gut. They didn’t have time to travel to another planet, so he would just have to wait until the NPC respawned.

      "Good to see you back," the Grey said. "I've got more work if you're interested."

      "Of course," Erica said.

      The Grey laughed. "That's what I like to hear. Now that I've got my Nav Unit back, I was running some analysis. Turns out my colleagues were researching something, something big. But I’m not really cut out for interstellar adventures anymore though. Perhaps you can help me? That Cipher I gave you, if you can find the second piece, well, maybe we could all get some answers." The NPC paused. "Do you have a ship?"

      Zeke shook his head.

      "Well, if you had a ship, I could install the Nav Unit on it, which can read the Ciphers. Of course, that will only work if you have a ship with the Asimov Navigational Systems and a Multi-State Pulse Drive engine—those are pretty rare. But don't fret, you're in luck. I just so happen to know someone who has a ship they want to sell."

      "Of course you do," Zeke said.

      
        
        Quest Chain Available: I Ship It

        - Get a Ship that can use the Nav Unit

        - Speak with Garrison the Ship Dealer

        Reward: 50 XP

      

      

      A small arrow hovered in the air, pointing to their right.

      Colin gave a small bow. "Ladies first.”

      Erica had to step around Colin to follow the quest marker. Zeke looked up at him. He had always known that Colin’s Drake toon was bigger than his Kesh, but it wasn't until now that he realized exactly how large his friend truly was. In this form, Zeke topped out around one meter in height. Colin, on the other hand, was easily three.

      They were starting the quest now, but Zeke had no idea how long it would take for Rothford to catch on. He had cut the main connection when he’d deleted his Bot Hunter. Time wasn't on their side. They needed to get the quest going fast

      The arrow pointed to their right, straight through a cluster of NPC stations. They found a meandering path through the maze of chrome. On the other side, they found a stretch of freshly polished ships. While the other merchants were setup in a cluster of cubicles, this one had showroom lighting and holographic displays.

      A single Grey stood before the ships on display. It had a wide smile and tracked them as they moved closer. Zeke couldn’t remember the last time he had seen a Grey smile, but he was sure that he never wanted to see it again. The merchants smile stretched across its face to the point where it looked like it could lean its head back directly against its neck. Its teeth were another matter. They looked human and were so white the light sparkled off of them.

      "Welcome, welcome," the Grey called. "I am Garrison. As you can see, I sell space-faring vessels. The best you will find not only on this asteroid, but this galaxy." The merchant stopped its rehearsed pitch to study them. Its shoulders slumped. "Beat it. You aren't ready for a ship. I've got better things to do with my time."

      
        
        Quest Complete:

        +50 XP

        39,550/47,000

      

      

      "We were told to talk to you about getting a ship," Erica said.

      The merchant waved her away. "Come back when you're ready.”

      "We're ready," Colin said.

      The Grey looked them over. "No, you’re not."

      Colin growled. He took a deep breath and started to move closer to the merchant.

      Zeke stepped in front of his friend. "Is there something we can do to get ready?" Zeke asked.

      The Grey smiled again. Zeke tried to hold back a shudder.

      "Now, that's the right question," Garrison said.

      
        
        Quest: Garrison’s Gophers

        Get on Garrison’s good side. He has one—it’s just really hard to find.

        Reward: +3,000 XP, Ship License

      

      

      "What did you have in mind?" Zeke asked.

      Garrison took a step toward them. "It seems that some of my former customers weren't up for the responsibility of owning such quality ships." Garrison took a moment to look them over. "They owe me a considerable sum of credits. Go collect their debt. Take the ship if they can't pay."

      "How are we supposed to get it back to you?" Zeke asked. "How are we supposed to find them?"

      Garrison produced a palm-sized tablet.

      
        
        Quest Updated: The Repo Men Come

        Use the tablet to track the delinquent customers

        Item Acquired: Garrison’s Tablet

      

      

      "Each of my ships comes with a tracking device until it's fully paid off," Garrison said. "If they can't pay, the tablet can activate the return policy."

      "And how would we get to them?" Erica asked.

      "I'm willing to loan you a method of transportation." Garrison took a step back and motioned to the line of ships. "Don't get too excited. No matter which one you choose, it will only take you to the designated areas. I'm not going to have you taking my quality goods for a joyride."

      Erica inclined her head. "Of course. That is perfectly reasonable."

      Garrison clapped his hands. "Now, pick a ship. The tablet is already synced to the onboard interface. Select which ship you're going after first. Get me my money or return my ships."

      The row of ships were sleek and chrome, with strips of color to smooth the edges of the wings. They were shaped like old-fashioned rockets with sharp tail fins and domed porthole windows.

      "We're taking the red one." Colin said. He waved for his friends to follow him.

      A circular elevator lowered as they approached. Colin stood in the center, waving his friends to hurry. The moment all three of them were standing on it, it rose back into place.

      The ship’s interior consisted of two rooms, one being an airlock and the other was the main cabin, the bridge. The floor was covered in fuzzy felt carpeting, polyester upholstered chairs with thick detached armrests, and a display screen that stretched to fill the entire wall of the cockpit.

      Colin rushed forward and plopped down into the big chair in the middle of the bridge. He leaned to the side, resting on his elbow, and placed his hand under his chin as though he held a microphone.

      "Star-date, four zero seven two," Colin said. "Today, we, entered our ship, for, the first time. The others are scared. But I, am, not! For, I see adventure, on the, horizon. In the coming days, they will, rely, on my guidance, and courage."

      "Stop," Zeke groaned.

      Colin looked over his shoulder. He flashed a smile at the two of them. "Come on. You know you thought of it too."

      "Weren't you the one who got him the extended DigiVids pass?" Erica asked.

      "Yes." Zeke dropped his gaze to the floor.

      "The remastered season is great, but the new episodes are really where it's at," Colin said. "You can't even tell they're dynamic intelligence. They kept the look of the old effects, but the ship just goes on adventures and plots happen organically."

      "I prefer The Next Generation." Erica took a seat.

      "It’s okay," Colin said. "You can be wrong."

      Erica glared at him. "Do you want to throw down, lizard boy?" Erica her voice to a whisper.

      "Nobody disrespects my captain," Colin said.

      "Stop it, both of you," Zeke cut in. "A Trekkie is a Trekkie no matter what series you love."

      "I guess," Colin mumbled.

      Erica took a breath, "You're right."

      "Besides," Zeke continued, "you're both wrong. Janeway is the best."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      A galaxy map spread across the display screen. Nine red dots marked the locations of the ships. The first two were in orbit around a nearby cluster of planets.

      "If we connect the dots," Zeke said. "We can hit those two first, and then loop back here."

      The proposed path appeared on the screen as a dotted line between the marked locations. It made a jagged rhombus once it was all connected.

      "That works," Erica said.

      Colin looked to Erica. "How do we get this thing to move?"

      She shrugged. "I don't know. My alt was level ten by the time I got to the ship merchant. I didn't have to do this."

      Zeke took a slow look around the bridge. He took in the décor, scanning for anything that stood out. There were two consoles with rows of unmarked buttons spaced between the central chair and the display screen.

      "Computer?" he chanced.

      There was a chirp in reply.

      "Plot course to the closest marked location, please," Zeke said.

      The engines rumbled to life.

      "Engage," Erica said quickly.

      The ship shook slightly as it rose from its landing pad. Its nose angled up toward the ceiling, which began to slide open. There wasn't a need to brace themselves as their borrowed ship rocketed out into space. The engines switched from a rumble to a steady hum once they passed beyond the gravitational pull of the asteroid. A vast array of stars stretched, taking the form of a tube.

      It took less than a minute to arrive at their first destination. The ship slowed as it approached the first marker. An image of a sleek chrome vessel appeared on the display screen. It was currently in orbit around a small planet on the edge of the cluster. They could just make out the other ship in the distance.

      "Computer," Erica said. "Open a channel."

      "We should raise the shield," Colin said. "Just in case they get jumpy."

      "Ship-to-ship combat doesn't unlock until level fifteen," Erica replied.

      Colin slumped into his chair. "I wanted to fire torpedoes," he muttered.

      "When we get our own ship," Zeke said trying to sound upbeat. "Then you can blast hostile ships until we're out of missiles."

      "I guess that works," Colin said. They waited for a moment as the ship tried to establish contact. "Hey guys, I need to swap over and activate my skimmer."

      "How does that work, exactly?" Zeke asked.

      "The program will search for activity that corelates with times we know that Rothford is logged in and compare against current work shifts. It will also compare any consistent absences that match up to our play times as well as the times Zeke can remember when he’s sure Rothford was logged in. From there, it will gather the data and begin to narrow down the potential sources. I can't leave it active all the time—someone would find it—but I can activate it now. It's close to the shift-change. The program will go passive, logging information until I activate it again. I've rigged an activation through the messaging system. I can send commands via my console. Just takes a lot of focus to keep it hidden. I'll need you guys to watch my back while I'm working."

      "We can do that," Erica replied. "If anything comes up, we'll just wait for you to finish up before engaging."

      "I'll work as fast as I can." Colin stared off at a screen only he could see. His mouth moved as he read the text scrolling by for him. Zeke and Erica simply watched.

      "Okay, back to the task at hand. Computer?" Zeke said.

      It chirped.

      "Send another communication request," he said. "Let them know it's urgent."

      The computer chirped happily.

      A moment later, the display shifted to show another bridge similar to their own, but bigger and with more chairs. The crew was entirely human. Everything from the carpet to the buttons on the consoles was steampunk themed.

      "Ahoy," the human in the center of the group said. "What is this urgent communique you have?"

      "We're running an errand for Garrison, the Grey you got that ship from," Erica said calmly. "You need to pay your bill."

      The human looked around to the others nearby. They started the mutter and argue before turning their attention back to the screen.

      "Dreadfully sorry," the human said. "You know how it is. Out seeking adventure and the day-to-day minutia gets lost in the shuffle."

      A notification popped up on the screen.

      
        
        Quest Updated:

        1/5 Complete

        +500 XP

        40,050/47,000

      

      

      "A pleasure doing business with you," Erica replied. "Good luck on your adventures."

      "Tallyho," the human replied.

      The display screen shifted back to the galaxy map.

      "Computer, bring us closer to the other marker," Zeke said. "Send a communication request once we're in range."

      It gave a two-tone chirp.

      "Thank you," Zeke said.

      The display changed back to the view of the starfield outside. It moved smoothly around the planet, matching the orbit of the other ship.

      The computer gave a high-low-high chirp.

      "Computer?" Zeke asked.

      Their focus centered on the delinquent ship as they approached. Its chrome exterior was scorched and covered in pockmarks. A ragged chunk of the hull drifted nearby along with what was most likely some of the crew. It didn’t look there was anyone left to collect the debt from.

      "You're sure about that ship-to-ship combat level?" Zeke asked, keeping his attention on the screen.

      "These are NPC crews," Erica replied. "Probably."

      "We're going to need to activate the Return Policy for this one," Zeke said.

      "Computer?" Erica asked.

      A single chirp responded.

      "Can you start the Return Policy?"

      Two low tones answered.

      
        
        Quest Update:

        Manually Engage the Return Policy – Requires Garrison’s Tablet to be activated while on the main bridge of the vessel to be returned.

      

      

      "I'll do it," Zeke said. "Computer, scan for lifeforms please."

      A green line swept back and forth along the screen.

      
        
        Life Forms: 0 Present

      

      

      "Thank you, computer," Zeke said.

      "It's got a big hole in the side," Erica said. "And unless you're hiding an oxygen pack under your armor, you can't breathe in space."

      "This is a Grey ship," Zeke replied, smiling. "There has to be one of those bubble helmets around here somewhere."

      A panel next to the door behind them slid open. Five reflective silver space suits, complete with matching helmets, were hanging inside.

      "Thank you, computer," Zeke said.

      A window popped up as he got close to the rack.

      
        
        Space Suit – Null Armor – Durability 10/10

        +Oxygen

        +80% Cold Resistance

      

      

      Tapping the suit twice automatically equipped it. The fishbowl helmet made the edges of his vision curve in a bit. Thanks to game mechanics, the suit managed to cover his armor with room to spare. He could feel a slick plastic liner against the uncovered parts of his body.

      "Computer," he said. "One to beam." Zeke looked back at Erica and flashed a smile at her.

      The interior of the ship disappeared as streaks of white filled his vision. A moment later the pristine bridge he had been standing in was replaced by a ruined interior. The sudden lack of gravity sent his head spinning.

      "Zee?" Erica's voice crackled to life inside his helmet. "Are you okay?"

      "I think so," he replied. "I didn't think that would actually work."

      "Can you see the manual override?”

      He slowly took in his surroundings. The remains of the bridge floated around him. A pulsing red light cast dancing shadows from behind a couple of dislodged chairs. He swam over to investigate.

      A tablet similar to the one Garrison had provided was docked on console to the right. Its red light switched to green as he got close.

      
        
        Quest Updated:

        Manual Activation Successful

        2/5 Completed

        +500 XP

        40,550/47,000

      

      

      "Computer," he said. "One to return, please." He closed his eyes this time.

      Gravity pressed down on him, forcing him to his knees. A gentle grip guided him to a chair. He grabbed the collar of the suit and pulled, activating the “unequip” function. It slid off of him, falling into the helmet.

      He opened his eyes and tried to focus on the funky carpet.

      
        
        Status Effect: Teleportation Sickness

        Duration: 30 Minutes

        -2 Awareness

        -2 Endurance

      

      

      He took a deep breath. It came out as a ragged groan. "Remind me never to do that again.”

      "That bad?" Erica asked.

      "Going from gravity to zero-G and then back again in an instant? Yes, it was that bad. It comes with a nasty debuff too."

      "I didn't know this ship had a teleporter." She looked around the bridge. "What else does it have?"

      He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. "Feel free to experiment. I am going to need a moment."

      Erica patted him on the shoulder.

      "Go ahead," she said. "Computer, could you take us to the next mark?"

      It replied with its usual two-tone chirp.

      "Thank you," Erica said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      "Man," Colin said. "My brain felt like it was starting to melt. He stretched in the chair as he yawned loudly. He hopped out of the chair and walked around the edge of the bridge, where Erica was spinning in her chair while Zeke looked ready to pass out.

      "What did I miss?"

      Erica brought Colin up to speed with the first two encounters.

      "We were just in a holding pattern waiting for you to finish," Erica said. "What took so long?"

      "I had to find a place for it where it wouldn't look out of place, but still function," Colin replied. "Next time we see Rothford, I can activate it. Probably shouldn't run it more than an hour at a time. If I activate it during the end-of-day programs, it should get lost in the rush."

      The ship slowed as the tube of lights returned to a star field. A cluster of three dots were directly ahead of them. Each was docked on different levels of the same space station. The line between them created the jagged part of their projected path. All three of the ships purchased from Garrison had the same color scheme: chrome rockets with horizontal black stripes along its length. It made the shape hard to distinguish even holding still.

      "What are the chances they're all here to fuel up?" Colin asked.

      "Computer," Erica said. "Please check the available information on these three ships. Display the results on screen."

      
        
        Debt Registered to Crimson Paw Mercenary Company

        Features: Enhanced Impulse Engine, Tier Two Shields

      

      

      "Crimson Paw?" Colin looked over to Erica as he spoke.

      She shrugged. "Don't ask me. I've never heard of them."

      "Computer," Zeke said. "Is it possible to open a communication channel? Please, and thank you."

      The computer replied with two chirps. It paused and then gave a single chime. A moment later the display switched to the picture of a haggard-looking Vulpes. The male of the species was smaller and had brighter-colored fur. The streaks of white along its muzzle coupled with the vibrant ginger fur marked it as male. His right ear had a circular hole in it, and the left had two snips along the top.

      "Who are you?" the Vulpes snapped.

      "Garrison sent us," Erica replied. "We're here to get the payment you owe."

      The Vulpes let out a bark of a laugh. He leaned back, displaying his bare chest. A dark red pawprint rested at its center. The only bit of clothing visible was a set of shoulder holsters.

      "Garrison," he said cutting his laugh short. "That cowardly bobblehead has been pestering us with messages for weeks now. It finally got someone to come try to collect. That is rich."

      "We were told to get the credits you owe, or return the ships," Erica pressed on. "Our communication channel can receive your payment when you're ready."

      "I'll make it easy for you." His eyes went cold. "Leave now. You'll make it out alive, and Garrison will just have to deal with it."

      Erica shook her head. "Sorry. That just doesn't work for us. We can take the ships if you don't have enough credits. It will take a minute or two, and we'll be on our way."

      "Come and get them," he said.

      The display switched back to the nearby space station. A lock appeared over each of the ships.

      
        
        Quest Update: Activate the Return Policy

        Manually Activate the Return Policy on the remaining ships.

        0/3

      

      

      "So much for the diplomatic solution," Erica said.

      "Next time," Colin said, "I'll do the talking."

      She paused. Her fox-like face scrunched in confusion. "And what would that look like?"

      "Uh…" Colin thought for a moment. "Remind me, do we have missiles?"

      Erica rubbed the bridge of her nose. Zeke cleared his throat, doing his best to suppress a chuckle.

      The space station grew larger as they got closer. It had a clear dome roof that sat atop a thick spoked ring, each one ending in a landing pad. The lower levels decreased in size, giving the underside the shape of a spike.

      "Starting docking procedure," Zeke said.

      "We are walking into a fight," Erica said.

      "Finally." Colin swung his cannon around into his hands and made his way toward the rear of the ship. Erica looked to Zeke and shrugged as they followed their Drake meat-shield.

      "Three ships shouldn't be enough to fill an entire station," Zeke said. "And merchants don't like it if you shoot their customers."

      "Only shoot the bad guys," Colin said. "Got it."

      "Garrison probably wouldn’t be too thrilled if we go about killing all his customers," Erica added.

      "Are they really his customers if they won't pay?" Colin asked. "I'm sure word getting around that a group of thugs got blasted because they wouldn't pay would do wonders for their reputation."

      Erica sighed. "Fine. It's your fault if our reward gets messed up."

      Colin smiled broadly. "Noted."

      They waited as the ramp lowered. A male Vulpes stood in the center of a half-circle of twelve station guards. Their armor matched the Vulpes standard of samurai influence. Even their long-barrel blasters were shaped to take after katana.

      Zeke stole a quick look at the station. The market beyond the guards was full of people, every NPC a Vulpes. Neon signs of various sizes marked the multiple stores in this immaculate place. Without a scrap of trash anywhere, it made the Kesh starting area look like a dump.

      "Stay where you are," the guard in the middle commanded. "I am Head Officer of Security, Cavil. State your business."

      Colin opened his mouth to speak.

      "We are here to collect a debt from the Crimson Paw," Erica said before he could get a word out.

      Cavil stiffened. "I see."

      The guards lowered their weapons and split into two rows behind Cavil.

      "I need to inform the rest of the guard," Cavil said. "Please wait here."

      He led the guards over to the side of the hall, stopping in front of large door. It let out a resounding clank before splitting open, and the guards marched through. The moment the last one entered,the door closed with another loud clank, well and truly secured.

      A moment later, a slatted barrier slid down from the ceiling. It blended in seamlessly with the wall, almost as though the door had never been there in the first place.

      They watched as the crowd in the marketplace disappeared into the shops, which were sealed off behind similar barriers. The neon signs blinked off and folded flush against the walls.

      Colin was practically bouncing with excitement. "Do you think it was something we said?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Three quest markers spread out along their vision.

      "Any chance we could get a floorplan for the station?" Zeke asked.

      Erica motioned to the spot where the door had been. "For some reason, I don't think security would be inclined to give us one."

      "Do we have a plan?" Zeke asked.

      "Get to the ships, hit the buttons, and leave," Erica said. "Easy as that."

      "Of course.” He focused on the closest quest marker. The market had been packed away, leaving the area in front of them barren. Aside from a couple of benches that appeared to be bolted down, there was a distinct lack of cover.

      They headed farther into the station, keeping close to the wall for what little protection it would provide.

      "We'll be fine," Colin said. "We've fought a giant mechanical spider. This should be a piece of cake."

      "Technically, Erica and I fought the spider," Zeke said. "You were melted."

      "I'm the tank," Colin said. "I soak up the damage. That's my job."

      "Guys," Erica cut in. "I love the banter. Really, I do, but be quiet. We're completely exposed. We don't need to give these guys anymore of an advantage."

      "Sorry." Colin said switching over to the Group Channel.

      Erica shot him a withering look, and he shrugged in reply.

      The market area opened up into a four-way intersection. Each branch had a quest marker hanging at its start. Colin turned to the right and started down the corridor. Erica drew her blasters as she followed. Zeke brought up the rear. He unsheathed his new blades but didn't charge them yet, not wanting to give up what little stealth they had.

      Erica disappeared as she activated stealth. Colin stepped away from the wall, angling toward the open area in the center of the passage. Zeke stayed on his current path, hugging the wall.

      The air next to Colin shifted. A haphazardly dressed Vulpes appeared as its blade hit Colin in the back.

      Colin lurched forward. The Vulpes lifted its blade for another strike.

      Erica popped back into view as she unleashed a burst of plasma.

      The Vulpes jolted to the side as the shots traced a line up their side. A wave of incoming fire gave them a split-second glimpse at where the other enemies were.

      Zeke activated his Advanced Tech Armor, then filled one blade with aether and the other with energy. They were out of range for melee attacks, but he had a way around that. Aiming a burst of Displace at the floor sent him soaring toward the enemy.

      Something hit his chest, sending him spinning.

      
        
        Crimson Paw Thug hits You for 25 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Absorbs 25 Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor: 125/150

      

      

      He landed short of his target and faltered for a couple of steps. Zeke had felt that. Granted, it wasn't one hundred percent immersion, but it was still a shock. The sensation had been a quick sting, and it was already fading.

      Jumping through the air looked cool, but these guys could hit moving targets. The group of Crimson Paw. They were closer now. One of them shifted their aim to his new position.

      A bolt, just like the ones his Hunter had used, zipped over his head, so close he could feel the wind of its passage ruffling his fur.

      He lunged forward, dipping under another shot, crossing the distance between him and his enemies. He let the momentum tug him onward, pulling himself into a roll. A quick cast of Displace boosted him up, turning him into a cannon ball of sharpness. The jump slammed him into the center mass of one of the attackers.

      Slicing up with both blades, he sent a Thug to the ground.

      
        
        Crimson Paw Thug hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Aether Damage

        Crimson Paw Thug hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Crimson Paw Thug takes 180 Damage

        Crimson Paw Thug is now Stunned

      

      

      Zeke plunged a blade into the prone Thug again.

      
        
        Critical Hit (2x Damage)

        Crimson Paw Thug hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Critical Hit)

        Additional 40 Energy Damage (Critical Hit)

        Crimson Paw Thug takes 180 Damage

        +200 XP

        40,750/47,000

      

      

      A barrage of cannon fire sent the Crimson Paw next in line sprawling to the floor. They weren't getting back up.

      Zeke pressed on, moving to the next in line. Four enemies remained, all of whom were busy trying to blast Colin to oblivion.

      Zeke charged the next Crimson Paw. Setting aside any sort of technique, he hacked at the Vulpes, alternating blades as he attacked.

      
        
        Crimson Paw Thug hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Aether Damage

        Crimson Paw Thug hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Crimson Paw Thug takes 180 Damage

      

      

      The Thug swung its weapon to face Zeke faster than expected. A sharp sting in his chest let him know he had been hit even before the notification message.

      
        
        Crimson Paw Thug hits you for 30 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Absorbs 30 Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor: 95/150

      

      

      Zeke finished off the thug with a quick chop.

      
        
        +200 XP

        40,950/47,000

      

      

      Erica appeared behind the farthest enemy. A blast from both weapons removed that threat. The final one dropped to a burst of cannon fire.

      Zeke rubbed his chest where the thug had hit him. "Don't get shot. It sucks."

      "You should try getting stabbed," Colin countered.

      Erica knelt and tapped the Thug at her feet twice to activate the auto-loot feature. It gathered the spoils from the fallen enemies in the area and split it among the three of them.

      
        
        +1,500 Credits

        Leather Harness

        Holster

        Vulpes Slug Thrower

        Minor Health Kit

      

      

      Zeke stored the loot for later. If nothing else he could dump it off on a vendor. They followed the quest marker to where the ship was parked. Erica did the honors of pressing the button.

      
        
        Quest Update: Return Policy Activated

        1/3

        +500 XP

        41,450/47,000

      

      

      "One down," Erica said. They headed back toward the intersection.

      "I've been thinking," Colin said.

      "Oh?" Zeke asked.

      "Yeah," Colin replied. "We're walking into an ambush with each ship, right?"

      "Right," Erica answered.

      "What if we ambush their ambush," Colin said.

      Erica stared at Colin for a moment. "How would we do that?" Erica asked.

      "You can turn invisible," Colin said. "Get in close, attack one of them, and then make a break back to where we'll be set up. Classic kiting."

      "Why aren't you the bait?" Erica asked.

      "I'm too slow," Colin replied.

      "Yeah," Erica said with a nod. "You are. Zee?"

      "I agree," Zeke said. "He's too slow."

      "Not that," Erica smiled. "Why don't you play bait?"

      "We can trade off," Zeke countered.

      "I'm okay with that," she said.

      "Ladies first, of course." He smiled at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Erica shimmered as she disappeared. Colin and Zeke were positioned on either side of the passage. Her ranged attacks had a better chance of pulling Aggro.

      It didn't take long for a flash of blaster fire to kick off their plan. Erica raced back toward their position, only stopping when she had passed them. She took cover behind a pillar that stretched from floor to ceiling. Only the tuft of her tail poking out gave away her position.

      Colin opened fire as the pursuing Crimson Paw ran by. The cannon mowed them down, cutting through their unprotected backs. Zeke waited until their attention was split between pursuing Erica and fighting Colin. Once they were fully committed to fighting in two different directions, he pounced.

      The organized chaos made for a short battle.

      
        
        Crimson Paw Slain x3

        +600 XP

      

      

      
        
        Achievement: Hunting the Hunter

        Who is the prey?

        +1,500 XP

        43,550/47,000

      

      

      A short walk brought them to another landing pad. Erica dashed in and activated the Return Policy.

      "Shame we can't just beam over to each ship," Erica said.

      "Our ship can teleport people?" Colin asked. "Why didn't we just beam down to the station? Come in, Ship. One to beam up."

      Nothing happened.

      "Limited range, I guess," Zeke said.

      "Fine," Colin muttered. "When we get back, I'm doing it."

      
        
        Quest Update: Return Policy Activated

        2/3

        +500 XP

        44,050/47,000

      

      

      "Two down, one to go," Colin said. "That was easier than expected."

      "Please, stop," Zeke said.

      "What?" Colin asked. "I'm just saying, it could have been worse."

      Zeke looked at Erica. She shook her head.

      "The security guys made it sound like the Crimson Paw were trouble," Colin went on. "They locked up the entire station. For what? These guys? Is this the best that they can do?"

      Zeke stared at his large friend. He leaned around him to look at Erica. "Is he doing this on purpose?”

      "I honestly do not know." Erica shook her head, burying her face in her hands with a sigh.

      Colin shrugged.

      "Are we ready for the last one?" Zeke asked.

      "It has to be a boss fight," Erica said.

      "I hope so," Colin said.

      They spread out as they turned down the final passage. Colin stayed toward the middle while Zeke and Erica took to the sides. Unlike the other passages, this one wasn't quiet. The sounds of footsteps, machinery, and mingled voices were enough to mask their approach.

      Colin stopped. He looked down at his feet. A moment later, the ground in front of him exploded. The force of the explosion lifted Colin off his feet and sent him sprawling on the floor.

      They had set out mines.

      Four of the compact explosives stood out as he scanned the floor in front of him. Zeke focused on the closest one.

      
        
        Proximity Mine

      

      

      Hack would be amazing right now, he thought.

      Zeke stared at the mine and willed Hack to activate. Nothing happened. His character sheet appeared. He skipped the numbers and went to his abilities.

      
        
        Hack (Passive) – Energy attacks have the chance to force a tech-based target into a hard restart to open a brief window to alter parameters. Damage and Stunned Effects increase the chance of success.

      

      

      Passive, of course, Zeke thought.

      He stared at the minefield. They were easy to see now that he knew what he was looking for. It didn't help matters that there was no way they could get through unscathed. Maybe Erica could, depending on how her stealth worked.

      Erica had gone into stealth mode. The lack of explosions coming from her direction was comforting, at least. He and Colin were out of luck though. Each mine was dome shaped, connected to the metal floor like a limpet. The dome itself looked protective.

      Zeke tentatively fire off a Jolt at the nearest mine, but it hit the dome and fizzled out. The covering must have made it immune to energy attacks.

      The mines weren't spread out enough for him to walk through. They were positioned so any move forward would mean being hit. Launching himself over with Displace might work… or he could end up stuck in the middle of a minefield.

      Colin had returned to his feet but hadn't moved. "Fastball special?"

      Zeke shook his head. He needed at way to get underneath the mines. The dome seemed to only cover the top of each mine, so if he could somehow hit them from beneath… But that would require getting through the thick metal floor.

      Wait. Metal floor…

      I can cast Displace at the floor for a boosted jump. Why not Jolt for a bit of extra conduction?

      He summoned a ball of energy in his hand.

      "Step back." Zeke lobbed the crackling compressed ball of lightning toward an open patch of floor between the mines.

      Lines of static spread along the floor, popping as they went. He winced as it hit the first mine. Nothing happened. He held his breath as the static touched the other mines, just waiting for one to explode.

      
        
        Mine Disarmed x15

        +150 XP

      

      

      
        
        Achievement: Mine-r Problem Solver

        Clear a Minefield without exploding

        +1,500 XP

        45,700/47,000

      

      

      "Did it work?" Colin asked.

      "Yeah," Zeke said. "I think it did."

      Colin took a tentative step toward one of the mines. He looked over to Zeke and gave him a thumbs-up when nothing exploded.

      The enemies ahead weren't too concerned with uninvited guests, but Zeke doubted they would ignore him and Colin walking through their minefield. Their best option was to stay out of sight as much as possible. He waved Colin back, who shrugged and stepped back to where he’d been a moment ago.

      "I'm going to grab a few of these." Zeke said.

      He hunched over, trying to stay out of sight, and tucked the first mine into his inventory. The Vulpes ahead didn't seem to notice.

      
        
        +15 Proximity Mines

      

      

      Slowly he made his way closer to the end of the passage. The Crimson Paw had turned this into an impromptu staging area. Where the rest of the station was clean, this part would have fit fine on a Kesh station. They had removed the shielding from the walls to repurpose it as fortifications. The shops unfortunate enough to be caught in the area had been long stripped bare to now serve as living quarters.

      In the middle of it all sat the Vulpes they had spoken with on the ship. He lounged on a fancy couch that still had a holographic price tag on it.

      "Now what?" Colin asked over Group Chat.

      "I've got fifteen mines," Zeke replied.

      "Not sure how that helps right now," Erica chimed in. "I don't think we could setup a minefield without them noticing."

      "You could just chuck the mines at them," Colin offered.

      Zeke shrugged. "I'll try it.”

      He took one of the mines from his inventory. It seemed the protective domes had not been part of the loot, so now he just had a flat, circular explosive device. He tossed it underhand toward the camp. It bounced along the floor before rolling to a stop in a pile of garbage against a wall. One of the Vulpes looked over then to Zeke. It didn't look concerned.

      "They must need to be armed," Erica said.

      Zeke took out another mine. He turned it over in his hands, looking for some sort of switch.

      
        
        Activate Proximity Mine? Yes/No

      

      

      He set the mine on the ground before he activated it. The light atop it started to blink.

      “Great. Now we have an active mine right in front of us, that if we touch, will explode. How do you propose we get it over to the bad guys without becoming soup?”

      Zeke took a step back, smiling. He focused on the spot beside the mine, and cast Displace.

      The mine skittered along the floor. The Vulpes from before looked over to him yet again, now annoyed by the constant noise. It looked down as something thumped against its leg. A moment of recognition passed over its face before the mine exploded.

      
        
        Crimson Paw Thug Slain

        +200 XP

        45,900/47,000

      

      

      The improvised camp turned into a whirlwind of chaos. In the middle of it all sat the Crimson Paw Leader.

      "That's more like it," Colin yelled.

      Zeke pulled another mine from his inventory, activated it, and sent it spinning on toward the camp. The explosion sent two Crimson Paw members through the air along with their repurposed furniture and stolen goods.

      
        
        Crimson Paw Thug Slain x2

        +400 XP

        46,300/47,000

      

      

      Zeke sprinted toward the impromptu base of Crimson Paw Thugs. He dropped into a slide, tucking one leg under himself like he was stealing second base, and cast Displace. The aether-filled boost send him rocketing toward his targets. His blades ignited as he sent a charge of aether and energy through them. He cast another Displace under himself, launching into the air.

      The remaining Crimson Paw Thugs and Leader looked up as he sailed toward them. They raised their weapons, completely focused on his approach, leaving them totally unprepared for Colin’s burst of cannon fire. The barrage of explosions took out four of the Thugs. Erica shimmered into being behind another pair. Two well-placed shots from her blasters put them down.

      Zeke crashed into the Crimson Paw Leader. A single motion brought down both blades, sending the Vulpes sprawling to the ground.

      
        
        Momentum Attack (2x Damage)

        Crimson Paw Leader hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Aether Damage

        Crimson Paw Leader hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 40 Aether Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 40 Energy Damage (Momentum)

        Crimson Paw Leader takes 360 Damage

      

      

      Colin, flanked by Erica and Zeke, approached the prone leader of the Crimson Paw, who staggered to his feet and looked at the team surrounding him. He held up his hands over his head. "Is cash okay?"

      
        
        Quest Update: 5/5 Ships Accounted For

        +1,200 XP – Crimson Paw Slain x6

        +1,000 XP – Crimson Paw Leader Defeated

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        Arena Unlocked

        Attention: Death Effects Active!

        Equipment will Lose 10 Durability Per Death Unless Repaired

        Active Experience Gained will be Lost

        +2 Essence

        +1 Ability Point

        48,500/57,000

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked: Just Getting Started

        Reach Level 10

        +1,500

        50,000/57,000

      

      

      
        
        Return to Garrison

      

      

      Now he had two ability points to spend. It wouldn't be until level twelve when he got his next one, so now that levels were going to start coming a little more slowly, he would have to choose wisely which abilities to pick—once he could actually find a class trainer.

      Still, leveling had gone a lot faster than he had expected. It helped that he had access to other planets. Truly, the main reason was the fact that he was in a group. Aether Frontier rewarded those who played nicely with others. It was intended to be a game that encouraged social interaction. Players could go solo, like he had, but it took longer. Even with a group, the process would start to slow the higher they got in levels. Ten unlocked personal ships, specializations became available at fifteen, and once they hit twenty, they could take part in Guild Wars.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The station came to life as they walked back toward their ship. Lights came back on, stores opened, and people came out from hiding. Cavil waited for them near the spot where they had first met.

      "Now that the Crimson Paw has been dealt with, I need to ask you to leave." Cavil’s eyes looked everywhere but at them.

      "You're welcome," Colin said. "You know, for doing your job for you."

      Cavil glared up at the Drake. "I will not tell you again. Leave."

      Another assortment of guards stepped out to flank them. There were ten armed Vulpes on each side of the passage. They now wore heavy armor. Each one carried a shorter version of their previous rifle at the ready.

      Colin smiled at them, putting his dagger-like teeth on display. A feral look flashed in his eyes.

      "We're leaving.” Erica grabbed Colin and began to pull him along.

      Zeke followed a few steps behind. Usually he didn't like to start trouble, but leveling up was addicting. Now that he had hit level ten, he wanted more.

      One of Crimson Paw was worth two hundred XP, he thought. It would take over thirty guards to level, if they're the same payout. They armored up. It could mean they're a higher level too, and that means more XP. I do still have those twelve mines. Do guards give XP?

      The blades felt heavy in their scabbards. His hands itched to draw them.

      "Zee," Erica said, without looking at him. "Are you coming?"

      He sighed. The feeling eased. "Yeah."

      Erica led them to the ship and, once they were all inside, hit the button. "Man," she muttered. "It was so hard not to attack those guys."

      "Why didn't we?" Colin snapped.

      Erica looked over to her friend. "Because I'm a Vulpes. They are Vulpes. Do you know how much my reputation would drop if I attacked them? Fighting mercenaries, or pirates, whatever those Crimson Paw are, doesn't count against me. The station guards, they would," She paused. "Probably."

      "Probably?" Zeke asked.

      "Most likely," she quickly replied.

      "It's too late now," Zeke said. "The autopilot is taking us back." He settled into a seat.

      "I could try a manual override," Colin offered.

      "Shooting the console isn't a manual override," Zeke countered.

      Colin slumped his big lizard shoulders. "It works in the movies."

      "You could also punch a hole in the hull and launch us into space," Erica said.

      Colin looked from the cannon in his hands to the console at the front of the shuttle. "Good point."

      Garrison was waiting for them when the ship arrived. A quick look around the station showed that the aftermath from the Trollblood raid had already been repaired. The robot patrols were back as well.

      "I told you not to kill my customers," the Grey said as the trio had stepped out.

      "Technically," Colin said. "They weren't customers. It was just friends of one of your customers, who, you should note, is still alive."

      The Grey looked up at Colin for a long moment. Garrison shook their head and chuckled.

      "I guess it can't be helped," Garrison said. "Those mercenaries will think twice before crossing me. And the word will get out that I've got some muscle."

      
        
        Quest Complete:

        +3,000 XP

        Ship License Unlocked

        FTL Travel Unlocked

        53,000/58,000

      

      

      "For all you have done for me, I am happy to give you this as a bonus." Garrison stepped back as the hangar bay doors began to open.

      
        
        Quest Complete: Get a Ship that can use the Nav Unit

        Grey Ship – Adaptive – Acquired

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      A wave of hot air enveloped them as the ship entered the hangar. One of the rear fins shuddered as it landed with mechanical precision. As with everything relating to the Grey, it was covered in chrome, though this one had patches of friction burns and thick welding seams along the edges. It was shaped like a rocket, but the fins doubled as landing pads and had landed horizontally. There was a row of porthole windows running down the length of the ship. A slightly off-kilter rectangle toward the back lowered to reveal a set of stairs. All in all, it was a piece of junk.

      Zeke looked the ship over. "Thank you," he said with heavy sarcasm.

      "What can I say?" Garrison asked, giving their best used salesman smile. "I'm the generous type. It has an FTL drive and an automated maintenance Bot included."

      "Can we modify the Bot?" Erica asked quickly.

      "Yes," Garrison replied. "The Bot and the ship, both. You can modify and upgrade to your hearts’ content. Use the console right there to make any changes, and I can even do the work for you."

      Erica raced to the console. The claws on her fingers clicked as they flew through the menu options.

      "For a price," Colin added.

      "Of course," Garrison replied.

      "Does it have a weapons system?" Zeke asked.

      "Not so much. It has precision lasers. You can use them in combat, but they're meant for salvage purposes."

      "How much would it cost to add a cannon or two?" Colin asked.

      "I like the way you think." Garrison put on their best fake smile and directed it toward the Drake. "It can fit one cannon pod on its top, but that one can be upgraded as needed."

      "I'm not hearing a price," Colin said.

      "Ten thousand for the base cannon," Garrison said. "Another fifteen to upgrade the heat sink to increase how many shots it can make before needing to cool."

      "Done and done." Erica smiled widely at them.

      Zeke studied her for a moment. "Really?"

      She pointed to the top of the ship. Sure enough, there was a new bubble with a basic cannon that was not too different from the one Colin had.

      "Come on," she said. "Let's check it out."

      "Did you do something else?" Zeke asked.

      "Me?" Erica asked, putting extra sweetness into her voice. "Why ever would you think I had done something?" She skipped ahead of him into the ship.

      Colin looked at the him and shrugged. They followed a few steps behind her. Erica scampered up the ramp. Once she was at the door, she turned around to face them. "Guys. I would like to introduce you to our new crew member."

      The Bot that came with the ship stood beside her. There was something familiar about it. Zeke stopped in his tracks as he studied at it. Its torso was a matte metallic cylinder shaped slightly to replicate the human torso. Its thin arms and legs had black ball-joints for articulation that appeared to be plastic. The hands only had a thumb, pointer finger, and paddle that stood in for the remaining three digits. They could hold a sword and fire a blaster, but it was purely function over form. The head was a sphere with a flat panel cut to allow a limited pixel display that stood in for a face.

      It was an almost exact copy of his old character. He already knew that it could use basic emotes and the line that was the mouth moved when the Bot spoke. It even wore a pair of dusty utility pants and brown leather boots. He walked up the ramp with slow, controlled steps. “How?”

      Erica beamed. "It wasn’t hard. You were pretty basic. The hardest part was finding the right clothes. It’s not easy to dress a Bot."

      "I was not basic," he said, trying to sound angry but failing.

      "Yes, you were," Colin said.

      "How would you know?" Zeke asked. "We haven't grouped up since I got my own account."

      "All I had to do was swap the color scheme and adjust the height," she pressed on, ignoring the comments.

      "Really?” he asked. "That's all?"

      She sighed. "I didn’t even have to upgrade the facial display. It needs a name."

      She patted the Bot on the shoulder before heading deeper into the ship. The interior was open to give the illusion of more space. It was a right turn at the top of the ramp to the cockpit with a few doors along the walkway.

      She had skipped any upgrades that dealt with the décor. Empty equipment racks and a couple of stacked crates just served to make the ship feel spartan. The only thing that broke up the path to the cockpit was an orb-shaped chair that was hanging from the ceiling for the cannons.

      "We could just call him Creepy?" Zeke offered, walking past the Bot that was not him.

      Erica giggled. "No.”

      Colin stopped to study the Bot. "What about Tin Can?”

      "That works, I guess," Erica said.

      Zeke made a conscious effort not to look at it. "Does it talk or anything?" he

      Erica slid into one of the pilot seats. "Nope, I didn't buy a voice modulator. But I did spring for the mechanic package, so it's able to maintain the ship."

      Zeke took the open co-pilot chair next to her. "Good idea."

      Colin climbed up into the cannon pod. He patted the side of his seat. "She needs a name."

      "She?" Zeke asked.

      "Ships are she," Colin replied. "It's just how it is."

      "Okay." Zeke looked over to Erica, "Do you have any ideas?"

      "Ellie," she said, with a touch of sadness. "It's my mother's name."

      "Perfect, a name to remind us of the importance of this mission," Zeke said.

      "I'm going to need to swap over soon," Colin said. "If I get the hour done now, I will have the rest of the day to stay here."

      "We've been in for a day?" Zeke asked. "Are you sure?"

      "It's easy to lose track of time," Erica said. "We started the debt collection. Colin took an hour while we waited. Once he was back, we finished up, including going through the Crimson Paw part."

      "It feels weird that we don't have to sleep," Zeke said

      "Or eat," Colin chimed in.

      "I'd rather not think about that," Erica said. "The Pods will take care of things."

      "Go ahead," Zeke said. "I need to do my level stuff."

      "I'll be quick," Colin said.

      Zeke settled down to do some character maintenance.

      Displace was quickly becoming a main part of his strategy. It was much more versatile than he had originally expected. Bumping mana up again would support both Displace and Aether Blade, which sounded like a good idea. Following that line of thought it only made sense to upgrade Displace to Slam. With two ability points he could even bump up Jolt to Overcharge—once he got to a trainer. He put one Essence into Wisdom and the other into Intelligence, again bringing them both up to eleven.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 10] [53,000/58,000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 5] [Awareness 4] [Wisdom 11] [Intelligence 11]

        [Health: 150/150] [Stamina: 150/150]

        [Energy: 210/210] [Mana: 210/210]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Spike] [Displace] [Jolt] [Advanced Tech Armor]

        [Hack – Passive]

        [Ability Point: 2]

      

      

      "Well," Zeke said. "What do we do now?"

      Erica smiled. She tapped the ship console in front of her.

      
        
        Ship Upgrade Unlocked: Class Trainer Module

      

      

      Zeke highlighted the notification and expanded it.

      
        
        Class Trainer Module

        Spend Ability Points to Access and Upgrade Class Abilities

        Requirements:

        - In Range of Ship

        - Functional Ship

      

      

      "Wow," Zeke said. "How much did that cost?"

      "Don't worry about it," Erica said. "Now, we're both level ten and our gear is junk. It's time we go shopping. Are you ready?"

      He pulled up his character sheet to see the Abilities Section was now fully accessible.

      
        
        Abilities & Upgrades:

        - Aether Shard (Upgrade Aether Spike)

        - Drone (Unlock)

        - Overcharge (Upgrade Jolt)

        - Slam (Upgrade Displace)

        - Tech Shield (Upgrade Advanced Tech Armor)

        - Identify (Unlock)

      

      

      He upgraded Displace to Slam and Jolt to Overcharge. He smiled as he looked over his upgraded Abilities.

      
        
        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Spike] [Slam] [Overcharge] [Advanced Tech Armor]

      

      

      "I'm ready," Zeke said.
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      The asteroid was lacking a decent market. It was set up as a restocking station that mainly sold health and repair kits. Upgrading gear, unfortunately, wasn't one of the things it was equipped for. Plus, the renewed presence of the patrolling robots didn't help him feel welcome.

      He did manage to finally find an alchemist that sold mana potions. To get quality gear, they had to go back to the Central Station. Now that they had a ship, it was as simple as punching in the coordinates, so that’s what they decided to do. He stepped out into the walkway. Tin Can stood near the pilot seats.

      It was weird how similar and how different the robot designs were. Tin Can, basically his old Hunter, was pretty much a mechanical scarecrow. The Pirate Bots from the shuttle quest had been sleek instruments of death, and the robots patrolling the Grey Base on the asteroid looked like a mobile suit of knight’s armor. They each had their own style even though they were all robots. Compared to them. The ship’s generic Bot looked like twice warmed-over scrap.

      He stopped in his tracks. He’d had this thought before. Taking his time, he began to trace the trail back to its origins, hoping to find the connection along the way. Tin Can, his old Hunter, and robots.

      It hit him like a blaster shot to the face. The last time he’d compared the standard Bot skin to a heavily armored version had been in Rothford’s lair. The Bots patrolling the asteroid bore a striking resemblance to the robots he seen in that brief encounter.

      Rothford, he thought. Those robots belong to Rothford.

      He should have noticed it sooner. Probably would have if he hadn’t been trying to put Rothford out of his mind. The guy had given him the creeps. Now that they knew what he was capable of, the feeling was even worse.

      They needed to get out of here, fast. Why hadn’t Rothford attacked them already? Perhaps he hadn’t been online.

      "Tin Can," he called. "You are on defense duty. Don’t let anyone who isn’t Erica or me into the ship. Keep your coms open for new instructions."

      The pixel face on the Bot displayed a “thumbs up.” He returned the gesture with a thumbs up of his own.

      "Thanks," Zeke said.

      Erica was waiting for him at the end of the ramp. Zeke didn’t mention his realization to her. She got really intense whenever Rothford was mentioned. Best not to worry her—he’d tell her later.

      They made their way to the market hub on the station. Various merchants sold goods ranging from armor and consumables to vehicles and ship mods. She smiled at him. He smiled back.

      "I'll meet you back at the ship," Zeke said.

      She pointed to her ear. "What?"

      "I'll meet you back at the ship," he said over the Group Channel.

      "Got it," she replied.

      He slipped through the crowds around the NPC merchants and went for the Premium Market Terminal. A subscription came with an allotment of coins that could be used on premium gear, which was highly modular. A medium-quality piece had two slots for customization. The higher-priced gear had five. Each slot could hold various mods that could be swapped out as needed so it could adapt to the desired level. The Advanced Tech Armor was versatile, but he didn't want to rely on it. Fighting the giant Spider Bot had taught him that an EMP would knock it out and the Pirate Bot had sliced through it without a thought.

      He settled on a dark-gray body suit with lines of smoky blue that accented the natural shape of his body. The nano-weave created a cross-stick pattern that worked as passive camouflage. It had bracers, thigh protection, and shin guards. His blades adjusted to the new armor by sliding into place at the small of his back with a hilt within reach on either side.

      He closed the terminal and moved back into the crowded market. The Auction House Terminal sat in the center of the crowd. Thankfully, it could be accessed at a distance rather than having to actually use it. Zeke pulled up the interface once he was close enough. Player-crafted augments were better than what the merchants sold.

      
        
        Shadow Weave Armor – 25/25

        Durability 300/300

      

        

      
        Shadow Weave Bracers – 15/15

        Durability 150/150

      

        

      
        Shadow Weave Boots – 15/15

        Durability 150/150

      

        

      
        Set Bonus 3/3

        +15 Armor

      

      

      With the added set bonus, it would bring his total armor to seventy before Advanced Tech Armor, which could withstand 150 points of damage. Stacked together, it came out to 220. Plus, the durability would mean the armor would last quite a while.

      With that sorted, he headed back to the ship. He eyed the group lined up by the weapons merchant. It was tempting to pick up a blaster. Technically, he could use one, but he hadn't yet. The blades complimented his abilities and didn't negatively impact his mobility. Adding a ranged weapon that could actually make a difference in a fight would require him to be able to hit what he was aiming at. He didn't see that happening unless he switched his focus from his swords to a blaster.

      Erica stood near the ship decked out in new gear. She now wore a gold-tinted nano-weave bodysuit with plates of armor on her forearms, thighs, and lower legs. Her upper torso was covered in a black drape that blended in with the area around it. Every so often it would make it look like her head and body weren’t connected. A set of new blasters were holstered in a belt that sat cross-draw across her hips.

      "Nice gear." Zeke said. He took his time to study her in greater detail.

      "Thanks. My cloak bends light to make me harder to see. My stealth drops when I attack. This beauty is always active. It works best when I'm not moving though."

      "Let's get back to the asteroid," Zeke said. "We can get the next step of the Cipher quest started now that we are geared up"

      "Colin’s going to want fresh gear too, but he's been busy with the skimmer while we went shopping." Erica paused. “I'll see if Garrison has any upgrades," she said finally. "We can equip Tin Can with one more package. I'm pretty sure one of the options is to unlock a merchant function. We wouldn't have to jump to Central every time we wanted new gear. There might be some other interesting upgrades too."

      "That works for me," Zeke said.

      The ship rumbled as it began to lift into the air. He turned it so the cockpit faced out of the hangar. Zeke enjoyed the vast stretch of stars for a moment. His hands moved nimbly across the controls, sending them rushing out the hangar bay doors. The force pushed him back into his seat. He stole a quick glance at Erica to see she had simply shifted in her seat to continue her work.

      He set the radar to send a pulse at regular intervals. Erica looked up from the interface that hovered in the air before her. She rested her hand gently on his shoulder. "You don’t have to worry. Ship PvP doesn’t activate until we hit fifteen. It gives players a chance to get comfortable with flying."

      He leaned back into the chair. "Oh. I was waiting for someone to start shooting at us."

      A ghost of a smile played across her lips. "There are NPC ships. Where do you think those pirates came from?"

      He went back to actively manning the radar. After a few moments of silence, he decided he couldn’t wait any longer. Heading back to the asteroid was dangerous—Erica needed to know that. "There's something I want to talk to you about.”

      "Hm?"

      "Those robots patrolling the asteroid," Zeke continued. "I'm pretty sure they belong to Rothford. They look like his Bots."

      Erica froze. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "That makes sense," she whispered. "It's where the Cipher quest starts. He would want to keep an eye on things. Do you think that means he's seen us?"

      "I don't know," Zeke replied. "I think the Trollbloods might have accidentally saved us. Pretty good distraction. And Rothford can’t be online 24/7."

      "The area was contested, not controlled," Erica said. "We may have stumbled into a turf war between them. Both sides ignored us once they started fighting."

      “It will be dangerous to go back there, Rothford might find us and try to get the Cipher.”

      “Well, the plan was to get his attention, right? At the very least, if he attacks us then we know he's online, and that helps Colin, but at best we get the next step of the quest active and really piss him off. We need him angry, like ‘take time off work to come after us in-game’ angry.”

      Zeke just nodded. He didn’t know what to say, but it felt like he should say something.

      "Are we still on for that dinner and a movie?" Erica asked, her voice was soft, barely above a whisper.

      Zeke froze, his heart jumping into his throat. "Uh, yes, I would like that."

      "Me too," she said.

      Slowly he reached out, offering her his hand. She took it, interlacing her fingers in his. Erica chuckled.

      "What?" Zeke asked.

      "We're holding paws," she replied.

      "Come on guys," Colin said from behind them. "I'm right here." Still sitting in the turret seat, Colin had finally closed his message window. He slid out of the raised chair. “Hey, you went shopping without me?”

      "Calm down." Reluctantly Zeke let go of her hand. "We're going to upgrade the ship so we can access the markets."

      "Fine," Colin replied. "What else did I miss?"

      "Just shopping," Erica said. "We're heading back to the asteroid now. How is the search going?"

      "I'm narrowing it down," Colin answered. "I can't dig too deep too fast without drawing unwanted attention. Personnel files and time sheets aren’t the most sensitive of data, but people will notice if I take too long. I've had to direct the skimmer to review the logs when it's dormant to improve the search parameters."

      Using their own ship, and therefore skipping the encounter on the public shuttle, shortened the trip back to the asteroid. They landed their ship in a portion of the hangar set aside for players.

      Zeke offered his hand to Erica. "Care to join me?"

      "A pleasure. Erica took his hand into her grip.

      Colin groaned. "Remind me what this Grey looks like.”

      "Dark red suit. Three poky things on the helmet," Zeke answered.

      "Antennae," Erica said.

      "That’s the word," Zeke said. "I'm pretty sure the cubicle was right here."

      "Red suit, right?" Colin asked.

      "Yeah," he replied. "Do you see them?"

      Colin simply pointed in reply, and Zeke followed the gesture to a red-suited Grey working atop a chrome-lined container.

      The tinkering Grey hopped down as they approached. "Welcome back. Do you have a ship?"

      Zeke nodded. "Yes. Yes, we do."

      "Perfect." The Grey rubbed their hands together. "I will sync the Cipher with your FTL drive. From there you will have to find the second one to assemble the Cipher Map."

      "We have the second one already." Zeke opened his inventory. A smaller window appeared, displaying the Cipher.

      The Grey stared at the hovering item, looking frozen for a moment. Zeke figured the files being accessed right now had accumulated quite a bit of dust. The questline was really old. But then the NPC smiled and continued as if nothing had happened.

      "Give me a moment and I'll activate them." The Grey grabbed the Ciphers and began to tinker with them. "As you may have noticed, my people, the Grey as we are commonly called, are a technology-based society. We are mechanical wizards, but actual wizardry is beyond us. Years ago, a consortium I was a part of gathered together to solve this issue. We believed that we could potentially find a way to access aether through a mechanical means. The Aslanic people have certain techniques to infuse items, mainly their weapons, with aether. We contacted them as a potential ally to realize our dream. They agreed initially, but alas, they dropped out of contact quite suddenly. This Cipher will help decode the location of their laboratory. You, my good adventurers, will then track down this research and, hopefully, a prototype or two. "

      The Grey held up the activated Cipher. "Here we are. Hurry on along."

      A system display window appeared before them.

      
        
        Cipher Map Assembled!

        Galactic Event Started!

        Follow the Beacon!

        System Announcement – Attention!

      

        

      
        After years of players investing in Aether Frontier, it’s time to give something back. This quest will be truly challenging but requires intelligence rather than simply raw levels. It is an epic adventure fraught with danger and wonder—our gift to our fans who made all this possible.

      

      

      
        
        Quest Update: Follow the Beacons

        Follow the beacons to solve a mystery that stretches across the known galaxy!

      

        

      
        The quest is completely optional. However, it will alter the galaxy as you know it. The first team, or player, to complete it will be awarded sixty shares in the company and be immortalized in the Aether Frontier lore, deciding a fundamental piece of the game’s future storyline. The prize, and decision, will be split evenly among the winning party.

      

        

      
        Accept the Quest for more details!

        Good Luck!

      

      

      The message automatically shifted to the quest details.

      
        
        Follow the Beacons to Complete the Quest

        Only 1 Cipher Map can be active!

      

        

      
        The Map will drop via Player-versus-Player Combat!

      

        

      
        The Cipher can only be traded within the active party!

      

        

      
        Beacon locations will be revealed to all players after a Quest Objective is Completed!

      

        

      
        However, all Objectives must be Completed in sequence to Progress the Quest!

      

      

      "I bet that got his attention," Erica said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      A new window appeared in front of them.

      
        
        Quest Update: Investigate the Lioes Cluster

        Reward: +20,000 Credits, +10,000 XP

      

      

      "We better get started." Erica was already in a pilot’s chair. Her hands flew across the console as she pulled up the coordinates for the Lioes Cluster. "Stock in the company," she muttered. "That bastard nearly killed my mom for stocks, and some choose-your-own-adventure-style game lore. I’ll bet you just get to name a new planet or something. Let’s get out of here—I get the feeling those Bots are going to be very angry in the near future."

      Colin moved up into the turret seat.

      "Lioes Cluster locked in," Erica said.

      "Brace yourselves." Zeke didn't wait for an answer, and instead he activated the FTL drive.

      The tone turned into a scream as the ship kicked in to FTL travel. Their view of the stars stretched into jagged streaks before melding together into a shifting tunnel of light. They were pushed back against their seats from the burst of speed. Somewhere behind them, Tin Can tumbled along the floor.

      "Sorry," Zeke called over his shoulder to the Bot.

      Erica stared blankly at him for a couple of long moments. Her face broke into a smile as she turned her attention to the console before her. "Zee, you are lucky you’re cute."

      "You think I’m cute?” he asked. "Wait, do you mean like this or normally?"

      "I'm still, I repeat, still, right here," Colin said.

      "How could we forget?" Zeke said.

      Colin opened his mouth to speak.

      "We're dropping out of FTL," Erica cut in. The stars around them returned to normal. Five ships blocked any further movement ahead of them.

      "How did they beat us here?" Colin asked.

      "Scanning them now," Zeke’s fingers sped over the console. The hologram orb appeared, this time focusing on one of the ships rather than a plotted destination among the stars. All five ships were jagged half-cubes sharpened into towers. The docking bay looked like a drawbridge. He stared out at the line of five castle-shaped spaceships and focused the hologram onto the one in the middle.

      "It’s a bunch of floating castles," Colin said.

      Erica studied the coordinates. "Those are Aslanic. We are nowhere near their territory."

      "Which one has the beacon?" Colin asked.

      Zeke tore his attention away from the fortresses possibly containing the beacon data. "This isn’t matching up. None of them are the beacon. It’s something beyond them."

      Erica rubbed the bridge of her nose. "They’re guarding it." Erica said. "We’re going to have to figure out a way through them."

      "Ellie can’t take on five of those things," Zeke said.

      "We could outmaneuver one or two of them," Erica offered.

      They settled into silence. Only the occasional clunky steps from their Bot filled the void. He stared at the holographic castle ship, willing some sort of answer to come to him. A path through the defenses, or some point of weakness they could exploit.

      "Is it too much to ask for an exposed exhaust port?" Colin muttered.

      Erica laughed. Zeke couldn't help but join in.

      "Thanks," she said.

      "It's what I do." Colin grinned.

      She returned her focus to the castle ships. "We’re going to have to go in. Maybe we can get some sort of pass, or a quest to take us through." She tapped the console. "I'm sending a communication request. Try to look like you know what you're doing."

      A statuesque Aslanic stood in the center of the display, wearing a uniform stylized to look like a suit of armor, complete with a tabard. The species was heavily inspired by real lions, meaning the absence of a mane was an easy way to identify a female.

      "Independent Vessel Ellie," the lioness said in a rich tenor. "State your business."

      Erica looked at Zeke. She shrugged.

      "We would like passage through your perimeter," Zeke said.

      "For what purpose?"

      "We are following a lost Grey Beacon Frequency," he said. There wasn't a reason to lie, yet.

      "Sending a docking code now. Any attempt to flee or bypass the line will be taken as hostility and will be met in kind," the lioness said.

      Zeke gave a firm nod in reply. "Understood. The codes have been received. Docking procedure initiated."

      The screen shifted, returning to a real-time display in a blink.

      "That could have gone better," Colin whispered.

      Zeke gave a forced smile. "At least we’re moving toward the beacon."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      The drawbridge airlock opened as Ellie neared. They were guided to an open landing pad via an invisible tractor beam. It also served to let them know that they weren’t going anywhere soon.

      Zeke slipped out of his chair. "For the record, I apologize in advance if this all goes as bad as I’m expecting."

      Erica shook her head, trying to hide a smile. "I’ll keep that in mind. Tin Can, stay out of sight. Keep things ready to go, but don’t power anything on. We don’t want to spook them."

      "How would we spook them?" Colin asked.

      Zeke lapsed into silence. His tiny swords in their scabbards weren’t going to be very threatening, considering even a small Aslanic would tower over a tall Kesh. To them, the two swords would be glorified knives.

      "Do ships respawn?" Colin asked finally.

      Erica gave the side of the console a loving rub. "Sort of. We would have to repair her at a shipyard."

      Zeke nodded. He ran a hand along the wall as he headed toward the ramp. The trip was much too short for his liking. He activated the ramp and waited for it to lower completely, and then they were greeted by an escort of eight Aslanic Guards.

      Their armor was fashioned to look like chainmail with a crest badge on their chests instead of the fancy tabard. All of them had trimmed manes, marking them as males, and studied them, spending much longer looking at Colin than at Zeke and Erica.

      
        
        Aslanic Guard – Level 12 (Common).

      

      

      The words hung in the air over each of the guards, fading out unless they made an effort to focus on one of the Aslanic.

      "You should do the talking," Colin whispered as Erica stepped beside him.

      Erica nodded.

      "Come along," one of the guards snapped in a rumbling voice.

      "You’re not going to take our weapons?" Zeke asked.

      The guard looked him and Erica over, then snorted and turned away as the other seven moved to surround them. Zeke had thought they were big when he was standing on the ramp. Now, walking in the midst of them, on the same level, it was clear that they were huge. Even Colin only came up to their shoulders.

      Zeke studied the group around them as they moved deeper into the ship. The guards didn’t appear to have any sort of ranged weapons. Each one had a large sword sheathed on his belt. Now it was clear how Erica had been able to make his two blades from the falchion they had looted.

      The ship around them had panels of slate gray were arranged to evoke the look of stone slabs. Individual terminals were on wood-grain-patterned pedestals while bigger access points were framed like works of art. Vents covered with thick iron bars dotted the walkway at steady intervals. They were too small for the Aslanic, but they would give Erica and him plenty of space to maneuver. He suppressed a smile.

      "I can fit into those vents," Zeke said swapping over to the Group Channel.

      "It looks like I can too," Erica added.

      "What about me?" Colin asked.

      "Hold," the main guard snapped. "You are about to have an audience with the captain. Show proper respect. This is your only warning."

      "Got it," Erica said. "Is there a proper way to greet the captain?"

      The guard paused and considered the short Vulpes before him. "Refer to her as ‘Captain,’ nothing else. She speaks first. You only speak when answering her questions."

      Erica gave a curt nod. "Understood. Proceed."

      "You do not tell me to proceed," the guard roared.

      Erica waited until the sound faded. She looked toward the door, then back at the guard. She motioned to the door. "You’re keeping the captain waiting.”

      The guard snarled as he opened the passage to let them, only them, through.

      The guards stopped at the door.

      The same Aslanic from the brief contact stood before them with her arms crossed behind her back. She nodded, giving the simple gesture a touch of regality. The door shut behind them. "Males are not allowed on the bridge unless invited by a ranking officer. Approach."

      Erica took the lead, with the others a step behind her. They stopped a cautious two meters away from the captain, who didn’t appear to have a ranged weapon either, much like the guards. Sticking to a theme was one thing, but this seemed off. He really hoped that it meant this wasn’t a combat encounter.

      "Tell me why you are here," the captain said.

      "My partners and I completed a contract for a Grey at a mining outpost," Erica said. "We were then asked to track down a laboratory by following a beacon."

      "That is all?"

      "The contract involved claiming any remaining research from a certain project as well."

      The captain studied Erica.

      "I have orders to hold the line," the captain said in clear, crisp words. "Any ships attempting to gain access are to be detained and their crew jailed. Congratulations, You are our first prisoners." The captain turned away as she spoke. "Take their weapons and toss them in the forward cellblock."

      "Aye, captain," a familiar growl answered.

      They hadn’t heard the door open behind them. The pleasure in the guard’s voice, however, was painfully obvious.

      A vicelike grip clamped on Zeke’s neck. He was raised up off the floor as though he weighed nothing. Vaguely, he was also aware that his blades had been removed. It was hard to concentrate while he was being handled like a piece of luggage.

      The pressure let up, and for a single glorious moment Zeke could think again. Then the guard flung him into the air. He bounced off a hard wall and landed sprawled out on the floor.

      

      
        
        Environment Deals 15 Physical Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor Resists 15 Physical Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor: 55/70

      

      

      "Ouch." His voice came out muffled from the faux-stone surface pressing into his face. He wasn’t sure how long it took him to sit up. Eventually he was aware enough to know that he had his back to the wall. A restraining field in the shape of classic iron bars separated the cell from the hall beyond. He was alone. Even the cell directly across was empty.

      "Erica," he called. "Colin?"

      "Here." Her voice came from somewhere to his left.

      "Let’s not do that again," Colin said, farther along in the same direction.

      "That’s the best plan you’ve had today," Zeke grumbled.

      
        
        Quest Update: Escape the Cell

        These bars can’t hold you!

        +500 XP

        Freedom

      

      

      He glared at the text. "Thank you. I would never have thought of that on my own."

      The only source of light came from the force barrier, but it didn’t touch the corners of the room. His vision adjusted gradually as he stepped into the dark completely. The faux-stone walls were smooth, except for the part where it met the floor. He scanned the edge until he caught sight of a small square of vertical bars. They looked solid, rather than some sort of energy barrier.

      "Erica," he called, in as low of a yell as he could.

      "What?"

      He inched closer to the vertical bars with his hands outstretched, then gripped them. "I found a vent, like the one we saw earlier.”

      "Me too," Colin said. "It's too small."

      "Not for me.” Gritting his teeth, Zeke pulled as hard as he could. The vent didn’t move. He planted his feet on the wall beside the vent and tried again. Even using his legs, it didn’t shift. "Strength is a dump stat…"

      "Hey," Erica whispered.

      He looked over his shoulder to see her standing on the other side of the flickering bars.

      "How did you do that?” he asked.

      Erica laughed. "Strength might be a dump stat for you, but it does have its uses. Sit tight. I’ll shut down the barrier."

      Zeke let go of the bars. He stretched out with the metal stonework against his back. It made sense that Strength was a dump stat for a Tech Mage. Aside from trying to remove the grate and being unable to use that sword, he hadn't run into any more issues. Would there be other times like this when he would need some muscle?

      Strength would help in times like these. Still, it felt silly to put points into a stat he would only need by random chance. Increasing practically any other score would help so much more than whatever he put into Strength and it would take at least two points to have any major impact.

      The barrier crackled as it began to fade away. He rose to his feet and waited as the bars of energy finally vanished. Once they were gone, he stepped out into the hallway. The hall was a straight shot, with a sturdy metal grate at either end instead of a door. He was now free to pace the length of the hall with full access to the other empty cells.

      The sound of metal on stone sent adrenaline coursing through his veins.

      He dropped to the ground. Pressing himself flat, he moved using the flats of his hands to scuttle closer to the wall.

      "What are you doing?" Colin asked, staring at him.

      Zeke looked up to see his two friends standing in the now-open passage. He pushed himself into a crouch. "Escaping. What are you up to?"

      "I was heading to the store to grab some milk," Colin replied. "Do you want me to pick you up anything?"

      "Come on," Erica grumbled. She turned back the way them came. "There has to be some sort of prisoner storage or something up here."

      
        
        +500 XP

        53,500/58,000

      

      

      
        
        Quest Updated: Retrieve Your Gear

        They took your equipment before locking you up. Rude.

        +1,500 XP

        Your Gear

      

      

      "Any chance it shows where our gear is?” Zeke stretched to his full height before following her.

      "No," she replied. "There isn’t a big arrow pointing to a circled room with flashing lights."

      The dungeon transitioned back into a classic space castle on the other side of the imposing metal door. Erica led them up a spiraling set of stairs to a security room.

      "I don't remember any of this," Zeke said.

      "You were otherwise occupied, I guess. That guard did not like you."

      A line of paintings depicting the captains through the years stretched along the walls. They were done in a classic style, each one posed and looking regal.

      "Whoever designed this really wanted to work on a fantasy game," Colin said.

      "I like it," Erica said.

      The hall ended in an office with spartan décor. A tapestry on the far wall was the only splash of color, depicting the ship deck plan, which they moved closer to study.

      Colin mumbled as he read the names of the rooms. "Right here. Prisoner storage."

      Erica placed her finger over a row of tightly packed rooms. "This is where we are. It’s not far."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      They slipped down the halls, staying low and close to the walls, as quickly and quietly as they could. Luckily, the trek from the security room to the prisoner storage wasn’t a long one. It was the only door on the stretch of hall, but it didn’t have any traffic.

      The captain had said they were the first prisoners. So far, the quest hadn't sent out an update since the initial announcement. Players would be updated with the first location as soon as they completed their current objective though.

      Colin tried the door. It didn't budge. "Locked. I can break it open?"

      "Let me," Erica moved between Colin and the door. Her hands moved in a blur through a series of windows that popped up. She blew imaginary smoke off her fingers. "I’ve got Lockpick skills for days."

      The door groaned like old wood as it opened a couple of inches. She put her hand on it and pushed.

      Something moved inside the room.

      Her hand paused. She looked to him and Colin, holding a finger to her lips. Her form blurred, then vanished. The door opened just enough to let her squeeze through. She dropped stealth as she came slipped back into the hall. "One guard. Sleeping. We have to get by him to get our stuff."

      "Why didn’t you grab it?" Colin asked.

      "I'll need help if he wakes up.” She rolled her eyes.

      "Okay, that makes sense.”

      "Follow my lead." She moved back to the door, staying in sight so they could see her, then paused just inside.

      A maze of thick metal shelves created a winding path that couldn’t fit more than one Aslanic at a time. Each shelf was lined with empty cages. She pointed down at a thin wire that stretched along the entrance.

      Zeke followed her gesture to a pair of canned rations on a low shelf. She defused the trap by lifting the top can and releasing the taut wire.

      "Sound trap," Erica said, switching to their Group Channel. "It doesn't do any damage, but it would wake the guard. I get the feeling this guy does this a lot."

      "Where is our gear?" Colin asked.

      Erica pointed through the shelf to where a single Aslanic guard reclined. An open crate with their gear inside sat on a desk in front of the sleeping lion. She led them through the constructed maze. Each row had a sound trap that Erica had to defuse.

      Finally, they came to the center of the maze where the guard rested. His large feet were propped up onto the corner of a wooden table, and he was leaning expertly back in his chair. The guard’s sword and gauntlets were propped up on the side of the chair.

      "Stay here," Erica said. "I'll get our equipment. You back me up if he wakes up."

      Zeke took in the scene. "You should grab his gauntlets too." Zeke said.

      She nodded and then slipped into the open space without a sound. Once she activated her stealth, she vanished. The stack of gear disappeared as she grabbed it. A trade window appeared a moment before she did. They took a moment to equip their gear.

      
        
        Quest Update: Retrieve Your Gear Complete

        +1,500 XP

        55,000/58,000

      

      

      
        
        Quest Update: Open Hangar Doors

      

      

      
        
        Quest Update: Disable Ship Lockdown

      

      

      
        
        Quest Update: Escape

      

      

      Erica pulled the door open just wide enough to pass through. Two diamond-shaped quest markers appeared at the corner of their vision. The translucent shape hung in the air in the general direction of points of interest.

      "Come on," she said. "Let’s get off of this ship."

      Zeke slid his blades back into place. "We're out numbered and out gunned. How are we supposed to disable the lockdown?"

      "First, we need a really big ball of string," Colin suggested.

      "We'll keep that as Plan B," Zeke deadpanned. "Erica?"

      "I've got nothing," she said. "What about you?"

      "We need to disable the lockdown, open the hangar door, and get past the blockade without being blown to pieces," Zeke said.

      "That’s not a plan," Colin said. "You're just stating the obvious."

      "Okay, we split up," Zeke said. "We get the doors open and the lockdown lifted at the same time. That way all we have to do is hop on the ship."

      Erica studied the markers. "It doesn't say which one is which."

      "We can hit both," he offered.

      "There's three of us and two markers," Colin said. "Who goes where?"

      Zeke placed a hand on his friend’s arm. "Colin, you're going to provide support."

      "What?" Colin snapped.

      "You're the least stealthy of us," Zeke continued. "Head back to the security checkpoint. You can let us know if there is anything coming our way."

      Colin pouted, but didn't say anything.

      "That leaves one last thing. how do we get through the blockade?” Erica asked.

      "I don’t know," he replied. "We fly casual, I guess."

      "This plan sounds familiar," Erica said slowly.

      "It’s from an old movie," Zeke said.

      "Does the plan work?”

      "Kind of," he said under his breath.

      Erica stared at him for a long moment.

      "It’s all I’ve got." He held up his hands.

      Erica giggled. She took a breath and centered herself. "Come on. We need to get moving."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke stayed close to the walls as he moved down the hallway. The quest markers were in opposite directions. Erica took the one to the left, leaving him with the one on the right, while Colin sulked in the security office.

      Stealth was not Zeke’s strongest skill. Without a specialization, it boiled down to his Agility versus their Awareness. He stopped at a maintenance hatch that had been styled to look like an aged wooden trap door. It opened easily, unlike the vent, which made sense, considering the hatch was supposed to let people through.

      He paused, waiting to see if anyone had heard him. He knew he was getting paranoid. Being in a ship full of enemies that could one-shot him made even the smallest sound turn into roaring thunder. He lowered himself into the hatch until his foot found the top rung of a ladder.

      The access tunnel had been made to fit Aslanic proportions, which meant he could barely reach the hatch to close it from the first rung. There were already a dozen ways for their plan to fail. Having to explain to Erica that they had been discovered because he’d forgotten to close a hatch did not sound fun.

      Once inside the maintenance tunnel, it looked like a proper spaceship. Intergalactic castle décor was replaced by tightly restrained wires, emergency airlocks, and utilitarian access panels with simple display interfaces. Zeke had to take care as he climbed down. The space between the rungs meant he had to stretch out completely to reach from one to the next, and the maintenance tunnel didn’t look to have a bottom. That was one thing he did not want to discover through personal experience.

      Well, if I die, at least it will answer the question of where we respawn for this crazy quest.

      There were labeled horizontal passages every other emergency hatch.

      He didn't know how long he had been climbing or how deep into the ship he had gone when the quest marker finally became level to his position. He stopped as he came to another access hatch. The quest marker hung in the center of the room that lay beyond.

      At least a dozen rows of thick terminals stretched the length of the room. He pushed the vent hatch enough to slip through. Once more, the theme of space castle surrounded him, complete with blue and gold accents on the terminals. Once he let the hatch go, it let out a long, slow hiss as hydraulics caught it. The quest marker had led him here, but unfortunately, it did not tell him which terminal he needed to use.

      He stayed low, moving from screen to screen. The readouts were filled with banal options ranging from power output of the overhead lighting in the hangar to the shift rotation of the utility crew. A few well-placed mines were starting to sound appealing. He would have to pick some up once they got back to the ship.

      The hairs on the back of his neck stiffened. He froze. His brain shifted from reading yet another screen to hyper vigilance.

      Footsteps.

      He was undiscovered for now. The footsteps moved in a steady rhythm, more than one person, not in a rush. Zeke hoped that meant their escape hadn’t been discovered yet.

      He moved along the stretch of terminals toward the sound. The row he was in was empty, so he stayed in motion until the footsteps were directly on the other side of the terminals. Over the top, an Aslanic mane stuck out. As limited as his exposure to the lion species was, this one seemed unusually short.

      Their heavy footfalls masked his own as he slipped alongside the terminal to cut over to the occupied row. The Aslanic wasn’t wearing armor or a sword, dressed in a royal-blue bodysuit and a fancy harness with plenty of pockets. His mane was longer and bushy rather than sharply trimmed like the others. He certainly wasn't equipped like a guard. A worker?

      Zeke slid the blades out, looking for any hint that his cover was blown. Charging the blades was too risky.

      Rushing forward, he sliced at the back of the worker’s knees. The Aslanic fell forward, catching himself just before his face connected with the floor. Using his momentum to carry him into a complete spin, Zeke plunged a blade into the center of the broad back.

      
        
        Sneak Attack (2x Damage)

        Aslanic Tech hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Sneak Attack)

        Aslanic Tech takes 100 Damage

      

      

      The Aslanic Tech wheezed as he hit the ground. Zeke briefly considered killing the worker so he could continue to search unhindered, but time was not on his side. He needed to find the controls.

      He rammed a knee just above where his blades had hit. "Lockdown control," he hissed. "Where is it?"

      
        
        Intimidation Attempt Successful!

        +1,000 XP

        56,500/58,000

      

      

      "Back row," the Aslanic Tech groaned. "Second terminal over."

      "Sorry about this," Zeke said. "I know you’re just doing your job." He placed the blade at the base of the fallen foe’s neck.

      "I’m open to new employment," the Aslanic Tech said quickly.

      "And you’ll just roll over on the rest of your ship?" Zeke asked. "Just like that?"

      "I'm a tech in a ship full of warriors. You figure it out."

      Zeke looked down at the guy. "What’s your name?"

      "It’s kind of hard to explain. Do you know Aslanic culture?”

      Zeke added a touch of pressure to the blade. "Try me."

      "Bodaeson of the Fourth, Last to See."

      "Which means?" Zeke asked.

      "I’m the youngest of the fourth pride, and my mother’s name is Bodae," he replied. "It's not really a name like you Kesh have. It's just a way to address me." He was definitely smaller than the guards they had encountered earlier. The lion was roughly the same height as Colin.

      "Last to See," Zeke said slowly. "So, you’re the runt of the litter."

      "If you want to be crude," the Aslanic growled.

      Zeke took a step back. "That’s a mouthful. If you join my crew, you’re going to need something easier to say."

      "You’re going to let me live?"

      Zeke put more space between them, just in case. "At least until you help me disable the lockdown. The offer is open for longer if you can prove yourself useful."

      The Aslanic stood. "I can do that."

      Even an Aslanic runt stood a head and shoulders above him. "So, just putting it out there, if you try to raise an alarm or run, I’m going to have to kill you."

      The Aslanic nodded.

      Zeke motioned with his swords. "Disable the lockdown. Stay in front of me. Don’t touch anything on your belt unless you want to lose a hand." He followed the Aslanic through the terminals until they came to the second in the back row.

      A keyboard interface appeared as the Aslanic approached. The clawed fingers tapped a few of the keys. "There. I’ve disabled the lockdown. If you take me to your ship, I can make sure you get out of here."

      "How would you do that?"

      "I’ll send a clearance code," he replied. "That way we can get out of here. If I send the wrong one, then they’ll blow up your ship. If I send the right one, then I get a new job and you get past the barricade. Win-win."

      "Fine," Zeke said. "You'll need an actual name."

      "I haven’t earned my name yet. I’m Bodaeson, Last to See, until I do."

      "We’ll call you Sonny," Zeke said.

      The Aslanic shrugged. "That works."

      Zeke walked back toward the hatch. "Come on, Sonny. You need to meet my partners and get out of here."

      
        
        Quest Update: Disable the Lockdown Complete

        +500 XP

        57,000/58,000

      

      

      
        
        Quest Update: Open the Hangar Doors

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke and Sonny watched the hangar through the bars of a maintenance hatch. Ellie rested in the center of a landing pad. The only other ships were Aslanic, and the space castle theme carried over here as well. Helm-shaped vessels were lined along the far wall. He and Sonny would have to walk across an open stretch of floor just to get to the ship.

      "What’s the plan?" Sonny looked at Zeke, who studied the view of the hangar. "You don’t have a plan," Sonny whispered. "I’m risking everything for this, and you don’t have a plan?"

      "Give me a minute," he replied.

      Sonny glared at him.

      Zeke activated the Group Channel. The text interface popped up rather than voice due to the distance.

      
        
        [Zeke: Took care of the lockdown, and I'm bringing a guest]

        [Erica: The doors have been unlocked]

        [Colin: Does that mean I can get out of this office now?]

        [Erica: Wait. Can you send an alarm to another part of the ship?]

        [Colin: Nope. I need an access code]

        [Zeke: Don't leave yet]

      

      

      "Do you have an access code to unlock a security terminal?" Zeke asked.

      "With my clearance, I can shut the toilets off on the bridge," Sonny replied.

      "Is that something you want to do?" Zeke asked.

      "Yeah," Sonny replied, adding a shy smile.

      "Does that mean you have an access code?" Zeke pressed.

      "Yes. Which terminal do you want me to unlock?" Sonny sighed and shimmied to reach an access terminal.

      "The security office by the dungeon where we were locked up," Zeke replied.

      "Done," Sonny said. "And the toilets are off too, my final gift to that stuck-up captain."

      "Good work," Zeke said.

      
        
        [Zeke: Try it now]

        [Colin: It worked. How did you do that?]

        [Zeke: Our new guest. Set off an alarm somewhere far from the hangar]

        [Colin: Done and done]

      

      

      An alarm blared, echoing through the hangar. The lights switched to a flashing red, sending the scattered crew toward the exits.

      
        
        [Colin: I'll meet you on the ship]

      

      

      Zeke and Sonny hurried across the now-vacant hangar toward Ellie. Sonny quickly outpaced him, then came to an abrupt stop.

      Erica stood near the ramp as it descended. Both of her blasters were trained on Sonny. He caught up with her a moment later.

      "Erica," Zeke said. "This is Sonny. He provided the code to unlock the security terminal and disabled the lockdown.”

      “And you trust him?” she asked.

      "I'll answer that if we get through the blockade," Zeke replied.

      Erica nodded and lowered one of the blasters. Colin sprinted into the hangar, sliding to a stop before Sonny, and swung his cannon around, ready to fight.

      "Not now," Erica said. "Get on the ship."

      The group rushed up the ramp. Erica and Zeke took their spots in the pilot seats while Colin hopped into the turret.

      Sonny stood in the space between and pulled something from one of his many pouches. "Broadcasting the code now."

      
        
        Quest Update: Escape Complete

        +500 XP

        57,500/58,000

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked: Recruitment

        Add a Unique NPC to your crew

        +1,500 XP

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        +2 Essence

        58,000/69,000

      

      

      
        
        Quest Update: Follow the Beacon

        Beacon Location Updated – All players now have access to the Blockade objective.

      

      

      Zeke flinched at the notification. They had cleared this portion of the quest. They had no idea how long it would take for more players to arrive, let alone how many. One thing was for certain, Rothford would be on his way. Their only option was to act fast or risk losing their lead with the Cipher Map. They all held their breath as they passed through the first line of the blockade. No one fired at them.

      Dozens of player-controlled ships dropped into the open space on the other side of the blockade. The new arrivals stopped, most likely to be questioned by the Aslanic and directed to land for inspection. The ships that ignored the request were quickly turned to scrap. It only took a few trying to make the run before ships started passing through the Drawbridge Docking Bay.

      "Looks like they're pretty high level. Won’t be long ‘til they are catching up to us," Zeke said.

      Erica turned to their new crewmember. "Sonny, I’m Erica. The lizard is Colin. We've got a Bot around here somewhere. Its name is Tin Can."

      "I think I found it." Sonny plucked a part of a robotic limb from the floor.

      Erica crossed her arms and shot him a glare. "That's our merchant and mechanic. Can you fix him?"

      Sonny began to gather the other scattered parts of the Bot. "Yeah, it looks worse than it is. The joints are still intact, the processor hasn’t been damaged, and the only real issue is going to be the facial display. Any chance you have some liquid polycarbonate?"

      "Not that I know of," Erica said. "And I stocked the ship."

      Sonny pulled a packet of precision tools from a pouch on his harness. “The facial display is going to be wrecked until I can patch it. So, where are we going now? Are we heading to Central Station?"

      Zeke brought up the location of the beacon on their star chart. "We’re heading here."

      Sonny studied the map. "You’re serious?"

      "Yes," Zeke replied. "Why?"

      Sonny fiddled with a piece of the fragmented Bot. "Are you sure you don’t want to go to Central? I know a couple of really great spots. Good food, good music, and they always have a card game or two going."

      Erica took a step closer to Sonny. "What’s wrong with it?"

      "It’s the worst mistake my people ever made," Sonny whispered.

      "What does that mean?" Colin asked.

      "During the war with the Drakes," Sonny continued in a low, hushed voice. "we were losing battle after battle. The High Inquisitor was given permission for forbidden studies. She harnessed the aether. We used it to craft our weapons and armor, and the tide was turned in our favor." Sonny lapsed into silence.

      "And then?" Colin prompted.

      "And then we found out where the aether was coming from." Sonny’s voice lost every ounce of emotion. "Ships disappear in wars, destroyed or captured by the enemy, but not this many. It was her. No, it was us. We were abducting people. Yours, mine, anyone who got close enough, and draining them of their connection to aether."

      "You can do that?" Zeke asked.

      "The High Inquisitor could," Sonny replied. "She was able to rip it from her victims and give it shape."

      "She was caught, right?" Erica asked. "How else would you know about it?"

      Sonny looked down to the floor. "Discovered. The Queen sent agents to get answers. The High Inquisitor sent one of them back. Sundered."

      "That was the name?" Colin asked.

      "That’s what she did to them," Sonny replied. "She tore the aether from them. It turns them into husks. They operate on instinct. Eat, sleep, and you know."

      "Yikes," Colin said.

      "So, the Grey found out you were able to manipulate aether," Zeke said, "and commissioned you all to make them some tech. How were you going to deliver if only this High Inquisitor is the only one who knows the process?"

      "We never planned to deliver," Sonny replied. "War isn't cheap."

      "What does that have to do with you not wanting to go there? The war is over," Erica pressed on.

      "The High Inquisitor is still there." Sonny clenched his hands tightly. "She doesn’t care about the war. I don't think she ever did, really. No one who goes near there comes back. They say that she has an army of Sundered at her command."

      "I’m missing something here," Erica said. "You said they operate on instinct. That doesn’t sound like they can pilot a ship or even work a blaster."

      "They are aether starved," Sonny dropped back into a whisper. "It changed them into something else. They will find you and rip out every ounce of aether you have. The High Inquisitor is still out there."

      "I don’t use aether," Colin said. "You don’t either—you’re a mechanic. Me, Erica, you, and Tin Can will handle things while Zee stays here and flies the ship."

      Sonny let out a hollow chuckle. "Aether isn’t just something you use. It is in you, around you. It’s in everything. Your Kesh friend here is just soaked in it."

      Zeke stared at the readout on the map. "This is going to suck. But we have to do it. That's where the beacon is leading us."

      "You guys can drop me off at the nearest moon or asteroid," Sonny said. "Someone will be along to pick me up eventually."

      Erica looked at her friends.

      "Can Tin Can fight?" Zeke asked.

      "I would have to get it upgraded," Erica answered. "And that requires a lot of parts we don't have. It would just be the four of us."

      "Four?" Sonny asked. "I’m not a fighter."

      "The three of us, then," Erica said.

      Sonny closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the seat.

      "Follow the beacon and see how the High Inquisitor is connected to the Cipher Map," Zeke said. "Sounds like a plan."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      "Coordinates are locked in," Zeke said. "Autopilot active. I need to level."

      Level twelve would give him another ability point. For now, all he had to distribute was the two Essence. Splitting it between Wisdom and Intelligence was working well enough.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 11] [59,000/69,000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 5] [Awareness 4] [Wisdom 12] [Intelligence 12]

        [Health: 150/150] [Stamina: 150/150]

        [Energy: 220/220] [Mana: 220/220]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Spike] [Slam] [Overcharge] [Advanced Tech Armor]

        [Hack – Passive]

      

      

      A massive ship styled in Aslanic fashion orbited a small moon. It was made to look like a classic castle, complete with spiraling towers and an inner keep protected by two layers of walls. That was where the similarities ended. The Aslanic ships in the blockade were fashioned to evoke stonework, but the vessel before them was made of gnarled lines and jagged edges that whispered of cursed ruins.

      "That’s the High Inquisitor’s ship," Sonny whispered.

      "That's where the beacon stops," Zeke said.

      "Something isn't right," Erica said.

      Sonny turned to her. "Finally, someone is making sense."

      Erica looked at him and shook her head.

      
        
        Quest Update: Bypass the Shield

        Sorry, we’re closed

        +1,500 XP

      

      

      "Of course," Colin grumbled. "It wouldn’t be a quest without some complications."

      Erica sent a pulse from their radar. The scan had marked the location of the ten satellites arranged in a wide loop amidst a sea of glowing dots.

      He toggled the view to a tactical display. Hundreds of smaller blips appeared to be orbiting the satellites.

      "Sonny," Erica said. "What do you know about this?"

      
        
        Quest Update: Bypass the Shield

        Shield Health: 20,000/20,000

        Control Satellites: 5/5

      

      

      "There’s a cluster of satellites powering a shield over the ship," Sonny replied. "It's set up to keep something locked in and out."

      "That doesn’t sound so bad," Erica said.

      "Here’s the thing," Sonny continued. "Those smaller blips are drone fighters protecting them. You have to blast those to get close to the satellites."

      "Finally," Colin said. "I get to use our turret."

      "Bag what’s left of Tin Can and buckle up," Erica said to Sonny. She strapped herself into her pilot’s chair. "We've got a head start—we can't waste it. If NPCs like Sonny know about the Inquisitor, maybe they can find her without our map."

      "Where do I go exactly?" Sonny asked.

      "Cargo bay," Zeke answered. "Sorry, buddy, it’s all we’ve got until we can get to the shipyard. We weren’t expecting another crewmember."

      "Colin is on the turret," Erica said. "Zee, you're flying. I'll manage our defensive systems and the precision laser."

      "I stopped listening after turret," Colin said.

      Erica rolled her eyes.

      "Can we get this over with?" Sonny called from the cargo area. "I really don’t want to be here."

      "Grown-ups are talking, sweetie," Erica said. "Do we have a strategy here?"

      Colin nodded. "Blast the little guys to get to the big ones."

      "That works." Zeke checked to make sure his straps were secure. "Are you ready back there?"

      "I guess," Sonny replied.

      Zeke focused on the console in front of him. They had been letting the autopilot do most of the work. Once manual control was activated, a yoke swung in from the side and clicked into place in front of him. The display shimmered, filtering out everything beyond the immediate area. He could still see the drones and satellites, but everything else was muted. Up until now, they hadn’t actually used the turrets either.

      He turned the ship toward the closest satellite.

      "I’m going to try to kite some away from the group." He pushed the ship into a dive directly toward the edge of the drone cloud. "We don't know the aggro range, so be careful which ones you shoot."

      The ship dove toward the edge of the drone cloud, spinning as it went. A cluster of little dots trailing behind let him know that some had taken the bait. He pulled up and away from the main group.

      Colin whooped as the turrets came to life. The cannons spat orbs of molten plasma that cut a swath through the drones. Each shot sounded like it was right beside him and had the same rhythm to it: crack-bwaoum, screech, click-click.

      The precision laser chimed in with a classic pew-pew. A steady stream of notifications rolled along his vision as they tore through the drones.

      
        
        Aslanic Drone Defeated

        +10 XP

        59,050/69,000

      

      

      The message repeated again and again, threatening to block his vision. He made an effort not to look at the text, causing it to fade into the background. Flying was more important. Anyway, he could check the readout once they weren't in the middle of a fight.

      "Get us close to a satellite," Erica called over the sound of the turrets. "That's what is powering the shield."

      "It's not my fault if we blow up," Zeke said.

      "What’s this about blowing up?" Sonny’s voice cracked.

      Colin poured out a constant blast focused on a single satellite. "Don’t worry about it. We haven’t lost a space battle yet."

      "How many space battles have you been in?" Sonny asked.

      "Counting this one?" Colin replied. "One."

      "Of course," Sonny muttered.

      He didn’t bother to count how many drones they had attracted. Erica mowed through a couple of rows only to have more fill in the gaps. The drones swirled around them. Their individual attacks didn’t do much damage, but the swarm piled on.

      
        
        Ellie

        Health: 750/1,000

      

      

      They still had a decent amount of health.

      "To our left," Colin said. "Keep zapping them. I've almost got a clear shot."

      "Got it," Erica said.

      The weapon system’s rhythm sped up, creating a noticeable hole in the drones. Colin focused on the open path, managing a decent barrage before it closed again. He watched as a bloom of light in his peripheral vision began to grow. An entire section of the drone cloud scattered in the explosion.

      "Did you see that?" Colin yelled. "The satellites must have a suicide switch or something. It took out a bunch of drones that were close to it."

      "Give me a moment." Zeke focused on the battle log. The flood of information had been too much of a distraction.

      
        
        Drone Destroyed 40x

        +400 XP

        +500 XP Satellite Destroyed

        59,950/69,000

      

      

      
        
        Shield Health: 15,000/20,000

        Control Satellites: 4/5

      

      

      "That hit us for 250 points," Zeke said. "We have four more satellites to go. If each one does the same damage, then we aren't getting through the shield."

      "There has to be a way to get through," Erica said. "The quest was for level ten and up. If only an upgraded ship could get through, then it would have higher requirements."

      "Any ideas?" Zeke asked.

      "Usually," Colin replied, "I would vote for more explosions. However, I don't want to be the one exploding."

      "Wow," Zeke said. "That's rather mature of you."

      "I need to check on things too," Colin said. "I can't blow things up and run the program."

      "That makes more sense," Erica said.

      They settled into silence as Colin opened his message interface. Zeke stared out at the remaining satellites. There had to be something he was missing. They didn't have missiles, and even if they did, the drones would block the shots. Upgrading the ship meant they would have to backtrack to a shipyard, which would take too much time.

      Something moved behind him. Zeke turned to see Sonny working on putting Tin Can back together.

      "Sonny," Zeke said.

      The Aslanic jumped at the sound. "What?"

      "You're in maintenance, right?" Zeke asked.

      "Yes," Sonny replied slowly. "Why?"

      "Would those satellites need upkeep?" Zeke asked.

      The color drained from Sonny’s face, and he nodded.

      "With the blockade being the closest Aslanic ships, that would mean they would be in charge of that?" Zeke continued.

      Sonny let out a little squeak as he nodded again.

      "Can your access codes get us close to them?" Zeke asked.

      Sonny froze. He broke eye contact, suddenly very interested in anything that wasn't this conversation.

      "Sonny," Zeke said, putting a bit of iron in his voice. "Answer me."

      "Yes," Sonny managed to say. "I can temporarily shut down a satellite for maintenance."

      "And you decided not to tell us because…?" Erica’s glare would have been enough to set the shivering Aslanic ablaze if she had a point of usable mana.

      "I don't want to go there," Sonny whined. "I thought you would try the shields, they would be too strong, and we'd go somewhere else. My code only shuts them down for a short time. It's not long enough to get in and out."

      "But it's enough time to get us in?" Zeke asked.

      Sonny nodded.

      "I'm going to pull us close to the next satellite," Zeke said. "Erica isn't going to touch the laser, and our turrets are going to take a nice little rest. This ship will be scrap unless you use your codes."

      Sonny jumped up off the floor and rushed over to where Erica and Zeke were stationed. His clawed hands moved in a blur as he put in his access codes.

      "There," Sonny said. "It's done."

      Zeke directed the ship through the shield. The swarms of drones drifted away to give them a clear path.

      "Was that so hard?" Zeke asked.

      
        
        Quest Complete: Bypass the Shield

        +1,500 XP

        61,450/69,000

      

      

      The ship coasted toward the landing bay.

      "Colin," Zeke said loudly. "Finish up. We're through."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The hangar section of the ship was modeled after a cathedral, complete with what looked like individual bricks making up the walls. Sonny stood behind the pilot seats, staring out at the station.

      Erica sighed. "You don’t have to come. Stay here, get Tin Can working, and patch the ship up. Make sure you get Tin Can working first. The Bot has detailed schematics, and it's connected to the systems. Have the engines primed."

      Sonny nodded or shivered. It was hard to tell.

      Colin climbed down from his perch and tapped his clawed toes as he waited. Erica got out of her chair and pulled Zeke up to join her. She gave him a wide smile.

      "Come on," Erica said. "Time to kick open the door on this ghost ship."

      "Are you doing okay?" Colin asked.

      Erica bounced from foot to foot. "I’m better. There is no way Rothford can ignore us now. Everyone knows about the contest, there are other people interested in it, and it's kind of cool to be the first group to do this quest, even if it is part of tracking down a killer."

      Zeke smiled as she bounced toward the ramp. He had to move around Sonny to get beside his friends. The smile on her face had disappeared, but she still radiated nervous energy.

      "What are we thinking?" Colin asked. "Do we have a plan?"

      "Sonny called them aether starved," Zeke replied. "We should keep our distance and stick to energy or physical attacks. I'll hang back. I'm probably a target due to my class, and I’m still fairly squishy. My swords can do physical damage, but they lack range."

      "Are you sure you don't want to stay with Sonny?" Erica asked.

      "I don't want to draw them to the ship," he replied. "I'm like a big juicy steak to them, and I'd be ringing the dinner bell on our only means of escape."

      "Good point," she said. "How are you on health kits?"

      Zeke tapped his belt. "I’ve got three. You?"

      "Same," she said. "Colin?"

      "Two," Colin replied. "Should we drag Sonny along? We could tape a flashlight to his head and have him run around."

      "I heard that," Sonny said.

      
        
        Docking Sequence Complete

      

      

      The ramp began to open. They drew their weapons and stepped out into the courtyard tiled with actual stone in a swirl pattern.

      Nothing moved. Each step sounded like an explosion.

      Colin took the lead, sweeping his cannon from right to left, searching for targets. He led them to a wide door.

      A notification appeared as the door opened.

      
        
        Quest Update: Confront the Aslanic High Inquisitor.

        This place is locked down for a reason. Find out why.

      

      

      A bright, immaculate passage stretched out before them. Hanging pieces of art flanked shining rows of armor. Zeke looked to Erica, who shrugged. The hall was empty aside from the armor.

      Colin stepped up to one and lifted the visor. "It's empty."

      "Where are the crew?" Erica’s voice dropped to a whisper.

      Zeke stepped forward with one of his blades out. A door to the left hissed open. He pressed himself against the opposite wall to give Erica a clear shot.

      A single robot stepped out into the passage, fashioned to look like a suit of armor. The others on display were made to fit an Aslanic warrior, but the newcomer was around the size of a human.

      "Greetings and salutations." The Bot spoke with a cheerful tint to its modulated voice. "It is my pleasure as steward to welcome you aboard the private ship of the High Inquisitor, Knowledge Abound. Please follow me for proper introductions. The High Inquisitor would like to greet you personally."

      Zeke looked back at his friends. They looked just as lost as he felt.

      "Come along," the steward said.

      Zeke lowered his blade and took a step closer. The steward turned around and began to walk back through the still-open door.

      "Should we follow?" Erica asked.

      Zeke took another step after the steward. "The escort might help us avoid getting attacked."

      "Sure." She sighed and holstered her blasters as she caught up to the steward. "Excuse me."

      "Yes, Miss?" The steward turned its head to her as it continued on.

      "Where are the aether starved?"

      "Oh, yes, them," the steward replied. "The experiments unfortunately were a failure. They had to be discarded."

      "They’re all dead?" Colin asked, not even trying to hide the disappointment in his voice.

      "Yes. Extracting aether from a living source leads to quite a lot of negative side effects. Once they consumed the aether in the area, they simply were unable to continue operating as required."

      "Aether is everywhere," Erica said. "I thought they'd still be around, tearing this place to pieces."

      "It did take some time to complete the repairs," the steward answered. "The High Inquisitor created a containment field of sorts that was able to prevent the experiments from doing too much damage."

      "That’s good," Colin said slowly. "You're sure all of the experiments are gone?"

      "Yes. Do try to keep up. It is tiring to repeat myself."

      "How long have you been out here?" Erica asked.

      "ERROR. DATA CORRUPTION." The steward stopped. "That was unpleasant."

      "Sorry about that," Zeke said.

      The steward continued on. It halted before a set of wooden double doors. Unlike the previous ship they had been on, these were made from actual wood. They swung inward automatically to reveal a chamber with an elevator resting in the center.

      The steward motioned for them to follow as it stood on the raised platform. Erica took a spot on one side, and Zeke took the other with Colin in the center. They kept the steward in front of them.

      Above them, the top of the elevator didn’t have a ceiling. For a brief moment, he wondered how it would know when to stop.

      Once the four of them were settled, a guard rail clicked into place along the platform’s edge. Zeke’s stomach lurched as the elevator dropped, turning the world around them into a blur. Why do all the elevators in this game do this? The ride ended all too quickly, sending them stumbling.

      The steward helped them to their feet. "Do be careful. The first time can be disorienting."

      "Thanks for the warning," Colin muttered.

      "Think nothing of it." The steward stepped off the platform. "Come along. We mustn’t keep the High Inquisitor waiting."

      Erica activated the Group Channel. "Is this an ambush?”

      "I hope," Colin said.

      "You know, sometimes problems are solved through talking," Zeke said.

      "Yeah, and there's an old saying," Colin said. "You know, something about talking and a stick or something like that."

      "Talk softly and carry a big stick," Zeke said.

      "No, that's not it," Colin countered. "I remember: Keep talking—I'm reloading."

      Zeke sighed.

      The doors opened into a wide passage. Patches of pristine metal dotted a warzone of destroyed suits of armor, tattered wall panels, and ragged holes. Wires that dangled into the walkway were bound together with string tied in immaculate knots.

      The steward led them along a clear path through the remains. "Apologies for the mess. Repairs have taken longer than expected. The maintenance crew was among those who had to be discarded."

      "Excuse me, steward," Zeke said.

      "Yes?"

      "How many of the crew are still alive?” he asked.

      "Of the original 5,017 crew, including constructed intelligences such as myself, there is a total of one."

      "What about the captain?" Erica asked.

      The steward stepped over a gnarled gash in the floor. "The High Inquisitor is just ahead."

      The panels had been put back into place with surprising force. Even with the odd angles, the metal still had a shine. Colin looked down at the floor and then up at Erica. She waved for him to follow. They hopped to the other side of the hole where the steward waited, proudly standing before a set of pock-marked blast doors at the end of the passage.

      "Beyond this door, the High Inquisitor awaits. Please conduct yourself in a manner that is respectful to such a prestigious position."

      The blast doors opened smoothly despite the explosion-marred outer layer. Beyond stretched an impressive command deck. Even a skeleton crew would require at least fifty people to work each station. Each row was arranged in a terrace leading higher to where the High Inquisitor sat on a throne above it all, or rather, the remains of the High Inquisitor.

      A husk of an Aslanic body slumped against the towering, cushioned chair. The armor it wore had wide swirls of gold over bold crimson. Highlights of blue lined the cuffs and collar. The lioness had probably been beautiful in life, but now only the barest lining of fur-covered flesh clung to the exposed skull. What had once been an aether-forged great sword rested at the feet of the High Inquisitor.

      The steward walked through the open blast doors, and Zeke followed, taking a few steps inside.

      The steward gave a low bow to the husk. "I present to you the High Inquisitor." The steward beamed.

      "That’s a corpse," Colin said.

      The steward flinched and snapped back to its full height. "You will mind your manners. Show some respect or be removed from the bridge."

      Erica curtsied and gave her friends a hard look, motioning them to follow suit. Zeke bowed while Colin copied her curtsy.

      "Our apologies," she said. "Steward, are you aware the High Inquisitor is deceased?"

      The steward looked from Erica to the throne. "You are mistaken. The High Inquisitor is very much alive."

      On that cue, the husk opened its sunken, glossed eyes.

      Her gaze locked onto Zeke.

      The ornate armor creaked as she leaned forward. She took a deep sniff while staring straight at him.

      The blast doors hissed shut behind Zeke, separating him from Colin and Erica.

      The High Inquisitor scooped up the sword at her feet and let out a roar that echoed around the empty bridge. She leaped toward Zeke.

      "She hasn’t been herself lately," the steward said. "A nice meal will help her feel much better."

      
        
        High Inquisitor (Aether Starved) – Level 15 (Elite)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke dove to the side. He tucked into a ball and rolled to his feet, thankful that he hadn’t skimped on Agility. The crazed High Inquisitor followed close behind. He activated his Advanced Tech Armor as she continued her pursuit.

      "A little help," Zeke called. Behind him, the shut blast doors glowed molten from cannon and blaster fire. Colin and Erica were trying to get inside.

      Zeke jumped and cast Slam, trying to put more space between himself and High Inquisitor. The upgraded spell should have sent him sailing up out of reach.

      
        
        Slam Failed!

        High Inquisitor Absorbs 25 Mana

        Mana: 195/220

      

      

      He stole a look over his shoulder at the High Inquisitor. Thin webs of aether danced along her suit of armor.

      A streak of pure, unadulterated fear raced up his spine.

      Her eyes flashed with hunger as she lifted her sword over her head and roared.

      
        
        High Inquisitor Uses Fearsome Roar

        Movement speed reduced 50% for 30 Seconds

      

      

      The air around his legs thickened. His mad dash turned into a shuffle. The High Inquisitor stalked forward. His heart raced.

      She had turned Slam into a snack; he had no clue what his Aether Spike would do. The only option was to stick with his energy attacks and hope his friends could keep her busy.

      He summoned an arc of energy, directing Overcharge, the upgraded Jolt, toward her. A large crackling bolt of electricity hit the High Inquisitor in her lower torso, tendrils of lightning spreading all around her.

      She stumbled back a step and hip-checked one of the terminals that lined the walkway. The web of energy jumped from her to the terminal, causing its lights to bloom.

      She started to right herself when sparks erupted from the machine as it exploded. The Inquisitor dropped down to one knee.

      
        
        Overcharge hits High Inquisitor for 30 Energy Damage

        Console Goes Critical!

        High Inquisitor hit for 50 Energy Damage (Environmental)

        High Inquisitor takes 80 Damage

      

      

      He drew his blades and sent a charge of energy into the one on his left. The other blade stayed a muted hue without the aether it usually channeled. Without the charge, it would drop the total damage, but he wasn't in any hurry to see what an aether-charged blade would do for her.

      Zeke dashed forward, hacking and slashing at the momentarily unstable High Inquisitor. The attack was by no means pretty. It didn't have to be—it just had to work.

      The effects of Fearsome Roar slowed the assault. His blades sang a mournful note as her great sword easily intercepted them.

      The High Inquisitor recovered faster than he expected. She shot back to her feet, hand wrapping around his neck. She lifted him up to dangle him face to face. The aether she had already absorbed sharpened her once-vacant eyes. She closed her eyes as she leaned closer and took a long, deep breath.

      
        
        Status Effect – Grappled – Movement Restricted

        High Inquisitor Drains 30 Mana

        Resist Failed!

        Mana: 165/220

      

      

      Her attack had completely bypassed his Advanced Tech Armor. Being grappled wasn't an attack—it was a status effect.

      Something shifted inside of him. It flowed out of his body, like smoke drifting from his bones and into her. His head swam as she took another lingering breath. He was starting to regret switching to the Pods. This wasn’t something that he had ever known he could feel. It was like a part of him was being stripped away.

      
        
        High Inquisitor Drains 30 Mana

        Resist Failed!

        Mana: 135/220

      

      

      She had taken thirty mana with each drain, plus the twenty-five it took to cast Slam. His world tilted sharply as she dropped him.

      Metal squealed, and something heavy thudded to the floor.

      The High Inquisitor turned toward the sounds. Angry flares of red and orange energy sparked off of her.

      Blaster fire.

      Erica and Colin had joined the fight.

      Leaning against a nearby terminal, he was able to regain his footing. The High Inquisitor needed to be in close to absorb the aether, he hoped. Unfortunately, she had to be within arm's reach to use his blades. Not that he’d had any success in his first attempt.

      So far, the only thing that had caused any damage was Overcharge, but the most had come from the environmental exploding terminal…

      A sharp smile crossed his face as he sheathed his blades. There were a lot of consoles at hand.

      The High Inquisitor stalked between rows of terminals toward Colin. At least the physical barrage from his cannon was doing some damage. Every now and then, Erica would pop up to take a few shots, then fade away before pulling aggro.

      He needed to make the High Inquisitor stop long enough to cause a terminal to explode.

      He summoned Overcharge, then cocked back his arm and hurled the ball at the back of the High Inquisitor.

      The orb of energy hit her in the back.

      He sent another ball of lightning into the terminal directly beside her.

      
        
        Overcharge hits High Inquisitor for 30 Damage

        Console Goes Critical!

        High Inquisitor hit for 50 Energy Damage (Environmental)

        High Inquisitor takes 80 Damage

        Energy: 160/220

      

      

      A crackling web of energy surrounded the High Inquisitor, sending her lurching to her side. Erica appeared, peppering the High Inquisitor with blaster fire. Not to be outdone, Colin poured on the cannon fire.

      The High Inquisitor sprang to her feet, shrugging off the attacks. She hefted her blade and spun in a tight circle. The blade ripped and tore through the consoles around her, forming a perfectly clear two-meter area. Zeke desperately scanned the area for another cluster he could use.

      "Zee," Erica yelled. "Heads up, she’s coming your way."

      The High Inquisitor bounded over the rows between them and stormed down the center of the aisle straight at him. He aimed Overcharge at the High Inquisitor, sending orb after orb until the room around him was encased in arcs of electricity.

      
        
        High Inquisitor hit for 30 Energy Damage x8

        High Inquisitor takes 240 Energy Damage

        Overcharge Failed

        Not Enough Energy

        Energy: 0/220

      

      

      The High Inquisitor still headed right for him, her body covered in a swirling web of artificial lightning. She plowed into him, knocking him into the air as she kept on going.

      He flew through the air. A nearby explosion gave his impromptu flight an extra boost. Riding the wave of force was nowhere as gentle as his version with Slam.

      The room filled with flashes of color and a cacophony of sound. The momentum sped him along until he came to a stop against a wall.

      
        
        High Inquisitor hits You for 200 Melee Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Resists 150 Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Fails

        Shadow Weave Armor Resists 50 Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor: 20/70

      

      

      
        
        You are now Prone!

        Melee Attacks Deal 2x Damage to you

        Your Ranged Attacks have -50% Accuracy

      

      

      Zeke climbed to his feet. His heartbeat thundered, drowning out all the sound around him. The High Inquisitor had landed a single attack and took out the majority of his armor. He was built to avoid being hit. There was no way he would be able to go toe to toe with her, even if he could utilize his aether abilities.

      The High Inquisitor would be on him soon to get more energy, and he had no idea where the closest console was located. One more hit and he would be down for the count.

      Colin and Erica were his only hope. For some reason, his heartbeat was still incredibly loud. His train of thought was cut short as a hand clamped down on his shoulder. A shot of panic spurred him into motion. They were footsteps, not his heartbeat.

      He kicked out hard at the wall in front of him, desperate to get out of range. He collided with the High Inquisitor behind him.

      
        
        High Inquisitor Attempts to Grapple

        Grapple Resisted

      

      

      From there, the only option would be to draw his blades. He spun, dropping low as he turned to face her. His blades hit just above her ankles. She stumbled back, colliding with a bank of consoles.

      
        
        High Inquisitor takes 100 Physical Damage

      

      

      He twirled the blades in his hands and hurled them at the Inquisitor. She dodged the attack easily. Unfortunately for her, the console behind her didn't. A wave of electricity engulfed her as the line of consoles exploded, one after the other. The energy slammed him back, sending his blades skittering across the floor.

      
        
        Console Goes Critical! x3

        High Inquisitor hit for 200 Energy Damage (Environmental)

        High Inquisitor hit for 200 Energy Damage (Environmental)

        High Inquisitor hit for 200 Energy Damage (Environmental)

        High Inquisitor takes 600 Damage

      

      

      Zeke dashed forward, scooping up his blades, and plunging them into the Inquisitor again and again.

      
        
        High Inquisitor hit for 100 Physical Damage x5

        High Inquisitor takes 500 Damage

      

      

      
        
        High Inquisitor has been Slain

        +3,000 XP

        64,400/69,000

      

      

      Something grabbed his shoulders. He dove forward, pulled himself into a roll, and came up with his blades ready.

      As his eyes came into focus, Erica and Colin stared at him. Colin sported some fresh gashes on his arm while Erica was missing the tip of one of her Vulpes ears.

      Colin laughed. "Easy there, Sparky."

      Zeke froze the health kit half an inch from his forearm. He let out a long, ragged breath. Outside of combat, his health would take care of itself.

      "Oh, man," he said. "That sucked."

      Erica pulled him into a hug. "It looked like it."

      "What took you both so long?" Zeke asked.

      Erica stepped back, still gripping his elbows. "There were the doors. But also, steward didn’t like that I was pointing a blaster at the Inquisitor. That Bot was tougher than it looked."

      "Did she drop a clue for what we do next?”

      "We were waiting for you to grab the loot," Colin replied.

      "Thanks for that. We should check out the throne. It has to have some sort of information."

      "Agreed," Erica said.

      "Now, the important question," Colin said. "Do you want to see what loot she dropped?"

      "Yes. Yes, I do," Zeke replied.

      The High Inquisitor looked so frail now. What lingering aether that had fueled her was gone. Now, she was just the broken shell of a once-mighty warrior. Still, they stood out of reach, looking down at her. After all, the High Inquisitor had appeared to be dead when they’d first come into the room.

      "I'm not going to check her," Zeke said. "She'll pop back to full health if she latches on to me."

      "Go for it, big guy," Erica said.

      "What?" Colin asked. "Why me?"

      "You're the meat shield," Erica replied. "Go on, shield us."

      Colin muttered as he stepped closer and poked the High Inquisitor with his cannon. She didn’t move. He took a small step closer. Still no movement.

      Colin leaned over and began to pat her down. Only the sword was salvageable.

      "Anything else?" Erica asked, still out of reach.

      "Not unless you want to open her up and take a look," Colin offered.

      Erica held up her hands, shook her head, and took a step back. "No thanks. I’m not dissecting anything."

      Colin dropped the sword into his inventory. "On to the robot, then."

      Erica looted the steward robot, which netted them an access card. She took the lead as they climbed toward the throne. It flickered to life as they came even with it. A hologram of the High Inquisitor stood before them.

      "My research has gone too far." Her voice was rich, almost comforting. "The crew has gone insane. I'm not immune to it. I have been losing time. Records show me on the bridge or in the lab, but I don’t recall the orders I gave. That is how it starts. Each time I wake up, there are more subjects in the holding cells. I’m changing. We all are. I can’t let this get out. They lied to me. They can’t be trusted."

      A message notification appeared on his HUD.

      "Follow these coordinates," the High Inquisitor pleaded. "Destroy the facility. Don’t let anyone else…"

      Her posture shifted. She hunched over slightly while bringing her head up higher, pointing her chin to the ceiling. The High Inquisitor swayed in place, adjusting her weight lower, like a predator ready to pounce. She stared directly at them.

      "The Queen would like an update. Poor little fool." Her warm voice had turned to sharp edges and bile. "End transmission."

      
        
        Bonus: First to Defeat Boss

        +5,000 XP

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked: Environmental Hazard

        +1,500 XP

        Cause Over 100 Environmental Damage in a Single Encounter

      

      

      
        
        Quest Completed: Follow the Beacon

        +2,000 XP

        Bonus: First to Complete

        +5,000 XP

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        2 Essence Available

        77,900/81,000

      

      

      
        
        Quest: Investigate the Facility

        The High Inquisitor has provided the location of the people who betrayed her

        Investigate the Facility

        Optional: Avenge the High Inquisitor

      

      

      "I would definitely say that is a clue," Zeke said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      They returned to find Sonny pacing the length of the ship while Tin Can was hunched over an open panel on the floor. Sonny waited until the ramp was closed to speak. "Was it bad?”

      Erica looked to Zeke. "It was… interesting."

      Zeke didn't add anything to the conversation. He scooted around Sonny and flopped down in his chair. "We’ve got the next location."

      "You guys are still you, right?" Sonny asked.

      "As far as I can tell," Erica replied. "It was weird and spooky, but not the horror show we were expecting."

      "What do you mean?” Sonny asked.

      Erica crossed the ship to stop to where Tin Can was working. "The only aether starved left was the Inquisitor. Turns out the process wasn’t what she wanted. Someone fed her the wrong information, and her experiments started to change her."

      "So, the ship is empty?" Sonny turned to look at the ramp, his whiskers twitching.

      "You can get off if you’d like," she said. "We are getting out of here now."

      "There is probably plenty of food and all that to keep you alive for a while," Colin called from his perch. "We didn’t tour the entire ship, but it looked clean enough."

      Sonny stared back at the Aslanic vessel. "No. Could we scavenge it?"

      "We’re on a bit of a time crunch." Erica tapped Tin Can on the back. "Good to see you buddy."

      Tin Can stood up to look at her. The pixels on its facial display sputtered.

      "Poor little robot," Erica pouted. "We’ll get you repaired as soon as we can, maybe even toss in a voice box to give you some personality."

      "The ship is getting crowded," Zeke muttered.

      Erica scooted by Tin Can so she could get to her seat.

      "We’re coming up on the blockade," Zeke said. "Sonny, can you resend the code? I'm too tired to escape from prison again."

      "That’s not an issue," Colin said. "They've got their hands full."

      The stretch of Aslanic ships were under heavy fire. Hundreds of small fighters, a little bigger than the drones they had just encountered, buzzed around the castle ships. Every so often a barrage would punch a hole in one of the castle ships, creating an entry point for the smaller fighters.

      Other player vessels tried to take advantage of the chaos to slip through the blockade or join the attack on the Aslanic ships. It didn’t work out well for them. The one-sided battle was dominated by a shard-like space station that loomed nearby, pouring on a steady stream of cannon fire.

      "I've been on that station before," Zeke said. "That's Rothford."

      "Where did he get all those pilots?” she asked.

      They drifted closer to the scene of the battle.

      "They’re robots," Sonny said.

      Sonny stood between them, tapping a few keys on the console. A hologram focused on one of the fighters appeared in the space in front of them. "Look. The heat signatures are way too low for actual pilots. Life support and an interface generate a lot of heat. It doesn't have a cockpit either."

      Erica nodded as she studied the hologram. "I guess we can keep him."

      "Yeah." Sonny flinched. "Wait, what?"

      Zeke banked the ship away from the battle ahead of them, routing them around a few already-wrecked castles. Theirs was the only ship heading out of the blockade. He hoped that the confusion of the battle would cover their escape.

      "We’re being hailed," Erica said. "It’s Rothford."

      "Why the hell not?" Zeke said. "Accept."

      "Audio only, how quaint," the modulated voice said. "You deleted your character to throw me off the trail. Not bad. It is a shame you have decided to stand in my way."

      "You are going to get yours," Erica growled.

      "Who is that?" Rothford asked. "Is there a new player in the game?"

      "You hurt my mother," she hissed.

      "Oh." The modulated voice held a tone of humor. "That was your mother? Dreadfully sorry, little girl. But accidents do happen. Robots are so easily controlled. Perhaps your mother had enemies, or our mutual friend Zeke does. Perhaps—and this is a shot in the dark, of course—perhaps they thought it was him."

      "Is that supposed to make it better?" Erica snapped.

      "Oh, no, not at all. In fact you may still be in danger. I doubt the culprit will miss next time," Rothford replied.

      "I’m going to find you," Erica said.

      "Find me?" Rothford laughed. "I am right here. I will gladly send you the docking codes, and we can get this over with now."

      "You know," Zeke said. "I'm disappointed. You started off intimidating, but the further we go into the quest, the worse you look. You had the Cipher for years and nothing happened. We've had it for less than a week, and we're already through the first encounter."

      "I did not have the Cipher," Rothford snapped. "That small-minded idiot Vikira did. She was the one who picked it up. It was up to her to activate it or trade it to someone in her party. Can you even begin to comprehend how infuriating it was? She stood between me and my dreams. I have been stuck scrubbing code for years because of her moral quandary."

      "Your dream?" Zeke asked. "Some stocks in a company is your dream?"

      "I am surrounded by inferiors," Rothford said in a long-suffering tone. "The reward is not simply stocks. I will become part of the game itself. Rothford will become the greatest character in Aether Frontier lore. I will change the very course of game history. I will be immortal."

      "And that's why you killed Vikira?" Zeke pressed.

      "I did not kill her." Rothford laughed. "She had an accident with a freight robot. It is a shame, really, but we are going over the code line by line to make sure it does not happen again. From what I have heard, there have been a couple other people who got hurt, like your friend’s mother. Such fragile technology—who knows what other machines might fail? I mean the hospital budget is not what it used to be—"

      Zeke hit a button, ending the transmission. Erica looked at him.

      "It was a boring conversation anyway," he said. They had done what they’d needed to do. They knew Rothford was online, and he wouldn’t likely be logging off again any time soon.

      "Get us out of here," she said softly. The excitement of the quest had drained from her voice.

      "Activating FTL. Brace yourselves," Zeke said.

      The sudden jump to light speed slammed them back into their seats. Sonny screamed as he tumbled along the length of the ship. Only Tin Can seemed untouched, and that was only because the Bot was snug in a maintenance compartment. The stars stretched outside their display before melding into a tube around them.

      "Did you hear that?" Colin asked.

      "The ship sounds fine," Zeke replied.

      "No." Colin scoffed. "What the guy said. He's been stuck scrubbing code. System Repair and Upkeep handle that kind of stuff. I can narrow the search."

      "Colin," Erica said. "You are a beautiful lizard."

      Colin preened. "Yes. Yes, I am."

      "I need to level." He put essence into Endurance. Mana and energy were serving him well, but he never wanted to let his health get into single digits again. Increasing Endurance added twenty points to his health and stamina. Upgrading Slam to Burst made the most sense for his Ability Point.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 12] [77,900/81,000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 5] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 7] [Awareness 4] [Wisdom 12] [Intelligence 12]

        [Health: 170/170] [Stamina: 170/170]

        [Energy: 220/220] [Mana: 220/220]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Spike] [Burst] [Overcharge] [Advanced Tech Armor]

        [Hack – Passive]

      

      

      
        
        Burst

      

        

      
        Unleashes a wide charge of aether able to move small to medium targets. Does 40 Aether Damage.

      

        

      
        Consumes 20 Mana

        Cast Time: Instant

      

      

      "I'm going to update my skimmer," Colin said.

      "You do that," Erica said. "I'm going punch in the location of the next stop."

      "Sounds good." Colin pulled up his messaging window.

      "I guess I am going to watch my health slowly tick back up," Zeke added.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Colin glared at his message interface. Little puffs of smoke drifted from his nostrils with each breath.

      "You okay up there?" Zeke asked.

      "I've focused the search, but it's still slow," Colin replied. "I had to increase the number of random subroutines to keep it hidden. It's like taking one step forward and one to the side."

      "We need to keep moving," Erica said. "The further we go along the quest, the more it will push Rothford into staying online, contacting us, and maybe slipping up."

      "What do we know?" Zeke asked.

      "The Nav Unit made sure I knew we're heading to a hostile area," Erica said. "I had to look it up. ‘Hostile’ means that everyone will attack us if they’ve got the chance. We won’t be able to access any merchants either."

      "Sounds fun." Zeke took a deep breath. "We’re still protected from other player ships, but NPC vessels can still take shots at us."

      "And we can shoot back." A huge grin crossed Colin’s face as he lovingly patted the cannon controls in front of him.

      The reality of the situation started to sink in. They hadn’t hit level fifteen yet. When they did, they would be going up against a level seventy player, or higher, with a literal robotic army. The ship was safe for now from other players, but they had a lot of ground to cover before they could do any real damage in PvP. Rothford had been able to tear through an Aslanic barricade. There was no way they could take on a space station.

      Still, they had to keep completing the quest to keep Rothford interested. Time was running out. If their parents noticed what they were up to, it would be game over. They needed to keep the maniac online as long as possible, which would help Colin further narrow the search.

      Hitting level 15, though, would be a death sentence as soon as Rothford caught up with them.

      "We’re going to need a bigger boat," he mumbled to himself.

      There was a chance. All they had to do was complete a quest that no one had before done while avoiding a Robot Warlord. It was that simple. The other option was to level up fifty or sixty times and punch Rothford in the face.

      "Dropping out of FTL," Erica said. "Get those cannons primed."

      "Gladly," Colin said in a cheery voice.

      
        
        Quest Update: Infiltrate the Lab

        Knocking politely won’t work. Is there a key under the mat?

      

      

      The flowing tube of FTL shifted to star scape. Zeke opened his mouth to speak, but the words didn’t come. He had expected another ship, or even a facility on a planet. Before them stretched the remains of a planet that was slowly pulling itself apart.

      Huge chunks of spacecraft-sized earth and rock had become islands. Every piece was held together by thick strands of yellow energy that came from a sphere set where the planet’s core should have been. Dozens of tiny dots that had to be smaller vessels moved from island to island, swarming around masses of the planet that had drifted off, breaking them down to little more than dust. The quest icon hovered over the sphere.

      "Do you think we could get away with just blasting the swirling ball of death?" Colin asked.

      "That would probably bring down all of the heat on us," Zeke replied. "We should get closer for a better look."

      "Come on, we could pull one of those worker ships, kite it out of the others’ aggro range, and blow it up. Rinse. Repeat. Victory," Colin offered. "It’s a classic."

      "You just want to get into more space battles," he said with a smile.

      "Regardless, it’s still a good strategy." Colin avoided looking at his two friends in the pilot chairs. "I mean, we’re probably going to have to fight them anyway. Why not thin out a few?"

      Further conversation was interrupted as player ships started dropping out of FTL around them. There were ten in total. Even the smallest of the new crafts was easily double their size. The brief moment of adjustment disappeared as the players began to attack each other as well as the nearby NPC ships.

      "These have to be instances," Erica said suddenly. "I mean the actual quests. That’s why we are only seeing a few players following. These areas aren’t part of the normal game, so there’s no way to get to them without the quest. Only a few people who have managed to complete the quest just after us have a chance of catching up. Anyone already on the quest from following the beacon broadcasts must not need the Nav Unit. So long as they pass the blockade, beat the High Inquisitor or whatever, they can find the next location. We are a step ahead, but barely. Maybe the Cipher Map gives us more detailed information. It’s impossible to tell, but we need to move. We need to get closer and inside that core, I bet." She paused for a moment to study the fractured planet. "We use our size to our advantage and fly through the islands."

      "I will take care of any of those worker ships that get too close," Colin added.

      "You two agreeing makes me nervous," Zeke said.

      "Proximity to brilliance can have that effect," Erica said with a shrug and a smirk.

      Zeke angled Ellie through a set of thick cords of energy. They drifted closer with the absolute minimum of engine power. Short bursts from the engines directed their course through the webs holding the planet together. A cluster of NPC ships patrolled closer to the core. They weren’t going to get by without a fight.

      "Are you ready?" Zeke asked.

      "Yes, we're ready," she replied. "I was waiting on you."

      Zeke smiled at her, and she rolled her eyes. He looked to Colin to find him studying their restored Bot.

      "We should get Tin Can a personality installed," Colin said. "I don’t want the cat to get lonely."

      "I can hear you," Sonny said.

      "He does sound sad," Zeke agreed. "We can talk more about it later. Get that cannon primed."

      "Who do you think you’re talking to?" Colin scoffed.

      Zeke pushed Ellie into a steep dive. The cannons drowned out the sound of the engines as Colin opened up onto an array of unsuspecting targets. The brunt of the assault drew a jagged line along the length of the largest, humpback-shaped ship. Each impact sent up thick columns of dark gray smoke mingled with debris. The smaller vessels split off to follow them as Zeke pushed their ship onward.

      Ellie spun in a tight loop back onto the pursuers. A quick burst of turret fire took two of them down. Zeke slammed into the restraints as he rolled the ship under the pair of explosions. A moment later, he was pressed into the seat when he pulled up on the controls to aim their heading back on the original course. A trail of enemy fire followed in their wake.

      "Show off," Erica said.

      Zeke smiled. "Hardly. You'll know when I'm showing off. How do we look?"

      "Rear shields are holding for now. We’re at sixty percent and dropping. Get us moving. These guys hit hard."

      "Hold on to your butts," Zeke said.

      Ellie spun a 180 as Colin and Erica returned fire. The bolts from the precision laser trailed behind the heavier turret fire.

      "We aren’t doing enough damage," Erica said through gritted teeth. "I’ll put stronger turrets and some missiles on the list of urgent upgrades."

      "Almost clear," Zeke said.

      Famous last words.

      Their ship zigzagged through a cluster of approaching ships. More than half of the display before him flashed red as an incoming shot scored a direct hit. Ellie pitched end over end. A wave of force crammed his body back into the seat. He wheezed as every last bit of air was shoved out. The pilot stick bucked out of his hands. He just hoped the other players were having a rough time as well—their lead was shortening by the second.

      Everything hurt. Even his eyelids ached. They couldn’t close for all his trying. Colors around him began to go gray. He gathered his strength and sucked in a painfully small breath. One hand pawed at the air before it latched on to the pilot stick. He locked his arm straight, and Ellie began to level out.

      "That sucked," Zeke croaked. He closed his eyes and focused on breathing. The seventy percent setting sucked in times like these.

      "I would love it if we could not do that ever again," Erica wheezed.

      "I second that," Colin said.

      Color was returning to the world. In the early days of space travel, they had put potential crews through rigorous trials. It turned out that being exposed to high levels of G-Force caused issues with circulation.

      Somehow, they had managed to emulate the experience in the game. The returning colors were too bright. He forced himself to concentrate on the display. The larger ships were gone. They were surrounded by a second wall of thick cords of yellow energy. The bigger ships didn’t attempt to follow.

      "I think we’re through," Zeke said. "How are we looking?"

      "Front shields are down to three percent," Erica read. "The back shields are holding steady at six. Another hit and they're gone."

      "The turret is fried," Colin said. "The precision laser is barely hanging on."

      "Tin Can, it’s time to get to work," Zeke ordered. "Prioritize shield repair. Sonny, splash some water on your face and help."

      "Yes, sir." Sonny’s voice wobbled.

      Ellie lurched forward.

      "What was that?" Colin yelled.

      "I was going to ask you," Zeke replied.

      "One of those big ships just exploded," Erica said. "It looks like we hit something important." She paused. "Something isn’t right."

      "What do you mean?" Colin asked. "I can’t see anything."

      "The other player ships are dropping like flies." Erica tapped the console in front of her and pulled up the sensors.

      Ellie turned in a wide, slow arc to capture a panoramic view. An all-too-familiar dagger-shaped space station drifted in the distance, spewing a steady swarm of fighters. Rothford had arrived, and he was making sure they knew it.

      Rothford methodically dismantled the player ships before turning his attention to the NPCs. Only a handful of the ships were able to mount a defense. Even then, the swarm of fighters didn’t let up.

      "Those ships can’t touch him," Colin said.

      "He’s keeping them from getting close," Erica said.

      "Why would he do that?" Colin asked.

      "If they can't progress in the quest, then he only has to deal with us. It's not cheap to completely rebuild a ship. Don't forget, this is hostile territory. They have to start at the closest friendly planet. They would need to respawn, find a hangar, order a new ship, and then come all the way back here," Erica replied.

      Zeke turned Ellie back toward the quest marker. The beams of energy grew larger as they approached, but they were also farther apart. As they got closer to the core, they could see chunks of stone and soil swirling in the crackling beams of energy. Each strand could easily cover Ellie. The energy web emitted from the core was holding the pieces of the shattered world together.

      "I’m getting a bad feeling about this," Zeke whispered.

      "Really?" Erica asked. "Why?"

      Zeke sighed.

      They drifted alone toward the core. Rothford seemed content to set his space station to orbit the planet as he continued the systematic slaughter of the bigger vessels. Ships that dropped out of FTL were quickly swarmed and destroyed. Every now and then, a bit of flaming wreckage would get tangled in the energy strands and come to an abrupt halt.

      Their progress was slow going. Erica was sending scans as quickly as she could. Zeke wasn’t sure what would happen if their ship collided with the energy strands, but he was perfectly happy to leave it to his imagination.

      After what seemed like forever, they finally made it through the energy web. The quest marker disappeared as they got closer to the core.

      
        
        Quest Update: Gain Entry to the Laboratory

        Maybe you should have called ahead?

      

      

      Colin leaned back in his chair. "Of course, we have to go down there," he grumbled.

      "I see something," Erica said. "It’s a hatch."

      "Setting up the airlock now," Zeke said.

      Landing was surprisingly difficult. The process had been automated to prevent players from constantly blowing up their ships. Usually, it only took a couple of swipes on the console to get the process moving. The ship would scan for an open area and then proceed to send a request. Once it was accepted, the ship would line up and settle into place.

      
        
        Docking Request Denied

      

      

      Zeke clicked his tongue. It wasn’t an error message, which meant he had put the request in correctly. He set the ship to maintain its position over the hatch. "Do you see anything out there?"

      "You mean, aside from the totally not creepy laboratory?" Colin said.

      "The sensors doesn’t show anything," Erica added.

      Zeke gave them a weak smile. "The docking request was denied."

      "How do we get to the hatch?" Colin asked.

      They settled into silence for a moment. The only sounds came from Sonny and Tin Can working on the ship.

      "We’re going to have to jump for it," Zeke said solemnly.

      "Jump from the ship, into space, and to the hatch?" Erica asked.

      "I’m game," Colin said.

      "You want us to jump into space," she continued. "You are aware that it doesn’t have air or gravity?"

      "It would be weird if it did," Zeke replied. "It would totally break immersion."

      Erica sighed.

      "We’re doing this, right?" Colin asked.

      "I guess," Erica said. "I don’t have any other ideas."

      "The change in pressure should give us a boost to the hatch," Colin said.

      "Works for me." Zeke got up and made his way toward the airlock.

      "Tin Can," Colin called.

      The Bot poked its head out from an open grate in the ceiling. A pixel question mark scrolled across its face.

      "Keep working on the shields. I can’t blast anything until we can take a hit," Colin ordered. "Sonny, call us if it looks like the ship is in trouble."

      Tin Can’s question mark was replaced by a checkmark.

      "Got it," Sonny called from what sounded like under the floor.

      Erica stepped around Colin as she hurried over to start working on the cockpit console. Once she finished, a red strobe light pulsed.

      "Wasn’t me," Sonny yelled from inside the floor.

      "We’re stepping out," Erica said. "Don’t wait up. There’s dinner in the fridge, and Tin Can needs to be in the charging station by nine."

      "I’ll keep that in mind," Sonny said.

      Erica held out a hand to Zeke. "Shall we?"

      He took it, somehow managing to make his Kesh avatar blush. "You always take me to the fanciest places."

      "Can we go back to when you two were oblivious?" Colin asked.

      The first door to the airlock opened. They stepped inside and watched it close.

      "Have you done anything like this before?” she asked.

      "Kind of," he replied. "I had to jump across a breeched hall in the tutorial. Have either of you?"

      Erica took a deep breath, let it out, and took another. "No. I’m not looking forward to this."

      "We don't have any space suits?" Colin asked.

      “I didn’t buy any.” Erica shook her head. "It was a default option you can opt out of, which gave me some extra credits for upgrades. I didn't think we would need them."

      "It’s going to be cold," Zeke offered.

      The chamber lights switched off. The outer airlock opened, sending them rocketing out toward into space. Distant cannon fire and the strands of energy lit the area around them.

      
        
        You Take 20 Cold Damage (Environmental)

        Health: 150/170

      

      

      Zeke’s health ticked down. The cold started at the tip of his nose and fingers, then it reached his eyes. He tried to blink. The moisture turned to frost sealing, his left eye shut.

      He reached the hatch first. A bright red lever rested in its center. His friends caught up to him, pressing him flat against the hatch. Colin grabbed the lever and easily lifted it into place.

      A burst of wonderfully warm air rushed over him as the hatch opened.

      The pressing, cold death of space had stopped. He was starting to get warm again. A steady pressure that built into a deep ache engulfed every inch of his body as feeling came back. He didn’t know how long it took to warm up enough to stop hurting, but the frost covering his eyes gave him a parting migraine.

      There was no way he would ever do something like that again. It had been uncomfortable before he had gone into the pod, but now it was punishing. The logical part of his brain told him it made sense. Without some sort of deterrent, players could use spacewalking as an exploit.

      For once he was thankful for being covered in fur. He pulled himself out from under his friends and got to his feet.

      "Are you okay?” he asked.

      "Let's never do that again," Colin said through gritted teeth.

      “Next time we’re at a hangar,” Zeke said, “we should buy some space suits.”

      “Agreed,” Erica said.

      
        
        Quest Update: Search the Laboratory for Answers

        Optional: Destroy the Lab

      

      

      "Give me a couple minutes," Colin said. "We know Rothford is on. I can get my skimmer going while we wait to regen health."

      Zeke looked at his health bar.

      
        
        Health: 10/170

      

      

      He had a total of two med-kits on his belt. As tempting as it was to use them, they had no idea what was coming next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      "All right," Colin said. "I've got it updated and active. Are we ready?"

      "Good to go," Zeke replied.

      "I’m just waiting on you guys," Erica said.

      Now that they weren't huddled together for warmth, or slowly regaining health, they were able to take a good look around them. The room on the other side of the hatch was devoid of furnishings. Swirls of dust on the walls caused by the shift in pressure told them the area hadn’t been used in quite a while. The only thing that broke the monotony of the room was a door with a crank at its center.

      Colin pushed himself to his feet and took the lead. He grabbed the crank and spun it to open the door. They scanned the room. Crisp black furniture held its shine under a layer of dust. A single terminal at the far end of the room flickered to life. The screen flickered, and a wash of static formed into the outline of a human head. The details were obscured by swaths of dead patches on the screen.

      "What are you doing here?” a nasally voice demanded.

      "Who are you?" Erica countered.

      "This is my research station," the voice said. "Who are you?"

      "We were sent here by the Aslanic High Inquisitor," he replied.

      "Oh, right. All that mess," the voice muttered.

      "She was infected by some sort of aether sickness," Zeke pushed on. "She could drain it from people around her."

      "I tried to tell them." The nasally voice somehow went up in pitch. "Do they listen? Of course not, why would they? I’m just a scientist who specialized in aether manipulation. What would I know?"

      "Could you tell us what you told them?" Erica asked.

      "I’ll tell you what I can." The person on the screen scooted away. "You’ll need to come to me. It’s the only safe place."

      "How do we get to you?” she asked.

      "Sending a map now," the voice said. "Be quick. They’re hungry."

      "What? Who?" Zeke walked over to the terminal.

      The screen was blank.

      "Of course, ‘they’ are hungry." Colin let out a long sigh. "Why can’t ‘they’ be excited for visitors? We were expecting you! We have cookies."

      "Are you saying you don’t want to blow stuff up?" Erica asked.

      "I almost froze to death," Colin replied.

      "That didn't answer the question," Erica said.

      "Yes, I want to blow stuff up," Colin said. "I always want to blow stuff up."

      A beacon appeared on the compass along the edge of their vision, below them. Its side had an arrow pointing down with a number four next to it. Colin stepped up to the door leading deeper into the lab. He readied his cannon.

      "Do we have a plan?" Colin asked.

      "Get to the waypoint," Zeke replied. "That’s all I got."

      "The High Inquisitor was aether starved," Erica said. "We should stick to energy and tech weapons just in case."

      Zeke stole a quick look at the terminal. The screen was blank, and the speakers were silent. "The High Inquisitor wanted us to destroy this place. It’s an option for the quest too."

      "She was also corrupted by aether starvation," Erica said. "It sounded like she got it from here. We’re blowing this place up."

      "I almost froze to death," Colin said. "We’re blowing this place up."

      Zeke drew his swords. "I’m with you. We’re blowing this place up. Open the door. Erica takes the lead. We’ll stay stealthy for as long as possible."

      "I was going to toss a grenade and close it back up," Colin said.

      Zeke chuckled. "We can put that down as Plan C."

      "What’s Plan B?" Colin asked.

      "I told you Plan B," he replied. "Stay stealthy as long as we can."

      "I thought that was Plan A?" Colin asked.

      "I had to scrap Plan A," he replied.

      "What? Why?" Colin turned away from the door to face his friend.

      "It’s a bit complicated. Basically, we don’t have access to a trench coat, and I don’t think I can hold you on my shoulders." He tried his best to sound forlorn.

      Erica giggled while Colin groaned and turned back to face the door.

      "You’re a dork," Erica said.

      Zeke gave her a wide smile. "And you love it."

      "Ready?" Colin asked.

      Erica activated her stealth and faded away.

      "We’re ready," Zeke replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      They stepped into a blocky corridor strewn with scraps of paper, pieces of torn clothes, and a liberal sprinkling of spent blaster bolts. Zeke closed the hatch behind them. They were able to track Erica as she moved to one side of the hall, keeping close to the wall. Her footsteps left fresh tracks in the dusty floor. Every door along the hall was marred with thick welded seams. Nothing moved.

      The hall ended at a set of stairs going down.

      The forgotten passage was replaced by a warzone. Burn marks from blasters, craters from explosions, and broken chunks of weaponry clogged the space. Piles of refuse turned the hallway into a meandering squeeze.

      Zeke froze. The hairs along the back of his neck stood on end. His ears twitched at a faint sound that tickled the primal part of his brain. It sounded like steady sleet against a window, only sharper, crisper. The sound bounced around the empty passage.

      There weren’t many things that he was actually afraid of. Sharing what was basically a studio apartment with two other people made him perfectly comfortable in tight places. He was fine with clowns—Colin hated them. Erica didn’t like the Easter Bunny and refused to say why.

      Please don't be spiders, his mind screamed.

      Now those were something that he could do without. Bugs were bad, but spiders were the worst of the bad. He had an agreement with them; he ignored them if they respected his place. Logically, he knew that they weren't interested him, and he was fine with leaving them alone. Zeke hadn’t broadcasted it, but he had factored fighting giant arachnids into the choice of games he wanted to play. As far as he knew, Aether Frontier was one of the few that didn’t have them. The echoing clicking and clacking was strong evidence that his research had been lacking.

      His attention bounced around the passage looking for webs. It was clear, but that didn’t push down the panic. The sound was getting louder.

      "Zee," Erica said. "Are you okay?"

      "Sounds like spiders," he replied. "Really big ones."

      "Oh." She took a moment to study the passage. "There aren’t any webs."

      "Yeah." He took a deep, calming breath. "It must be nerves."

      A vent ahead of them slammed open as a form dropped to the floor.

      Zeke froze.

      It wasn’t a spider. The thing slowly stood on two legs; its shoulders hunched forward. It was human or had been at one time. The thing wore tattered baggy coveralls. Its withered, gray skin clung to its skeletal form. The only color came from the faint blue lines around the blank eyes.

      Fighting the aether-starved High Inquisitor had taught him an important lesson. Energy attacks were the way to go with this sort of mob.

      Zeke sprang forward. One of his blades sparked to life as Overcharge raced along the conduit core. The Conduit Sword sliced through the air in an arc.

      The crackling blade sank into its shoulder. Energy spread down the withered form into its hands.

      Even with the blade firmly in its shoulder, the thing moved too fast. Its cold grip locked on to his wrist. A second skeletal hand took hold of the blade and wrenched the sword from its shoulder.

      The remaining energy raced down into the enemy. With a growl, it slammed the flat of its charged palm into his chest, sending him tumbling backward.

      
        
        Withered hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Withered takes 70 Damage

      

      

      
        
        Withered hits you for 40 Physical Damage

        Additional 20 Energy Damage (Reflected)

        Shadow Weave Armor Resists 60 Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor: 10/70

      

      

      Zeke slid to a stop against the wall. He was certainly getting his money's worth from the armor. It had already needed repairs after the battle with the High Inquisitor, and now the armor smith was sure to get a nice payday.

      Erica started blasting the Withered before it could get any closer. It stumbled back as the barrage slammed into it. "Venting heat," she yelled.

      "I don’t know what that means," Zeke replied.

      "Out of the way," she snapped.

      Zeke shimmied along the wall farther way from the Withered. A cone of superheated air enveloped it. It dropped, sprawling onto one of the many piles of refuse.

      "Nice move," Colin said from behind her.

      "Skill progression," she replied.

      "Why is it Venting Heat?" Zeke asked.

      "High-quality blasters build heat with every shot," Erica explained. "Normally that means I have to swap in a fresh thermal sink before it hits critical. Now I can direct the built-up heat into a cone attack—knocks them back and does energy damage. Didn’t your Hunter use a rifle?"

      "It was physical, not energy," Zeke replied.

      "This is a very interesting conversation we could have back on the ship," Colin said. "Can we get going?"

      "Did you get any XP?" Erica asked. "I’m not getting anything."

      The Withered rose to its feet. Its form was covered in swirls of energy that mingled with rising waves of heat.

      "My turn." Colin leveled his cannon at the Withered. He let loose with a short, rhythmic blast. Each hit knocked the Withered a few steps back.

      Finally, a notification popped up on the edge of his vision.

      
        
        +800 XP

        78,700/81,000

      

      

      "That thing did not want to die," Erica said.

      "I didn’t have a problem with it," Colin said.

      Erica rolled her eyes.

      "Come on," Zeke said. "Let’s not wait for another ambush."

      "I’ll lead the way." Colin swaggered to the front.

      "Swapping my blasters to physical," Erica said. "Energy attacks seem to be partially reflected."

      "Good idea." Zeke let the Overcharge fade from his blade.

      They gave the open vent a wide berth, just in case, as they continued down the passage. Zeke settled on walking over the piles of junk. Moist bits of ick squirmed along his feet as he continued on. The trash had mostly appeared to be solid. He took the new discovery as another sign not to stay here a moment longer than they needed to.

      A couple of the piles shifted as they moved closer. Withered erupted from the trash all along the hall.

      "See this," Erica said. "This is what I was trying to avoid."

      Colin opened fire on the Withered in front of him while Erica took aim at those closest to her.

      Zeke adjusted the grip on his blade. Energy attacks had just made the things mad. The only options he had were hacking at them with his blade or trying aether-based attacks.

      Movement to his side caught his attention. He spun to face another group of Withered closing in on him.

      Gathering a ball of concentrated aether in his hand, he cast Burst. The blast of solidified aether tore through the first three of the skeletal forms. His combat log filled with text.

      
        
        Critical Weakness! (2x Damage)

        Withered hit for 60 Aether Damage

        Additional 120 Aether Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Withered hit for 60 Aether Damage

        Additional 120 Aether Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Withered hit for 60 Aether Damage

        Additional 120 Aether Damage (Critical Weakness)

        Withered takes 180 Damage

        Withered takes 180 Damage

        Withered takes 180 Damage

      

      

      
        
        +2,400 XP

        Level Up!

        2 Essence Available

        81,100/95,000

      

      

      Another seven Withered stood in the clogged hallway, staring at him. This was the first time he had successfully used his aether abilities against an organic target. The High Inquisitor had absorbed it, and after that, they had mostly been in ship-to-ship combat. Unlike Displace or Slam, Burst had a wider spread and did forty aether damage, the same amount his blades got when he charged them.

      "This. This, I can work with." He slid his swords back into place. A wide smile played across his face as he summoned Aether Spike.

      The closest Withered flinched.

      A cast of Burst to the ground beside him sent Zeke racing toward the wall. He turned with the motion. The soles of his feet touched the wall just long enough for him to springboard into the group of Withered.

      He jabbed his right hand out as fast as he could. The Aether Spike split into three and pinned a trio of Withered in place with each strike.

      He hopped back, using the immobilized mobs as a barrier. He cast Burst, taking down the group that was still able to move, and again to finish the three pinned Withered off.

      "Come on, Zeke. Try to contribute to the fight a little." Colin chuckled.

      "The Withered are weak to aether, but the Aether Starved aren’t," Erica said.

      "They both get all wrinkly," Colin offered. "It could be the same thing."

      "But wouldn’t they be Aether Starved too?" Zeke asked.

      A block of notification text hung in place on at the edge of his vision.

      
        
        Withered Slain x7

        +5,600 XP

        86,700/95,000

      

      

      "Ding!" Zeke said.

      They proceeded to the next set of stairs with Zeke and Colin in the lead. Erica dropped into stealth. The walls were covered in grooves that looked oddly like scratch marks. Zeke kept his back close to the wall. Colin covered him from the other side of the passage.

      Numerous piles of junk filled the hall ahead of them. Each was easily up to his waist and half a meter thick. The top half of a human skeleton poked out from the first pile of junk at the bottom of the stairs. Bones of all sorts dotted the mounds.

      Unlike the previous passage, the doors hadn’t been welded shut. A couple had been ripped from their tracks while others were wedged open by random bits of junk. Only one remained closed and mostly intact. It was dotted with a cluster of faded blaster burns that had come from inside the room.

      Zeke paused at the last step and studied the skeleton.

      "It really brings the room together," Colin said. "We should get one for our ship. Maybe a couple of throw pillows too."

      A dozen of the Withered erupted from the piles at the sound of his voice. Their attention locked on them both at the bottom of the stairs.

      "I should let them eat you," Erica grumbled from somewhere behind them.

      "Okay," Colin said. "We don’t have to get throw pillows. I just thought they would look nice."

      Zeke stepped down into the hall. He waited for them to get a little closer before casting Burst. A furious wave of energy blew the creatures back.

      "Uhh, Zeke, they’re still standing," Colin said.

      "These ones are a bit stronger," Zeke said. “Don’t worry, big guy. I softened them up for you.”

      Colin motioned for Zeke to move over, then stepped forward and bombarded the oncoming horde, even sending a couple of the special color-coded bombs into the group.

      Erica slid into place beside Colin. Her blasters made a crack-snap sound as she fired. The two-beat rhythm ended with a hiss as she sent a cone of heat down the hall.

      
        
        Withered Slain x5

        +4,000 XP

        90,700/95,000

      

      

      "Man," Colin said. "I need to make a Tech Mage. You’re slicing these guys like they’re nothing."

      "A Mage could do the same," Zeke said. "Actually, they could probably do it better. I’ve got two aether-based spells—three if you count charging my sword. A Mage would have at least six by now, and stronger ones too."

      "The Inquisitor would have turned a Mage into kibble." Erica studied her mini-map for a moment. "The quest marker is still below us by two floors."

      Colin motioned for Zeke to take the lead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The last set of stairs led to a thick vault door. Five security bolts ran its width, and another three stretched the height. The gridded door was decorated with clusters of blaster impact, explosions, scratches, and a couple of crude drawings. Zeke wasn't sure if that it meant the Withered were smart enough to draw curses or if the door had been closed when people had still been alive.

      "This totally doesn’t scream ‘floor boss,’" Colin stated dryly.

      "You made it." The shrill voice came from a patch on the vault that had been completely charred by blaster fire. "Here you are, and my scans just show the four of us now."

      "Can you open the door?" Zeke asked. "There doesn't seem to be any way to do it out here."

      "It will take a couple of minutes," the shrill voice replied. "I need to put on some pants."

      "Pants?" Erica asked.

      "I didn’t think you’d actually succeed," the voice replied. "No use getting all dressed up just to be disappointed."

      "What were those things?" Erica asked.

      "Let me find my pants before I answer questions," the voice huffed. "Are you hungry? I’ve got some freeze-dried grilled cheese that I could get started."

      "No," Zeke said quickly. "Thank you for the offer. We’re fine."

      "Okay." The voice went quiet, leaving them standing there.

      "Is this the floor boss?" Zeke asked, swapping over to the group chat line.

      Erica shrugged.

      Zeke had reserved two Essence earlier, just in case he’d need them for something specific. That moment hadn’t come, and he didn’t want to walk past this door with two Essence unspent.

      Now he took a moment to put both of them into Endurance. Barring any specific needs, it was never a bad idea to have some extra hit points to work with. It would still be another couple of levels before he could unlock his specializations.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 13] [90,700/95,000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 9] [Awareness 4] [Wisdom 12] [Intelligence 12]

        [Health: 190/190] [Stamina: 190/190]

        [Energy: 220/220] [Mana: 220/220]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Spike] [Burst] [Overcharge] [Advanced Tech Armor]

        [Hack – Passive]

      

      

      "Okay," the voice cut in. "Found them. Step back. I’m opening the door now."

      "How far back?" Colin asked.

      "Behind the line," the voice replied.

      The three of them found the remains of a painted yellow line. They walked to the other side and then took another big step, just in case.

      The security bolts snapped back in unison. The door swung open in a smooth motion that felt like it took way too long.

      "Come in, come in," the shrill voice called.

      The room before them was barely larger than a closet. Colin slid his cannon onto his back, and the others holstered their weapons. Even then, it was going to be a tight fit. If nothing else, Zeke could use his abilities.

      "Hurry up," the voice snapped. "The scans could be wrong."

      Zeke moved around into the vault, with Erica coming in behind him a moment later. Colin had to hunch over to fit his Drake Heavy Assault avatar through. A row of blindingly bright white lights clicked on once all three of them had made it in.

      The vault door began to shut behind them. Oscillating waves of hot air buffeted them as their vision slowly returned.

      "Sorry about that," the voice said, moving closer. "One can never be too careful with these sorts of things. You’re clean."

      The far wall dropped away to form a ramp that led down into a larger room as the lights shifted from the harsh white to a warm yellow. Zeke blinked the spots from his vision. He could just make out a humanoid form tottering around ahead of them.

      "Dr. Ashley Kent," the voice said. "It’s nice to have some company."

      He looked over the spindly human, or rather, what had once been a human. Dr. Kent was now a cyborg, dressed in a classic white lab coat and a pair of loose black trousers. From what Zeke could see, the only biological part remaining was the top part of his head. Everything from the nose down was mechanical.

      "You three certainly look strange," Dr. Kent said. "What are you?"

      "I'm a Drake," Colin replied.

      "I’m a Kesh," Zeke said.

      "Vulpes," Erica replied. "You’re the only one running this station?"

      Dr. Kent gave her the approximation of a nod. "Yes, I’m the only one left. You met the remains of my colleagues."

      "How did this happen?" Zeke asked.

      "No," Erica cut in. "What happened with the Aslanic High Inquisitor?"

      "You’re quite a pair of rude fuzzy butts," Dr. Kent chittered.

      "What was that?" Erica asked.

      "You haven’t even introduced yourselves, and you’re assaulting me with questions," Dr. Kent said. "Not only that, but you’re also prying into personal matters that are rather hard to discuss."

      "I’m sorry. My name is Zeke. These are my partners, Erica and Colin. We were sent here by the Aslanic High Inquisitor. She was suffering from Aether Starvation."

      "Oh, did the little kitty cat go crazy?" Dr. Kent asked.

      "You could say that," Erica replied. "The Withered out there—"

      "My colleagues," Dr. Kent interrupted.

      "Right," Erica said. "Your colleagues weren’t Aether Starved, were they?"

      "Not so much." Dr. Kent waved for them to follow.

      "Could you tell us exactly what was going on, then?" Zeke walked down the ramp with Colin and Erica, following as Dr. Kent led them to a sitting room decorated with pillows that looked suspiciously like stuffed lab coats.

      Dr. Kent’s limbs clicked as he settled onto a cushion. "Would you like to talk over tea?"

      "No, thank you," Erica replied. "I'm not in the mood for tea after all of that. We’re rather curious about what happened here."

      "A thirst for mystery rather than tea, eh?" Dr. Kent mused. "Please, sit."

      They did.

      "Right," Zeke said slowly. "Now, you were going to tell us about what happened?"

      "And how it’s connected to the Aether-Starved Aslanic," Erica added.

      "Years ago," Dr. Kent said. "We were commissioned to cure a blight. It was something that was spread by proximity. Quite scary, let me tell you. I was lucky—somehow I’m immune."

      Zeke looked over to Erica. She gave a small shrug.

      "Drastic measures were taken," Dr. Kent continued.

      "Is that how the planet was shattered?" Colin asked.

      "No, you silly little lizard," Dr. Kent replied. "That’s how the plague got out. Now, don’t interrupt."

      "Sorry about my friend," Erica said. "Please continue."

      "The brightest minds were sent to the core, this lovely station, to continue our work," Dr. Kent said. "We were quarantined in the safest place to prevent further infection. My team developed a process that would allow the infection to be removed."

      "What exactly was the blight?" Erica asked.

      "Aether," Dr. Kent said the word like it was poison.

      "Aether what?"

      "I don’t understand the question," Dr. Kent replied.

      "What sort of blight did the aether cause?"

      "No, no, no," Dr. Kent said between mechanical chirps of laughter. "The blight was aether. It spread everywhere, over everything. We found a way to remove it. The inquisitive Aslanic lady needed a method to remove aether from lifeforms."

      "You cut your people off from aether?" Zeke asked. "And they turned into those things out there?"

      "It was an unfortunate side effect," Dr. Kent said with a shrug.

      "How common was it?" Erica pressed.

      "Our last trial had acceptable numbers compared to the control group," Dr. Kent said. "They did end up eating the other volunteers, as well as those that didn’t present symptoms, but it was still quite a success."

      Erica and Zeke didn’t speak. Colin gawked at Dr. Kent.

      "They ate them?" Colin asked.

      "Another side effect," Dr. Kent replied.

      The room fell silent for a long moment. Dr. Kent braced himself against a little shelf and pulled himself back to his feet. "What am I doing? You’ve come all this way, and I’m just here chatting. You’re here to deliver the research."

      "The research?" Colin asked.

      "The research," Erica said through clenched teeth. "You know, the research we are supposed to deliver."

      "Right," Colin replied. "I was distracted by what Dr. Kent was saying."

      "Pardon?” Dr. Kent asked, looking at Zeke.

      "He hung on every word," Zeke said quickly.

      "I have been known to spin a good tale." Dr. Kent held out a metallic hand. A thin, glossy rectangle ejected from Dr. Kent’s palm. "Take this and deliver it to the Terran Relay Station. The coordinates are provided."

      Erica took the drive. "Thank you. We will get right on that."

      "Yeah, we’ll leave soon, but what exactly does it do?" Zeke asked.

      Dr. Kent led them back toward the vault door. "It contains the frequency to spread the treatment.” Dr. Kent paused for a moment. "My enhanced scans have confirmed that all of my former colleagues have been dispatched. I think I’ll take a walk."

      The pair watched as Dr. Kent opened the vault and strolled out.

      "Something isn’t adding up," Erica said. "The High Inquisitor wanted this place destroyed. She blamed this place for turning her people into monsters."

      "The High Inquisitor tried to use this place to figure out how to have the Grey use aether," Colin said. "Obviously, the good doctor didn't exactly share the finer points, and somehow they managed to create the Aether Starved."

      "Cyber Doc admitted to creating the Withered." Zeke pulled himself out of a pile of pillows and helped Erica to her feet before hurrying after Dr. Kent.

      "Doctor," Zeke called.

      "Yes?" Dr. Kent answered, pausing mid-stride.

      "I’m a bit confused," Zeke said.

      "I would expect nothing more from one such as yourself," Dr. Kent said in a cheerful tone.

      Zeke stared at Dr. Kent for a moment. "Anyway, you said you gave this technology to the Aslanic?"

      "Yes, we’ve been over that point," Dr. Kent answered. "Do try to keep up."

      "How did she make the Aether Starved when you created the Withered?” he asked.

      "It was a different stage of research," Dr. Kent answered. "I was able to refine my findings to more effectively extract the aether. Once the cure was administered, the subjects were able to absorb the plague and dispel it to prevent further infection."

      "You're saying the Aether Starved were the cured ones?” he asked.

      "Yes."

      "And delivering this research will spread the cure to your planet?" Erica asked hopefully.

      Dr. Kent chuckled. "Of course not, silly little fox. What would be the point of curing one little planet? I’ve sent out satellites to the central merchant hub. Once activated, the treatment will spread the cure along the trade routes. In a few short days, it will have reached every system."

      "They are already in place?" Erica asked.

      "Yes." Dr. Kent leaned in closer to them. "I've made it quite simple for you. All you have to do is deliver that drive to the Terran Relay Station. The professionals can do the rest."

      
        
        Quest Added: Research and Application

        The Future of Aether Frontier is in your hands.

        Optional Objective: Deliver the Research to the Terran Relay Station.

        Optional Objective: Destroy the Terran Relay Station.

      

      

      As soon as the notification appeared, Erica spun and snapped both blasters up against Dr. Kent’s chin and fired. The remains of Dr. Kent rocked back, folding itself in half.

      "I’m fine with blowing this place up," Zeke stated.

      "Seconded." Erica looked to Colin as she holstered her blasters.

      "Do you even have to ask?” Colin smiled.

      "There has to be a self-destruct switch somewhere," Erica said.

      "There is," Dr. Kent answered as he pulled himself back upright. "I keep it close to my heart."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Quest Update: Destroy the Facility – Matter of the Heart

        The switch is close to his heart. Get it?

      

      

      
        
        Optional Quest Started: Avenge the High Inquisitor

      

      

      Dr. Kent adjusted his posture to stand upright once more. Two thick, charred strips running from his chin to the top of his head marked where the blaster had hit. The remaining biological material bubbled along the now superheated metal skull.

      "Not to worry," Dr. Kent said. "I know where your off-switches are."

      
        
        Dr. Kent – Level 20 (Elite)

      

      

      The lab coat and pants were shredded as the doctor's cybernetic skeleton shifted from the shape of a humanoid to that of a matte silver-colored murder robot. What had once been hands turned into claws ending in five long blades. The remaining flaps of skin burned away as the doctor's eyes began to glow.

      "It has laser vision." Colin swung his cannon forward. He pressed the barrel into the ground and fired. A wall of shrapnel rose to intercept the blast.

      Zeke took advantage of the moment to activate his Advanced Tech Armor. Erica joined the fight, unloading her blasters into Dr. Kent. Each shot made a plink sound as they hit Dr. Kent and bounced away.

      "The armor is too thick for physicals," Erica said. "I need to swap to plasma."

      Zeke focused on Dr. Kent and summoned a ball of aether into his hand. Aether swirled in the orb as he sent Burst directly at the doctor.

      
        
        Dr. Kent hit for 60 Aether Damage

        Dr. Kent - Resistance, Aether (1/2 Damage)

        Dr. Kent takes 30 Damage

      

      

      Dr. Kent took a moment to wipe the point of impact clear as if someone had sneezed on him.

      "That is disgusting," Dr. Kent said as the aether dissipated.

      "Aether is a bust," Zeke called.

      "Really?" Colin sent barrage after barrage into the doctor. "The glorified garbage disposal can shrug off aether attacks?"

      "There is a fine line between sarcasm and being hurtful," Zeke countered.

      "Less banter, more blaster," Erica cut in.

      Zeke drew his blades. Energy crackled along the blade in his left hand as he sent Overcharge into it.

      He sprang forward, aiming a double overhead chop directly at the murderous cyborg. It sliced along the doctor's torso, leaving behind jittering tangles of energy.

      Zeke dropped down, trying not to block his friends.

      
        
        Dr. Kent hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Dr. Kent hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Dr. Kent takes 140 Damage

        Immune to Hack

      

      

      Dr. Kent hadn't blocked or absorbed a single point of damage, but he didn't seem to be bothered by it either. At least he didn't appear to have any resistances to energy.

      "Keep him busy!" Colin pulled his cannon up to his chest as he stepped back. His clawed fingers danced along the side of the barrel, changing from physical to plasma damage.

      "Got it!" Zeke lunged toward the cybernetic doctor.

      Dr. Kent dodged to the side. Only one of the blades hit, sliding along the side of the doctor's chest piece rather than stabbing dead center. A snap-crackle of energy tore the remaining sliver of lab coat away from the metallic torso, exposing a dull red light right where a heart should have been.

      
        
        Dr. Kent hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Dr. Kent takes 90 Damage

      

      

      "Is that what I think it is?" Zeke asked.

      Dr. Kent launched over them and out into the hallway beyond. They quickly followed, just in time to see the doctor skitter up the stairs.

      Colin broke into a sprint, beating him and Erica up the stairs.

      "Wait," Zeke called as he ran after his friend. He made it up the stairs as Dr. Kent dropped onto Colin.

      Dr. Kent’s blades blurred as he began to stab at Colin.

      Aether attacks weren't going to get it done, and Dr. Kent was shrugging off his energy attacks. The best he could hope to do was chip away at Dr. Kent’s health while his friends did the heavy lifting.

      "Turn this way!" Zeke bounded forward, casting Burst as he got closer. Colin shifted, placing Dr. Kent between them. Zeke sliced with both blades as he went by.

      
        
        Momentum Attack (2x Damage)

        Dr. Kent hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Dr. Kent hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 40 Energy Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Momentum)

        Dr. Kent takes 280 Damage

      

      

      Dr. Kent let go of Colin, his glowing eyes tracking Zeke as he landed nearby.

      The bonus damage was nice, but the blades had struck along the cyborg’s back. Two beams of energy shot from his eyes, hitting Zeke between the shoulders.

      
        
        Dr. Kent hits you for 300 Energy Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Absorbs 150 Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor Fails!

        Shadow Weave Armor Absorbs 70 Damage

        You take 80 Damage

        Health: 110/190

        Shadow Weave Armor -10 Durability

      

      

      Zeke pitched forward, landing flat on his chest. One laser blast had been enough to take out both layers of armor. He couldn't stand up to another. A steady stream of cannon fire drowned out any further train of thought.

      He pushed himself up to his knees while Colin blasted Dr. Kent back toward the stairs. The barrage only stopped as Colin tried to reload as quickly as he could. Unfortunately, the doctor was not yet at the top of the stairs. The brief respite had given Dr. Kent enough time to regroup as well.

      Erica appeared in front of the doctor at arm's length and let loose, firing so quickly that a solid beam of energy appeared to connect her blasters to Dr. Kent's chest. Not just his chest, but right where the heart should have been.

      Dr. Kent stumbled back, the light on his chest flashing, and desperately clawed at it.

      "Self-Destruct activated," a synthetic voice echoed through the empty station.

      Erica looked back at him and Colin. "We should leave." She broke into a run down the passage back the way they had come.

      "Good plan," Colin replied.

      Zeke stumbled to his feet. A strong hand grabbed him, and then the world lurched. Colin slung him over a shoulder as he sprinted by.

      
        
        Quest Update: Destroy the Facility – Matter of the Heart – Complete

        +3,000 XP

      

      

      
        
        Optional: Avenge the High Inquisitor – Complete

        +5,000 XP

      

      

      
        
        Dr. Kent Slain

        +2,000 XP

        Bonus: First to Defeat Boss

        +5,000

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        +2 Essence

        105,700/110,000

      

      

      Zeke dismissed the notifications as he and his friends fled toward the hatch. They made it to the stairs past the refuse-clogged passage when a string of explosions rocked the station.

      He tumbled from the perch on Colin’s shoulder. Trash, scrap, and the pieces of Withered sloshed out of the neatly packed piles covering the floor.

      He got to his feet and looked down. The floor had settled into one putrid mass. A long, earsplitting screech got him moving again. Slime covered his bare feet, and a wet pop accentuated each step. Colin easily outpaced both him and Erica.

      "My next character will be able to wear shoes," Zeke growled.

      "Talk later. Run now," Erica yelled.

      Colin waited for them by the hatch they had first come through. Erica ran up to it and wrenched it open to dive through. Zeke was only a step behind, and Colin followed last, slamming it shut once they were clear.

      Zeke looked up at the hatch in the ceiling, then back to Colin, who adjusted his legs wider and threaded his fingers together. Erica stepped back toward the far side of the chamber before sprinting at Colin. She sprang feet first into his waiting hands. Colin launched her up toward the hatch. A barely audible clunk was the only warning they got before being ejected into space.

      The thick strands holding the shattered planet together were gone. Islands were already spiraling off into the expanse of space. All of the smaller chunks that had been held in place by the beams were scattered, filling the area around the core into a mist of dirt and soil.

      Zeke had just enough time to realize they were back in space without the proper gear when their ship appeared. Ellie created a wake that grew into a wave as it coasted over to them. Without slowing its approach, the ship’s first set of airlock doors opened. Ellie spun, swallowed them, and sped off without missing a beat.

      "Three for pick up." Sonny’s voice came through the speakers in the airlock.

      Erica stepped through the second airlock. "Nice flying."

      "Thanks." Sonny beamed. "I've been practicing."

      "Get us clear of this dirt cloud and hit FTL," she ordered.

      "That didn’t last long," Sonny muttered. "Where to?"

      "I don’t care, just get us out of here," she replied.

      "Is that space station still looming?" Zeke asked.

      "It was taking potshots at me," Sonny huffed. "It didn’t do anything, but it was still annoying. It stopped a few minutes ago and has just been blowing up any ships that show up."

      Out of the corner of his vision, Zeke saw Erica tense. Her footsteps vibrated the floor as she stalked the stretch of the ship toward her seat. Tin Can wisely vacated the spot, and Erica dropped into it.

      Her hands flew across the display in a blur. "Hold on to something."

      The ship lurched as the floor drop out from under his feet. For a brief moment he was hovering in the air. All too quickly, the floor rushed back toward him.

      "Careful up there," he snapped.

      "Check your messages," Erica said.

      "Awesome," Colin said. "We're part of the lore."

      "Not that," Erica muttered.

      "That's all I've got," Colin said. "Zeke?"

      Zeke pulled up the interface.

      
        
        [Two Unread Messages]

      

      

      
        
        [From: System]

        [Subject: Congratulations]

        [Congratulations on being the first to reach the final stage of our Galactic Expansion contest. Your names have been marked in the Aether Frontier lore. The next choice in the quest will determine how you are remembered throughout the galaxy. What will you choose?]

      

      

      Zeke felt a feeling of real excitement at that message. Any other day, he’d be hugely excited to have gained such fame. But today was different, mostly due to the next message…

      
        
        [From: Rothford]

        [Subject: Hello There]

        [You look so comfy in those Pods. The arcade on the sixty-second floor was a good choice; the place on the forty-fifth is overpriced. I have to ask, why Pod nine? Is that your lucky number?]

      

      

      Zeke cursed. "Rothford knows where we are."

      "Yeah," Colin said. "He's right there. He can see us."

      "No," Zeke said. "He knows where we are, in the real world."

      Colin blanched. They needed a plan.

      Zeke tried to roll the information around to come up with one, but the ship seemed smaller somehow. Everything was pressing in on him. The colors around him began to fade as tunnel vision took hold. Pure, primal panic sent chills down his spine.

      He wasn’t on a spaceship; he was floating in a Pod of high-tech goo. They were playing bait for a murderer while Colin tried to gather evidence.

      Zeke flinched as an idea clicked. "Colin, get your program going. Do as much as you can. We are running out of time."

      "Got it." Colin nodded as he pulled up his messaging window. "I've narrowed it down to around a hundred possible people."

      "A hundred?" Erica asked.

      "The last time I checked in, it was over three hundred," Colin replied.

      "We need to buy him time," Zeke said.

      "How?" Erica asked. "We can't just finish the quest now that Rothford knows where we are. He doesn't seem the type to stay calm if things don't go his way. The Pods are secure, sure, but we have to get out of them sometime."

      The two of them settled into a heavy silence. Zeke looked at the space station. "Sonny, fly us at that space station."

      "Why?" Sonny asked.

      "Send a docking request," Zeke ordered.

      "Okay," Sonny said, drawing the word out. He tapped the console. "Sending the request now. That was quick. Docking procedure started."

      "You are crazy," Erica said.

      "You love it," Zeke replied.
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      Ellie raced through the drifting pieces of the broken planet, banking hard around meteor-sized chunks of molten crust solidifying even as it sheared away from the larger pieces. The ship cleared the debris just in time for the space station to shift into view. It towered over them, so close that they could almost see into the hangar bays. Their ship moved in a smooth automated path as it landed.

      Zeke took the lead down the ramp.

      "Have you at last come to your senses?" Rothford asked.

      Zeke scanned the area, his blades ready. They were alone, aside from the parked fighters that had been around before. The only sign of Rothford were the rows of countless drones that hung along the ceiling. Now that Zeke had a closer look, he could see that they were easily as thick as he was tall and more than triple his height.

      "Where are you?" Zeke asked.

      "I am on the bridge," Rothford answered. "These ships keep appearing. Who am I to turn away free XP? Would you two care to join me? I can send an escort."

      "Don’t worry. We're on our way," Erica said.

      "I have to ask, what is your plan?" Rothford asked. "You cannot beat me. My maintenance drones could tear you apart. Come up to the bridge, invite me to your party, and we can split the prize. This is the last time I will make that offer."

      "I've got a better idea," Zeke said.

      "You have my attention."

      "We tear this place apart and kick your teeth in," Zeke growled.

      "Oh, Ezekiel," Rothford said, chuckling. "You are a treat."

      Zeke flinched. "What did you call me?"

      "Ezekiel," Rothford repeated. "How would I not know your name? It was listed when you registered for your Pod. Number nine, remember? I mentioned that in the message I sent. Your friend with the unlucky mother is right beside you in Pod eight. No matter. I have an idea. One we can all agree on."

      "I'm listening," Zeke said.

      "You come find me," Rothford continued. "Then we have a little showdown. If you win, I will go to the authorities and tell them everything."

      "And if you win?" Erica asked.

      "When I win," Rothford corrected, "invite me to your party, set me as your leader, and I will complete the contest."

      "How does that help you?" Zeke asked. "Everyone knows to come here now."

      "True," Rothford replied. "The quest update is bringing players here, where I am waiting to destroy them. They cannot progress in the quest while I am here and neither can you, while you are here with me."

      "I need a moment to talk to my friends." Zeke pulled Erica into a huddle.

      "What are you doing?" Erica asked swapping over to group chat.

      "Stalling," Zeke replied.

      "We can't trust him," Erica said.

      "I wasn't planning on it," Zeke said. "Did you level?"

      "Yeah," she replied. "Haven't had the time to spend the points yet."

      "Same," he said. "He's a robot. Keep that in mind."

      "Sure," Erica said. "Let's get moving. I want to shoot him in the face."

      Zeke pulled up his sheet and split the Essence between Wisdom and Intelligence.

      
        
        Tech Armor – Advanced Tech Armor - Shield

        Jolt - Overcharge - Chain Reaction

        Drone - Scout - Recon - Support

        Displace - Slam - Burst - Multi-Burst

        Aether Blade - Aether Spike - Aether Shard

        Identify - Imbue - Enchant

      

      

      
        
        Multi-Burst

        Splits Burst into three smaller charges of Aether

        Able to Move Small to Medium Objects

      

      

      That was the one.

      
        
        [Zeke. Tech Mage 14] [105,700/110,000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 9] [Awareness 4] [Wisdom 13] [Intelligence 13]

        [Health: 190/190] [Stamina: 190/190]

        [Energy: 230/230] [Mana: 230/230]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Spike] [Multi-Burst] [Overcharge]

        [Advanced Tech Armor]

        [Hack – Passive]

      

      

      They stepped apart. Zeke turned to face the hangar once more.

      "Are you finished?" Rothford asked.

      Zeke looked to Erica. She nodded.

      "We're ready," Zeke answered.

      "Now," Rothford said. "I could simply meet you down there and end this all in a matter of moments. I could simply turn on the security system, then finish this quest while my minions scrub you off the floor. But where is the fun in that? There is no sense of drama."

      Zeke looked to Erica again. She shrugged.

      "There are many features that this game has put into rotation that newer players ignore," Rothford continued. "So many impressive little pieces that are lost to playing to the masses."

      "That sounds rough," Erica said.

      
        
        Enter Dungeon: Rothford Station – 4 Levels

        Reward: 20,000 XP

        Individual Terms: Guild Control, Party Leadership

        Accept? Yes/No

      

      

      "Accept the offer," Rothford said.

      "A dungeon?" Zeke asked.

      "Like I said," Rothford said. "There are features that are lost to the newer influx of players. A dungeon takes an investment of time, experience, and even equipment. It is a special balance that takes skill and planning. As an architect of the challenge, do I overload you on the first floor? Focus on wiping you out and reaping the benefits? Why would you accept such a challenge? Sadly, that is one of the reasons it fell out of favor. Too many players simply did not consider pacing. A proper dungeon is not just about loot. It is about the heat of the fight and the final showdown of a boss encounter. You work your way through my challenges and then face me."

      "You're the final boss?" Erica asked.

      "Of course," Rothford replied. "This game has many wonderful elements. Sadly, a strong central villain is not one of them. They story focuses on small conflicts among small planets. Not one that reaches across the galaxies. Think on this contest, this quest line. You have gone to the edges of known space. What other quests do that? None. This game needs a focus. A powerful presence that touches every species and alters the very core mechanics. Someone to fear, someone to adore."

      "And that's you?" Zeke asked. "How humble of you."

      "Who better?" Rothford countered.

      They accepted the prompt.

      "Will that get you to stop talking?" Erica asked dryly.

      "Finally," Rothford said. "Time to get started."

      The drones along the top of the hangar shifted, pressing flat against the roof. Erica angled herself to the side with her blasters up and ready to drop into stealth mode.

      Zeke drew his blades and stared up at the ceiling, waiting for the drones to start dropping. His gaze shifted back as the elevator across the stretch of the hangar chimed.

      "The escort I promised you. Do try to put on a good show," Rothford said.

      The doors opened to reveal five humanoid bots. Each one was modeled after the Bot Hunter character Zeke had been playing when he’d first met Rothford. They looked like Tin Can, only they lacked clothes and had plates of armor to protect the important bits. Each pixel display was set sideways to a frown.

      "Do you like them?" Rothford asked. "I’ve been using them to scrub the floors and clean the drones after battles."

      
        
        Utility Robot – Level 18

      

      

      Zeke summoned Overcharge. Cords of summoned lightning shot up the blade in his left hand. The five doppelgangers marched stiffly out of the elevator, heading right for them. He took a deep breath as the bots got closer.

      He let out a battle cry as he charged the cluster of bots. Advanced Tech Armor materialized as he pushed himself into a full sprint, closing the space before they could spread out.

      He hopped up onto one of the parked fighters, using it as a springboard to launch over the bots. He landed behind them, pulled aether into his hand, and sent a full charge of Burst into the middle one, knocking it to the ground.

      Its flailing limbs took two others down with it. He focused on the same bot, hitting it with Overcharge before it could regain its footing.

      
        
        Utility Robot hit for 40 Physical Damage

        Utility Robot hit for 40 Energy Damage

        Utility Robot takes 80 Damage

        Hack successful!

      

      

      He selected Self-Destruct, and the Utility Robot exploded a moment later. Zeke charged toward the remaining four robots. They shifted their attention to face him, putting them in the perfect position for Erica. She unleashed a barrage of blaster fire that tore one of the robots to pieces. The other three shifted their attention back toward the new threat.

      Zeke sliced his blades, removing the head off one of the bots.

      
        
        Sneak Attack (2x Damage)

        Utility Robot hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Utility Robot hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Sneak Attack)

        Additional 40 Energy Damage (Sneak Attack)

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Sneak Attack)

        Utility Robot takes 280 Damage

      

      

      He shifted his attention and drove the uncharged blade into the chest portion of the next robot.

      
        
        Utility Robot takes 50 Physical Damage

      

      

      A standard-issue metallic hand latched onto the blade that now protruded through its chest. The Utility Robot tried to turn to face him, but the sword sticking in its torso restricted its range of motion. A short burst of blaster fire added a cluster of holes to the robot’s head.

      Zeke let gravity do most of the work removing his sword from the bot's torso. Erica finished the last one off with a well-placed pair of plasma shots.

      
        
        Utility Robot Defeated x5

        +2,500 XP

        108,200/110,000

      

      

      "Were they too easy? I can send stronger ones. Maybe a few level twenties to make it interesting."

      Zeke walked over to the elevator. He shook his head as he waited for the doors to open. "I don’t get you. Why do all of this?"

      "You don’t get me?” Rothford said, mimicking the tone. He sighed. “Of course you do not get me. You are a child. I have been playing this game since before you knew how to tie your shoes. There are countless planets I have explored, creatures and quests I have conquered that none of this current batch of players even know about. I was the driving force of this guild. It was me who pushed us to greatness. My name will be synonymous with Aether Frontier. Every corner of this game will be changed by my choices. Players will whisper my name in awe. As it should be." Rothford paused. "Now, put on a good show and I will dispatch you in a way that allows your dignity to remain intact."

      The doors opened once more, only this time the elevator was empty. They stepped in, taking a moment to shift so that Colin's character could fit. A display panel lit up once the doors closed. Erica hit the option for the bridge.

      The elevator went up two floors before coming to a stop. It let out a gentle chime as the doors opened. Erica hit the button marked for the bridge again. The elevator doors remained open.

      "The entire station is controlled from the bridge," Rothford said.

      "Next time we're taking the stairs," Zeke muttered.

      "You could just face us," Erica said.

      "Now where is the fun in that?" Rothford asked.

      Neither of them moved. Erica made a show of reloading her blasters.

      "It is adorable that you think you have a choice," Rothford said.

      As frustrating as it was to play along, every second Rothford spent throwing minions at them meant another moment for Colin to work on the search.

      Zeke stepped out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The elevator doors closed behind them on their own, and the floor display panel went blank. This level wasn’t one that he had explored previously. Where the others were arranged to be displayed and orderly to a point, this one was just cluttered. Mismatched furniture, crafting stations of various levels, and stacks of trophies hinted at the grinding that had led to Order of Anarchy being a powerful guild in its time.

      Dungeons and quests had to be repeated multiple times to get complete gear sets or rare drops. Depending on the size of the guild, it could result in them going on the same run for days with loads of duplicates. Patches had been released to help thin the grind, but it still took time. This looked like the place where they had dumped the extra loot.

      "There we go," Rothford said. "I am so glad you decided to continue on."

      Zeke didn’t know where exactly the voice was coming from. There had been a speaker near the elevator before. It had to be some sort of intercom system.

      "Is your voice part of the dungeon?" Erica asked. "A test of will?"

      Rothford didn’t answer.

      "I think you hit a nerve," Zeke said.

      He looked over at Erica and didn't even try to hide his smile. The lights along the ceiling clicked off, starting at the far side of the room and heading closer. Erica faded out of sight as the darkness approached, leaving Zeke to scan the area on his own.

      A spindly, one-eyed battle bot armed with a blaster rifle rose from a cluster of equipment. Another shifted beside it as the lights around him switched off. The battle bots locked onto him and opened fire. He needed cover and fast. It was times like these that Colin excelled in.

      
        
        Security Drone – Level 20

      

      

      He sent a ball of Overcharge aimed at the second Security Drone. The blast of energy struck true, stopping its arc of fire as it danced in place.

      
        
        Security Drone hit for 30 Energy Damage

        Resists Hack

      

      

      Zeke dodged behind a stack of discarded equipment as the functioning Security Drone opened fire. He needed to get close enough to the Security Drones to use his swords, and to do that he needed cover.

      Erica appeared off to his left. She fired at something he couldn't see. Her sudden appearance caught the attention of his attackers as well. Luckily, her form faded into shadow before the Security Drones could finish turning to face her.

      He had no idea what she was dealing with, and he wasn't about to start asking questions in the middle of a fire fight, but she had provided him with a distraction. He needed to use it.

      The area was covered in random pieces of furniture and mismatched crafting tables. There were plenty of options for cover now that he had the chance. He made a mad dash toward a cluster of furniture.

      Another six Security Drones appeared as he slid to a stop under a table. The new enemies had stripes of color across their chests. Three red, two blue, and one green. He had no idea what the different colors meant, but at the very least it helped him keep track of them.

      The Security Drones fanned out, searching for Erica and Zeke, splitting into pairs with the single green drone positioned to watch the elevator.

      Zeke was tempted to summon his Advanced Tech Armor but decided against it. Having glowing armor and swords did not lend itself to being stealthy. Even without them, he was a flashing neon advertisement when compared to Erica.

      The first duo got closer, using basic visual and audible functions in their search. More advanced scans would have zeroed in on him instantly—for now it seemed like he had a few moments. He dismissed the charge on his blades, hoping to buy another couple of seconds to think.

      Erica appeared again on the other side of the room. She ventilated a Security Drone and dropped behind cover.

      Using the distraction, he rushed the pair nearby. The blue Security Drone lagged behind a step.

      He cast Multi-Burst and launched forward, slamming into one of the Security Drones, the blue one. It stumbled forward a couple of steps.

      He cast Overcharge. The blast of energy crackled along the Security Drone’s form. He pulled back, using the two remaining charges of Multi-Burst to put some space between him and the Security Drones.

      
        
        Sneak Attack (2x Damage)

        Security Drone hit for 30 Energy Damage

        Additional 30 Damage (Sneak Attack)

        Security Drone takes 60 Damage

        Hack Successful!

      

      

      Zeke selected Reset Friend or Foe and dropped back into cover.

      The Security Drone turned and began to continue its patrol. It came to a stop beside its partner and opened fire. The surprised Security Drone didn't last long.

      Zeke smiled as his new mechanical friend shifted its aim to the next pair of Security Drones. He moved from cover to cover as he tried to cobble together a plan. Erica had taken out two, as had he, which left three more, including the one guarding the elevator.

      He stole a quick look around the room. His now friendly Security Drone was trading fire with a nearby pair. That left only the green one by the elevator unoccupied.

      Moving fast and low, he ran back toward the elevator. Once free of the clutter, he cast a charge of Multi-Burst, launching himself into the air. As he neared the green one, he cast another, rocking it back off balance.

      He sent the final shot of Multi-Burst on the spot he was about to land. The sudden push of aether launched him back into the air and behind the drone. He reached out, grabbed the Security Drone by the head, and filled it with a torrent of Overcharge.

      
        
        Sneak Attack (2x Damage)

        Security Drone hit for 40 Physical Damage

        Security Drone hit for 40 Energy Damage

        Additional 40 Physical Damage (Sneak Attack)

        Additional 40 Energy Damage (Sneak Attack)

        Security Drone takes 120 Damage

      

      

      The Security Drone snapped back to its feet with Zeke still holding its head. It spun to face him, only to send Zeke tumbling along the floor deeper into the room.

      He pulled himself into a roll, stopping on his knees rather than on his back. He drew his left-handed blade, charged it, and dashed back toward the drone. A quick cast of Multi-Burst sent him rocketing toward his target. He used a second charge of aether to send himself higher.

      Zeke landed, blade first, on the drone, hammering it to the ground.

      
        
        Momentum Attack (2x Damage)

        Security Drone hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 40 Energy Damage (Momentum)

        Security Drone takes 180 Damage

        Security Drone Defeated!

      

      

      The single eye fizzled and went dark. An explosion behind him marked the end of his converted Security Drone. It had been a rewarding partnership, way too short, but he couldn’t ask for more. For certain, that meant three drones were down. One he had hijacked, one he had just used as a landing pad, and the last shot by its former companion. If the converted Security Drone hadn't managed to defeat any of the others, it would mean there were still three more to handle.

      Something hot and painful hit him in the back. He stumbled forward.

      
        
        Sneak Attack (2x Damage)

        Security Drone hits you for 30 Plasma Damage

        Additional 30 Plasma Damage (Sneak Attack)

        Shadow Weave Armor Absorbs 60 Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor: 10/70

      

      

      He looked back over his shoulder to see two more Drones heading his way. It was the pair that had originally been after him. There were five in total, not three. Zeke was regretting not summoning Advanced Tech Armor now.

      The open stretch of floor between him and the pair did not bode well. There wasn't anything he could use for cover. Outmaneuvering one Bot with Multi-Burst-boosted jumps was one thing—two was something else. His swords were lacking in long-range capabilities.

      Wait. A sword is a small object.

      Zeke filled his blade with a fresh Overcharge and tossed it toward the Drones. The moment it was out of his hand, he followed it with Multi-Burst. Afterimages of crackling energy streaked through air as the blade raced toward the Drones. It ripped through one, sparking as it skittered along the floor behind.

      
        
        Momentum Critical Hit (3x Damage)

        Security Drone hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 40 Energy Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Critical Hit)

        Additional 40 Energy Damage (Critical Hit)

        Security Drone takes 270 Damage

        Hack Successful!

      

      

      Zeke selected Self-Destruct and looked away. The Drone exploded, taking out its partner in the blast. He looked back to see Erica reloading her blasters. The remaining converted Security Drone was nowhere to be seen. Zeke walked over to his still-sparking sword.

      "How was that?" he asked as he bent down to retrieve his blade.

      "I have seen better," Rothford replied.

      "Sure you have," Erica said.

      "Hurry," Rothford snapped.

      "Do you have something better to do?" Zeke asked. "You could send the elevator to the bridge if you’re getting antsy."

      "Come along," Rothford huffed. "I am tired of waiting."

      
        
        Security Drone Defeated x12

        +7,200 XP

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked: Skillful Display

        +1,500 XP

        Use your Abilities in new and interesting ways.

      

      

      
        
        Achievement Unlocked: Keep On Going

        +1,500 XP

        Get a character to Level 15

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        +2 Essence

        Specializations Unlocked!

        118,400/126,000

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke went through his level up as the elevator moved.

      
        
        Specializations Unlocked!

      

      

      Zeke selected the new option.

      
        
        Please Choose A Specialization

        Each option has been provided based on your playstyle

        Qualified skills will be awarded upon selection

        Infiltrator – Duelist – Ravager – Weapon Master

      

      

      Duelist and Weapon Master, he knew about. They were a common option for Agility-based character builds. A Duelist focused their tactics on one-on-one battles, while a Weapon Master chose a type of weapon and used it to its full potential. Ravager and Infiltrator, on the other hand, he had no clue what they were.

      
        
        Infiltrator

      

        

      
        Infiltrators use their aether abilities to enhance guile and stealth. They are masters of espionage, theft, and assassination.

      

        

      
        Unlocks Stealth Skill Tree

        3x Sneak Attack

        Requires

        5+ Agility

        3+ Intelligence

      

      

      That sounded cool, and he met the requirements, he didn't see how it would help their current situation. Zeke moved on to the next.

      
        
        Ravager

      

        

      
        Ravagers combine the use of aether and energy with martial prowess. They use their abilities as an extension of their weapons to deadly effect. Ravagers can be found in the thick of things. Adventurers, mercenaries, or pirates are common jobs for a Ravager.

      

        

      
        Unlocks Combat Casting Skill Tree

        + 20 Armor Bonus

        Requires

        5+ Agility

        3+ Endurance

      

      

      Zeke chose Ravager. He split the Essence between Wisdom and Intelligence once more. It only made sense to improve his energy and mana reserves if the specialization utilized both.

      
        
        Awarded: +Synergy, +20 Natural Armor

      

      

      
        
        [Zeke. Ravager 15] [118,400/126,000]

        [Strength 1] [Agility 8] [Charisma 1]

        [Endurance 9] [Awareness 4] [Wisdom 14] [Intelligence 14]

        [Health: 190/190] [Stamina: 190/190]

        [Energy: 240/240] [Mana: 240/240]

        [Abilities:]

        [Aether Spike] [Multi-Burst] [Overcharge]

        [Advanced Tech Armor]

        [Hack – Passive] [Synergy – Passive]

      

      

      
        
        Synergy

      

        

      
        Through continued use of aether and tech abilities, Ravagers are able to combine the two forces. Abilities will now deal an equal amount of aether and energy type effects.

      

      

      The elevator chimed as it came to a stop a few floors higher. It was yet another area that he hadn’t seen on his previous visit—his exploration of the space station had been rather lacking. If the guild had gone through the trouble of unlocking every level of the private station, then there would be fifteen from top to bottom. In his first visit, he had gone to a grand total of two, one of which was the hangar and the other the bridge, where the inventory room was located.

      The doors opened to reveal rows of targets, a pre-built obstacle course, and a row of training dummies. Multicolored mats covered the floor. A scoreboard hung in the center of the room. It displayed a long list of names with times next to them. The top six were the same name that had individual storage crates on the bridge; he didn’t recognize the others.

      "Have you ever heard of a ghost?" Rothford asked over the speakers.

      "Of course," Zeke replied.

      Rothford sighed. "The program, not the spooky thing that says boo."

      "In that case, no," Zeke said. "But I have a feeling you’re going to tell me."

      "A ghost is a recording of a player, a snapshot set in code," Rothford continued, without acknowledging the second part of the reply. "It is used for training purposes. To study your own skills. To provide a way to simulate scenarios. Or, to a person as talented as I am, the data can be transferred to an available host."

      One of the training dummies shifted. The stand snapped as it stepped down onto the floor. Its minimalist form shimmered as matte metal was overtaken by flesh the color of dried blueberries. A shock of long white hair sprouted from the head. An armor-plated bodysuit, not unlike his own, popped into existence around the momentarily nude figure. Crisscrossing bandoliers stretched across the chest and connected to a belt that slid into place. A jagged knife stretched from the figure’s right hip down to the top of the corresponding knee. The process completed as a holstered carbine rifle solidified across its back.

      "Allow me to introduce the ghost of Vikira," Rothford said, the smile almost visible in his voice. "It is only proper that you actually get to meet the woman who put you in my crosshairs. She could have prevented all of this. All she had to do was give me the Cipher, but she was never one to think of the long game. You remind me of her. Try not to die too quickly; you have put on a decent show so far."

      "Just shut up and let us fight." Zeke activated his Advanced Tech Armor and charged his blades. Swirls of aether played along the flat stretches of his summoned armor. Cords of bright blue energy danced over a haze of mana on both of his blades.

      Zeke took a moment to size up their opponent. The armor was light to medium, but the classic plating would affect her speed. A carbine was meant for mid-range combat and favored among mobile classes. Familiar plates of armor appeared along her chest and forearms.

      It made one thing clear: Vikira was a Tech Mage.

      He had no idea what specialization she had picked. Any information about the class was years out of date. Vikira had a ranged weapon, so she wasn't a Ravager. That left Infiltrator, Duelist, and Weapon Master.

      
        
        Vikira (Tech Mage) – Level 30

      

      

      "Level thirty?" Zeke asked.

      "Would you rather I apply the level fifty version? " Rothford asked.

      "We can do this," Erica said.

      Vikira unslung her carbine. She had it leveled and firing in one smooth motion. The first three blaster bolts punched him off his feet.

      
        
        Vikira hits you for 240 Energy Damage

        Tech Armor Resists 150 Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor Resists 70 Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor -10 Durability

        Natural Armor Resists 20 Damage

        You are now Dazed!

        -25% Movement Speed for 10 Seconds

        -25% Ranged Accuracy for 10 Seconds

      

      

      One burst had taken out his Tech Armor and left him seeing stars. If it hadn't been for the boost from his specialization, he would have been in trouble.

      Another round of blaster fire demanded his full attention. He rolled to the side, barely skirting around the bolts of energy while still feeling his hair reach out for the static as they passed. Without his Advanced Tech Armor, one more hit would drop his health into the double digits. His only chance to survive was to get in close and hope that Vikira had focused on ranged combat.

      The bursts of incoming fire stopped as the familiar sound of Erica's blasters started up. Zeke used a training dummy as a handhold as he climbed back to his feet. He scanned the room, trying to get an idea of where he was in relation to the others.

      Vikira had shifted a little to the right. She ignored him as she tilted the carbine to the side, ejected a glowing-hot cylinder from under the barrel, and slapped a new tube in place. Erica was her current target.

      Thermal clip.

      The phrase popped into his train of thought. He had drooled over rifles with the feature when he had played his Hunter. The interchangeable tubes absorbed the heat for easy disposal.

      Vikira shifted the carbine back into position. The weapon hummed as the fresh thermal clip activated.

      She tracked something that Zeke couldn't see and opened fire. Erica dropped out of the shadows as a bolt of energy hit her. If he was hurting after one shot, then Erica had to be too.

      They needed Colin. Barring that, he needed to get creative.

      Zeke limped forward, pushing himself as fast as he could while still Dazed. He charged both blades as he got within range. As he got close, Vikira turned to face him. He dipped to the side, dropping out of the line of fire, and swiped his blade up, catching the underside of her wrist.

      A snap of energy skittered along her arm and along her carbine. She tensed as it reached the base of her neck.

      
        
        Vikira hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Additional 40 Aether Damage

        Vikira takes 0 Damage

      

      

      She hadn’t taken a single point of damage. Suddenly, this fight sounded more intimidating. This version of Vikira was, for all intents and purposes, a player character. She wasn't just some mob they could kite around the room, or a boss with set tactics. They needed to approach this like it was an actual PvP battle.

      
        
        You are no longer Dazed

      

      

      He hopped back, dodging from foot to foot as he retreated. Vikira kept her aim right on him even as he moved. She shifted and fired.

      Zeke’s hands spasmed. His swords dropped to the ground by his feet.

      
        
        You have been Disarmed!

      

      

      He gritted his teeth and dove behind a pillar. Vikira tracked him, sending a string of bolts trailing after him. There was no way they could take her down without a weapon. If only Colin was here—but Colin had the critical task of tracking down Rothford outside the game. He just needed time.

      Zeke leaned out from behind the pillar. "Can you cover me?" Zeke said over their party channel.

      Erica sent a couple of bursts toward Vikira. Zeke dashed out of cover and snagged his blades.

      Vikira wrenched her aim back toward him. All the ghost had to do was pull the trigger and it would be over. Rothford would get away with it all. This entire plan would have been for nothing. On top of it all, Erica had followed along with him. She deserved better than that.

      Movement appeared in his periphery as Erica rushed the ghost, her blasters glowing. Vikira turned to target Erica, just in time to catch the Vented Heat from the blasters directly in the face.

      Wisps of blue mana snaked up his blades, and pops of white energy accentuated the edge. The aether solidified and split into three shards as he pushed more mana into the Aether Spike. Aether Spike had seemed to do fine before he had started using the swords.

      “I hope this works,” Zeke muttered.

      His Advanced Tech Armor settled into place as he cast Multi-Burst. A single burst sent him up into the air. He threw one blade, then the other, following them with both remaining charges. The blades lodged into Vikira’s back, each splitting into a spike.

      
        
        Momentum Attack (2x Damage)

        Vikira hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Additional 40 Aether Damage

        Vikira hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Additional 40 Aether Damage

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 40 Energy Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 40 Aether Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 50 Physical Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 40 Energy Damage (Momentum)

        Additional 40 Aether Damage (Momentum)

        Vikira is now Pinned for 10 Seconds

        Vikira takes 130 Damage

        Vikira takes 3 Aether Damage

      

      

      Aether attacks were super effective. His attacks had finally broken through.

      Ten seconds was enough for Zeke to grab his blades. Now that he was in close, he took full advantage. He stabbed with both blades, each planting another spike. An attack would break the hold, but it was reapplied with each new spike. Unfortunately, the effect didn't stack.

      
        
        Vikira hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Additional 40 Aether Damage

        Vikira hit for 50 Physical Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Additional 40 Aether Damage

        Vikira is now Pinned for 10 Seconds!

        Vikira takes 260 Damage

        Vikira takes 3 Aether Damage

      

      

      Vikira dropped to a knee. The edges of the ghost's form flickered.

      He stepped forward, planted his hands on the sides of her head, and cast Multi-Burst. Energy-laced aether hammered into either side of Vikira’s head.

      
        
        Vikira hit for 40 Aether Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Vikira hit for 40 Aether Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

        Vikira hit for 40 Aether Damage

        Additional 40 Energy Damage

      

      

      
        
        +5,000 XP

        123,400/126,000

      

      

      The ghost faded. A moment later, it was replaced by a training dummy. Zeke leaned over and braced himself on his knees. He took deep breaths, waiting for the fatigue to clear.

      "That took you long enough," Rothford said.

      "Are you ready to face us yet?" Zeke asked.

      "Feel free to come on up," Rothford replied. "I will be waiting."

      The elevator opened behind them. Erica stumbled over to him and activated a couple Health Kits while he waited for his mana and energy to slowly refill.

      "Ready?" he asked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke held his blades at the ready as the elevator opened on the bridge. He stepped out, keeping his back to the wall and scanning the area as he moved. Rothford stood on the opposite side of the room near the navigation console, facing out toward space. Every so often, a ship would drop out of FTL only to be blasted to pieces.

      The Bot Warlord was alone. Rothford wore a new set of golden gauntlets and a flowing red cape that looked suspiciously Aslanic in origin.

      "Come forward, Ezekiel," Rothford said without turning away from the console. "You put on a good show, I will give you that, but even you should realize you have no chance of defeating me. Both of you cannot begin to fathom how out of your depth you are. Not that you would plan that far ahead. You make your decisions in the moment. I digress. Be a good Kesh and tell your friend to drop her stealth. She looks silly skulking along the wall."

      Erica reappeared along the opposite wall.

      Zeke stepped out into the open. He tried to keep the furnishings between them as he moved closer. "Where are your bodyguards?"

      Rothford finally turned to face them. His entire set of armor was now accented with gold lines. The top of his head had been fashioned into a crown. "Why would you ever think I would need them?".

      Zeke filled his blades and activated his Advanced Tech Amor. Erica settled her aim on his gold-lined faceplate.

      Rothford turned back to face the console. "Any time you are ready."

      Zeke stepped out into the main walkway. He dashed forward, casting a charge of Multi-Burst at his feet. Soaring through the air, he sent his blades rocketing toward the Warlord with the two other charges.

      Rothford moved faster than Zeke thought possible. Zeke’s blades clattered harmlessly to the floor. A single hand clamped down on Zeke's throat.

      Rothford shifted back toward the console, flinging Zeke like a ragdoll in the process. He collided with the display barrier and dropped to the floor.

      
        
        Environment hits you for 150 Physical Damage

        Advanced Tech Armor 0/150

        Advanced Tech Armor Fails!

      

      

      Erica opened fire. Rothford lifted a hand to defend his face.

      Zeke smiled as the bolts of superheated plasma peppered the outstretched hand. Rothford turned away as a few slipped through.

      Zeke jumped to his feet, grabbed his blades, and threw them while Rothford was distracted. The Warlord swatted them away without turning to look at him.

      Erica rushed forward, trying to vent her heat like she had before. Zeke sprinted toward their foe, pressing the attack. He summoned a raw Aether Spike. One appeared on each arm, sparking with the added dose of energy, and he sliced it across the stationary form of Rothford. Zeke pulled the blades back and chopped down like he was splitting wood.

      This could work.

      It would take a while, but they could take Rothford down.

      His flow of movement was interrupted by something solid. It thudded into the top of his shoulders, forcing him to the ground and splaying his legs out in awkward angles. He wobbled in place as his vision continued to spin.

      
        
        Rothford hits you for 140 Physical Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor Resists 70 Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor -10 Durability

        Natural Armor Resists 20 Damage

        You take 50 Physical Damage

        Health: 140/190

        You are now Stunned!

      

      

      No other notifications scrolled along his view. He hadn't hit Rothford for a single point of damage.

      Rothford looked down at him. "Did you really think this was going to be a fight?"

      A metal hand rested on his shoulder and spun him in place. Zeke could only watch as Rothford stalked over to Erica. She kept firing as he got closer to no avail. He plucked her from where she stood and threw her back toward the elevator.

      "You thought you could just hit me with what, some plasma and aether, then hack me into little pieces?" Rothford asked, clearly not expecting an answer. "Do you know how much health I have? Can you begin to fathom the amount of resistances I have gained over the years? Did you even factor in my armor? I am a machine. The little effect your aether could have on me cannot even surpass my natural resistance."

      Zeke looked up at Rothford, who lifted him to his feet and dusted him off. Rothford stepped back to examine him before picking Erica up as well. Zeke was suddenly aware that the Aether Spikes had faded from his hands. Not that they seemed to do anything.

      "Why do this, then?" Zeke asked, straightening up.

      "Do what, exactly?" Rothford countered. "I have done quite a lot of ‘this’ lately."

      Zeke waved a hand at the expanse of the bridge. "This. Here, now. Why do this if you aren’t going to fight?"

      The Bot Warlord shook its head. "Oh, Ezekiel. This is your friend, yes? The one whose mother was hurt?"

      Zeke didn’t say anything.

      Erica glared at Rothford. "You are going to pay."

      "You must be confused. That is to be expected. Allow me clear the matter up for you." Rothford snapped out with the flat of his hand.

      Zeke stumbled back, waving his arms to try to stay upright. Rothford grabbed one of his flailing arms and tugged. Zeke landed face first into the floor.

      
        
        Rothford hits you for 170 Physical Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor Resists 70 Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor -10 Durability

        Natural Armor Resists 20 Damage

        You take 130 Damage

        Health: 60/190

      

      

      Zeke felt a pinch on the back of his neck. His feet dangled in the air as Rothford lifted him up. Erica now laid spread out on the floor with a metallic foot on her chest. Rothford sighed.

      "Have I not made it clear that I am the villain in this narrative? There are so few truly impressive villains these days. Even here, in this amazing work of art, they are lacking. I am going to complete this quest. Claim my rightful place in the lore and become the man that changed a galaxy."

      "You hurt my mother," Erica managed to mumble.

      Rothford nodded, bobbing his crowned head to from one side to the other.

      "There are times in life when options are limited. I have always thought that any good villain should have a monologue. Some say it is out of style, but what do they know? A proper monologue is not simply a thematic device. It is a higher level of mockery."

      Rothford forced him down to his knees.

      "You have no chance of beating me," Rothford continued. "That little climb up the tower was scaled to your abilities. I know exactly how hard to hit you and where. My passive awareness tells me everything about you. From your pitiful 190 hit points to the exact points of armor you have. I could summon a single minion to dispatch you."

      "Why didn’t you?" Zeke growled.

      "What level are you now?" Rothford didn’t allow him to reply. "Fifteen? Where is the challenge in that? You and your little dog—"

      "Fox," Erica snapped.

      Rothford lifted his foot off of her chest. He leaned to the side and kicked, launching Erica across the bridge.

      "Do not interrupt me," Rothford hissed. "You and your little dog have done all the legwork for me. All I have to do is finish the quest."

      
        
        [Colin: I’m back. What did I miss?]

        [Zeke: PLEASE. Please tell me you found something]

        [Colin: Yes, yes, I did. That’s what took me so long. Richard Sneed, Admin Network Specialist. Currently listed as “on vacation.” Get this, his holiday destination is listed as a Dive Pod. Security is looking over the freighter bot code for any signs of his input as we speak]

        [Erica: Colin, you are a wonderful person and I swear I’ll tell you which of your shoes have fish eggs in the soles]

      

      

      "What?" Colin asked as the elevator doors opened.

      "We'll talk about that later," Erica said. "Do me a favor and blast this guy."

      "Gladly," Colin said.

      "Did you hear me?" Rothford yelled. "You led me here. You are the reason I can do this. Accepting my challenge made everything so much easier. No one can get by me to activate this portion of the quest. You are the only one who can finish this, and you will not even be able to do that once I have taken control of your party. "

      "Sorry, Richard, kind of zoned out there," Zeke croaked. "Could you repeat that? I'm sure it was quite the speech."

      Rothford pulled him closer. "What did you say?"

      "Can’t breathe," Zeke said.

      Rothford loosened his grip. "What did you say?"

      "That was quite the speech," Zeke replied.

      "After that," Rothford snapped.

      "Can’t breathe?" Zeke gave his best smile.

      "What did you call me?" Rothford asked, now nearly nose to nose.

      "Richard," Zeke replied simply. "What? Do you prefer Rich? Richie? Dick?"

      Rothford hurled him across the bridge.

      
        
        Environment hits you for 140 Physical Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor Resists 70 Damage

        Shadow Weave Armor -10 Durability

        Natural Armor Resists 20 Damage

        You take 50 Damage

        Health: 10/190

      

      

      Zeke felt every bit of the seventy percent feedback as he landed. Slowly, he pulled himself back to his feet. "Is the monologue over? It was just getting good."

      "Quiet," Rothford snapped. He seemed preoccupied, off balance.

      Colin strode over to Erica, lifted her to her feet, and handed her a Health Kit. Once she was able to walk, they crossed the room to where he swayed. Colin and Erica held him upright as they each gave him a Health Kit.

      
        
        +100 Health

        Health: 110/190

      

      

      The ground beneath his feet grew solid. Zeke pressed on, picking up his blades as he moved closer. Rothford was positively vibrating with fury, but he didn’t move.

      "Come on, Richie, buddy," he said. "We were connecting there for a moment."

      "Don’t call me that. We aren’t friends," Rothford growled.

      "Don't. Aren’t," Zeke repeated. "Did you just use a contraction? Rothford doesn’t use contractions, but maybe Richard does?"

      "My name is Rothford!" Something seemed to crack in the man’s demeanor; he was like a spoiled child.

      Rothford spun and leveled a blaster directly at him.

      Colin and Erica opened fire. The mixture of blaster bolts and cannon fire obscured Rothford in a veil of smoke.

      Zeke charged his blades. They couldn't beat Rothford, but they were going to make him work for it. All they had to do was keep him busy.

      Rothford stepped out of the smoke, both hands holding wicked-looking blasters. One was pointed at Zeke and the other at his friends. The blasters hardly made a sound as they unleashed neon-green rings of energy.

      
        
        You are now Immobilized!

      

      

      That was it, Zeke thought. After everything. We lost. He closed his eyes and waited for Rothford to finish him off.

      Nothing happened.

      He cracked one eye open to find Rothford frozen in place, flickering, and then vanished, only to be replaced with a system message.

      
        
        Player: Rothford has disconnected

      

      

      
        
        Player: Rothford has been Banned

      

      

      
        
        Player: Zeke awarded Leadership of the guild Order of Anarchy

      

      

      
        
        Dungeon Cleared!

        +20,000 XP

      

      

      
        
        Level Up!

        +2 Essence

        +1 Ability Point

      

      

      The message faded. A large chest stood where Rothford had been moments before. Zeke opened his new guild interface.

      
        
        Invite to Guild: Order of Anarchy

        - Colin

        - Erica

      

      

      "Zee?" Erica said. "What's going on?"

      The space station dropped out of FTL. Ahead of them drifted a huge ship shaped like an hourglass.

      
        
        Quest Update: The Choice is Yours

        Optional: Deliver the Research to Terran Relay Station

        Optional: Destroy the Terran Relay Station

      

      

      "Accept the invitation," Zeke said. "I'm not sure which one of these buttons makes the station go pew-pew."

      Colin bounded over to a nearby terminal.

      "It's this one." Colin giggled as he tapped on the console.

      A veritable cloud of missiles erupted from the station. The Terran Relay Station exploded in a flash, rocking the floor under their feet.

      "That was a bit much." Erica tried to hide her smile behind her hands.

      
        
        [From: System]

        [Subject: Congratulations!]

        [Congratulations on completing the contest! You are invited to the Aether Frontier Team office located on the Tenth Floor. We are excited to meet you.]

      

      

      "Did you get that?" Zeke asked.

      "Yes," Erica replied.

      "Oh yeah," Colin said.

      
        
        System Announcement - Attention!

        Galactic Event Completed!

        Thank you all for participating in “Follow the Beacon.” The competition has been completed!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeke let the water run down the back of his head and along his spine. A Dive Pod kept a person hydrated, fed, and their vitals stable. The goo for deep Dive Pods was a proprietary concoction that made extended connections viable. Somehow it locked the body in place, like it was asleep, but still sent impulses to the muscles.

      Extended dives ran the risk of players dropping to unhealthy weights, but they hadn't been in there long enough for that. The Pods also safely allowed for a full-immersion connection without having to purchase extensive gear. Even top-of-the-line equipment had the chance of serious bleed through. Players had reported seeing the afterimages of the game world for almost a week after extended full-immersion connections outside of a pod.

      The downside was that it took quite a while to wash the gunk off. He didn't even want to think about what was mingled in with the goo.

      He looked down at his hands. They were his, but they weren’t. The fur was gone; his fingernails were a little longer than he liked, but claws they were not. He held them up to the showerhead to clear out some rather stubborn goo. There wasn’t a tuft of fur on his entire arm.

      They had warned him that there might be an adjustment period. The goo was an amazing healthcare regimen. His clothes were a bit loose. If his reflection was honest, and not some weird post-connection hallucination, the stubborn leftovers of his baby fat had vanished.

      It was good to be in the real world. He didn’t realize how numb he felt in the game. There were things that just weren’t there. Inside, the smells, temperatures, and sounds were saved for moments, or items of context.

      Out here, it was just so alive. He could smell the unopened bar of soap on the shelf beside him. Under that was the cleaner they used on the shower. The floor was cold where the water wasn’t hitting it. The room had a constant breeze from the decontamination jets in the hallway that came in through the bottom of the door. He could hear the water gurgle down the drain as well as the muffled conversations drifting in from outside.

      Another round of full immersion in the Pods was something that he would gladly do without. On top of all the muted feelings, there was the lingering sensation of their battles. The muscles in his chest ached from where Rothford had hit him. He wasn't sure if that was a common experience. The Pod people definitely needed to get that sorted. He took another couple of minutes to make sure the residual goo had been removed. The warm water was starting chill, which actually worked better.

      Zeke put on his old clothes. They were bigger in unexpected places. Their bill said they had been in the pods for a little over two days. The scale said he had only lost three pounds, but it felt like more. New clothes would be a sound investment. After walking through so many different types of slime, the first thing he was going to get was a brand-new pair of shoes.

      Reality snapped into focus. He had a meeting with the Aether Frontier crew. Depending on how things went, he would either be rich or he would need to use the next couple of weeks to lock down legal representation. If nothing else, he had to explain to his parents why he had missed a few days of school and disappeared without telling them. It hadn’t felt like it had been long when he had been in the game. Maybe that was something he needed to let them know about too. His hand rested on the door, but he didn't open it.

      "Whatever happens, happens," he whispered. Zeke pulled open the door and stepped out into the hallway.

      "Zeke?" Colin asked.

      He turned toward the sound of the voice. Colin stood nearby, gawking at him.

      Zeke walked over to his friend. "Did you get shorter?"

      "I’m not a seven-foot-tall dragon," Colin replied.

      Zeke nodded. "That’s probably it. Why are you looking at me like that?"

      "It's just weird," Colin replied. "You're not fuzzy anymore."

      "Any word about Rothford?" Zeke asked.

      "We helped catch a murder," Colin said. "He also abused his position, tampered with building equipment, and altered security logs. The Administration doesn’t like that. I don't think anyone will be hearing about Richard Sneed anytime soon."

      "Glad to know they have their priorities straight," Zeke said flatly.

      Colin smiled. For the first time in a while, he didn't flash a row of dagger-sharp teeth when he did.

      "I wanted to see you guys," Colin said.

      "Why is that?" Zeke asked.

      "Have you seen Erica yet?" Colin asked. "I was waiting to go with you guys to the office." Under his breath, he added, "And I wanted to make sure you held up that dinner date."

      Erica stepped out into the hall a few doors down. "And the truth comes out."

      All he could do was stare. Zeke wasn't sure if it was something the goo had done, or simply seeing the real her, but she was gorgeous. Her long, loose hair shined like a piece of the night sky.

      "Wow," Zeke managed to squeak.

      She smiled. His heart fluttered.

      She shifted her attention to Colin. "They got him?"

      "Yeah. He had checked in a few Pods down from us. Creepy, right?"

      Erica stepped closer to join their little huddle. "That’s a new level of creepy."

      "How are you doing?" Zeke asked softly.

      "Better, I think," she replied. "We got him. My mom is still in the hospital. She's safe—that's what is important. They say that recovery is looking good. She's awake, but she is going to be there for a while."

      Zeke held out his arms to her. She slid into them, wrapping him into a hug.

      "Thanks." Her voice came out muffled by his shoulder.

      "Guys," Colin said. "Can we go now?"

      Erica flashed Colin a smile. "When did you turn into the mature one? You just said you wanted to keep an eye on us."

      "True, but we can do that later. Do you know how hard it is to get an invite to the Aether Frontier Team office? They take their security seriously. We’re probably going to have to sign an NDA just to get into the office."

      "Okay." Erica stepped out of the hug, and her hand slid down to entwine with his. "Let’s go to the tenth floor."

      Colin led the way. He even remembered to hit the call button without being reminded.

      The trip to the tenth floor was quicker than expected. The elevator actually started to move faster once it dropped below level fifteen.

      Zeke tensed at the door chime. His hands reached for the sword he kept sheathed across his back.

      "Zeke?" Colin asked. "What are you doing?"

      "Huh?" Zeke forced himself to stand up straight.

      "Yeah, me too." Colin shook his head. "I never thought I'd say this, but I need a break from gaming."

      The doors opened to reveal a tidy lobby. Four rows of comfy, if a little clinical, chairs filled the center of the room while still giving enough space along the sides. A reception window was situated in the center of the far wall with a set of solid doors set on each side.

      "Colin, you're the tank," Zeke said. "You go first."

      Erica shook her head as she looked over at him. She stepped out into the lobby but, when the doors snapped open, couldn’t hide her jump. A throng of people spread out toward them. A tall woman moved to the front of the crowd. The group stopped just out of arm’s reach.

      "You must be Colin, Erica, and Zeke," the tall woman said. "I’m Miranda, one of the founders of Aether Frontier. It’s nice to meet you."

      She was at least as tall as Colin, if not a bit taller. Her hair was a wispy tangle of gentle auburn. She wore a pair of wide glasses tinted green.

      "It’s nice to meet you too," Erica said. "Why are all these people here?"

      Miranda tucked a stray wisp of hair back into place. "They wanted to meet you. You have no idea how long it’s been since someone even stumbled onto the contest. And here you all are."

      "You're Miranda Gayle," Colin said.

      Miranda looked at him. "What?"

      "Miranda Gayle," Colin replied. "You're the lead artistic design."

      "Oh." She looked over her shoulder to the people behind her. No one chimed in. "Yes, I am."

      The crowd parted to create a path to the doors.

      "Come on," she said. "Right this way."

      Miranda walked in an almost skip back the way she had come. Zeke and his friends followed as the crowd fell in behind them. Rows upon rows of desks, terminals, and servers stretched into the distance.

      Zeke stopped to take it all in. The entire area was one uninterrupted room, aside from the occasional pillar. He had always known that each floor was big, but he’d never actually realized exactly what that meant. The people along the far wall were little more than blurry figures. "You guys have the entire floor?"

      Miranda spun and gave him a bright smile. "Yes. The servers and processors that do the heavy lifting have their own rooms. It takes a lot to keep the game running smoothly."

      "Wow." Erica took another look at the stretch of desks.

      Miranda led them away from the desks to a room off to the side. "The aquarium is over here."

      "The what now?" Zeke asked.

      "The office we set aside for legal stuff," Miranda replied. "You'll see."

      A glass-encased room rested ahead of them. The far wall was painted in hues of cool blue, which gave the impression of water. There was a group of five severe-looking people already waiting for them at a table. Miranda continued to skip on ahead, only stopping when she reached an open chair.

      "The aquarium," she said.

      "Ah," Zeke said. "I get it now."

      "These are our lawyers." Miranda waved a hand at the assembled group. "Please, take a seat."

      "Colin, Erica, and Ezekiel?" one of the severe people asked. It was hard to tell which one of them was speaking.

      "Yes," they answered in unison.

      "We need your signatures to transfer ownership of the shares over to you," the hive of lawyers said.

      Zeke sat beside Miranda. It felt like a better choice than joining the lawyers.

      "Okay," he said. "Out of curiosity, how does this work?"

      "There are sixty shares split evenly between you three," the lawyers answered. "That is twenty per. As of this morning, a single share was worth three thousand nuyaun. The agreement states that if you wish to sell your shares, you will need to offer them to the company before taking them public."

      Zeke nodded and tried to keep calm. Sixty thousand nuyaun was about what he had hoped to earn in a year of pro gaming. It was much more than he had expected to get over the course of a few days. "Would I be able to sign my shares over to one of my partners?"

      "If you would like," the lawyers answered.

      "Zee, what are you doing?" Erica hissed, pulling him to face her.

      "I was the one who got you involved in all this," Zeke said in a whisper. "Without me, your mother would never have gotten hurt. If you sell my shares, then you can pay her medical bills and maybe even move into an apartment that will help with her recovery."

      Erica glared at him. "Don’t you dare. Rothford is the one to blame, not you. Besides, we're partners."

      "And we've got access to the guild inventory now," Colin added. "There has to be something worth selling in there. We could make bank on auctions alone."

      Miranda leaned in. "What are you three talking about?" she asked, also whispering.

      "Zeke is trying to play hero and give up his shares to me," Erica replied.

      "Don’t do that," Miranda said.

      "That’s what I said," Erica replied.

      "It's my fault all of this happened." Zeke tried to look Erica in the eyes but failed.

      "I have no idea what is going on," Miranda said through a giggle. "Zeke, if I may call you Zeke, why do you think we invited you here?"

      "To sign some paperwork," Zeke replied.

      Miranda smiled. "Well, yeah, but there’s more to it than that. You three have created a wave of interest in the game. Our older expansions are hotter than ever. Players are begging for the Tech Mage to become a standard class again, and the Aslanic Blockade has been seeing constant traffic. The contest is over, but people are loving the retro content.”

      "That’s cool," Zeke said. "I’m not sure how that helps us."

      "We would like to offer you all a contract," the lawyers said. "One year, with possible extensions."

      "No way," Colin said.

      "Doing what?" Erica asked.

      "Playing the game, silly," Miranda said. "Exclusive rights to stream your adventures exploring the previous expansions, with early access to any new content that comes out during your contract. What do you say?"

      Zeke looked over to his friends.

      
        
        Accept Contract? Yes/No

      

      

      They selected yes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello reader... (is that how people usually write these things?)

      

      Thank you for reading my book! If you made it all the way here  then you either read the whole thing or have a very strange reading style. Either way, I hope you enjoyed what you read. If you did, please consider leaving a review. Reviews are really important to the success of new authors like myself and they help bring in new readers so I can keep writing!

      

      If you want to contact me directly, you can find me on Twitter @Scottmccoskey - Feel free to drop me a line or join my little group of followers. I attracted a couple hundred of them along the way thanks to an encounter with a popular Youtuber. Send me a private message if you want to know that story...

      

      This is my debut novel. Hopefully, the first of many. Aether Frontier is a stand-alone novel rather than the start of the series. I would love to dip back into the world at a later date, but I guess we'll see how this goes. LitRPG is a growing genre that has a vast catalogue to dig through. Seriously, thanks for taking a chance reading this.  

      

      This book could not have happened without my awesome editor, Brook Aspden. He worked with me tirelessly to get this book where it is. Any issues or errors are mine and he probably pointed them out a few times. He also has his own LitRPG out there: Gamified

       

      Before working with Brook it was Taran Matharu who brought me into the world of publishing. I count myself lucky to call him my friend. Read his books, they are great.

       

      

      Through it all my wife, Rachel, has been with me. She put up with me rambling on about ideas and plot points.

       

      That's what they usually say. I think…

      

      Thanks again,

      Scott

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Portal Books - Newsletter and Group

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Portal Books is a LitRPG publisher, and our team is passionate about the genre.

      

        

      
        If you’d like to try out stories from the other fantastic Portal Books authors, you can sign up to our mailing list for 65,000 words of FREE LitRPG stories. Whenever we add more, you’ll get the update, absolutely free.

      

      

      
        
        https://portal-books.com/sign-up

      

      

      

      
        
        You can also find us on Facebook. Join our group to stay up to date on all our upcoming books, cover reveals, author interviews, giveaways, promotions and more!

      

      

      
        
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGPortal/

      

      

      
        
        For more general discussions about the genre, these groups may be useful to you:

      

      

      
        
        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup

      

      

      
        
        If you want to find more great LitRPG Books check out the Amazon store - www.amazon.com/litrpg

      

      

      

      
        
        Best wishes,

        The Portal Books Team

        www.portal-books.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More LitRPG from Portal Books

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Shadeslinger (Ripple System #1)

        Corporate flameout Ned Altimer dives into Earthblood Online ahead of other players. His advantages include a ridiculously handsome talking axe named Frank who has knowledge of the game’s deepest secrets…if the magnificent Frank ever feels like sharing them.

      

        

      
        But this also makes Ned a target. His fellow players are about to conduct the greatest manhunt in gaming history is set to begin.

      

        

      
        It’s available in Kindle Unlimited and in Audio, narrated by Travis Baldree!

      

      

      
        
        God of Gnomes (God Core #1)

        Reborn as a god, Corey must guide a village of bumbling gnomes as they build defences to defeat an invading army of kobolds.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Chrysalis (Beast Realms #1)

        With regenerative abilities, a badass tail and the potential to evolve his body, how could Art resist choosing a lizard man as his avatar? All’s well until he accidentally joins forces with an acid-spitting, enemy-consuming shadow-bound grub, causing his light-bound guild members turn against him, and a deadly fire mage to wage a vendetta against him.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Caesar’s Shadow (Gods & Kings #1)

        Matt has always dreamed of commanding his own Roman Legion. The VRMMORPG Gods & Kings is the closest thing to a time machine he’ll ever get. With the powers of a Warrior Priest, Matt must build his army, level his followers, and discover new battle formations that will help him defeat his enemies and become a true Roman general.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Occultist (Saga Online #1)

        Welcome to the world of Saga Online, the newest fantasy VRMMORPG. Join Damien as he discovers the rare Occultist class and summons an army of demons to save his mother’s life.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        The Elemental Dungeon Trilogy (Complete)

        Reborn as a dark dungeon, Ryan was happy defeating adventurers with undead minions. Then a necromancer arrived, and un-life got a whole lot harder...

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Dungeons of Strata (Deepest Dungeon #1)

        When Martin's guild joins the race to complete Strata Online, he finds an impossible task. A 100-floor dungeon, filled with an ever-shifting ecosystem of monsters.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      

      
        
        The Nova Online Trilogy (Complete)

        Imprisoned for a murder he didn't commit, Kaiden's only hope of early release is in serving as a Warden in the game-world of Nova Online.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Mastermind (Titan Online #1) - A Superhero LitRPG

        Karna was just like any other comic book fan. He dreamed of fighting alongside colorful heroes and taking down dastardly villains. In Titan Online, the most popular VR MMORPG going, he finally got the chance to live out his cape-donning fantasies. 

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Gamified: Book One, Beastmaster

        Ever wish your real-life was more like a video game? Be careful what you wish for…

        What can a housecoat summoning Beastmaster, a barbarian cheerleader and a nerdy necromancer do to prevent the end of the world? Find out in Gamified!

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and soon in Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Battle Spire: A Crafting LitRPG Book.

        Battle Spire is a meeting of World of Warcraft and Die Hard, using crunchy LitRPG mechanics with a heavy focus on crafting. Readers can expect to find in depth item and spell descriptions, along with stat tables and profession recipes. 

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the Group

          

        

      

    

    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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