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        Clay and his army of followers have led a military expedition into the heart of the Arethkarian continent with the goal to free all the enslaved players. They succeeded at capturing the powerful fortress of Iron Citadel in the Storm Mountains, but at a heavy price. Now landlocked and surrounded by enemies, they face their darkest hour. Amidst all of this, Betina—the guardian of dreams—has revealed a shocking truth…
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      “Konrad Takeshimi is my father.”

      The ghost girl floated in front of me. She wore large rimless glasses, dungarees, and had a placid expression over her cold pale face.

      I had no idea how to reply. It was quite possibly the most insane thing I’d ever heard, which was saying a lot, since I was a guy who nearly died from a zombie virus and now lived in an online video game.

      Could it really be possible? Betina—the guardian of dreams and one of the game’s competing A.I.—was the daughter of the game’s creator?

      “Hold on a second,” I said. “Are you saying, like, you’re a part of this game and Konrad Takeshimi made it, so, figuratively speaking, he’s your father?”

      “No,” said the ghost girl, shaking her head. “I was his flesh and blood and then he turned me into code.”

      Her typically apathetic face showed hints of a deep sadness.

      Anger burned in my heart as I took in the little girl’s words.

      No one wanted to be turned into code. I guess I had also been turned into zeros and ones when I cognitively uploaded my mind into Arcane Kingdom Online [A.K.O.] to escape death. Something told me, though, that Betina hadn’t been given the stark choice that I had. No. I wasn’t sure how it happened, but if what she said was true, she had been forced into this game, its world, its programming. All against her will. A little girl trapped in her father’s pet project.

      The girl in front of me flickered, appearing and disappearing.

      “Oh no,” I said. “Where are you going? I have so many questions.”

      “Sorry, Clay,” said the girl. “My power is draining. I’ll come back later.”

      With that, Betina disappeared. Time—which she had frozen before the start of our conversation—resumed once more.

      “Helloooo, Earth-to-Clay,” said Serena, looking at me quizzically. “Normally people reply in the middle of a conversation. You know, there’s back and forth. I say something, you say something.”

      I looked at her, eyes wide, trying to recall the specifics of our conversation before Betina had stopped time. We were in the hospital wing tower of Iron Citadel.

      We had been going over the events of the previous day. The battle we lost. The citizens, friends, and family members who died and were never coming back. The face of my brother—Will—came to mind. Konrad had permanently wiped his code from the game.

      “Why do you have such a goofy look on your face?” asked Serena. “Don’t tell me. Your A.I. friend has just come to visit you, and you’ve been having a whole conversation while I’ve just been frozen here this entire time with a stupid expression on my face. Do you ever think she could invite me into these dialogues? A bit rude, no?”

      I clenched my fists, anger pouring through me, as I stopped paying attention to Serena’s words. I didn’t give a crap about appropriate A.I. etiquette. Konrad Takeshimi had killed his own daughter. Turned her into code. He had murdered my brother. The only family I had left.

      Serena’s face turned serious. “Clay—are you okay? You look slightly...unhinged? Oh gosh, you’re probably not supposed to say that to someone if they are actually unhinged. Um, you look, fine. Just fine. Are you okay, though?”

      I wasn’t fine. I was sad because I knew I was never going to see my brother again. The sadness made me angry. The anger clouded my thoughts.

      “I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” came a voice from beyond the door.

      Two cat ears poked out from the door, followed by a man with a human-shaped body, but with whiskers on his face and a wagging tail behind him.

      Shade.

      He was wearing a puffy fur coat over top his normal thieving ninja gear. His cheeks were red. He wasn’t adjusting very well to the cold mountain air.

      “What are you doing here?” said Serena. “Clay needs his rest.”

      “He looks okay to me,” said Shade. “He’s no longer unconscious. He’s up and about. He looks better than ever. Say, wanna beer?”

      “What is it, Shade?” I asked.

      “Well, erm—”

      “Spit it out,” said Serena.

      “Hate to bring up bad news straightaway, but it looks like there’s three dragons about to attack Iron Citadel.”

      Dragons!?

      “The fun never stops, does it?” said Serena.

      I opened my inventory on my head-up display [HUD] and re-equipped all my gear. The patient’s robes I was wearing faded away from my body and were replaced with a full-set of summoner’s armor. A rare staff hung from my back along with some bows and arrows. I’d been unlocking multiple classes recently, becoming a bit of a polymath. I now wielded skills from the apprentice mage, summoner, ranger, and druid classes. I’d been training extra hard to protect the people I loved and cared about. So if dragons were attacking my new home, I’d let them get a taste of all my new moves.

      We ran down the tower towards the main hall of the keep.

      Raylene and Jackson were bickering over what our next upgrade should be when we came barreling down the stairs.

      “Obviously, we need more watchtowers,” said Jackson, strutting back and forth across the room.

      “You, kind sir, are frankly OUT OF YOUR MIND,” yelled Raylene. “What good are watchtowers going to do when mountains and clouds block everything. We need to invest in bigger stables, so we can get more scouts. Don’t you see what—”

      Raylene paused her rant when we all reached the bottom of the stairwell.

      “Where are you three in such a rush to?”

      “Didn’t I tell you before I ran up?” asked Shade.

      Raylene and Jackson blinked. Then shook their heads.

      “Whoops, I guess I forgot,” said Shade, scratching the fur on the back of his head. “Anywho. Here’s a quick catch-up: we’re under attack by three storm dragons!”

      “Shut the front door,” said Raylene, marching over and grabbing Shade by the lapels. “You ran in here and didn’t tell me we were under attack.”

      “Sorry ma’am! I told Clay!” squirmed Shade in Raylene’s grip. “Why are we wasting time bickering when we could be out there helping?”

      Raylene gritted her teeth. “Don’t speak to me with so much common sense. It only makes me more pissed off with you.”

      She let go of Shade and together, we all rushed outside.

      The bailey was in full-on panic mode. Soldiers were shivering as they held their spears up to the sky. Citizens were rushing indoors to hide and find shelter. Children were crying.

      A mother and son hurried away from the gates towards the inn. Their faces were pale with fear.

      “Please...This can’t be the end...After all we’ve been through,” cried a woman, falling to the ground, clutching her chest.

      I looked to the sky with determination. When I had arrived on this continent, I promised to protect these people. Now and forever—I refused to break the trust of those who believed in me.

      There was only one problem.

      “I don’t see anything,” I said, looking up to the sky.

      “Give it a sec,” said Shade.

      A roar of thunder echoed across the land. The clouds flickered with lightning. In the bright blast of light, the contours of the deadly creatures appeared.

      “Holy crap,” said Raylene.

      “There’s good news and bad news,” said Serena, holding her hand above her eyes. “The good news is: we’re not being attacked by dragons—”

      “What the heck do you call those things in the sky then!” shouted Shade.

      “Well, that’s the bad news: we’re being attacked by three storm drakes, a lesser form of dragon that’s not nearly as deadly as normal dragons but still pretty-ridiculously-earth-shattering-oh-shit deadly.”

      The three storm drakes descended towards the outer walls of Iron Citadel.

      Their tails were an icy pale blue with hardened black spikes riding up towards their spine. Their wings were webbed and spindly. Their necks were crooked and jagged, long and zigzagging, leading up to their large heads. They had glowing white eyes, each one looked as if it contained its own lightning storm. They opened their mouths, hissing as they made their descent.

      “Drakes, dragons, whatever you wanna call them,” said Shade, materializing a flask and taking a swig. “They are just one of the many countless reasons a man like me needs to drink.”

      I ordered the soldiers in front of us to form into squads. We were prepared to battle difficult foes and collectively we had years of experience with different massive multiplayer online games [MMOs] to know how to tackle such creatures.

      We charged out the gate and into battle.

      The melee fighters ran towards the closest incoming storm drake, while the ranged fighters—including myself—followed behind.

      The incoming storm drake landed on the ground, hissing violently, spit flowing out of its mouth, creating large imprints in the blanket of snow. The hiss turned into a roar. The air rippled in front of its mouth. A bright blue flame emerged, spraying all the warriors in a 180-degree radius.

      “Arghhh,” screamed the frontline soldiers as they took a big hit to their HP and weathered the attack.

      As painful as taking a frostfire blast to the face must be, it was what those warriors had signed up for. They were tank classes. They had extra defense stats and the ability to wear heavier armor so they could take the hits that others would never be able to withstand. They were some of the bravest people I knew.

      “Squad-B!” I shouted.

      Another regiment of soldiers—an eclectic mix of knights, mages, thieves, and brawlers—charged in behind the drake, angling for its rear.

      “Give it everything you got!” I ordered.

      Fireballs, energy blasts, bullets, and devastating slashes of blades, hammers, and battle axes flew into the flesh of the storm drake.

      The monster wailed and angled its head to give the damage dealing squad-B a taste of its frostfire.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” shouted Serena, leading  squad-A with the other tank fighters. “Everyone on three. One. Two. Three. Protect thy allies!”

      Perfect. The storm drake wanted to attack squad-B which was dealing the most damage to it, but damage dealers usually couldn’t withstand too many attacks, which was precisely why Serena and squad-A were drawing the monster’s aggro back onto them.

      The other two storm drakes started to close in on us.

      “Squad-C,” I shouted. “You know what to do!”

      The third squad—made up mostly of spellcasters and rangers—ran out and fired a barrage of Area of Effect [AoE] attacks and massive arrow blasts at the two other storm drakes.

      The monsters let out a horrible wail and swooped towards the third squad.

      The organization and planning was all coming to fruition. Squad-C would now run away, drawing the aggro of the two other drakes, so squad-A and squad-B could whittle away the first storm drake without any nasty distractions. It was a classic end-game raiding strategy at its finest. Our army was a well-oiled machine.

      The first storm drake screamed out its last wailing breath as the two squads destroyed its remaining health points [HP].

      “Heck, yeah,” shouted Shade, materializing his flask again and taking a swig. “First, I needed a drink to calm my nerves. Now, I need one to celebrate!”

      The battle wasn’t over yet, however. We had two more storm drakes to take out. I could see how it would all go down: squad-A and squad-B would focus on the second storm drake while squad-C would distract and keep the third and final one out of the way until the other squads were ready to deal with it. The tactic had already led to us defeating one storm drake with ease.

      But something about the strategy irritated me.

      It was slow. Tedious. Methodical.

      We had other things to deal with. I had to finish my conversation with Betina. I had to get stronger. I had to go take out Konrad Takeshimi and avenge my brother’s death.

      My dead brother’s final words rushed into my head.

      “I’m happy I got to see you again little bro. You’ve taught me what it means to be a good person, a true hero, like yourself.”

      What good was it to be a true hero if you let your own brother be killed?

      I had had enough.

      My shoulders dropped and I sighed before triggering one of the strongest and deadliest moves in my arsenal.

      “Clay!” shouted Serena. “What the heck are you doing?”

      I was doing what I should have done at the start of the battle. I triggered the druid move feral mode.

      My vision blurred. My muscles bulged. Strength injected into my body. My hands grew thicker and so did my nails.

      I imbued mana into my new hands giving them even more power.

      I rushed into the drake that squad-A and squad-B were focusing on.

      “Oof,” said Shade, wiping his mouth from another whisky swig. “Some people are just angry drunks, you know?”

      I wasn’t drunk. I wasn’t intoxicated. I was focused on killing these storm drakes as fast as possible.

      The drake screamed at me as I power jumped through the air and grabbed it by its neck. I pummeled mana into it, burning it with my touch.

      “Gods be damned,” whispered the soldiers, watching on. “Is that really, Clay?”

      I gripped either side of the storm drake’s jaw while soldiers rushed either side of the now paralyzed drake, throwing everything they had at it.

      The monster was dead in seconds.

      I rushed towards the final remaining storm drake.

      My heart raced. The world around me swirled.

      “Slow down, Clay!” shouted Serena behind me.

      But I wasn’t listening. The voices and the words didn’t mean much to me while in feral mode. They were echoes that you thought you heard but weren’t sure. I felt only the things I wanted to feel. Sadness for my brother. Anger toward the man and his followers that had harmed him. Rage towards the drake monsters delaying me from my pursuit of justice.

      I jumped in the air, creating a stairwell of mana puddles, to reach the final drake floating a few meters above the ground. I grabbed it by its neck with my supercharged mana-imbued hands and dragged it into the snow-covered dirt.

      “Clay, are you there?” cried Serena.

      I stayed focused on killing the storm drake. The violence numbed the pain swirling inside me. It relieved and satisfied me in a way nothing else could.

      Amidst the frantic feral attacks, there were brief moments where I forgot.

      Forgot my dead brother.

      Forgot my dead family.

      Forgot that all the odds were stacked against us.

      I stabbed the monster, destroying it.
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      The only two other times I’d triggered feral mode, I’d woken up covered in blood a few hours later.

      This time was different.

      I consciously transitioned from feral back to normal. The stench of blood, death, and icy wind filled my nostrils. I stood alone in the battlefield. The soldiers had skinned and carved the storm drakes, looting them for all they were worth and were now bringing back the materials to Iron Citadel. My party waited around for me and then, one by one, they left as well.

      Serena was the last to walk away; watching the throbbing energy of feral mode burn around me, full of anger and rage, slowly subsiding until I returned back to my normal self. My vision cleared enough so I saw Serena look at me oddly and then walk away as well, leaving me to stand alone in the empty battleground.

      I trudged across the field, the snow was a tapestry of the finished battle: tracks of footprints going every which way interrupted by craterous rumps left by the fallen drakes.

      The portcullis of the gate was open. Two foot soldiers were standing by. They must have been kept on to watch me; make sure a bear didn’t maul me while I stood there and let the feral instincts subside.

      I checked through the notifications in my HUD as I stepped through the gate and into the bailey of the fortress. There were all the experience points from the battle, my flame blast skill had leveled up, and a whole list of things. There was a long string of messages from the party deciding whether to continue with the assigned meeting of the war council given I was incapacitated due to “anger issues,” as Serena had so kindly put it.

      Crap. I’d forgotten about the meeting. It wasn’t like we had planned on storm drakes attacking us either. I rushed ahead to get to the control center where the meeting was being held.

      I swung open the door and everyone was there. Jackson, Raylene, Kari, Shade, and Serena. There were a few high ranking soldiers as well. Also, Ned and Fred—our two contacts with the apocalyptic outside world—were also in attendance. We had originally met Ned and Fred in Raylene’s home base and were shocked to learn their IRL bodies were alive and well in an underground bomb shelter in Oklahoma.

      “Look who decided to show up,” said Shade, crossing his arms.

      “Oh c’mon,” I said. “You’re always late.”

      “Not this time, Clay,” said Shade, wagging his tail, enjoying the moment way too much. “Maybe it’s time for a new watch, my friend. Or to change some of those bad habits of yours. Honestly Clay, everyone knows constant boozing keeps you awake and alert at all times. It’s the best way to train your senses…”

      “I don’t think anything you just said is true,” said Serena.

      “True or not,” said Shade. “I’m living proof it works.”

      “Okay, enough wasting time on my part,” I said. “Sorry for being late. Catch me up. What did I miss?”

      Raylene coughed, then smirked. “Thank you, Clay. We were just going over what our options are. Jackson.”

      Raylene turned and her normally serious face lightened as she turned to Jackson. Jackson and Raylene shared a history together—being early beta testers of the game before any of us had entered—and, over the course of our adventuring, their closeness had blossomed into a full-on romance. Serena grinned at me—it had been a favorite gossipy topic of ours together in our alone time.

      “We’ve looked at the situation and we don’t have a lot of options, but we’ve narrowed it down to three. First option is to attack the capital, Ryr’s Ascension, giving it everything we got. If we can somehow conquer the city, most of Arethkar’s resources would be under our control. The positive side: they won’t see it coming. The negative: it’s insanely risky with a very low chance of success.”

      Everyone nodded and murmured. The stoic Rorn continued.

      “The second option is we forgo any offensive measures and focus solely on defense. We have a very strong position with Iron Citadel on the continent. There’s food to hunt in our nearby surroundings and we could survive a long time here. The only problem with this plan is we’re completely disconnected to the rest of the continent since losing Crystal Port. Also, since we’re in the middle of Arethkar it’s not easy for our allies to send reinforcements.”

      Everyone nodded and murmured again, though the mood in the group had turned quieter and more serious.

      “Finally, the third option. We stay offensive, but we don’t go for the big attack on Ryr’s Ascension; rather we focus on getting one of the smaller cities. Maybe one of the port cities to open our connections to our allies. The problem with this is Arethkar proved they’d send all of their strength to recapture the smallest of towns or cities when they attacked Crystal Port. Is it really worth our while to try something so similar again?”

      The room was silent after hearing Jackson’s three options and his analysis.

      “So in other words,” said Shade. “We’re screwed.”

      “I didn’t say that,” said Jackson.

      Everyone sighed. I shook my head.

      “AGH!” I yelled.

      Everyone turned to me.

      My face fell into my hands. I’d led everyone here to Arethkar. I’d taken us right into the center of screwed-town. I didn’t even know how to apologize. We had no good options.

      “I’m sorry everyone,” I said. “If it weren’t for me, we wouldn’t be in this mess. I’ve let you all down. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know if you can ever forgive me.”

      “Nah, mate,” said Shade. “Cheer up. I’d walk into a bloody burning building if you told me to and want to know why? Cause I trust ya mate. Yeah, I know you’re fallible like the rest of us, but ultimately, I know you’re making your decisions based on what you think is right, especially for everyone else, not just yourself.”

      “Yeah what he said!” shouted Kari.

      Everyone nodded along. Serena smiled at me. “See—no reason to go into feral mode. We all got your back. Let’s look over the map of the continent again, maybe there’s something we’re not seeing. A base or an outpost, or something we can use to our advantage. I have a good feeling about—”

      A loud ping sound echoed in my ear. A message in my HUD. The chime was different from all the others I’d heard in my mind before. Judging by the annoyed and quizzical faces around the control center, everyone else had received a new notification as well. I checked my HUD to investigate further.

      
        
        Universal Alert! Konrad Takeshimi has been nominated to become emperor of Arethkar. The coronation ceremony begins in (10) days.

      

      

      “Oh boy,” I said. “That doesn’t sound good, does it?”

      It was worse. This guy had just killed my brother and now what, he was celebrating it?

      “I mean, is it actually so bad? He’s already clearly super powerful, so what does being emperor actually entail? Who cares if his ego is served,” said Serena.

      “It’s a tad more complicated,” said Raylene, interjecting. “Right now Konrad is a vital ally to Arethkar and the Arethkarian high council. He has a lot of strength, but he doesn’t have full control; becoming emperor would basically give him access to the ‘control center’—there’s no better way to describe it—to the whole Arethkarian nation. Not to mention, emperor status comes with its own host of insanely overpowered buffs and status boosts. If he becomes emperor, things will only get worse for us.”

      “We still don’t even fully understand Konrad’s goals,” said Kari. “I mean—does he really crave power so much he wants to enslave all the players of his game?”

      “There’s no point trying to understand the asshole piece of shit,” I said. “We need to stop him.”

      “But how?” said Serena.

      “By stabbing him in the throat and ending his existence entirely like he did to my brother.”

      The whole room went still. I waited for a response.

      “Hello?” I said. “Did you hear me? I gave us our solution!”

      Still no one replied, but it wasn’t because they weren’t listening. It was because time had frozen.

      I darted my head around, looking for Betina. Only she had the power to cause this level of strangeness.

      As if on cue, she appeared out of nowhere: a girl with brown hair and pigtails, big rimless glasses, and bright blue eyes. She had a ghostly pallor. Everything about her was faded, like she had stepped out of a worn old copy of a paperback book.

      “Nice to see you again and after such a small amount of time,” said the girl, speaking softly. “Sorry about our previous conversation getting interrupted so quickly. My powers, as I’ve explained before, are intermittent.”

      “So you were saying—Konrad is your father,” I said.

      “I’ll explain more of that soon. Very soon, I promise. But while I’m here right now we need to discuss something urgent. You can’t let my father be crowned emperor of Arethkar. Everything you hope to achieve here in this world will be lost if he succeeds at being coronated.”

      I swiped my hands in the air. “Alright—so then tell me guardian A.I. lady—how do we stop him? Did you just hear our war council meeting—we have three options. Option 1: get screwed. Option 2: get screwed more. Option 3: get even more screwed.”

      The ghost girl sighed. “That is a lot of screwing, but if you just relax for a moment and listen to me, I’ll tell you a fourth option. Now listen. You were smart to go for Iron Citadel, but even though you conquered this mighty fortress, the Arethkarian army far outstrips anything you could muster. The rubble that is Crystal Port is enough of an example you need, right? To defeat Konrad, you’re going to have to be sly, quick, and crafty. Why waste your time destroying the whole person, when a quick stab to the heart is all you need? Do you see what I’m saying?”

      I nodded. “Sure. Stop trying to fight them at their own game. We’re never going to beat them through sheer force. It’s a lost cause, but a cunning plan might be enough to save us.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “See the details.”

      
        
        New Quest Alert! Thwart the Coronation

      

        

      
        Konrad Takeshimi has been nominated to become emperor of Arethkar. His coronation will happen in 10 days. If you don’t stop him, Arethkar and Takeshimi will gain so much power as to be unstoppable.

      

        

      
        Quest Type: Unique

        Quest Difficulty: Heroic

        Quest Time Limit: 10 days

        Reward: ??

        Accept: Yes/No ?

      

      

      I didn’t need to know what the specific rewards of this mission were. They were pretty obvious. I didn’t know the full extent of the powers Konrad would gain by becoming emperor, but it couldn’t be good.

      “You’ll need to leave here at the break of dawn,” Betina continued. “I know of a smuggler in Brakeshire Village in the valley at the bottom of the mountain. Head there and you’ll know what to do. There’s a mountain pass—I’ve made some arrangements—and you’ll be able to get to the bottom quicker than normally possible.”

      “I haven’t even accepted the quest,” I said.

      Betina paused. “Are you not going to take it?”

      “Do you really think I should risk it all on this mission?”

      Betina smirked. “This mission is your only option.”

      She faded away, the last thing she said was, “Think about it Clay, but don’t take too long. The clock is already ticking. We’ll speak more later this evening. Somewhere I have more power.”

      I blinked. The members of the war council all stared at me, waiting for me to say what I thought we should do next. Time had recommenced.

      “You alright, Clay?” asked Serena.

      All of my friends and loved ones were in this room. Was I ready to risk all our lives on one single quest?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Later that night, in the dim crackling firelight of our bedchambers, Serena and I lay naked side by side. The room was grandiose with a rustic chalet vibe. There were dark wooden floors adorned with burgundy carpets, a king-sized bed with all the flourishes, and enough square-feet to include a desk and lounge area. The twinkle of stars and moonlight shone through the glass window beside our bed, placing shadows on our bodies. Wisps of ash flew out of the nearby fire’s flames; instead of disintegrating in the air though, the individual pieces of ash floated throughout the room, swimming through the air. One landed on Serena’s bare shoulder. Up close, you could see the piece of ash had eyes and a mouth. A flame spirit. I reached out to it and flicked it with my finger, hurling it back into the stream of other floating flame spirits, swirling around the upper ceiling of the room. It squealed faintly until it regained control and swam after its other orange glowing friends. The otherworldly fire was an early Rorn invention: a synthesis of woodwork, arcane carving, and summoning magic. The Rorn truly were the masters of magitech in this world.

      “That was, well, different,” said Serena.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were a bit more…rough.”

      My eyes widened and I suddenly felt sick inside. “Oh, I’m—”

      She laughed. “No, please. No need to apologize. I’m not complaining. Part of me even kind of liked it. A lot, actually. It was just—well, different.”

      “Oh, okay,” I said.

      We continued to lie in bed, caressing each other, but Serena’s words, “It was just—well different” lingered in the air, like a ghost squirming between us trying to create more room for itself, and pushing us further apart.

      Finally, I said, “Is there something you’re not saying?”

      Serena sighed and rolled over, the tip of her bum just poking out from beneath the blanket. “It’s not just we had sex differently,” she mused. “It’s you. You seem different.”

      I sighed and rubbed my head. “I don’t know if I want talk about it. I guess I have a lot on my mind. We have the Iron Citadel to look after, the new citizens to train, the war council, and a million other things.”

      I paused. The sight of Konrad Takeshimi obliterating my brother ran through my mind again. The whole scene: the floating ash and debris of the crumbling besieged town. My brother on the ground defenseless. The merciless face of Takeshimi. He destroyed my brother without a second thought. Like stepping on an ant. That was the worst part. There was no venom, no strategic value for eliminating my brother. He just did it because he could. That’s what unbound power looked like. Power that needed to be put in check.

      “Clay? Your face is all red.”

      I realized I hadn’t spoke in over a minute. I just lay there, seething in front of Serena. She gently touched my shoulder, then rolled out of the bed and walked up to a nearby table with a carafe of water and a set of glasses. She poured herself a glass. She took a sip and sighed.

      “I’m not sure how I feel about this quest,” she said.

      This was the first I was hearing of this. “Why?” I asked. Before she answered, I spoke up again, “Can you bring me a glass of water too, please?”

      She grinned and poured another glass of water and brought it to me. I took it off her hands and took a sip. The cool water streamed down my throat with a soothing clear taste. A message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Wintry Satisfaction (Buff): You feel a poignant sense of contentedness. Duration: Five minutes.

      

      

      Crystal River Mountain water was another perk to Iron Citadel and its surrounding environment.

      I stared adoringly at the glass of water I’d just sipped and turned back to Serena. “You were saying about the quest?”

      Serena got back into bed, but not all the way. She sat at the edge, not fully committing to lying back down.

      “Don’t get mad,” she said. “But how do we know we can trust Betina?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, like, has she really been helping us this entire time or has she been pursuing her own agenda?”

      “Her agenda is to kill Konrad Takeshimi. As far as I’m concerned, it’s my agenda as well.”

      “Is it?” she said.

      “Of course it is,” I said. “Isn’t it yours?”

      “I saw it differently,” she said. “I thought we were doing what was best for our citizens, for everyone in Illyria.”

      “I don’t know what’s best for everyone anymore,” I said. “Betina says this is and I think most would agree.” My heart raced. I felt heat build up in my chest. My wintry satisfaction buff waned as other emotions drowned it out. “And what about my brother, huh? Am I just supposed to forget what happened? Keep being the wise benevolent rational leader Clay while this murderer gets crowned emperor? Remember what Raylene said—he might even be the cause of the ZERO virus. He didn’t just kill my brother then, right? He killed your mom, your dad. My family as well. The blood is on his hands. And what—we’re supposed to sit around and bide our time while he gains even more power?”

      Serena didn’t say anything back. Her face had gone pale. She wiped her eye. I hated the look she had on her face.

      My shoulders fell. “I’m sorry. I’m acting just as you said I was acting and I’m sorry. But don’t you see what I’m saying. What if this is our only shot? Should we let it pass us by?”

      Serena made a funny face with her mouth—her thinking look. She ran her hands through her hair.

      “And if we did go on this quest wouldn’t we have to leave, like, right now?”

      I grinned. She was considering the quest a lot more by asking such a question.

      “We could leave early tomorrow morning,” I replied.

      “Who would come with us? Would I come with you?”

      “Of course you’d come. I figured Shade as well. We can’t separate the lovebirds Jackson and Raylene anymore now, can we?”

      “Very funny,” smiled Serena. “It’s true, we have to leave them to their bickering over optimal defense upgrades.”

      “Exactly, it would be too tragic to separate that,” I laughed.

      Serena climbed into bed and grabbed me in her arms. We hugged each other, our bodies warming each other up. “Let’s do this quest then,” she said in a low voice. “You’re right. We have to.”

      Serena set a wake-up alarm in her HUD. We cuddled and I clutched her body into mine. She was the only family I had left.

      I slowly drifted to sleep, knowing Betina, the guardian of dreams would be waiting for me on the other side of reality.

      We’ll speak more later this evening, I recalled her saying. Somewhere I have more power.
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      I don’t know when exactly it happened—when I transferred from the realm of conscious waking life into the dream realm, but I was here now: in an endless white space. Nowheresville. One of the back channels within the inner workings of the game. One moment, I was holding onto Serena’s body, feeling her breathe in and out, listening to the cool whistle of the wind outside, and then I was no longer there. No longer awake. Here.

      Betina materialized out of the nothingness.

      “You’ve already given me the quest,” I said. “What more is there to talk about?”

      “Do you really think you’re powerful enough to go up against Takeshimi?”

      “Your father, you mean? You still haven’t explained that.”

      “It will be clear soon enough,” said the little girl.

      “Okay, so why am I here?”

      “How badly do you want to kill Konrad?”

      The man’s face came to my mind. The ghostly pallor similar to Betina’s. His long hair and goatee. His small eyes hidden beneath his glasses. The apathetic smugness written all over his face revealed he thought he was better than everyone else. The man who murdered my brother. Yeah, I wanted to kill him.

      “Badly.”

      “Good to hear, but you’re still not ready. To beat a player like Takeshimi, someone with the Prophetic Seal, guardian powers, and a powerful chronomancer on top of that, he’s going to have to unlock a super OP class of his own: Dream Druid. It will be the only way to defeat Konrad Takeshimi. “Are you ready to start the trial?”

      “I’m ready.”

      She nodded her head. “To complete the dream druid trial, you must enter two different dream spheres and fight your way out. First, you’ll enter mine, as only I can grant you the power you seek and then you’ll enter yours to unlock it officially within the game system. Shall we begin?”

      I nodded my head. “Do it.”

      The little girl lifted her hand and snapped her fingers. The endless white room swirled out of existence. Numbers and code fell all around me. A new message appeared in front of me.

      
        
        #####Dream Trigger: Initiating Dream Druid Trial######

      

      

      The numbers swirled. My head throbbed full of pain. I closed my eyes, hoping for some relief. Then the pain was gone. I opened my eyes and I was shocked to see where I was.

      Earth.

      I was staring at myself in a mirror in a bathroom. The tiles were blue, a furry burgundy rug stood right outside the door to the shower. I didn’t recognize this bathroom. It was certainly not one I’d ever visited within my lifetime. Even though it was unfamiliar from my memory, it was unnerving to be back in a space I associated with the real world, with my time before A.K.O.

      The door of the bathroom was closed. I reached for the handle and pulled it down. I paused. I was wearing different clothes. A green sweater and blue jeans. I had white running shoes on my feet. Normal clothes. Or rather, the old normal. I was so used to my magical gear, I felt uncomfortable in clothing I used to take for granted. This was not the test I was expecting. My hand was still on the door handle, pressed down. All I needed to do was pull. I took a deep breath and pulled my arm back, revealing a hallway of what looked like an apartment.

      I stepped out into the hall. The floor was stained blonde wood. Based on the hallway and the room I saw, partially at the end of it, the place was clean and tidy. The hallway also felt narrower than I was used to. A plug socket on the wall told me I wasn’t in United North America or Europe. This plug was different from what I was used to. Similar-ish, but not quite.

      I continued down the hall. I passed a door that was ajar. I’d circle back to it after I took in the rest of the surroundings. At the end of the hall, the apartment opened up to a living room with an attached kitchen. A box of cereal—Honey Oats—sat on the counter. There was a couch and television set beside a sliding glass door window that led to a balcony. Outside were other apartment blocks making up a city. I moved closer to the window. It was a city at once immediately familiar to me and yet entirely unknown. One I’d never been to physically, but had travelled to more than once through TV shows, film, and anime. That’s right. Outside the window of the apartment was Tokyo.

      I pressed my hands against the glass. I’d always wanted to go to Tokyo. It was in my original travel plans before I got bogged down in Europe. I shook my head. Never mind that now.

      I turned away from the window and took in the living room once more. Part of me wanted to flop down on the couch and click the remote. How nice would it be to do something so ordinary? I picked up the small television controller in my hand. I turned it over. I wasn’t just back on Earth, back in reality; I was back there in the one I imagined at night, the one that no longer existed even outside of A.K.O. The reality that was no more. I placed the television controller back down on the sleek wooden table.

      A door creaked open.

      I turned to the front door by the kitchen. It was firmly shut. I tiptoed quietly back to the hall. One of the room doors was ajar. Soft murmurs leaked out from the open room.

      I stayed closely hugging the wall. The voices got louder. One voice in particular. A man’s.

      “Pack your things now,” he said.

      A voice replied to the man. It was a little girl. “Where are you taking me, daddy?”

      “We’re going on a big trip. C’mon pack your things in the bag. I’m just taking a quick step outside.”

      Oh crap.

      I moved backwards but it was too late. The door swung open and the man stepped out into the hall. He looked at me and then placed his forehead in his hands. He was stressed about something.

      “Hey sir—where are we?”

      The man rubbed his head and turned back to the room where he had just come from. He ignored my question.

      “C’mon,” he said, the words coming out as a croak.

      I walked to the open doorway. It was a little girl’s room with pink flowers painted on the walls. A line of different stuffed animals stood neatly across the backwall, placed like diligent servants at attention to their beloved master. A little girl sat on the floor near the row of plush creatures, picking one up and determining whether it would go in her bag with her. I recognized the little girl straightaway: it was Betina.

      “You can only take one stuffed animal,” said the man.

      I took the man in. He was younger, but it was undoubtedly the man who created the most advanced video game on Earth. Konrad Takeshimi.

      “Why daddy? I can’t choose. I don’t want to go on a trip anyway.

      I jumped between the family squabble.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “But can you explain to me what’s going on? I think I’ve travelled back in time. Maybe we can still save the planet. Maybe we can undo everything that’s happened. But you have to listen to me. Now.”

      Takeshimi lifted his arm and pointed his finger at the little girl. His arm went straight through my stomach.

      “Pick one,” he said. “You have two minutes. Then we’re going.”

      I was completely invisible to both of them. I stumbled backwards. What the heck was going on here? Where was I? Then a more specific and peculiar thought came to mind: how can I understand what they’re saying? I don’t speak Japanese. Unless, I hadn’t travelled back in time. I was in a dream. I was in a memory and the voice dubbing had been changed to a language comprehensible to me. Alright, fair enough. But what was I supposed to do here?

      Middle-aged Konrad Takeshimi grabbed little Betina by the arm and pulled her along. They rushed past me—an unwelcome ghost to this private moment—and went out the door. I followed behind.

      The father and daughter pair were silent in the elevator. The father held his daughter’s hand and pulled her along as soon as the elevator doors opened and rushed through the front doors of the building, ignoring an old man and woman with walkers who appeared pleased to see the man and his little girl.

      It was a gray day outside. I followed the father and daughter along the street. It started to rain. The wet droplets passed right through me. I was here in this environment and yet I didn’t exist. I was a ghost. An observer. The question was: what exactly was I being shown?

      Konrad and Betina went down the steps of an underground train station. I chased after them. Crowd surfing was easy as I moved right through the shoulders of business people in damp trench coats heading to work on their morning commute.

      Konrad and Betina entered the next train with me following right behind them.

      The father stood up, holding onto a hand railing as little Betina sat down, swinging her feet above the floor where her legs didn’t reach.

      We passed a slew of subway stations, the names of which were labeled in Japanese, so I had no idea where we were going. The train eventually stopped at another station and Konrad’s shoulders tensed. He picked Betina up in his arms shifting her to his right arm and picked up her bag with his other and exited the train.

      We exited the station into a busy district of glittering glass towers. We eventually arrived at a building with a pyramid symbol over the spinning glass doors. This was the TriCorp building.

      “Why are we at your work, daddy?” said Betina. “I thought we were going on a trip.”

      “We are,” said the man. “I just had to pick something up. Then we’ll go.”

      Takeshimi entered the building. He greeted a security guard, then went up to an elevator and waved a card over a special keypad. The private elevator opened and he stepped in with his daughter. I followed behind. Inside he pressed the button for “-5” floor, a basement beneath other basement floors, deep in the bowels of the building.

      The elevator opened up to a painfully bright floor, full of sterile white light. The place reminded me eerily of the hospital hallway I walked through towards my containment pod before uploading myself to the game.

      “But I thought your office was on the top floor?” said Betina, confused.

      The father didn’t respond, just pulling the little girl along.

      They stopped in front of a metal door. Konrad placed his keycard in front of it and the door slid open. Betina’s face was full of bored confusion. The room had a large silver containment pod attached to loads of computer monitors and other black boxes with bright flashing lights. Konrad went to the containment pod and typed something into the keyboard attached to the side of it. The glass dome overtop the pod lifted.

      He turned to Betina and picked her up and placed her in the pod.

      “What’s going on, daddy?”

      Takeshimi didn’t answer the little girl. He continued with his work, placing metal clamps against her head.

      “I have to do it,” Konrad said. “For the sake of the game.”

      Holy crap—what was going on? This guy was a real sick bastard.

      I ran between the father and the little girl in the pod.

      “STOP,” I shouted. “What are you doing? She’s a little girl! This technology shouldn’t be tested on her!”

      But he didn’t hear me. I had no effect on this realm. Why was I even trying?

      Konrad continued to set up the upload process as Betina sat there, innocent of what was about to happen to her.

      What was I to do? How was I supposed to just stand here and watch this?

      A voice pierced through my head and I knew I was the only one hearing it. You’re running out of time to complete the trial, Clay!

      Oh man, the trial. I’d been so preoccupied with this strange environment I hadn’t even checked my HUD. Did I even have access to it in this realm? A message suddenly appeared in my vision.

      
        
        Notice: Your Head-Up Display is currently turned to “off-mode”. Would you like to turn it back on?

      

      

      Um, yes. What the heck? Why was it turned off in the first place? My HUD flickered into being, effecting my whole vision. My stats and health bar all returned with a slew of messages.

      
        
        You have temporarily unlocked Dream Druid Class.

        You have unlocked the ability summon dream blade.

        You have unlocked the ability dream dance.

        You have unlocked the ability shatter phantasms.

        You have unlocked the ability mind slash.

      

      

      Oh man. That was a slew of messages one did not want to miss.

      Konrad continued to set up his workstation with his daughter in the middle of it all. The voice from before: you’re running out of time, echoed in my head. I had to do something.

      I triggered summon dream blade. I clenched my fingers, preparing myself to be holding a magical sword, but nothing appeared. A new message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Dream Blade can only be summoned in the dream realm.

      

      

      What the heck? I thought I was in the dream realm already. If I wasn’t there, where the heck was I? The more important question though was: how then did I enter the dream realm?

      I went ahead and triggered another ability. Dream dance.

      My feet shifted. The whole room changed. It was like I’d stepped out of one realm into a parallel universe. The laboratory with Konrad and Betina faded into a sepia tone, like they were apart of a photograph. They certainly were frozen like a picture. But erupting all along the fringes of this new dulled realm were bright pink and red flames. And on top of everything else: I wasn’t even alone in this new parallel realm. Three headless figures composed of inky black material haunted the room, standing over Betina sitting in the containment pod. They had flailing arms and legs, like those blowy stick figures you see along the highway. Above their status bars was the nameplate: [Hauntling].

      Something told me these were apart of the trial and they required repelling. I held out my arms and let my fingers cover in flame. Or at least, I thought I did. Like a broken lighter, nothing ignited in my hand.

      Huh?

      A message popped up on the screen.

      
        
        Apprentice Mage abilities do not function in the dream realm.

      

      

      I triggered another new move, shatter phantasms.

      Nothing happened.

      
        
        You have not summoned any phantasms.

      

      

      Crap. I triggered mind slash.

      
        
        You have nothing by which to channel mind slash.

      

      

      Ugh!!!

      I was in the dream realm now though, meaning I was able to summon the dream blade. I held out my arm and triggered the ability. A swirling blade of bright energy with a magenta hue formed in my hands. I twisted my arm admiring the sword.

      I could get used to this ability.

      I swiped the sword in front of me triggering mind slash. A massive beam of energy sliced out of my sword when I slashed it. The attack knocked the headless monsters. One shattered with a single hit.

      
        
        +357 EXP!

      

      

      I hurried towards the other two hauntlings, when suddenly the purple and pink flames faded away, leaving me in the laboratory room with just Konrad and Betina. Color returned to their faces and the rest of the room. Konrad continued his movements, setting up the cognitive upload device. The hauntlings were no longer in the room. My sword, however, beamed brightly in my hands. Nice. So I needed to dream dance into the other realm to summon the dream blade, but once summoned I could take it back with me.

      I struck the blade at the frozen Konrad next. The blade sliced right through his person, but didn’t make an impact.

      
        
        Warning! You cannot hurt or harm non-dream realm entities in the dream realm. You can, however, manipulate their positioning or space around them.

      

      

      Good to know.

      Ten seconds passed and I was able to trigger dream dance again. My body plunged into the other slower time-dilated dream realm of faded grays and flaming spires of pink and purple all around me. There was no time to waste—I had thirty seconds in the realm before I fell back into the normal realm. I swiped my sword, unleashing another mind slash, a ripple of beaming energy cascaded across the room, knocking both hauntlings against the wall. I dashed towards them and plunged my sword into one, jabbing it again and again.

      
        
        +357 EXP!

      

      

      I hurried to the other and finished it off with a slash across its body. The hauntling obliterated into tiny pieces upon its HP hitting zero.

      The pink flames disappeared and the room returned to normal, but Konrad and Betina still remained frozen. A bright light glowed out from the containment pod. Betina floated out of the glass cage. It was no longer the little docile Betina from the memory. It was the Betina I knew.

      “Well done, Clay,” she said. “You’ve passed the first test of the trial.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Um, where are we? Is this your memory? Did your father really upload you into the game?”

      The girl paused. “It was more than that. He didn’t just upload me to live here. He uploaded my mind to become one with the code of the game. So that my consciousness would contribute to all the other ones being formed within the game world.”

      “So he used his own daughter to further his own ends,” I said.

      “You can see why I wish to end him then, don’t you?”

      I nodded. I had my own reasons, but this was horrible. Her own father imprisoned her in this world, experimented on her. I clenched my fists. It made me so mad on her behalf.

      The girl’s face remained placid. Her anger wasn’t like mine. It wasn’t as raw. It was resigned, a quiet flame that had been burning for a long time.

      She lifted her hand and a bright golden portal opened up in the middle of the tech lab.

      “You’ve freed me from the demons in my dreams,” she said. “Now to complete your trial you must face the demons in your own. Heed my warning, Clay. The second part of the trial is even more difficult than the first. To face other’s demons is much easier than to face your own. Good luck.”

      I nodded at Betina’s advice and then stepped through the portal to the next portion of the trial.
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      Stepping out of the portal, I entered a gray dreary landscape with an overwhelming smell of smoke and burnt ash. I was in a medieval city street, with cobblestones stained in blood and buildings on fire. I’d been here before. Recently. This was the battle of Crystal Port.

      The ground rumbled. An explosion went off in the distance. The Arethkarian dreadnoughts were breaking a hole in the wall. This was the second half of the battle.

      I spun around, taking in the chaos of the siege. I couldn’t place myself exactly. My knowledge of Crystal Port was never as broad as I would have liked. I’d conquered it and moved on, only to return to see it taken back by the empire I’d freed it from.

      Then a man ran out from the corner. Dressed in a sleek black leather jacket with a red staff strapped behind his back. My stomach twisted at the sight of the man. It was my brother.

      Will.

      I turned down the street, knowing intuitively where we were now.

      Konrad Takeshimi appeared at the end of the street. He glowed of silver and gray—the old bearded chronomancer and creator of the game. The dream druid trial had returned me to the place of my brother’s death. The source of my trauma. My anger. My resentment.

      I wouldn’t wait for the scene to play out, like I had with Betina’s dream realm. No. I knew what to do here.

      I triggered dream dance—plunging myself out of the surroundings and finding myself in the faded world of pink swirling flames. The dream realm.

      There were three hauntlings surrounding Konrad. They were larger than the ones I’d fought in the first trial. But I didn’t care. I wasn’t after them. I conjured the dream blade into my hands and ran straight at Takeshimi.

      I stepped out of the dream realm right as I unleashed mind slash—a bright boomerang shape wave of powerful dream energy. The blast bashed into Takeshimi. The man shattered into a million different pieces.

      What?

      That was too easy.

      I dream danced again, entering the dream realm. I threw out another mind slash. The attack shattered the hauntlings.

      I waited for a golden glow but nothing happened. The dream dance timer fell to zero and I plunged back into the parallel zone. Movement, smoke, bodies, screams all rushed back into my present state. Explosions shattered the air and my eardrums.

      I killed Konrad. The man who killed my brother. Why hadn’t the quest rewarded me? What the heck was happening?

      Konrad flickered further into being down the street. My brother screamed behind me. He was yelling at me to run. He would meet up with us. Slow Takeshimi down. He was sacrificing himself. I just didn’t know it yet.

      I ran after the new incarnation of Konrad. Was this him or more of his illusions he was casting?

      I triggered dream dance. Time slowed. The world around me turned gray except for the bright flaming pink sky and swirls of magenta flames on the ground. Two more squiggly black inky hauntlings surrounded Konrad. I ran up to them and slashed my sword in a manic rage, obliterating them into a million pieces.

      I went for Konrad next.

      I stepped behind him and angled my dream blade at the back of his skull. I let the dream dance timer countdown to zero and as time rushed back into being, I plunged my dream blade into the back of the old chronomancer’s skull. I waited for the experience points. For Konrad to shatter like all his other illusions had. Instead the old man took a step forward, pulling his head out from the sword.

      He collapsed on the ground, falling to his knees. Blood and brains leaked from his head. I had no idea how he was still moving. Maybe because this wasn’t real. Maybe because this was a memory. A dream. A nightmare. Normal logic did not govern this place.

      I stepped around to face the fallen man. There was something odd about this incarnation of Konrad. It was unique from the one I’d fought a minute before, but he was different from every other time I’d encountered the man as well. There was something in his eyes. The way they shook beneath the power of my dream blade. Was that fear on his face? Sadness for the hole I’d put in his head?

      “You don’t know what you’re doing,” squirmed the aging old man. The man who had killed my brother. “I saved you. My game has only done good things.”

      “Shut up,” I said. “Your begging won’t do shit.”

      “Listen to me,” he said. His eyes squirmed. Something wasn’t right. This man in front of me wasn’t just a figment of my imagination. A specter of my nightmares. No. Konrad Takeshimi was occupying this surrogate. He was speaking to me all the way through subspace. “You cannot trust my daughter. Betina, she’s—”

      “SHUT UP,” I yelled at the dying man. I shook my head. He was filling me with lies. He was a monster. He was a bastard. I hated him.

      The man squirmed below me. I didn’t have to wrestle with any morals. I swiped my dream blade right across the old man’s neck, sending his head hurling across the street.

      You have unlocked dream druid!
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      A hand gently shook my shoulder, pulling me out of my slumber and into the-inbetween realm of sleeping and wakefulness, aka. the worst section of waking up. Serena was overtop of me.

      The fire had dimmed. The magical ember spirits slept as the occupiers of the room fell asleep. Some were floating up and away from the fire, sensing more of the room’s occupiers were waking up.

      “What are you doing? Why are you waking me?” I grumbled.

      “Um, the quest you said we had to do,” she said. “The one you said was our only shot.”

      “Five more minutes.”

      Serena grabbed my arm and physically dragged me out and onto the furry rug on the wooden floor of the bedchambers. As soon as I was out of bed, the fire spirits ecstatically woke up, spinning around the room, bringing in more heat.

      Serena put her hand on her hips. “C’mon now. I thought we had an emperor to dethrone.”

      “He’s not an emperor yet,” I grumbled.

      “That’s more like it,” she said.

      I pressed the buttons in my HUD and equipped my gear.

      “By the way,” I said, smiling. “Guess who just unlocked a unique hybrid class? This guy! I’m a dream druid now.”

      “That’s great,” said Serena. “How about you stop bragging and get a move on?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We headed down the cold steps of the keep. No one in the castle was awake. It was silent but for the whistle of the cold mountain wind just beyond the stone walls of the tower. The control center was empty and we headed to the front doors. Shade poked out from the shadows, wagging his tail.

      “You two really don’t know how to sneak, do ya?”

      “What!?” said Serena. Talented at almost everything, she refused to be criticized, even for a skill she’d not spent much time practicing, such as, sneaking.

      “Were you really gonna go out the front?” he asked.

      “And what if we were?” balked Serena.

      Shade rolled his eyes and I noticed he had a healing charm around his neck.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Shade picked up the necklace and grinned at it. There was even a hint at a blush. “Kari made it for me.”

      “Oooooooh,” said Serena.

      Shade’s face went completely deadpan. “No time for gossip, kiddies. Follow me.”

      The cat man walked past Serena and I with an overconfident gait. He led us to the back of the control center, going down a spiral staircase to the dungeons.

      “Um, we’re trying to leave Iron Citadel,” said Serena. “Not burrow ourselves deeper in it to hibernate.”

      “Hardy-har,” said Shade, walking past the unused cell bars and crypts. “There’s a secret exit through here.”

      He pushed a brick at the end wall, revealing a trap door, leading to a tunnel neither one of us had seen before.

      “I bet you didn’t know we had this feature,” said Shade, winking at us.

      “How did you find out about it?”

      “Every good criminal knows to scan the place,” said Shade. “What do you think I do all day? Drink?”

      We both looked at each other and nodded. “Pretty much.”

      “Well, you’d be 98% right,” he laughed. “But don’t underestimate that final 2%!”

      Shade continued to lead the way down the secret tunnel until we emerged at a ladder. He climbed up and poked open a trap door, which brought in a gust of wind from the outside. He climbed up first and then called down to say the coast was clear. Serena went next and I followed right after her. We emerged from the underground in a pile of hay in the horses’ stable.

      A pile of brown horse shit stood right by where I almost planted my hand.

      “Charming,” I said.

      Outside the barn, Shade had a wagon cart waiting for us. The sky was still dark, faint orange light coming from far in the distance. A group of snowgulls chirped from their perched spot high on the tower. A brisk wind drifted through, pressing against our clothes.

      “Here equip these,” said Shade, handing us some cloth robes. “We’re keeping a low profile, right? So put on those low-stat peasant garbs. We’re traveling merchants, if anybody asks.”

      “Not very successful ones by the looks of things,” said Serena, looking grossed-out by the rags.

      “Good thinking, Ms. Serena—color in the rest of our backstory if you like.”

      Shade equipped the rags himself and threw a hood up, concealing his face. He went round and took the reins of the horses.

      I equipped the merchant disguise and a message popped up on my HUD.

      
        
        You have donned a disguise! People will believe you to be a merchant. That is, unless you make them suspicious.

        Current disguise level effectiveness: 100%.

      

      

      With our new disguises on, Serena and I shuffled into the back. Shade whipped the reins and the cart bumbled along the thoroughfares and alleys of Iron Citadel.

      The murmurings of the guards grew louder as we approached the gate. There was laughter and the sounds of bottles clinking. They were drinking and acting like goofs. We got close enough that I started to pick up their conversation.

      “Here we are in the bloody Storm Mountains, can you believe it?”

      A whole round of them laughed. “Not in a million years did I think we’d end up here. After this Clay bloke took over Crystal Port, I stopped questioning I had any idea what the hell was going on.”

      “Aye, I feel that,” said another soldier. “Part of me wonders if I ever should’ve taken up arms with him. Maybe I should’ve left when he offered it to us.”

      “Mighty fine of him to have let us walk off,” said another voice.

      I smiled. I thought that had been a fair decision of mine. I didn’t want to conquer or lead out of fear and I didn’t want the Arethkarians to think I did either; so when we conquered Crystal Port, I offered them a chance to leave, to head off somewhere else.

      “Aye—but is that the same man these days. Did you see him in the battle for Iron Citadel? Did you see him against the storm drakes? He went bloody nuts. Out of control. Druid magic. Not to mention the mark on his arm. I didn’t expect so many people to willingly align themselves with someone using dark magic so openly.”

      There was a sigh from the guards.

      Another voice spoke up. “Yeah, but we’ve stuck with him this long, are we really going to change sides now?”

      “Ah, you’re right I guess.”

      Footsteps echoed behind us. The first of the morning watch was coming to relieve those who’d stood guard over the long night. The new guard walked close to our caravan.

      “Here to relieve ya,” said the new guard. It was a woman.

      “Aye—what do you make of this Clay Hopewell fella?”

      “It looks like you three have had quite a bit to drink,” she said. “Not quite what guard duty is supposed to entail, is it?”

      “Agh,” spat one of the drunken guard. “No one is coming for us, up here in these bloody mountaintops.”

      “Did a storm drake not attack us just yesterday?” said the new lady guard.

      “Pah,” shouted the man. “You’re avoiding my question. What do you make of this Clay fellow? You’re like us—former Arethkarians, traitors to our own country. What do you make of this young conqueror?

      There was a pause.

      “I think,” said the woman. “Clay is a good and strong man. I’m happy I’m on his side.”

      A commotion followed. Logs falling over, beer bottles breaking.

      Serena clutched my arm. “Keep it cool,” she whispered.

      “Agh get your hands off me,” said the lady guard. “I’ll take all three of you, if I have to. Why don’t you stop buggering me and deal with this here caravan.”

      “Oi,” said one of the guards. “Where ya going now?”

      “Orders from up top,” said Shade, calmly. “We’re delivering merchant goods down the mountain pass to see if there are any traders down below.”

      “Hrmph,” said one of the guards. “As far as I know, there’s no easy way down these mountains, other than through the mines.”

      “Orders from up top,” said Shade. “Maybe they found a shortcut.”

      “Blimey,” said the guard. “Alright then, on you go.”

      The wheels of the carriage began to move again, splashing through puddles of slush.

      “Alright lads, time for bed then,” said one of the drunk guards. “The missus is here to take over.”

      Some kind of altercation took place as the guards grew silent.

      “We’re almost out,” whispered Serena.

      The swishing sound of swords being pulled out of their sheaths echoed across the morning quiet.

      Screw this.

      I stood up in the carriage and triggered dream dance. The world slowed to a complete standstill. I was in the faded dream realm of pink flames. I had thirty seconds. I jumped out of the carriage and ran towards the guards.

      The female soldier had her sword drawn against the drunk guard, who also had his sword raised. I ran up to him and grabbed him by the shoulders, putting him down on the ground, defenseless.

      I hurried back. I sat down on the carriage seat as soon as dream dance finished, time rushed back into motion. The cart moved ahead. Loads of laughter came from the bailey we were now riding away from.

      Serena poked her head out carriage’s curtains, and turned back to me with furrowed eyebrows and an irritated expression. “Tell me you didn’t do that.”

      “Hybrid classes are pretty sweet,” I grinned.

      “Great,” she said. “Let’s just hope you haven’t spoiled our mission before it’s even begun.”
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      The wagon rushed down the mountain path, bumping over rocks and leaning to the side as Shade whipped the reins, forcing the horses to speed down the hill. The cat-thief had been smoking a rolled-up cigarette of mountain thrush—a coffee substitute that gave you an intense wakeful head rush. Unfortunately for us, the plant when burnt left a potent smell, which was enough to aggro a group of grumpy ice shardlings who were now floating after us with vicious intent.

      “Shade—do you know what you’re doing?” shouted Serena from the back.

      The wagon tumbled down the hill. The hiss of the ice shardlings echoed behind.

      “Of course I do,” shouted Shade, above the rush of the horses frantic hoofs kicking through the mud. “I’ve done this before.”

      “How many times before?”

      “Once, thankyouverymuch,” said Shade.

      “Once doesn’t make you a freaking expert on wagon driving,” shouted Serena.

      “I think Ms. Serena, if you just calm down, you’ll see that—agh!!!”

      The horses made a sharp turn sending the wagon onto one wheel. The whole cart tipped over on a muddy hill. The horses reins snapped loose. The cart rolled over, sending us all tumbling along with it.

      I didn’t even have a chance to get my bearings when gunshots echoed across the land.

      “Take that you goddamn ice shardling scum,” shouted Shade.

      “I thought we were trying to stay inconspicuous moron,” shouted Serena, kicking and punching her way out from beneath the cloth wagon curtains covering us. I followed behind her. Once out beneath the cloth rooftop, I saw the five ice monsters had surrounded us.

      Ice shardlings were strange creatures. They were a collection of floating bright diamond like shards of ice that composed a fragmented shape of a body.

      “Glad you guys finally decided to help,” yelled Shade.

      Serena unsheathed her sword from behind her back. “You shut your dirty-mountain-thrush-smoking-ignorant-of-proper-horse-carriage-driving-procedure-mouth, Shade, or I won’t take all these shardlings aggro off you this minute!”

      Shade gulped and scratched the back of his furry head. “I’m sorry Ms. Serena. You’re totally right.”

      “Good,” grinned Serena. She then beat her chest and shouted, “Protect Thy Allies!”

      The powerful shout’s energy reverberated across the wagon crash site, knocking back the ice shardlings. They all then turned with hypnotized bloodlust and charged towards Serena.

      Serena sliced her blade upward at the first shardling, creating cracks into the creature’s crystalline skin. The creature retaliated with a burst of frost and wind damage shooting in a wide-ranged radius. The blast hit me as well, taking off a chunk of HP.

      Dual-wielding his flintlock pistols, Shade fired off bullet after bullet at the ice monster. The hits knocked into the cracking shards, pushing the monsters back a step.

      “A little help Clay?” said Serena, slashing the surrounding ice creatures.

      “Got it,” I said, triggering dream dance. The battle around me paused. Everyone froze mid-step. Serena held her sword up in the air, newly shot bullets floated at a standstill. I weaved my hands together and conjured the dream blade out of pink burning flames of the dream realm.

      With my new magic sword in hand, I stepped out of the dream realm and unleashed mind slash, a rippling wave of energy smashed into the ice shardlings, shattering them to pieces.

      
        
        +Critical Hit!

        +110 EXP!

      

      

      “Nice sword,” said Serena, with raised eyebrows.

      “It’s actually called a dream blade,” I gloated.

      “Oh yeah?” she said.

      I was about to say something back when the three other shardlings all hit me with a massive ice blast.

      Ack! The collective hit took out 25% of my HP. Little bits of ice clawed into my skin. They burned, but I paid them no heed. I unleashed mind slash again, knocking the ice shardlings back. I then ran and stabbed my sword into the other.

      “Clay!” said Serena.

      But I didn’t listen to her, feasting on the violence of the moment.

      “Clay!” shouted Shade.

      “You’re healing them!” said Serena.

      I’m what? I paused and saw that my most recent attack had increased the HP of the shardling in front of me.

      I immediately rolled away, triggering flame dodge, propelling myself away from my enemies with a line of fire.

      What the heck was happening? I checked my HUD and saw I had a new debuff in my status.

      
        
        Glacier Skin (Debuff): Ice magic is imbued in all magical attacks (Duration: 5 minutes)

      

      

      “Oh dang, all my attacks are being imbued with ice magic that heals them,” I explained.

      Serena leapt in the air and drove her sword right through the ice shardlings head, crushing the collection of shards into half shaped rocks on the ground.

      
        
        +110 EXP!

      

      

      “It was cool seeing the dream druid magic,” teased Serena. “But now it’s time for the real effective tools to be used.”

      Serena stabbed the other shardling and then the other, drawing their aggro through sheer damage output. Then as they came at her she triggered blade tornado, spinning her sword around and obliterating the rest of the ice shardlings’ HP.

      
        
        +110 EXP!

        +110 EXP!

      

      

      Serena lifted her sword and sheathed it behind her back. She clapped her hands, patting off any dirt and sweat, while congratulating herself for a job well done.

      I checked my HUD and saw I had leveled up twice. The hauntling kills during the dream druid trial and this fight alone must have shot me up. Early levels were always easy to gain. I was now level three dream druid.

      “I honestly don’t know what you’d guys would do without me,” she sighed.

      “Run away probably,” I conceded.

      “Or hide,” added Shade. “Or is that the same as running away?”

      “They fall under the same umbrella,” I shrugged. “Anyways—” I looked over my shoulder. No one was around, thankfully. We were supposed to be weak traveling merchants and here we were slashing swords and wielding dream magic.

      The sky was darkening now, so we had a brief cover of night. The journey down the mountain had been relatively peaceful, until the very end with the shardlings. But it was all over now. We were in a rocky valley with a river and forest in the distance. A little bit closer there was a windmill and a cluster of homes with smoke billowing out the chimneys.

      A village. This was where the smuggler we needed was supposed to be.

      “What are we going to do with our cart?” said Shade, picking up a piece of broken wood. “The horses ran off too.”

      “Forget it all,” I said. “We made it down the mountain and kept our cover, that was the most important thing. Let’s go check out the village over there. There’s probably an inn we can stay at. We can figure out our next moves in the morning.”

      The party agreed. We adjusted our crappy fake merchant gear and headed towards the village. We got closer and saw the village didn’t amount to much: a few stone houses with a dirt road running through it. Noises of people chatting and laughing came from the end of the street. We headed down the dirt road and found an old stone building with a hanging wooden sign. Brakeshire Village Inn. Bright light spilled out from the windows. Laughter and cheering echoed from beyond the walls.

      I swung open the door and stepped inside. One foot in the door and it was as if the entire conversation stopped and everybody in the room turned to us. The inn was surprisingly busy for what looked like a little village. All the main races of Illyria were present: rough looking Haeren farmers clustered around one table with large pints of stout, a mixed group of Lirana, Rorn and Muumuu were at another table with cards and chips splayed out. Despite their game, they’d stopped to look at us. Two Lirana that made up a musical duo—the man played the lute while the other looked to be a singer—paused their song, irritated as if our stepping into what was clearly a public establishment had somehow wrecked whatever piece they had been performing. The bartender, a Haeren-Rorn halfling with slicked back black hair and a handle bar moustache, polished a beer glass with a rag while staring us down. I got the feeling not a lot of passersby came through these parts.

      Then, like someone had flicked a switch back on, everyone turned away from us and returned to their conversation. The lute player strummed his instrument and picked at the strings, while his partner began to sing. The farmers turned back to their aggressive pint drinking, paying us no heed. The group at the inn had assessed us and it had been decided we were either 1) no importance to them or 2) not looking for trouble or 3) even if we were, we looked weaker than peanuts and the collective group would be able to run us out of town.

      It was pretty impressive what a disguise could achieve.

      We made our way to the bar. Despite the humble furnishings of the place, the back of the bar was state of the art with clear glass tanks full of different liquids of bright golden ales bubbling away while black stouts foamed at the top. Shade’s eyes glowed at it all. “Finally, magitech put to good use.”

      The bartender nodded at the statement. “What can I do for you three?”

      “We need a place to stay for the evening,” I said.

      “I got a room upstairs that should do the three of you just fine,” said the bartender. “But I gotta ask, we don’t get a lot passersby coming through these parts. Can you promise me you’re not bringing any trouble?”

      “We’re just three traveling merchants, sir,” I said.

      The bartender’s eyebrows furrowed.

      
        
        Warning! Your disguise effectiveness has dropped from 100% to 25%!

      

      

      “Traveling merchants? There’s nowhere to go around these parts and I don’t think you’ll find many villagers looking to part with much of their coin.”

      “Um,” I said.

      “We have adventurer contacts who went into the storm mountains,” explained Shade. “We’re hoping we can negotiate a deal with their loot findings before the competition gets stiffer at Ryr’s Ascension.”

      The bartender nodded his head. “Not a foolish move, except no one’s entered the Storm Mountains from this here side in months. Unless your adventurer’s were the Arethkarian regiment that went through that there pass, but they haven’t returned either; and from what I hear, they won’t be coming back as well. So why don’t you tell me why you three are actually here?”

      The man stared at all three of us.

      
        
        Warning! Disguise has failed. The bartender does not believe you are a merchant!

      

      

      This guy did not take any bullshit, did he?

      “We’re actually looking for—”

      The bartender drying off another tankard with his rag didn’t even let me finish. “She’s in the back.”

      So much for being stealthy about it.

      I turned towards the back when Shade lifted his finger and said, “May I have your finest ale, sir?”

      Serena grabbed his arm. “We can do that later. C’mon now.”

      We threaded our way across the inn, squeezing through townsfolk enjoying glasses of mead and bantering to themselves. A few couples linked arms and danced to the tunes of the Lirana musicians. The crowd died down the closer we got to the back where there was a closed wooden door.

      I opened the door and stepped inside. A knife flew towards me from across the room. It whooshed past my head and stabbed into the wall.

      I lifted my hands, ready to summon a fireball. Then I stopped because I remembered I was supposed to be a traveling merchant. What was I supposed to do?

      “Whoops, sorry darling!”

      A gray-haired older Muumuu woman stood on the other end of the room. She had a black eye patch over her left eye. Her right eye, however, was done up with lots of make-up. She fluttered her large single pair of eyelashes apologetically.

      “My performing days of Lirana roulette are long over,” mused the fox-lady, playing with another dagger between her fingertips. “It’s how I lost this first eye. I guess an old starlet such as myself won’t ever learn her lesson.”

      I turned to the wall and saw the large sharp knife stabbed right in the center of a dartboard.

      “Not a very friendly welcome,” I said.

      “Darling, I said it was an accident,” said the fox-lady. She stepped closer to us and held out her hand. “The name’s Artemis. My old stage name was Artemis Brush. By the looks of you, you’re too young to have heard of me. But let me tell you, honey, I could do it all. Sing, dance, act, juggle knives—well, until, you know,” she gestured to her eye patch. “I tell you these things, cause in my newest line of work, they all come in handy. Smuggling is but a story played out on a stage.”

      “That’s good to hear. I’ve been informed you’re the lady for a certain job we need taken care of,” I said.

      “Depends on the job, darling” said the fox-lady, taking a look at her nails absent-mindedly.

      “Let’s go you guys,” interjected Shade. “This lady’s a hack. A hustler. She’s playing us like she doesn’t need our work. Oldest trick in the book. I’ll get us where we need to get. I promise.”

      Artemis Brush spat on the ground and looked Shade up and down. “Oh really, honey bun? Where did you buy those crummy disguises, a costume shop?”

      “Is that supposed to be an insult,” said Shade, aghast. “Where else would you buy costumes?”

      “Um, I dunno, where the people you’re pretending to be would buy them: the actual tailor shop! My advice to you, mister, is to drop this rodeo clown straightaway.”

      “Amateur!?” shouted Shade. “You’re the bloody amateur. Who the heck hangs out at the back of an inn? Anyone comes in here you’re clearly the criminal smuggler everyone’s looking for.”

      “I’ll have you know I have a very intricate and detailed backstory for why I hang out in the back,” said the fox-lady. “An actor such as me always knows her role inside and out.”

      “Enough,” I said, holding my arms out to end the argument. I smirked at Serena. Shade had met a rival rogue. Hilarious. “I don’t care who’s the better thief. Shade you can admit that you don’t know the Arethkarian landscape and cities as well as a local might?”

      “Nothing I couldn’t pick up quickly,” muttered Shade. “But I guess you’re right.”

      “Glad you came to your senses, darling,” said Artemis. “Now tell me the job.”

      I cleared my throat. “We need someone to smuggle us into Ryr’s Ascension.”

      “Absolutely not,” said the fox lady, shaking her head vehemently.

      “What’s the problem?” said Serena.

      “The problem!?” said the smuggler, aghast. “The problem is I don’t think you three can afford me.”

      “How much?” I said.

      “One million gold coins,” she said.

      “What?” I said. “We were not expecting the contract to be so high.”

      “Honey,” said the smuggler. “You’re asking me to smuggle you in right before Konrad Takeshimi is crowned Emperor of Arethkar. Do you realize how much security there will be to get through? Do you realize that if ANYTHING—anything at all—happens during the time that you’re in there—they’ll check the records of people who came in and it will be my beautiful tushy-tuckus being tortured in a dungeon while they try to figure out how foreign enemies infiltrated the capital.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say back to the lady. How to convince her to help us? Finally, I took stock of my current gold coin situation.

      “I’ll give you everything I have,” I said. “Half of it now, half of it when the job is done.”

      The smuggler smirked. “For all I know you have nothing in your inventory.”

      “It’s 180,000 gold coins,” I said.

      The smuggler whistled. “That’s quite a bit of money. The answer is still no.”

      Shade scoffed. “It’s because she can’t do it.”

      “I can certainly do it,” scoffed Artemis right back at Shade. “I’m just weighing the risk versus the reward and being tortured in a dungeon for the rest of my life is too high a risk.”

      The two thieves squabbled amongst each other, while I tried to figure out how to convince the smuggler to help us. I wasn’t sure how. I took in the room we were in. A candelabra on the desk lit the room. The wax candles were all imbued with mana allowing them to stay lit permanently without burning all the way down. There was a bed in the far corner: this was her bedroom and her office. Business couldn’t be that good in such cases. Above the bed hung a framed painting. It was a portrait of a little Muumuu girl; she looked a bit like Kari, our healer.

      “Who’s that?” I said, pointing to the painting.

      The argument between Shade and Artemis stopped at the sound of my interruption.

      The fox-lady looked to the painting and then back to me. “Manners, darling. Don’t be so nosy.”

      “Listen,” I said. “You don’t have to tell me about that little girl and why there’s not a single toy or other bed in this crummy joint you call a home or an office or whatever. We need to enter Ryr’s Ascension because—”

      “I don’t want to know,” said Artemis. “The more I know, the more trouble I get myself into.”

      “Konrad Takeshimi isn’t a good man, you know that, right? The Arethkarian empire enslaves all of its Chosen and anyone who speaks out against it. This country isn’t free, it’s a prison. The chains are only going to get harder to break out from if Konrad is crowned emperor.”

      The smuggler sighed and turned away from us. She stared into the dark shadows of her room. “You think I don’t know that?” said the smuggler, her shoulders shaking. “The picture of the little girl. That was my little girl. She had the smuggler’s gift in her too. She was hiding her friend—a little Chosen boy—in her closet in Ryr’s Ascension. Happened beneath my very nose too. But the authorities caught on and they—”

      The room went very quiet, punctured by the sobs of the smuggler. Hearing the story reminded me of my own, of Betina’s, of all the horror stories I’d heard since entering the game. They always had the same source.

      “You’re going to help us then?”

      The fox-lady turned around and wiped a tear from her eye. She nodded her head to my question. “I’d like to see Takeshimi get the punishment he deserves. That’s why I’ll help ya.”

      “Heck yeah,” I said.

      “But, darling,” said the fox-lady, grinning. “Don’t forget all the gold coins either.”
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      The wooden floorboards of our room shook and bumped in the night as the customers in the pub below got rowdier and rowdier. A bell for last call rang out and the noise began to dwindle after that. The door swung open and Shade stumbled in from his get-to-know the locals trip. He spun and twirled until he eventually flopped onto his mattress. He was sound asleep in seconds.

      Serena slept beside me, hogging most of the blankets. Starlight shone through the window beside our bed.

      I looked over the dream druid skill tree.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I wanted to unlock the level 5 abilities. It was crazy, I was only level three of dream druid. I didn’t like being so low level again, but I had to remember I was carrying over most of my stats from all my other classes.

      So far my understanding of the dream druid class was the abilities all synergized with each other and essentially required one another to function. To use mind magic, I needed the dream blade, but the only way to conjure the dream blade from the phantasm skill tree was to dream dance from the dreamweaver skill tree. I was digging this new class. I desperately wanted to level it more. Discover more of its intricacies and synergies.

      I slowly pushed myself out of bed. I pulled the window open and felt the valley breeze waft into the room. I adjusted my feet and power jumped out of the inn’s window.

      The village was dead quiet at this time of night. The last of the locals had returned to their own homes to clonk out for the night. The two moons of Illyria hung over head, glistening down, offering a faint silver light across the surrounding area.

      I trudged across the muddy dirt path to the end of the village’s main road. A cobblestoned fence marked the end of the small hamlet and the beginning of the open valley beyond. In the distance were large muscular goats with long horns that jutted far back before curling underneath their shoulders. Their eyes had a glowing silver hue. According to their status bars, they were called: [Moon Goats].

      The goat closest to me narrowed its eyes. It kicked dirt up with its hoof and then kicked off, rushing towards me full speed.

      I stumbled back and conjured a fireball into my right palm. Before I had a chance to whip it at the goat and roast its face, it crashed. It fell on its legs. With a shake and shiver, the goat got back up on its feet and attempted to rush me again. No dice. With a huff, it turned back around and went searching for tasty grass or meat elsewhere in the valley.

      What the heck just happened?

      I turned around. The village remained empty. The only change was the cobblestoned wall beside me was glowing. Specifically arcane runes, I hadn’t noticed before. They must have been some kind of magical defense against trash mobs entering the village.

      An easy leveling strategy came to mind: luring the enemies towards the wall and then shooting ranged projectiles at them. I smirked at the thought, but that wasn’t why I was out tonight. Yes, I did want to level up, but I also wanted to train and acquaint myself further with my new dream druid abilities. I’d played around with three out of four of my starting abilities. The only one I hadn’t used was shatter phantasms, but none of my current abilities allowed me to summon phantasms in the first place so it was pretty useless. I had to get to level 5 to unlock more phantasm skills.

      I stepped out into the night valley. The moon goats lifted up their heads, noticing I was leaving the protective barrier of the village. Their noses perked. Their hair bristled and sharpened as a new prey entered the zone.

      Too bad I wasn’t prey. I was a predator.

      I triggered dream dance. The world flew to a gray standstill until fiery pink energy emerged all around me. I was no longer in the calm nighttime valley, but rather in a psychedelic reinvention of the place. The moon goats and other trash mobs were still perceptible but the landscape not so much.

      I sprinted towards the moon goat that had attacked me minutes earlier. I stretched my arm out and summoned the dream blade into my grip, drawing upon the swirling energy of the surrounding dream realm. The crackling blade of bright shining energy throbbed even in my grip.

      I reemerged from the dream realm, shocking the moon goat. I swiped the air, unleashing mind slash. The moon goat had barely a chance to blink before my powerful wave of energy swiped through its neck and lobbed its head off.

      
        
        +367 EXP!

      

      

      I grinned. Easy kills. I dream danced again and rushed towards a flock of four moon goats. I stepped back into reality, destroying two of the grumpy valley creatures while the other two rushed off. I swiped my blade, triggering mind slash. A bright cascade of energy shot out from the blade and sliced through the moon goats, finishing them off.

      
        
        +367 EXP!

        +367 EXP!

        +367 EXP!

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Dream Druid) has leveled up (Level 4). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

      

      Nice. Even though dream druid was a high-level class, I was still back to early levels with it, making it easier to power level. The class’s innate strength, plus my own build up of stats versus the high exp delivery for fighting solo and things above my class level—made for some truly easy and rewarding results. I took a quick glance over my character sheet before continuing with my grinding.

      
        
        Clay Hopewell

        Level 4

        Race: Aeri (Eldra)

        Class: Dream Druid (Also available: Druid, Level 33. Summoner, Level 33)

        HP: 228

        MP: 627

      

        

      
        ATKP: 3

        MTKP: 89

        TGH: 5

        SPIRIT: 90

        LUCK: 3

      

      

      I slayed another group of goats and leveled up again. Now at level 5, I was able to unlock a few more abilities to test. I had five class skill points to spend. I reviewed the new level five abilities.

      
        
        Phantasmal Duelist: Create a phantasm of yourself who will attack nearby enemies. (Duration: 1 minute. # of Phantasmal Duelists summoned: 1. MP Cost: 100)

      

        

      
        Phantasmal Defender: Create a phantasm of yourself who will defend you against nearby enemies. (Duration: 1 minute. # of Phantasmal Defenders summoned: 1. MP cost: 100)

      

        

      
        Leaping Illusion: Creates an illusionary version of you who leaps in for a devastating attack. Shatters immediately after impact. (# of Leaping Illusions: only can have 1. MP Cost: 100)

      

        

      
        Clone Blades: Create a phantasm of the dream blade. (Duration: 1 minute. # of Clone Blades limit: 1. MP Cost: 100)

      

      

      I grinned. These moves all sounded super cool. There were some limitations on the amount of phantasms I could summon, but I bet such a limit grew as I leveled up the individual skills. I did some quick math in my head: I had over 600 MP, so it would cost me 400 MP to conjure everything all at once. Plus another 50 MP to use the shatter phantasm ability. So I’d still have another 150 MP to spare. Not bad. If I was fighting a particularly long battle though, that might become a problem. Of course, I had a huge supply of MP potions in my inventory for that very issue. It had been my observation that outside of battle MP regenerated fairly quickly. Like 10 MP / per second quick (600 MP per minute). Whereas during battle it would regenerate at a lot slower a pace, closer to 2 MP per second (120 MP per minute).

      I stretched my arms and cracked my neck. It was time to test these moves out. I scanned the valley and saw a lone moon goat. I crouched down low and snuck up to it. I then thought to myself: trigger phantasmal duelist. My body started behaving on its own, my fingers clenched into tight fists, and I felt the mana inside me swirl inward. My ears popped. I blinked. I couldn’t believe what I saw next.

      Standing right beside me was an identical copy of me. He was wearing the same armor. He had the same haircut. The only thing distinguishing him from me was that he was slightly translucent—like how my skin appeared when I used hunter’s stance or moonskin. I squinted my eyes to get a better look at him. But it was no use. The phantasm yelled and started rushing towards the moon goat with a fist raised.

      Uh, was it not going to use any magic?

      The phantasm dove towards the moon goat throwing his fist out like he was some kind of pugilist class fighter. Except he wasn’t. The fist landed, dealing a mere 2 HP of damage to the moon goat. The goat spat out the grass it was eating and rammed into the phantasm. It knocked the clone to the ground with its horns and then started tearing into it. Ramming its horns into the clone’s chest, stabbing it, until it shattered into a million pieces.

      There went my clone.

      The angry moon goat looked up and started charging towards me.

      I triggered dream dance and shifted into the dream realm, time slowing to a halt. The pink flames of the dream realm spiraled all around me. It was just me, the flames, and the incoming moon goat. Except the moon goat—frozen mid-charge—wasn’t really incoming anymore. I conjured the dream blade in my hand, gripping the sparkling energy of the magical sword. I then moved out of the direction of the charging moon goat and stepped back into reality. Time rushed back into existence, the blustering moon goat rammed into the empty air where I’d been standing only seconds before.

      “Looking for me?”

      The moon goat looked over its shoulder, snarling.

      Part of me wanted to use mind slash. It was an awesome move: a melee attack with ranged capabilities. Perfect for a glass cannon dps mage such as myself. But that wasn’t what I was here to do: I was here to practice my new set of abilities.

      The moon goat charged at me once more.

      I stood in its line of sight and closed my eyes. I clenched my fists, my mana swirled inward, and once again my ears popped. I opened my eyes and saw another translucent phantasm standing right in front of me, creating a barrier between the goat and myself. This phantasm—unlike the previous phantasmal duelist—was holding his own replica dream blade.

      Aha—so if I conjured the dream blade before I created the phantasm, they’d be holding a clone of the sword as well.

      I did a quick inspection and saw that the phantasmal defender didn’t have any signs of my summoner staff or my ranger gear—so this rule only applied to the dream blade not to other gear. Interesting.

      The phantasmal defender lifted up the dream blade defensively as the moon goat slammed its horns into the blazing energy of the magical sword.

      I electric blinked behind the enemy trash mob. It didn’t even notice. It was so focused on destroying the phantasmal defender. I swung the dream blade down on the goat in a crushing blow, getting a critical hit stack due to hitting it from behind. The creature crumpled to the ground.

      
        
        +333 EXP!

      

      

      “Nice,” I said and lifted my hand to high five the phantasmal defender. Its face was blank. It moved towards me and stood on guard around me.

      “Way to leave me hanging bro,” I said.

      The phantasmal defender’s response was to shatter into a million pieces. Its minute-long lifespan was over.

      I crouched down and looted the remains of the moon goat and considered the two phantasmal moves. They were very simple clones, like goofy automatons or even really basic trash mobs. They stuck to their one task and that’s all they did: the duelist attacked and the defender defended. They didn’t do anything else. Yet, despite their simplicity, they were very powerful tools. It was wrong to view the phantasms as the same as summons like Gryph or Chip. They weren’t quite as sentient. What they did though was they created control over the area. So you didn’t summon the phantasmal duelist to fight and kill trash mobs, you summoned him to distract, confuse, and misdirect your enemy. These two phantasms were tools of psychological warfare.

      My MP regenerated back to max and I peered around the valley. I had two more abilities to test out.

      I walked over to another moon goat and triggered leaping illusion. My ears popped as a phantasmal clone leapt out from me, shooting in the air, dream blade raised above its arms, arcing downward towards the moon goat and smashing the dream blade into the trash mob. The attack took out 15% of the moon goat’s HP. The phantasm shattered seconds after the blade made contact with the creature.

      The moon goat rushed me.

      I clenched my fists and conjured clone blade. A phantasmal version of the dream blade appeared floating beside me. It rushed towards the incoming moon goat, attacking it like a phantasmal duelist—except it was just a floating sword.

      I electric blinked towards the cloned sword and grabbed its hilt. It stopped its automated hostile movements and relaxed into my grip. Aha! The cloned blade had the sentience to fight freestyle on its own or let itself be equipped in my other hand for some vicious dual-wielding opportunities.

      This. Was. Awesome.

      I slashed the moon goat with my two blades in a frenzy. When it turned around to face me, I electric blinked behind it and stabbed it in the back—twice, for good measure.

      The moon goat crumpled to the ground.

      
        
        +333 EXP!

      

      

      I looted the moon goat’s remains and contemplated the new moves.

      I practiced them on a few more clusters of moon goats, getting to level 9 and almost level 10 in the class.

      I was ready to synergize them. I just needed the right enemy to test it on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Beyond the mountain valley was a wooded area. A forest. Amidst the trees was a large red troll with large horns. Above its status bars was its name: [Devil Troll]. It held its large club in its hands. For such a large disturbing creature, it walked with a quiet elegance. It was hunting at night, killing other trash mobs as they slept. It came upon a family of squirrels resting in a tree. It crouched down and reached its large oversize hands into the small hole where the family of squirrels lived. Just closing and opening his fist would be enough to crush the little squirrel bones. It was about to do such a thing when a rock knocked it in the head.

      It turned around to face me.

      I didn’t waste a second. It was time to unleash my new combo.

      I triggered dream dance. I stepped into the dream realm for mere moments, conjuring the dream blade and stepping out. Next I conjured clone blade and dual-wielded the two dream swords. Then I triggered phantasmal defender, then duelist. They both appeared dual-wielding the dream blade. I then charged the devil troll. Before we made impact, I conjured leaping illusion. From devil troll’s point of view: there were four versions of myself attacking it. Right as the leaping illusion landed into its forehead with two flaming dream blades, I triggered shatter phantasms.

      All the clones surrounding the devil troll shattered into a million different shards. These shards materialized into an explosive material delivering an AoE blast of crystal shards slicing all across the devil troll. The impact of the blast flew it backwards as well.

      When the smoke cleared, the devil troll slumped over, dead and defeated.

      
        
        +650 EXP!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Dream Druid) has leveled up (Level 10). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

      

      I grinned. Heck, yeah. Dream druid was awesome.

      Two more abilities were now available for me: bind dream spirit and mind explosion. I unlocked mind explosion which was the same as shatter phantasms, only it had a 20% chance to land a confusion debuff on those hit and a 5% chance to land a nightmare insanity debuff.

      Awesome.

      Two hands clapped behind me.

      “Well done,” said a cool feminine voice.

      I realized the wind had completely stopped. There was no breeze. The leaves in the trees didn’t sway. The minor movements of reality and existence—sounds and motions you took for granted—had suddenly stopped.

      I turned around. Betina was standing behind me.

      “You’re training with your new class, I see,” said the ghost girl.

      “I am,” I said.

      “Do you like the power of it? The skills I’ve granted you. There is no other player with this class in the game and there never will be. Unless, I choose another arbiter to fight on my behalf, of course.”

      She giggled and something about it was frightening. More frightening and disconcerting than I’d been used to with Betina.

      She didn’t respond to my clear sense of unease.

      “You must keep training your abilities. To defeat Konrad and his combined chronomancer and guardian powers, you’ll need the higher level dream druid abilities, particularly, dream dive.”

      I nodded my head at Betina’s advice. At the sound of Konrad’s name, I was instantly reminded of the dream druid trial. Of the squirming old man I’d fought. “You cannot trust my daughter. Betina, she’s—” It was like I hadn’t been fighting an imaginary Konrad, but it was actually him, there in my dream druid trial.

      Betina tilted her head. “Is something bothering you?”

      “Yeah,” I said, not sure where to start or whether I should be sharing this information with Betina in the first place. “During the dream druid trial, is it possible Konrad could’ve penetrated the dream realm? Either through his guardian or chronomancer powers?”

      Betina’s face completely shifted. She was taken aback. “Do you think he did that?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

      Betina’s look of concern slowly lifted from her face. “Don’t let the dream trial get into your head. That’s what it tries to do. Trick you with its illusions. Don’t let it shoot you off course.”

      I nodded my head. She was right. Why was I even thinking about what Konrad said to me? He had killed my brother, mercilessly. He was behind so much evil in this world. I had to stop him.

      Betina smiled. “Keep training. We’ll talk more once you’re in Ryr’s Ascension.”

      The ghost girl faded away and time flew back into motion with the gentle quiet of the forest in the middle of the night.

      I looted the devil troll and made my way out of the forest. It had been a good evening of training. I’d learned new moves and gained some experience. I was pleased.

      As I made my way back to the sleepy valley village, Konrad Takeshimi’s squirming eyes reappeared in my mind. I then thought of my dead brother who he’d murdered.

      I looked forward to seeing Konrad’s scared eyes once more.
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      We left the village early the next morning. Shades of nighttime lingered in the dawn sky above. Artemis had organized a wagon for us to travel in. She would drive it up front while Shade, Serena, and I would sit in the back hidden amongst large trees and plotted plants. If anyone stopped us, we were very well hidden from view.

      “I just want to point out,” said Shade. “That this so called expert smuggler is employing the exact same plan I’d set up when we left Iron Citadel.”

      “True, but you didn’t conceal us in the back very well. These plants are a nice touch.”

      The little fox smuggler grinned. “You’ll learn in time, Shade darling, it’s those little flourishes that matter.”

      “Clay! Are you listening to this outrageous talk? I demand we leave this carriage at once and make our own way to Ryr’s Ascension. We don’t need this charlatan!”

      I sighed. “You’re a great thief and a great friend, Shade—”

      “Why do I sense a big massive ‘but’ coming my way?” said the Lirana thief, crossing his arms.

      “But,” I smiled. “We’ve already paid Artemis and she knows the lay of the land here in Arethkar and Ryr’s Ascension a lot better than you. All of which is to say—if we were smuggling ourselves into Land’s Shield, Arondale, or Claren’s Crossing—you’d be my number one pick. Without a doubt.”

      “You hear that?” said Shade, gesturing to Artemis. “Try sneaking us into Land’s Shield! I bet you can’t!”

      Artemis whipped the horses and the carriage started to move. “Here’s a tip honey: when you’re sneaking around under cover, it’s good to keep the noise level down.”

      Shade clenched his fists with annoyance.

      “Oh by the way,” said Artemis, “I spoke to one of the village butchers this morning, said there was a huge haul of raw moon goat meat waiting for him, littered across the valley. Said there must’ve been some goat slayer roaming the fields last night.”

      Serena nudged me in the ribs. “Goat slayer, huh? Is that your new nickname?”

      I smirked and shook my head. I lowered my head deeper into the shadows of the carriage. Now was good a time as ever to go quiet. We’d need every advantage possible when sneaking into the Arethkarian capital.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A demonic hare hopped across the forest floor. The gray-haired bunnies had bright glowing red eyes and small little devil horns. For such a tiny trash mob, they were incredibly vicious. They quite often fought, killed, and ate amongst their own litter or other rabbit colonies. They were also very tasty.

      I released an arrow from my bow above. It sliced through the demon hair, hurling it off its trail and onto its stomach. Dead.

      
        
        +130 EXP!

      

      

      I power jumped down from the air and snatched the dead rabbit and materialized it back into my inventory. It was my fourth rabbit for the evening. The supper preparations were almost complete.

      The orange twilight sky grew darker as I moved through the forest, collecting a few mushroom monsters for our dinner. The last bits of sunshine were gone by the time I returned to our campsite.

      Serena and Shade had set up a nice crackling bonfire while Artemis had set up some noise traps in the area.

      “This, darlings, will keep us alert if anyone sneaks up on us,” she said.

      She moved over to the campsite, laying out a small blanket on the ground and sat down.

      “Hey cat-boy, how about you crack me open one of those beers?”

      “Don’t call me boy, grandma!”

      Artemis’ one eyeball bulged so large I was worried it was going to pop out of her socket.

      “You scoundrel! Don’t you know you should never refer to a lady’s age!”

      Serena smiled at me. “She’s right, you know.”

      “Who’s older: me or you?” I asked.

      I knew we were born in the same year so we were practically the same age, but the months would make a difference.

      “Listen to Artemis and leave it be, mister,” said Serena.

      “I think you owe me a drink more than ever now,” said Artemis, regaining her composure and fluttering her one eyelash.

      Shade grinned. “What would you like? I got all types of beer, including, Hero of Laergard Ale, stout from the Red Saloon—”

      “Shh,” said Artemis. “Do not mention Laergard or his hero in these parts.” She then stared daggers into me. “Don’t think I don’t know who you are, young man. We must keep a low profile.”

      “Fiiiine,” said Shade. “I have a bit of champagne. Fizzy drinks aren’t really my thing, but I have a feeling—”

      “Oh darling, a bit of bubbly would be perfect,” swooned Artemis.

      Shade handed her a glass and I got to work on our dinner. I lay out a kitchen cloth and materialized a chopping board, placed the slain demon rabbits on it, and a large cleaver that very much did not befit my spellcaster class.

      I chopped off the feet and cut off the tails of the rabbits. I then flipped them over onto their backs and with a dagger, sliced open their bellies. I then focused on each one slowly pulling back the skin, exposing more and more demonic rabbit flesh. Once I was done skinning the rabbits, I made sure to draw an incision through the rabbits intestines and removed any digested bacterial-rich garbage the creature had filled itself with. I sprinkled some salt and pepper on the meat and then took some sticks and skewered each rabbit and positioned them each to grill overtop the fire.

      Shade burped, then commented: “I don’t know if I always want to see how the sausage is made, you know?”

      “Yeah, that’s some pretty crazy butchery right there, Clay?” said Serena. “Are you sure you’re not the demonic one?”

      “You guys,” I smiled. “This is wild living. Fending for ourselves. Don't forget—the French don’t have a problem eating rabbit! And their cuisine is world-renowned!”

      “Hmm,” said Serena. “I think you mean, was. I’d like to see if it catches on here.”

      “Just wait,” I said, grinning at the roasting rabbit skewers.

      I then materialized a pan and placed the small mushroom monsters to roast and caramelize on the pan.

      We chatted and watched the food slowly cook until a bunch of messages chimed in my HUD.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have cooked: Demon Rabbit Skewers! (+10 damage to all lupine creatures. Duration: 30 minutes)

      

        

      
        Your cooking skill has increased by 0.7.

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have successfully cooked Caramelized Mushroom Monster (+10 damage to all mushroom creatures. Duration: 30 minutes)

      

        

      
        Your cooking skill has increased by 0.4

      

      

      “Looks like the food is ready,” I said. “Who needs a cooking timer when you have a head-up display.”

      I handed a skewer to each of my party members and then took the last one. I poked a piece of mushroom and then pushed it down to the rabbit meat and took a bite out of each, combining the flavors. The meat was salty and rich and blended perfectly with the sweetened mushroom.

      As I enjoyed the flavors, a silence overtook the campsite, interrupted only by the sounds of everyone “Mmm-ing” in delight. As the camp’s chef, it was a satisfying sound.

      After finishing her last bite, Artemis placed her empty skewer on the ground and rested her hand on her stomach. “Clay, darling, that was delightful.”

      “Agreed,” said Shade. “I’m still a bit peckish though. Have we managed to get any more unicorn-bat meat?”

      I grinned and shook my head. “Nope. I got some chocolate in my inventory, if you’d like.”

      “Are you able to keep it frozen in your inventory?”

      I shook my head again.

      “Not ideal,” said Shade. “But still: break me off a piece.”

      I materialized the chocolate from my inventory and broke off a piece for everyone.

      No meal was complete without desert.

      “Well, my lovelies, we should call it a night,” said Artemis. “You fall asleep and I’ll keep an eye on the noise—”

      At that very moment, one of Artemis’ bell traps rung out across the quiet forest.

      The atmosphere around the fire instantly went tense.

      “Throw your hoods up,” hissed Artemis.

      All three of us threw our hoods and concealed our faces. Artemis stood up and dampened the fire. She held onto a short sword sheathed at her side.

      A large shadow appeared in the distance. The figures came closer and closer. We all stood up, ready for a fight.

      Appearing out of the darkness of the forest path was a middle-aged man driving a wagon with two horses and a young boy at his side. His son, presumably.

      The man was portly and had a red vest with golden gilded pattern running alongside it. He had the twirling moustache of a villain in a kid’s TV show. His swoosh of black hair seemed slightly—I couldn’t quite put my finger on it—odd. Like it was askew. It was puzzling to look at. It made me feel awkward.

      The little boy beside the man was dressed like a miniature version of his father, but with a normal head of hair and no moustache. He wore the same red vest with gold trimmings.

      “Sorry to bother you,” said the man as he brought his carriage closer towards our campsite. “We had an accident with our carriage’s wheel earlier today and we expected to be at Ryr’s Ascension by now. We weren’t planning on spending another night on the road, otherwise we would’ve checked into an inn hours ago. Do you mind if we camp near you folks? I imagine the more of us there are, the less likely we will be attacked by any forest monsters, or worse, bandits.”

      We all eyed each other silently. Artemis, growled her snout, and said, “What makes you think we aren’t bandits?”

      The man chuckled and placed his hand on top of his head and—I wasn’t sure if I was seeing this properly—readjusted his hair.

      “I made an educated guess that you weren’t bandits,” said the man. “Is that caramelized mushroom in the air?”

      I winced my eyes at this man: was this a rival chef?

      “Yes,” I muttered, making sure to keep most of my face concealed by my hood.

      “It’s been my experience that bandits don’t go for the sweet flourishes in life. Sure, they’ll cook meat and throw some salt on it, but they’re too narrow-minded and mercenary to think beyond that. But—” the man chuckled. “I could always be wrong. So: do you plan on robbing my son and I—two poor carpet traders—in the dead of night?”

      Artemis raised and grabbed her sheath. She really wanted to get rid of them. I lifted my hand and said, “Let them stay.”

      A message popped up in party chat.

      
        
        Artemis: I don’t know what you think you’re doing. You hired me to get you into Ryr’s Ascension and now you’re doing my job for me?

        Clay: They seem harmless. Let them be.

        Artemis: Fine, but let’s wrap this up and get to bed. The more we chat and reveal about ourselves the more danger we put ourselves and them in. So let’s welcome them in and keep the conversation as minimal as possible.

      

      

      Shade stretched his arms, yawning, then asked: “So what do you guys do? Sell carpets, you said?”

      Artemis made a grumpy face at Shade and then crossed her arms.

      The man settled the horses and tied them up and then came over to the fire with his son and sat down.

      
        
        Artemis: Oh my. We’re going to be here all night. I hope you’re happy, Clay.

        Clay: Ah, it will be fine. The bigger question: is anyone else noticing something funny with his hair?

        Serena: Thank god. I thought I was the only one.

        Shade: There’s some real shoddy disguise work on the top of the man’s head for sure.

        Artemis: Costumier technology has gone much further in the theater, I’m shocked and appalled this man expects us to believe the sight at the top of his head is believable.

      

      

      “Yes, we’re a father and son carpet-trading duo,” explained the man. “We travel around Arethkar, purchasing and procuring the finest carpets in the land. With all the nobles heading to Ryr’s Ascension for the coronation ceremony, we’ve headed back to hopefully sell our wares.”

      “It must be tough traveling around,” I said.

      The man sighed and placed a warm hand on his son’s shoulder. “We used to be less nomadic, but the capital and this country, maybe even this world, has grown a lot grimmer these days.”

      A silence crept around the fire.

      “Do you speak of,” Serena gulped. “Of those blasted Chosen.”

      The merchant paused. “Yes and no. The arrival of The Chosen has certainly brought upon more dangerous times, but part of me wonders if those dangers were brewing long before they ever showed up.”

      The merchant wiped his brow. “Your people have a word for The Chosen,” nodded the merchant at Shade. “According to Lirana’s I’ve spoken to—The Chosen—or the Akhen’a as your people call them—were prophesied to fight and rid this world of a terrible evil. Despite all the terrible crimes being committed in our current day and age, I still wonder if there’s a greater evil still to come.”

      “But papa didn’t you say Arethkar’s actions were—”

      “Shh,” said the merchant. “It’s rude to discuss politics with mixed company.”

      The merchant smiled at the four of us.

      My shoulders relaxed. These two are good people. I trusted them to spend the night here with us.

      At that very moment, there was another rustle in the bushes. The bell traps chimed. Artemis raised her hand for everyone to be quiet. She grabbed the hilt of her sword.

      The noises got louder. Voices.

      “Honestly,” whined a feminine voice. “This path was not designed for heels and dresses. How does anyone get around this place? C’mon Sir Owain. If we don’t hurry, we’re going miss the coronation entirely.”

      If this was a bandit attack, it was a very elaborate form of misdirection.

      The voices got louder until two figures stumbled upon our campsite. One was a pale Haeren girl with long black hair. She looked around seventeen years old. She had green emerald eyes and she wore a matching lime green dress with lots of frills and flourishes. She was very pretty. She also looked very ill equipped for traveling across the land.

      Beside her was a red-haired Rorn warrior. He had a large battle-axe sheathed against his back. He was adorned with warrior armor, though his head was free of any helmets.

      “Oh hello,” said the noblewoman, blinking at the sight of us. “Is this—is this your forest home?”

      We all looked at each other and readjusted our hoods, keeping our faces as concealed as possible.

      “No miss,” said Artemis. “We’re travellers, heading to the capital. We just set up camp. And where might you—” and her eyes focused on the burly Rorn warrior. “Be going with such a big battle axe you handsome darling?”

      “Um.”

      The Rorn warrior was at a loss for words.

      The girl changed the subject back. “Oh yes, setting up camp,” she said, looking around. “I think I’ve heard of this before. Isn’t that right, Sir Owain?”

      The Rorn warrior raised an eyebrow before saying, “Yes, m’lady.”

      “Okay let’s set up camp then. Is it alright if we set up camp with you?”

      “Uhh—”

      A message popped up in party chat.

      
        
        Artemis: It will be more suspicious to send them away. Let’s leave it…

        Serena: Is this reliable advice? Or are you just swooning over the Rorn axe-man?

        Artemis: As an older and wiser lady than yourself, just trust my womanly intuition ;)

      

      

      “By all means,” I said. “You guys can set up camp here.”

      The girl threw her hands in the air and shouted, “Hurray! C’mon, Sir Owain, let’s set up our camp.”

      “Um,” said the Rorn warrior. “I hate to inform you of this, Lady Isobel, but we do not have any camping equipment.”

      The girl’s face fell. “Why don’t we…”

      “Well we weren’t planning on camping remember?”

      “Ah yes, if only we hadn’t been kicked off that airship,” said the girl. “What was their problem anyway?”

      “You forgot to pack our tickets m’lady,” said the Rorn.

      The girl crossed her arms and held her nose up. “Well, if the ship manager hadn’t been such a jerk, maybe we’d still be there—”

      “Listen you two, why don’t you sleep in our tent?”

      It was the carpet trader. He smiled at the two of them.

      “My son and I can make room in our wagon and rest there.”

      The man and his son stood up and went to their wagon. They grabbed their tent supplies and set it up for the two new arrivals.

      “Oh wow, thank you so much,” said Isobel. “That’s so generous of you. I’m not sure if you noticed, but I can be a bit clumsy…”

      “We didn’t notice at all,” groaned Serena.

      The noble lady turned to us and her eyes widened. “Why do you guys all have hoods up like that?”

      All of us around the campfire tensed.

      “Is it the new fashion trend? I really don’t want to be the only noble girl not wearing a hood in Ryr’s Ascension! Can you imagine the horror, Sir Owain!?”

      “I think there are other more important things to worry about, m’lady,” said the Rorn warrior.

      “Oh it will be terrible! How do you not see that?”

      Conceding to his employer, the warrior replied, “Yes. It will be…traumatic, m’lady.”

      “Exactly. Now let’s settle down and go to bed. We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow.”

      The noble lady entered the tent and soon light snores emanated from the tent. The Rorn warrior stood stoically outside.

      I sent a message in party chat.

      
        
        Clay: Well, this evening got a little strange.

        Serena: Agreed.

        Shade: Would you guys be mad if I pickpocketed the nobles?

        Artemis: YES!

        Shade: Okay, okay, okay. I won’t. Yeesh.

        Artemis: Now let’s all go to bed. Tomorrow we’ll know whether our acquaintance with this bunch will mean the death of all of us.
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      When we woke up the next morning, Isobel and Sir Owain had already set off. There was a small note left in the merchant’s wagon, thanking us for our hospitality.

      “That girl was very eager to get to the capital,” said the merchant father.

      “To be young, rich, and beautiful,” sighed Artemis. “Let’s get going as well.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After two days of traveling across valleys, fields, and wood, we hit a nice paved road. The old king’s road. From the back of our stuffy carriage, I took in the sight of a massive city. Most of it was blocked off by a giant outer wall lined with guards. I caught glimpses of some rooftops beyond and then another wall on a hill and then another. At the center was a giant palace with a beaming rapier shaped tower behind it. Ryr’s Ascension.

      It took my breath away seeing the place in person. It was the first city I’d witnessed when I first logged-in to the game. It was featured in the game’s opening cinematic.

      The swoosh and thrum of airships flew far above us in the sky. They flew towards an aerodrome situated along the first wall. A few fancier ships flew to an aerodrome at the further second wall. I squinted high above, making out tiny specks of airships at the top of the needle-like tower at the center of the capital.

      The carriage slowed to a crawl. We’d reached a long line of other carriages looking to enter the city.

      I leaned back in the carriage and readjusted my hood to cover my face more.

      “Wow, this place is massive,” said Serena.

      “Yep, that’s Ryr’s Ascension for ya,” said Artemis.

      “What’s up with all the walls?” I asked in a low voice.

      “The city is divided into zones,” Artemis explained. “Zone-1 is everything after the wall over there. That’s where the vast majority of the citizens live. Zone-2 is everything after the second wall. That’s where the nobles live. Zone-3 that’s where the palace is, where our future emperor Konrad lives along with the rest of the high council.”

      “Where do the enslaved Chosen live?” I asked, dragging my nails across my leg.

      “You don’t wanna know…” said Artemis, turning back around. “Okay, no more talking. This is it. Stay behind the trees. I’ll cover this back portion now.”

      The fox-woman lifted up the flap and sealed Serena, Shade and I in the darkness of the carriage.

      We sat in silence as the carriage slowly moved further and further up the line. The sounds of soldiers barking orders and asking drivers to step out of their wagons grew louder. We were getting close. My heart thumped against my chest.

      “STOP,” said the soldier.

      An icy cold feeling rushed across my body. Oh man. What was happening? I waited for Artemis to say something, but she didn’t speak. Finally, someone said, “Is everything okay, sir?”

      It was an older man. It was the merchant we’d travelled with the last few days. The carpet trader.

      I closed my eyes and listened closer.

      The guards’ footsteps got closer. They were walking around to the back of the carriage.

      “Will you oblige us and open up the back of your carriage,” said a guard in an apathetic and bureaucratic voice.

      “Of course, sir, very happy to,” said the father. Fear crept all through his voice, every scratch and vowel sound with the faintest quiver of unease.

      I reached for the covering and pulled it down ever so slightly to see what was happening.

      Serena touched my arm and shot me a stern look, followed by a message in party chat.

      
        
        Serena: Clay, what the heck are you doing?

        Artemis: Agreed. Are you trying to get us all arrested and thrown into a dungeon for the rest of our lives? Keep in mind that as a Native Illyrian I’ll eventually rot to death down there, but you, my friend, will spend eternity losing your goddamn mind. So can you stop messing with the flap and stay hidden?

      

      

      I barely skimmed the messages in party chat, paying more attention to what was happening right in front of us.

      An Arethkarian soldier was crouched inside the carpet trader’s carriage, lifting up different flaps of material. It was an odd sight: this beastly soldier with tubes of pink liquefied mana coming out his back and into his neck and veins. This was what all super charged Arethkarian soldiers looked like. Steampunk orcs, I called them. So genetically mutated there were only the faintest traces of humanity left within them. Honestly, I had no idea what the soldiers were hoping to find in this man’s carriage.

      “Found something,” said the guard in the carriage. He pulled out a rolled out carpet. He presented the flap to his partner.

      “Ah, good find,” said the other soldier.

      The trader’s face was red with panic. “What’s wrong? It’s a carpet?”

      “This embroidery right here is not Arethkarian and looks to have a Laergardian air to it. Not to mention the carpet is green which is their royal color. I’m sorry to say but this is illegal material to be bringing into Ryr’s Ascension.”

      The little boy tugged at his father’s pants. “What’s happening dad?”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me?” said the father. “There must be a misunderstanding. I’m a carpet trader.”

      The two guards shook their heads. “That’s what they all say.”

      The guard walked up to the kid and grabbed his arm.

      “Ah! Let go of me!”

      “What are you doing?” gasped the carpet trader.

      “You two are under arrest for attempted spread of propaganda against the Arethkarian state and are hereby sentenced to ten years of servitude.”

      The boy yanked his arm away and the soldier punched the kid in the shoulder. The boy fell to the dirt and the soldier then overpowered the boy and locked him behind his wrists.

      “Dad! Help me!”

      “Let my son go!” yelled the man.

      The other guard pulled out his sword. “Are you retaliating against a soldier in the Arethkarian army? There are things worse than slavery, you know?”

      What the heck was wrong with these guys? It was as if they were taking a sick pleasure in torturing this father and son.

      Serena dug her nails into my arm.

      
        
        Serena: There’s nothing we can do for them, Clay. If we stick to our plan, we can free them both later. C’mon.

      

      

      Both the father and son’s eyes filled to the brim with watery tears as the soldiers pulled them in different directions.

      My blood boiled at the sight of it all. This was unjust. The man hadn’t done anything wrong and now he was going to suffer traumatic consequences, for what—so these two guards could hit some kind of quota? What kind of insane murderous f-ed up place was this?

      Before Serena could dig her nails into my arm again, I triggered dream dance. Time froze. My surrounding environment lit up in the swirling pink flames of the dream realm. Serena and Shade were frozen beside me as was everyone else. I didn’t have much time in the dream realm so I had to act fast. I squeezed out of the carriage and ran to the little boy, trapped in the arms of the Arethkarian soldier. I removed the man’s hands and picked up the boy in my arms. I then ran over to the father and removed him from the clutches of the other soldier.

      I dragged the man through the dirt until I was four carriages down the queue away from the guards.

      I was panting. I took a deep breath. The timer on dream dance was running out. I stepped out of the dream realm, time rushing back into motion.

      The father and son gasped and I put my hands on both their mouths.

      “We don’t have a lot of time here,” I said. I held out my hand and materialized a pouch with 2500 gold coins in it. I put it in their hands. “Take this and head south. There’s a village near the mountains, they’ll shelter you there. Stay safe. Now go.”

      The man nodded his head, stunned. Only a second ago, he was being ripped away from his son and sent into slavery. He’d experienced his worst nightmare for half a minute and now, just as quickly, was given an opportunity to escape it. He grabbed his son’s hand and they started running down the path, passing other carriages and heading towards the forest.

      I turned back around. I still had thirty seconds until I was able to trigger dream dance again. Electric blink might be my best bet.

      “YOU! STOP!”

      The guards were pointing right at me. Shit. I pulled my hood forward, hoping it was still concealing my face.

      These guards. They were scumbags. Just like Konrad Takeshimi. They’d have to pay.

      The recast timer on dream dance was over and I triggered it again. Time paused and within the swirling flames of the dream realm, I conjured the dream blade in my hands. I stepped back out of the dream realm and conjured phantasmal duelist.

      As soon as it appeared, my clone started rushing the two guards. I triggered leaping illusion to help my clone out. The phantasm burst out from my chest, hurling itself towards the guards with the dream blade high above his head. He crashed down on one, pulverizing him into the ground. The phantasmal duelist slashed furiously at the other guard.

      I ran foreword and sliced my blade across the air, creating a rippling wave of energy with mind slash. The crash of energy smashed into the guards and they fell to the ground.

      
        
        +175 EXP!

        +175 EXP!

      

      

      That’s right. These guys weren’t that tough, but they picked on people weaker than them. I couldn’t stand it.

      More guards rushed out of the tall gate. Lasers and arrows flew at me. I dove between two carriages. The merchants were nowhere to be seen, hiding beneath their carriages to avoid the onslaught of the battle.

      I crept back towards the carriage. Serena poked her head about from the back. “Clay—what the heck are you doing? The energy gate is about to block all entrants.”

      I jumped into the back of the carriage. Artemis whipped the horses and steered the carriage out of the line and directly towards the energy gate.

      Projectiles from all directions shot at our carriage. One horse screamed out as it took a mana laser blast in the chest.

      “C’mon now,” shouted Artemis, gritting her teeth.

      The tall entryway between the walls of the city had a bright energy gateway. It was flashing because it was about to seal up.

      The other horse took a shot to the leg and the carriage swerved. We all bounced in the back until the whole carriage toppled over.

      I pushed the blanket roof tarp frantically away.

      The energy gate was right in behind us and we were on the other side. We’d made it into the city.

      Guards were yelling all around us. Chaos ensued.

      Artemis hurried down the street and shouted.

      “We need to run. Now.”
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      “Stop them!”

      Alarm bells echoed across the city as we rushed through the streets, turning down corners and sprinting down alleys.

      My throat burned. My heart beat rapidly.

      “This way,” said Artemis, ripping open the door to the back of a restaurant.

      We entered a room full of grumpy Rorn chefs, chopping away at vegetables and cooking large goblets of stew. We rushed past the cooks and slammed out into a high dining restaurant. Older Arethkarian citizens looked up from their plates annoyed at our chaotic interruption to their tranquil lunch. We rushed out the front door, crossed another busy market street, and went into another alley.

      I no longer heard the soldiers rushing behind me, but I knew we weren’t in the clear yet.

      “Turn right,” shouted Artemis from behind me.

      Suddenly, she burst right in front of me with her own form of electric blink. She opened a non-descript door and slammed it shut once we were all through.

      She placed her palm on the door and bright blue runes glowed out on the door. She dipped her head, knocking it against the wood, sighing.

      “Why are we no longer running?” asked Serena. “Someone’s going to search behind this door, are they not?”

      “These runes,” said Artemis. “Any guards rushing through this alley aren’t going to see a door, just a cobbled brick wall.”

      The runes reminded me of something. They were similar to the glowing lights along the cobblestoned wall of the mountain valley village. Had Artemis set those runes up there to help protect the village? There were aspects of this woman I found annoying, but overall, she was proving to be a good person and a skilled smuggler.

      The old grizzled fox-lady turned around and walked up the stairs.

      “Welcome, darlings, to the safe house,” said Artemis.

      “Okay—so we’re temporarily in the clear then,” said Serena.

      “Yes,” said the smuggler.

      “I imagine you have this place pretty soundproofed so I could scream and no one’s going to hear it.”

      “That’s right,” winked the smuggler.

      “Good,” she said and then promptly marched over to me and whopped a punch in my shoulder, taking out 5% of my HP.

      “Clay—what the flippin heck!?”

      “Not going to lie bro,” chimed in Shade. “But that was some pretty terrible sneaking.”

      “What were we supposed to do, let the father and son get torn apart?”

      “I mean, nobody wants to say it…” said Shade, looking away.

      Serena ran her fingers through her hair. “I’m more concerned, Clay, that you didn’t save them for their sake, but because you wanted to attack those guards.”

      I turned away from Serena’s steely glare. I felt awful and worried for Artemis and the rest of the team. I didn’t want things to happen because of my actions. But I was also frustrated: mad at the Arethkarians and Konrad Takeshimi for being such evil sacks of shit. The anger seethed through me. Will’s face came to mind. His smile right before Konrad obliterated his avatar into nothingness. I muttered in reply to Serena: “They had it coming.”

      “Oh my, oh my,” huffed Artemis. “We’re royally screwed, darlings. In show business, we’d call this production, a flop.”

      Serena walked over to a nearby wall and leant against it, keeping her eyes closed. She was angry with the situation. Angry with me.

      Shade moseyed over to a couch and collapsed onto it and materialized a beer in his hand and took a swig.

      I took in the safe house. It was a barren apartment. The walls were unadorned. The couch Shade was lying on looked cold and drab. A plain dusty carpet covered the majority of the wooden floorboards. There were a couple of bedrooms. The place felt lifeless, stripped of personality. The only thing remotely unique was a small drawing carved into the wall at the back. It was a stick figure of a little girl holding the hand of her—older sister? Mother? I wasn’t sure. I squinted to get a closer look when something swooshed past me. A knife lodged itself into the wooden wall, cracking the carved picture.

      “Watch yourselves, darling,” said Artemis. “Don’t forget: you’re guests.”

      The smuggler turned to the windowsill and ran her fingers across the railing, lighting up more runes.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Oh honey, you’re not the first group I’ve smuggled,” she said. “I’m a professional. These runes will mask anyone looking through the windows. Any spies or guards will merely see a family sitting down for dinner rather than a bunch of crooks about to get thrown in a dungeon.”

      “Well, hey,” I said. “At least, we got to the safe house in the end.”

      “Yeah, great,” said Serena. She looked at me, weirdly. I didn’t like it. It was like she didn’t like what she was seeing. As if she wasn’t seeing me. Her stare was oppressive and I had to look away.

      “Alright, lovelies, we’re going to hunker down here for the evening and figure out the next plan,” said Artemis. “Because our old one—it’s out the window.”

      What did she mean?

      I peered out the magically enhanced glass and saw a city guard putting up paper signs all along the street—on barrels, mana lamp posts, on shop windows, everywhere. On it was a picture of four individuals: a fox-lady, a cat-man, a female Haeren warrior, and an Aeri mage.

      Above the picture was one word.

      WANTED.
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      I woke up to a throbbing pain in my neck. I rolled over on the sofa in the safe house’s living room. It was impossible to get comfortable on this thing. Finally, I rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling.

      “In the relationship doghouse, huh?” said Shade.

      “Ugh,” I groaned. “Why are you awake so early?”

      “I’m an early riser. What can I say? But I can commiserate with your lady troubles. I haven’t heard from Kari in private messenger since we left.”

      This was only the first I’d officially heard about the NPC and Player romantic relationship budding between Shade and Kari. The healing charm may have exposed it a bit more.

      “Have you sent her a message?”

      “No,” said Shade. “I was waiting for her to.”

      I shrugged. “She’s probably doing the same. You should write her. Now.”

      “Okay I will, but did you want any coffee?”

      The cat-man handed me a mug.

      I sat upright on the couch and shook my head. Shade liked to add unusual additions—usually of the alcoholic variety—into his coffee. “No thanks. I’ll make my own.”

      I stood up and went to the kitchen area. I rummaged through the cupboards for a mug and started brewing a kettle overtop a fire stove.

      Right as the water boiled, Serena walked into the room, stretching her arms and yawning.

      “Good morning, Ms. Serena,” said Shade. “Would you like some coffee?”

      “I’m about to make some more sober coffee, if you want some,” I said.

      Serena lifted her nose and walked to the other end of the room. “I’m fine right now, thank you.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was addressing me or Shade. Maybe that was the point. Clearly, I was still in the doghouse.

      “Where’s Artemis?” asked Serena.

      Now that was a good question.

      “Have you seen her this morning, Shade?”

      The cat-man shook his head.

      “So none of us have seen her since last night?” I said.

      I went towards the room where she was supposed to be sleeping and gave it a gentle knock.

      “Artemis? You up?”

      Stone cold silence. I knocked once more and waited for a reply. A sound of movement. Anything.

      I turned back to Serena and Shade, who were looking over my shoulder.

      “I’m going in,” I said.

      “Do you think that’s wise,” said Shade. “She can be quite, temperamental.”

      “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” I said and turned the door knob.

      The door creaked open and I pushed it further ajar. The room behind the door was a slightly less barren room than the rest of the house. It was clearly Artemis’ room. Along the windowsill was a small mirror, some make-up utensils, a bottle of orange hair-dye, a collection of deadly knives, and a small worn-away stuffed teddy bear. The only thing not present in the room was Artemis herself.

      “Oh boy,” said Shade.

      “Has she abandoned us?” said Serena.

      “Or worse: sold us off to the authorities,” screeched Shade.

      Serena darted to the bedroom and grabbed her things.

      “Guys,” she said. “We need to act fast. Gather our things and make it look like we were never here in the first place.”

      Shade ran into his room and started shaking the blanket. “This is too much pressure, I can’t make this bed right!”

      I looked at the rumpled sofa and smoothed it out a bit. Part of me was glad, I had less things to tidy up after sleeping on the couch.

      Serena ran back into the hallway. “Alright, guys, I’m ready to move out. How about the rest of you?”

      “Ready,” shouted Shade.

      “Me too,” I said.

      At that very moment, the front door of the safe house swung open and there was Artemis, carrying a bag of groceries and other supplies. She had a large gray wool scarf wrapped around her face, concealing her. Also, her entire fur—which had been silver the day before—had been dyed into a vivacious orange.

      “Don’t tell me, darlings,” gasped Artemis. “You were about to run out on me in the dead of night. Erm, early morning!”

      I took a deep breath. My adrenaline had been pumping since we’d seen Artemis’ room was empty.

      “We thought you had gone to the authorities to sell us out,” I said.

      Artemis pushed past us and put the bags down on a counter in the kitchen area.

      “I’ll be honest with you, lovelies,” she said. “I thought long and hard about it.”

      Shade nudged me in the ribs. “See? I told you so.”

      “But then I remembered something,” said Artemis. “My face is up on that wanted poster as well. So I’d be digging my own grave deeper if I went to the authorities, right? So the only option for me now is to double down on this production. To help you guys further. For if you achieve your goals—I know you haven’t told me, but I’m guessing it’s a terrorist act of some kind, political assassination perhaps—is the only way I’m going to live through this ordeal. So with all that said, as royally screwed as I believe us to be, I’m with you now. Ta-da! Isn’t that great, darlings?”

      “Gee,” I said. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” said the smuggler. “Because I have an idea. Now everyone knows you’re here, security is going to be extra tight. In fact, zone-1 is no longer a safe place for us. It’s crawling with guards looking for us. We need to leave here as soon as possible.”

      I shook my head. “No way. We need to stay and take out—”

      “Ah, patience darling! You haven’t let me finish,” she said. “Our first production is in the gutter, honey-bun. It’s done. It’s gone. Burn the script. It’s never gonna get on stage in this town. But that’s okay. We’re not one-trick ponies. We’re not one-hit wonder show gals getting taken for a run before getting dumped back at the farm town where we grew up. No sirree-bob. We’re performing a double bill tonight, folks. We’ll be here all week—”

      “You still haven’t gotten to the plan?” I said.

      “Yes, darling, I was getting to that,” she quipped. “We need to leave this district. It’s crawling with soldiers and guards looking for us. We need to move and we need to—wait for it, my lovelies—don disguises!”

      “Okaaaay,” I said. “I’m not sure how I feel about this.”

      “Don’t worry! You’ll be wonderful. I’ve spent all morning gathering your costumes for you.”

      She rummaged through her bag and pushed the clothing on me.

      “There you go,” she said. “Now go into that room and try this on.”

      She went and grabbed more costume materials for Serena and pushed her into another room.

      “What is left is your costume,” she said to Shade. “Help yourself.”

      I heard them bicker through the walls as I tried on Artemis’ clothes.

      In my HUD, I pressed the “turn off aesthetics” option and found myself down to my boxer briefs. The feature allowed me to change my fashion without losing the stats on my gear.

      I put on the new clothes and I was able to piece together a vague notion of what Artemis was going for.

      I wore a long white cloak tied together with a large belt around the waist. I was then accessorized with a bright purple scarf around my neck.

      It was clearly an attempt at Solmini fashion.

      I stepped out of the room and Artemis gasped with joy.

      “Ah wonderful,” she shouted. “And let’s wait to see what your sister looks like!”

      “My sister?”

      Serena stepped out of her room in her new costume. She wore a silver crop top that exposed her midriff and belly button—adorned with a glowing emerald jewel—and then had a matching long silver skirt. On top of this she had a shiny orange cloak full of flourishes and adornments. She looked really hot. Which made me feel weird because Artemis called her my sister, but then she was also my girlfriend, which then made me feel doubly weird. I shook my head and decided not to think about it.

      “You like?” said Serena, grinning coquettishly at me.

      “I present to you,” said Artemis. “Serene and Clayton Elifash! Two visiting noble siblings from Solmini. Here to witness the great coronation of the emperor, Konrad Takeshimi!”

      A new message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        You have donned a disguise! People will believe you to be visiting noble, Clayton Elifash. That is, unless you make them suspicious.

        Current disguise level effectiveness: 100%.

      

      

      “Hold on a sec,” I said. “Won’t people be concerned that I’m Aeri and Serena’s Haeren?”

      Artemis nodded, taking my point. “I considered this. I think you can pass fairly well as half-Aeri and, to be honest, the nobility is full of half-races and bastard children already. No one will bring it up in fear of their own dodgy bloodlines being made public.”

      “And who the heck am I supposed to be?” said Shade, waddling into view. He wore bright baggy purple breeches and an orange vest which revealed his hairy chest underneath. He looked like a cat-man version of Aladdin.

      “Ah, Shade, you’ll be Clayton Elifash’s porter. Just as I’ll be Serene Elifash’s loyal handmaiden.”

      Artemis donned a long purple cloak to fulfill her part.

      “Alright, now that we have our disguises,” said Artemis. “We need to get ourselves into the noble district and that, my darlings, won’t be easy.”
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      Zone-1 of Ryr’s Ascension throbbed with people. The sky was a bright blue and airships flew overhead. The city was a mix of old world medieval fantasy and steampunk aesthetics. Potions were sold alongside metals and gear for magitech. A group of traders sold otherworldly creatures locked in cages in the shadowy corners of the street.

      Every time my curiosity got the better of me, I reminded myself to look down at my feet. I had to keep my head down. So far my disguise meter wasn’t saying anyone was questioning me, but I still felt uneasy being in a bright open place where my face was plastered on nearby walls with the words “WANTED.”

      “It’s not unheard of for nobles to do things in zone-1,” explained Artemis as she led us through the throng of market stalls and people. “But it’s not very common either. So we wanna make our departure quick.”

      Artemis turned a corner and before I followed I noticed a group of people. Chosen with thick neck braces chained around their throats. A group of guards was barking orders at them. They were bricklaying, adding infrastructure to the city wall.

      The sight of the poor players forced to do manual labor, to live their lives in chains, made my heart ache.

      A message chimed in party chat.

      
        
        Serena: That could be us if we’re not careful.

        Artemis: Exactly, so let’s get a move on.

      

      

      I was about to turn when one of the guards managing the slaves turned to me. His eyebrows furrowed before his whole face turned angry.

      “Oi! Do we have a problem here?”

      The guard walked up to me. He squinted his face up to mine, taking in my clothes.

      
        
        Your disguise is being assessed.

      

      

      “Do you have a problem with the way we do things around here?”

      My heart thumped as the guard stared at me. His breath carried the smell of alcohol. The two other guards, managing the small regiment of enslaved Chosen, watched on, waiting to see if their colleague would get them all into a messy situation.

      A poster with a picture of all four us was hanging on a wall right behind the guard staring at me. I glanced at it once and made sure not to look over a second time.

      I gulped. “No problem at all, sir.”

      “So why you staring then?”

      “It’s just different from where I’m from that’s all,” I said.

      “Bloody right, it’s different. It’s the reason why our country is the greatest and yours is just a pit of sand.”

      “Sorry, sir,” I said. “Didn’t want any trouble.”

      The guard looked at me. His grizzled alcohol-drenched face turned to Serena and Shade behind me. He squinted for a moment, as if he was recognizing us.

      “That’s right, now get!”

      I turned around and calmly started walking away.

      
        
        Artemis: Stay calm, keep walking. Don’t run. He’s probably still watching us. Don’t give him any reason to raise his suspicion.

        Clay: What about our faces plastered on the walls?

        Artemis: I smelled the booze on him from where I was standing. I don’t think he’ll connect the dots unless we can give him more reason to.

      

      

      We continued down the street and eventually turned another corner. We all sighed with relief upon losing sight of the guards.

      We continued through the Arethkarian bazaar. The merchants in the stalls eyed us like hawks, but thankfully they didn’t see through our disguises. One even hollered, “Missing your Solmini mirage water? I have some. Pure and imported.”

      We shook our heads and kept moving forward.

      “Where are we going Artemis?” asked Serena.

      “I’m getting us into zone-2—the noble district—without going through security.”

      “But how exactly is the noble district going to help us?” said Serena.

      “Everyone knows everyone there,” explained Artemis. “It will be a good opportunity to get closer to the people who want to get close to the emperor-to-be.”

      “Okay and how are we going to get past the gates,” I said. “Don’t nobles fly up in their fancy airships to the zone-2 aerodrome.”

      “Did you not pay me a decent sum darling to let me think these problems through?” said Artemis as we continued moving forward. “I have an acquaintance who is going to help us.”

      Shade coughed. “Are we sure we can trust this so-called acquaintance? There’s a lot of money to be made for anyone who speaks about our whereabouts?”

      “Benedict betray me!?” gasped Artemis. “Never. I know you’re not as familiar with the world of high culture theater but, once you perform on stage with someone, you are linked like family.”

      “I always thought people in theater were always backstabbing each other,” Shade mused.

      “If Benedict’s name was Fredericka Oritzia, then yes, maybe he’d be a backstabbing betraying wench, but it isn’t. So trust me when I say, we can trust him.”

      Shade lifted up his hands to say, “Alright, I won’t argue with you.”

      Artemis eventually stopped in front of a storefront with a large glass window and a sign above saying, “Ascension’s Barbers!”

      “What are we doing here?” said Serena. “Are we adding to our disguises?”

      “Shh lovelies,” said Artemis. “Follow me.”

      The small fox-lady entered the shop where a tall green-furred Lirana with a pompadour haircut was snipping away at a grumpy Rorn on a barber chair.

      “Voila, mister,” said the man. “You look fabulous!”

      The Rorn looked at himself in the mirror and his eyes glimmered with hope that this new haircut would settle all his problems. He thanked the man, handed him some gold coins and walked out of the shop.

      The green-haired Lirana turned and with a bright smile and open hands said, “My darling Artemis, what brings you to my humble establishment?”

      “Humble? From what I hear, anyone who wants to look handsomer than the great Benedict himself comes here for his haircut!”

      The green cat smiled and blushed. “You flatter me too much! This doesn’t beat our old stage days, but alas, what can we do. I grow old, but not you Artemis, you look fresh as a summer’s day.”

      “Um,” said Serena. “Are we going to, you know, do what we came to do? Or are you guys just going to keep flattering each other?

      The Lirana’s eyes squinted at Serena, then Artemis.

      “Ah, you need me for something more than just a haircut?”

      “We need to use your passage,” said Artemis.

      “Of course, of course,” said Benedict. He walked over to the front door and locked it. He turned a sign saying, “Sorry We’re Closed” to any passersby.

      “Follow me.”

      He led us to the back of the shop and down the stairs to a cold damp basement. There were magical hair supplies: combs that removed lingering gray hairs, hairspray that made your hair perform music, and all sorts of eclectic dyes.

      At the very back was a drab bookshelf, full of old hardbacks that looked as though nobody had read in years, maybe decades.

      “Help me with this would ya,” said Benedict.

      I joined him and we shoved the bookshelf across the wall to reveal a metal door with a vault-like handle. Benedict spun the wheel and pulled it open to reveal a dark passageway. Green mana lamps, tucked between metal cages lined the walls of the sewer aqueduct.

      “I present to you your fabulous passage to nobility!”

      “Looks pretty gross,” said Serena.

      “Well, it’s the truth of what lies underneath the surface of the gentry,” quipped Benedict.

      “Where does it lead?” I asked.

      “This passage will eventually bring you to the back of an old antique shop in the noble district. The owner is a senile old crank and if you act like you’ve been browsing in there, he’ll pay you no heed.”

      “Alright, sounds good,” said Shade. “Shall we move forward?”

      “I think there’s something you’re forgetting,” said Benedict. He held out his hand. “Payment?”

      “Are you hustling us?” gasped Artemis. “I thought you were doing us a favor?”

      “Favors cost favors?”

      “What do you want?” asked Artemis, her face getting angry. “Money? I can give you that if you want.”

      “No—I want something money can’t buy. I want a promise. A contract bound between two former members of the Arethkarian theater society. I want you to promise to perform with me again. Not now. Not tomorrow. But sometime in the future.”

      Artemis shook her head. “I’ve given up on that life. I’m a smuggler now. I don’t sing, I don’t perform.”

      “But you can,” said Benedict. “Just promise me you can and will when all these dark days are finally over.”

      A message chimed in my HUD.

      
        
        Shade: It sounds like a pretty good deal. He’s practically giving us his secret passageway for free. What’s the hold up?

      

      

      Artemis squirmed, then looked to us.

      “Fine,” she sighed. “But we won’t discuss it further until we’re not living in the end times, got it? And you only get one solo!”

      “I want three!”

      “Two!”

      “Deal,” said Benedict, waving his hands to grant us passage into the murky sewer.

      A loud knock banged above.

      “Ah, yes,” said Benedict. “My next appointment is here. Another Rorn. I don’t know what it is with that grumpy bunch that they care so much about their hair, but alas, they keep me in business. Now hurry through. I won’t be able to let you out once you go through, so good luck fine nobles in disguise.”

      We stepped into the darkened damp passageway and listened to the vault door close behind us and the lock snap shut.
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      The dark sewer laid before us. We stood on a stone platform running alongside murky green sewage.

      “Alright, lovelies,” said Artemis. “First thing’s first. Take off your disguises. There’s no point in getting them dirty. The first rule of the theater is to perform the correct role. Our disguises are not necessary in this vile underground tunnel and it will only damage them when we need them above ground.”

      I accessed my HUD and disabled my costume. The white Solmini cloak and scarf flickered away and I was back in my adventurer’s cloak and gear.

      I raised my hands and got a good look at myself. “This feels more natural.”

      “Agreed,” said Serena, reaching for her sword strapped on her back. “It felt weird not having it equipped and at the ready.”

      With our disguises removed, we started walking down the sewage passage.

      After thirty minutes of walking down the passage, we heard a rustle of feet.

      “You guys hear that?” I said.

      “Look,” said Serena. “It’s just a few rats.”

      Four rats scurried just ahead of us. They were fat rats with scraggly brown fur. They were actually moving in our direction.

      “That’s odd,” I said. “Rats are usually pretty low-level trash mobs…it’s weird to see them coming towards us. I would’ve thought they’d stay clear of adventurers at such a higher level to them.”

      The rats hissed at us as they got closer.

      They stopped few feet away from us. Their bodies started to shake and vibrate. Shivering manically like they were having seizures. One rat hissed and then a new pair of red eyeballs appeared inside its mouth and the skin on the inside began to peel outward. The rat grew in size and shape becoming a slimy crawling demonic creature. The other three rats followed suit. Their status bars explained it all.

      
        
        Mutant Rat

        Level 19

        HP: 1133

        MP: 28

      

      

      Newly transformed, the four rats rushed at me.

      Serena jumped in front of me and held up her sword to block the attack.

      “We need to be extra careful during this fight, Clay,” said Serena. “Kari’s not here to heal us. You’re the closest thing to a healer we got.”

      It was true. I had healing spells to bring back HP, cure status ailments, and even raise fallen party members from death—but nothing beat having a dedicated healer.

      Serena shouted, “Protect Thy Allies!”

      The mutant rats focused all their attention on attacking her. She blocked most of their claw and bite attacks with her sword and managed to kick one of them back with a blast from her boot.

      Shade pulled out his flintlock pistols and fired rounds at the mutant rats. Artemis behind him, twirled knives in her fingers, and then launched them at the monsters, puncturing their skin.

      I stretched my arm out and cast flame wall. A blazing line of fire appeared between Serena and the mutant rats. Serena swirled in the same spot, her giant blade catching the blaze of the fire, and coating her sword in fiery magic. The blade sliced through the slimy skin of the mutant rats.

      The attacks were landing but the HP wasn’t dropping as fast as it should, given the barrage of attacks we were throwing their way.

      The mutant rats suddenly bulged and an alert came up in my HUD.

      
        
        Mutant Rats trigger Psycho!

      

      

      “What the heck is psycho?” I asked.

      The mutant rats jumped over Serena and crawling like spiders along the sewers walls, rushed towards me.

      “They’re defying the aggro I placed on them,” shouted Serena. “They’re coming for you, Clay!”

      I electric blinked backwards.

      The mutant rats rushed past Artemis and Shade, still coming for me. I don’t know what it was that made them hunger for my flesh more than my pals, but I didn’t like it.

      I clenched my fists and searched inside myself, triggering leaping phantasm. My clone flew out towards them with a raised fist. The mutant rats dove towards the phantasm and devoured him within seconds. The clone never had a fighting chance without an accompanying dream blade. The creatures looked up at me with renewed anger as the clone’s flesh shattered into a million inedible phantasmal pieces.

      They rushed at me.

      I triggered dream dance and conjured the dream blade. I snapped back into reality. The mutant rats galloped towards me, their slimy fleshy arms and legs propelling them rapidly forward. Their hot sticky breath touched my skin from meters away. I closed my eyes and clenched my fists.

      Gragh!

      The mutant rats didn’t touch me. Instead they tore into the phantasmal defender I’d conjured at the last second. The phantasm fought them back with a swing of the dream blade.

      Then I summoned phantasmal duelist who rushed in with a blind rage.

      Serena’s eyes darted from the phantasms to me. Even as a party member she was unable to detect which one was me and which one was a clone.

      The phantasmal duelist and defender stabbed into the four mutant rats. I threw out a flame wall and the dream blade imbued itself with fiery magic just as Serena’s sword had many times before.

      Serena rushed in from the other side, swinging with rage. Shade and Artemis threw out projectile attacks as well.

      The HP of the mutant rats dwindled to under 10%. They then let out a wild scream.

      A message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Mutant Rats trigger Cannibal Fusion

      

      

      My phantasms shattered after their minute of life, leaving the mutant rats to start…attacking themselves? One rat chomped into the others and the fallen guts and bones all began to reform around the one super cannibal mutant rat. After a few moments, towering over us was a much larger monster at full health. Its status bar read: [King Mutant Rat].

      I flicked my fingers and my palm lit up like a Zippo lighter with a molten ball of flame. I threw the fireball with all my might. The mutant rat king blocked the attack with its arm. Some of its decayed flesh burned off. Lucky for us, the burning debuff flickered underneath the creature’s status bars. The mutated arm lit up with bright orange embers dealing further damage to the monster.

      The mutant rat king wailed and then grabbed its burning arm with its other hand and ripped it clean off its body.

      “Holy…”

      The burning debuff flickered away from the creature’s status bars. It then scraped off the flesh of the arm and used the remaining femur like a burly club.

      It rushed at me, but Serena shouted, “Protect Thy Allies!”

      The new fusion monster hadn’t triggered psycho so normal aggro rules applied and the mutant rat king turned its attention onto Serena.

      The warrior’s sword clashed with the monster’s bone-turned-melee weapon.

      Shade and Artemis kept firing projectiles at the mutant rat king, but despite the flesh wounds and blood, they weren’t dealing much damage.

      How the heck do we beat this thing?

      I assessed the situation. Time slowed to a crawl as I weighed through my options. Normal damage doesn’t effect it as it’s composed of all sorts of different rat parts. It’s a completely decentralized creature. Except for one section of it…

      I triggered dream dance once more. The murky sewer lit up with the magenta flames of the dream realm. I power jumped so I was right at the mutant rat king’s head. I placed my sword right behind its head. I then triggered reality again and plunged the blade right into its brain.

      
        
        +Critical Hit!

      

      

      Blood spurted everywhere, cascading across the stone footpath and splashing into the river of sewage.

      The monster fell to the ground in a pool of decayed mutant rat flesh.

      My strategy had worked. The composition of the creature was so ramshackle that attacking any part of its body was pretty much useless. Except for one spot that controlled everything. The brain.

      A couple of messages stacked in my HUD.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Dream Druid) has leveled up (Level 11). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

        

      
        Phantasmal Duelist has leveled up (Level 2)

        Phantasmal duelist will stay summoned for an additional minute for a total of two minutes.

      

        

      
        Phantasmal Defender has leveled up (Level 2)

        Phantasmal defender will stay summoned for an additional minute for a total of two minutes.

      

      

      Awesome. I had to keep practicing with my dream druid abilities to make them even stronger and more useful.

      Shade kicked some flesh on his boot into the sewer. “Good call on taking off our disguises.”
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      Artemis stared at me. Suspicion coated her eyes. “You’re no normal mage. Your abilities—they’re unlike any I’ve seen before. You should be careful. Hybrid classes are powerful, but they are dangerous and many will seek you out and use you for your strength and others will want to kill you for it.”

      I didn’t respond with anything more than a nod.

      “Let me make one thing clear, darling,” said Artemis. “I know you’re Clay Hopewell and you’re here to thwart the coronation. For us to continue working together, we must trust each other. Do I have my facts correct?”

      Artemis had helped us loads so far and I thought it was pretty safe to trust her.

      I nodded my head to her question.

      “Good,” she smiled.

      After a few more moments to swallow back some health potions and get our bearings, we continued forth down the sewer path.

      We continued to hear rustling noises, but nothing appeared.

      “I’ve been thinking about something,” said Serena. “Rats hang out in groups, don’t they? Usually larger than four?”

      “Best not to think about it,” said Shade.

      “Finally something we can agree on, darling,” said Artemis.

      The rustling got louder the further and further we went into the sewage passage. At the far end I began to make out a light. It looked like a sliver of sunlight poking through.

      I hurried my pace when the sewer passage forked. We could keep going straight or now there was this other passage.

      “Did the barber guy say anything about making a left turn?” said Serena. “He made it sound like there was only one straight simple path. What’s going on here?”

      The rustling had gotten a lot louder.

      In the new dark path in front of us were hundreds of glowing red eyes. The shadowy contours of sewer rats filled the passage. Their shadows started to shake and morph.

      “Uh oh,” I said.

      “There’s too many of them,” shouted Artemis. “We have to run!”

      The mutant rats galloped towards us.

      I stretched out my arms and created a wall of flame along the passage.

      “C’mon, Clay,” shouted Serena who’d already started sprinting ahead.

      I electric blinked towards the group and ran down the passage towards the light. I threw out shocking speed spells on the rest of the party, increasing their agility.

      We got to the light and found a rusty metal ladder.

      Serena jumped up first and started climbing.

      “Go, go, go,” shouted Artemis.

      The horde of mutant rats were getting closer to us. I stretched out my arms and triggered earthquake. The sewage passage began to ripple and deform, jagged rocks stabbing into the mutant rats. The destroyed passage created a temporary obstacle for the monster, but only temporary. They jumped onto the ceiling and walls, clawing towards us upside down.

      “Clay, it’s your turn!”

      I looked over my shoulder and saw everyone else had gone up. I grabbed hold of the rusty metal ladder and started climbing.

      I was a meter up when something bit into my leg.

      A mutant rat below me had dug its fangs into my right calf. A sharp pain coursed from my leg upwards. A second throbbing pain knocked me out of my senses and I almost let go of my grip on the sewer ladder.

      A message popped up in my HUD. I’d been hit with a debuff.

      
        
        Poisoned (Debuff): You have been poisoned! You lose 2 HP per 3 seconds until poison wears off (Duration: 1 minute)

      

      

      I shook my leg trying to get rid of the mutant rat but it dug even deeper into my flesh.

      “Clay, c’mon!” yelled Serena.

      “I’m trying,” I gasped.

      If the mutant rat wouldn’t let go, I’d keep climbing. I pulled myself and the mutant rat up with me higher and higher. I wanted to go faster but the pain in my leg and the constant throb of the poison coursing through my blood made it hard to focus. I kept reaching for the next rung. My vision swayed. The mutant rat squirmed and squealed. I turned down and the sliver of sunlight hit its flesh. It burnt into its pink bloody skin. The monster finally let go of my leg to escape the pain of the sunlight. It fell to the the sewer floor crashing dead on the ground. The other mutant rats were too scared to chase after us into the light. They started feasting on their dead brethren instead.

      I turned away in disgust and kept climbing. Serena eventually grabbed my hand and helped pull me up.

      We were now in a dirty stone chamber that looked like a cave of some sort. I immediately cast status cure on my leg to remove the poison debuff. Bright crystal emanated out of my fingers and covered the glowing green spot along my leg and the venom faded away.

      “That was far too close,” said Shade, materializing a whisky bottle in his hand and uncorking it. He took a long swig and then handed it out as an offer to everyone else.

      “Sorry, I don’t day drink, darling,” said Artemis, waving it away.

      Shade balked. “Under normal circumstances I’d accept that excuse. I think day drinking is a lot different from a catch-your-bearings-after-a-super-traumatic-event whisky swig.”

      “I agree,” I said, grabbing the bottle out of Shade’s hands and taking a long gulp. The whisky burned but it was a nice sensation after the adrenaline pumping fear of sprinting away from those mutant rats.

      I wiped my lips with my sleeve and handed the bottle back to Shade.

      Artemis waddled over to a bookshelf sitting at the end of the cave.

      “The antique shop must be behind here,” said Artemis. “Let’s drag this out of the way and keep moving.”

      I went over to the old fox-lady and helped drag the bookshelf to reveal a hole in the wall.

      “Okay before we go any further,” said the smuggler lady. “Let’s get our disguises back on.”

      I accessed my HUD and flipped on my disguise. My gear flickered away and was replaced by the long white cloak of a Solmini nobleman.

      With our costumes on, we stepped through the small tunnel and found ourselves in a large wardrobe. Light cracked out through the sides of the door. I pushed it open and stumbled out into a room full of old antiques.

      This must be the shop then.

      From where I was standing, it looked empty.

      Then I got a message in my HUD.

      
        
        Your disguise is being questioned. 10% drop in disguise effectiveness.
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      My shoulders tensed as Serena and the rest of the party stumbled out from the wardrobe. My disguise was being assessed. By whom? Artemis’ barber-turned-people-smuggler acquaintance had said the old man who worked here was senile. In fact, he wasn’t even in sight. The whole place was packed to the brim with stuff. There were framed portraits of old Haeren men on the walls, followed by stacks of other paintings gathering dust. Broken magitech devices lay on a table including a rusting steampunk arm. A shelf of decrepit books took up another wall.

      
        
        Artemis: What’s going on? Why have you frozen still like a criminal? I’ll have to teach you some better acting lessons than that.

        Clay: My HUD is telling me someone is assessing my disguise.

        Serena: But no one is here?

      

      

      There was a rustling sound and we all jumped, expecting to see another mutant rat, but instead a black cat with yellow eyes appeared from behind a disused piece of metal armor.

      
        
        Artemis: The cat was questioning you. But they question everyone. I think we’re fine.

      

      

      We moved through the shop, which turned out to be quite large. The piles of junk—I mean, antiques—went on for ages. We walked towards the rays of sunlight poking through the windows.

      An old man sat on a chair made of gold with red velvet cushions. The chair’s legs were raised up by piles of books to help the shopkeeper oversee his emporium of random items. He was an old hunched-over Haeren man. He was bald with hair growing like horns on the side of his head just above his ears. He had little spectacles over his bulbous nose and a trimmed silver goatee. He had the slightly bored look of a man waiting to die or for his day at work to end. It was hard to tell which.

      The man smiled at us as we walked into view. I made sure to stop and pick up dusty globes and the odd trinket.

      “You really can’t find this kind of stuff in Solmini,” I said. “That’s for sure.”

      
        
        Artemis: Honey, don’t oversell your identity!

        Shade: Agreed. Stale lying, bro.

      

      

      Serena smiled at me. “We’ll have to pick up a gift to bring back to papa. He’ll be ever-so-happy.”

      I raised my eyebrow momentarily and then remembered we were supposed to be brother and sister.

      “Yes, but I’m going to get my own gift,” I said. “If we get a joint gift he’ll mostly think it’s from you and you’ll stay the favorite.”

      Serena laughed. “What can I say? I’m a charmer.”

      The old man quietly watched us. His eyebrows furrowed with wonderment. He was trying to recall seeing us enter.

      “C’mon now,” said Artemis, assuming her role as handmaiden to Serena. “Your father will have me in stitches if he found out I let you spend this whole trip in an antique shop.”

      She walked towards the door and turned to the shop owner. With her palm on the door handle, Artemis said, “What are your opening hours, we may return for a few things?”

      The man, who looked very confused, handed Artemis a card. With that, we thanked the shopkeeper and entered zone-2. The noble district.

      We stepped out onto a wide boulevard with a neatly tiled road and pretty trees lined perfectly apart. The buildings were all made of stone. There was a sense of power here. Tall doors blocked off courtyards to massive mansions and homes within the city. Homes to the different noble families. Guards stood on the walls of these homes as well as at the front doors. At each place the guards wore a different color to symbolize which house they worked for. Benedict the Barber’s words came back to me. How the sewer passage only highlighted the dark underbelly just underneath the friendly veneer of the noble district.

      “Alright, darlings, we don’t have a lot of time,” said Artemis looking up at the late morning sun, shining down on us. “We basically have until sundown to find lodgings suitable for a noble. If we don’t have lodgings by the night, we’ll be ostracized.”

      “Huh? What do you mean?” asked Serena.

      “In the noble world, reputation is everything. Social capital. A brother and sister claiming to be noble with nowhere to stay? That is only going to be perceived negatively. Maybe we’re con artists, criminals. Or we’re nobles on the brink of losing our title. Whatever they think, it’s not going to be good and we won’t be able to gather the information we need from such a position.”

      If we couldn’t ingratiate ourselves with the nobles, we wouldn’t be able to get to Konrad Takeshimi.

      I clenched my fists. I couldn’t let that happen.

      “So what are you planning then?” said Serena. “Are any of these mansions for sale?”

      “No, honey,” said Artemis. “But some of their rooms are. Follow me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Noble Club Bazaar was the most popular public place in the entirety of the noble district. It was an indoor market with interlocking pathways leading to different bars, cafes, and bathhouses—a place to mix and mingle with other nobles. A place to see and be seen. It was the battleground of both international espionage and city gossip.

      Artemis led us through the halls to a sunny indoor lounge. A long atrium let the sun shine down on a bright blue pool lining the middle of the large room. It wasn’t meant for swimming though, just decoration, as a dolpheeni woman with fins swam across the lane of the pool, occasionally flipping in the air before splashing along and continuing her swim.

      Artemis pulled over a nice long lounge chair and gestured with her hand for Serena to sit. She then made an angry face at Shade.

      “Why’re you making a face at me?”

      “Good servants provide every comfort to their employer,” she said.

      “Ohhhhhhhhhh,” said Shade. “Riiiiiight.”

      He grabbed another lounge chair and pulled it towards Clay.

      “Not too close,” said Artemis. “They’re siblings, remember?”

      Shade dragged the lounge chair and then bowed and grinned. “There you go, Clayton.”

      “Thank you very much good sir,” I grinned, cracking my fingers and flopping down on the nice cushioned lounge chair.

      Serena and I suntanned while Artemis and Shade stood idly by in the shadows by a marble column. I was definitely preferring my disguise over theirs.

      A message popped up in my party chat. It was Serena.

      
        
        Serena: I don’t get it. So we just sit here?

        Artemis: Give it a sec. No one’s going to talk to you until you prove your worth. Wait for the service and that’s when we initiate the plan. You’re going to buy the most expensive drinks on the menu and then tip the waiter extravagantly. Nobles are attracted to wealth. Show that you got it.

        Clay: I mean, how expensive could a drink get?

      

      

      I had to eat my words when the waiter—clad in an airy light brown shirt and pants—eventually approached us. He handed us a menu and I had to clench my teeth to stop my jaw from dropping.

      The most expensive drink on the menu was 10,000 gold coins.

      “Tell me more about the, uhh,” I gulped. “The Silk Salamander?”

      The waiter’s eyebrows raised and then he smiled. “You have good taste, sir. The Silk Salamander was voted the best drink in Illyria by the Cocktail Taster’s Guild three years in a row.”

      
        
        Serena: What kind of guild is the Cocktail Taster’s Guild?

        Shade: Some smart con artists with a taste for expensive cocktails by the sounds of it.

      

      

      I ignored the messages in my HUD and stayed focused on the waiter.

      “The drink features vermouth from the Muumuu Isles, a splash of pure spring water from Orenspar, and our own secret ingredient.”

      “Is it the secret ingredient that makes the price so high?” said Serena.

      The waiter made a face. “If price is an issue, there’s other options below.”

      “No, the price is fine,” I smiled. “But will you tell us what the secret ingredient is?”

      The man looked back and forth, cautiously. “We add a splash of Solmini mirage water.”

      My eyebrows raised. “Isn’t such drink illegal to serve?”

      “Yes and no. We only add about a tear drop’s worth. The effects are very minimal.”

      I hesitated. Shade had warned me mirage water was a highly addictive and hallucinogenic substance, but such a little amount didn’t seem terrible and we needed to prove our cover story.

      I handed the menu to the waiter and smiled. “Two Silk Salamanders, please.”

      The man nodded. 20,000 Gold Coins disappeared from my inventory. “Right away.”

      He turned to leave and I said, “One more thing.”

      I materialized a pouch with 1000 gold coins and handed it to him.

      The man’s eyes bulged. “You do me a great honor sir. I’ll be back shortly.”

      The man hurried off to the back somewhere. I smiled to Serena and took a quick glance around the room. A crowd of eyes had been watching my exchange with the waiter. When I looked at them, they dropped their heads or turned away. I’m sure they’d be turning back when the waiter returned with our drinks.

      The waiter was back five minutes later holding two very thin glasses that looked like test tubes if it weren’t for their flat bottom. He placed the drinks between us.

      “There you go,” said the waiter. He placed a small golden bell on the table beside the drink. “Ring to let me know if you’d like anything else. Thank you.”

      Gasps echoed around the room.

      My nose twitched and I wondered if I’d done something wrong.

      
        
        Artemis: Clay, very well done. The waiters here only bestow the bell to those who spend a certain amount. You’ve proven your worth. People are already looking at you, looking for a way to strike up a conversation. You’ve even caught the attention of our target.

        Serena: Target?

        Artemis: Over there.

      

      

      There was a bar on the other end of the room with some tables and chairs. Sitting at the stool of the bar was a red-haired woman in her mid-thirties. The Haeren lady had big red eyes that matched her hair, a cute perky nose, and a small mouth shaped upwards in a grin. She wore a plain black choker around her neck and a black corset dress that showed off quite a bit of her creamy skin and much endowed chest. Black furry frills were on the shoulder and wrists of her dress. She stared straight at me.

      Serena looked at her then looked at me. Her face went red in my peripheral vision. If this woman was our target, I didn’t want to break eye contact.

      
        
        Serena: Who the heck is this?

        Artemis: What do you think I did this morning when I was getting your disguises, darling? I was gathering information. That woman over there is Leona Fontaine. As you can see—she’s gorgeous, no doubt about that—but she’s not as young as some of the other eligible noblewomen. Everyone knows she’s desperate for a husband, particularly a wealthy husband. Clay—you’ve sent out the bait and she’s bitten. Time to reel her in, darling.

        Serena: If I had known this was the plan, I think I may have questioned it a bit more.

        Artemis: Well, you didn’t, darling and that’s because I’m the director of this play and you, wonderful Serena, are a mere actress on a stage. I must withhold things from you so I can get the perfect performance.

      

      

      Across the atrium, Leona lifted up her hand and with her index finger coquettishly pulled it back in a come-hither motion.

      
        
        Serena: Oh please, this woman is a bit much, no?

        Artemis: Clay, this is your cue. Enter scene!

      

      

      I looked awkwardly at Serena. She made a face and crossed her arms. “Do what you need to do. The stakes do include saving the world, so what’s a bit of harmless flirtation.”

      I nodded. I wanted to say more and I almost did in party chat but Leona was waiting for me and I figured it would be suspicious if I waited any longer. Serena and I were supposed to be brother and sister here. I couldn’t ruin that cover.

      I headed towards the bar, walking around the long pool with the glittering Dolpheeni woman, and approached Leona.

      “You left your drink behind,” said Leona, when I approached. “A drink like that. Some might not be able to help themselves and take a sip before you do.”

      I turned back to the lounge chairs where Serena and I had been sitting. The two Silk Salamanders sat there, untouched.

      I gulped. It was time to sweet talk, charm her with the persuasiveness of Shade with his high luck stat. I had to bring out my inner captain smoothness, the suave lothario I’d never really been. Though that was the thing about disguises, they were freeing from one’s inhibitions.

      “The Silk Salamander can distort one’s vision and—” I paused, looking Leona straight in the eye and smiled, “Why would I ever want to do that?”

      Leona’s face lit up and she fanned her face with her hand.

      “I always heard Solmini men were forward,” she grinned and placed her hand gently on my waist and pulled me in closer towards her. She removed her hand from my waist only when we were in such close proximity that she was able to stroke my leg with her foot.

      “Are you new in town?” she asked, tilting her head.

      “I’m here for the coronation,” I explained.

      “Of course,” she smiled. “So is everyone.”

      Her smile dropped and she looked over my shoulder. I turned around and Serena was making a face at us. She then turned away like a stroppy child.

      “Who is that?” asked Leona, searching my eyes.

      “That’s, um, my sister, Serene.”

      “Sister?” said Leona, smiling. “She’s very beautiful. You better keep a close eye on her in a place like this.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. “You’re right, I guess.”

      Leona leaned back away from me in her chair. Her foot was still rubbing against my thigh though.

      “You should call her over,” she sighed. “As forward as you are and as forward as I may be, we don’t want the district’s ears to fall off from the amount of whispers we’ll stir.”

      “Alright,” I said. “If you insist.”

      I waved at Serena and gestured for her to come over.

      She got up off her lounge chair and strolled towards us.

      “Brother,” said Serena with joy but with a hint of venom as well. “Are you going to introduce me to your new friend?”

      “Serene meet Leona,” I said. “Leona meet Serene.”

      “Your brother is quite the charmer,” said Leona.

      “So I’ve heard,” said Serena. “Alas, never so much to his dearest sister who he claims to love.”

      “Uhh,” I said. “I love you, sister dearest, you know that?”

      “Do I?”

      Leona grinned. “How long will you be staying after the coronation? I’m sure the celebrations will go on for days, if not weeks.”

      This was our chance.

      “Well, we’d love to stay longer,” I said. “But we’re having the smallest issue with our accommodation.”

      Leona grinned even more. “If accommodation is an issue, I might be able to make an arrangement.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “Of course,” she grinned. “Anything for you.”

      I nudged Serena. I then messaged her in party chat as she didn’t catch the hint.

      
        
        Clay: You need to thank her too, Serena.

      

      

      “Thank you, Leona,” said Serena.

      The red-haired woman blinked and scrunched her nose. Suddenly repulsed by us.

      What happened?

      Without realizing it, Serena had placed her hand on my arm. Slightly intimate, slightly protective, slightly loving. Nothing terrible, but it was not a very sisterly action.

      Serena moved her hand away, quickly.

      Leona’s face lost a bit of color. “I see. You’re that kind of sibling…Well, I hope to see you around these parts in the future.”

      “What about the—”

      “If you’ll excuse me, I have things to attend to.” The woman got up from her stool and strutted away in a huff.

      I turned to Serena and then looked across the hall to Shade and Artemis. Shade had a grin on his face. A message popped up in party chat.

      
        
        Shade: Close but no cigar?

      

      

      Artemis was less amused. Her face was pointed and agitated.

      
        
        Artemis: Don’t tell me, darlings. You cocked up your roles.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After our failure to wed me off to Leona Fontaine, Artemis led us to a different bar in the Noble Club Bazaar. A place with a simple name: Gentleman’s.

      “Now, darlings, will you promise me to stick to your assigned roles this time?”

      Serena crossed her arms. “Only if you tell us what the plan is first. Who’s the target this time? Another woman to swoon over dear Clayton?”

      Artemis shook her head. “Nope. This time, honey, you’re the bait.”

      Gentleman’s was a bar hidden behind a dark glass window in one of the winding halls of the Noble Club Bazaar. It was smoky and mostly filled with noblemen. A Lirana woman in a red cocktail dress sang a song at the very back of the bar, while small tables with dimly lit candles were filled with ogling noblemen.

      Shade and Artemis waited outside the open hallway as Serena and I sat down at the stools of the bar to have a drink.

      
        
        Clay: Are we going to have to spend exorbitant amounts of money on drinks again?

      

        

      
        Artemis: Nope. Noblewoman are attracted to wealth a lot more than noblemen. They’re…simpler creatures…

      

      

      The bartender brought two drinks to us. They were deep red wine glasses.

      “Our finest wine,” said the bartender and gestured to a young man sitting in a booth alone. “A gift from the patron over there. He asks if you’d join him.”

      
        
        Clay: Is the silver-haired douchebag with a man-bun and smug smirk our target?

        Artemis: Yep, that sounds like him. Percy Bartholomew. Good luck, darlings.

      

      

      We picked up our wine glasses and walked over to the booth. Serena slid in first and then me. We sat across from the young nobleman. He nodded his head briefly at me but then turned all his attention to Serena. He had no interest in me. She was the reason he’d bought us drinks. His eyes crawled all over her.

      “Thank you for the drinks,” said Serena.

      “My pleasure,” he said. “My father said one should always be hospitable to new people. You never know what opportunities they might bring.”

      Serena grinned. “That’s good advice. Your father is a very wise man. I’d love to meet him one day.”

      The young man grinned. “Ah, unfortunately you can’t. He didn’t come with me to this world.”

      My shoulders tensed. He didn’t come with me to this world. What did that mean?

      The man laughed and raised his hand apologetically. “My apologies. The people around here are so uptight, I like to tease them.”

      Serena made a quizzical face. “Are you—one of them?”

      The man nodded.

      “Shouldn’t you be in chains on a farm somewhere? Not roaming around free?”

      The guy shrugged. “Yes, most Chosen are enslaved, but a few of us were granted noble titles early on and we’re allowed to remain free.”

      “That must be hard,” I said. “Watching others like yourself be chained into bondage, no?”

      The young man smirked and shrugged again. I felt heat rise throughout my body.

      “It doesn’t really bug me, no,” Percy said. “Maybe cause I see myself as different from them. I’m sure you do, too. Whether it’s Chosen or…commoners. They’re all alike. Some of us are born better than others.”

      I clenched my fists under the table.

      Serena sent a message in party chat.

      
        
        Serena: Keep it cool, Clay. I don’t like this guy very much either.

      

      

      Serena then fluttered her eyelashes. “Tell me more. What are you so good at?”

      “I’m just good at everything,” said Percy, taking a sip of his drink, letting his casual arrogance float around us and settle in. “My father owned the largest pharmaceautiful company—um, you won’t understand that. He was the greatest merchant of health potions in my previous world. Very powerful man.”

      
        
        Serena: Holy crap. If this guy is the son of the biggest pharmaceutical company, that would have to be AbsoDrug. They were evil, price gouging the poor, sick, and needy for unimaginable profits…

        Clay: We can’t act like we know that though. So keep a lid on it.

      

      

      “Basically what I’m trying to say,” said Percy. “Is that it wasn’t fair who or what you were born as in my previous world. Neither is it here. Though—” he cracked a devilish grin. “I was lucky in both lives.”

      “Still,” I said, my voice wobbling as I dragged my nails into my legs, holding back my anger. “It must be tough being so distinctly separated from the people from your previous world.”

      The man shrugged again. “Not really. I keep a few of them nearby in my mansion.”

      I smashed the glass on the table so hard it broke. I lost HP from the shard cutting my fingers. Blood leaked out of my hand. The gesture was so loud, the Lirana singer in the back stopped. Everyone looked at us.

      “You keep slaves in your own home?”

      “Of course,” said Percy. “Everyone does. Obviously if I were to marry—” he turned to Serena, smiling again. “I’d get rid of a certain type of slave.”

      “Thank-you-for-the-drink-we-have-to-go,” said Serena, rapidly. She pushed me out of the booth and we hurried away, my body seething with anger at this prick of a human being.

      As we left, the bartender gave us a quick look then twirled his finger to the performer to have her keep going.

      As we stormed away from the bar, Artemis rushed behind us.

      “What happened in there?”

      Serena shivered. “The guy was awful. Just awful. I’d rather live with that red-headed wench from before than spend another minute with that guy.”

      I took deep breaths, trying to calm myself down. I kept getting the red flashes where I saw myself grabbing Percy by the hair and smashing his head into the table. Over and over.

      We arrived at a quiet zone of the Noble Club Bazaar where there weren’t other visitors, tourists, or nobles lurking about.

      Artemis paced back and forth. She rubbed her head.

      “So what is that,” said Shade, looking at her. “Two out of three of your plans bust. For such a so-called master smuggler, you seem to be making mistakes.”

      “Oh, you scoundrel stay quiet,” said Artemis, tensing. “It’s not my fault that the plans aren’t working, it’s these two.”

      Shade made a face at me and said, “See? I’d never speak about you guys that way. Yes—I’d probably comment on your inability to drink copious amounts of beer with me or your penchant to not loot random establishments, but to blame my plan on you guys, never, not—”

      “We get it,” said Artemis with a loud sigh.

      “What are we going to do?” I said turning to Artemis.

      “Okay, there’s one last thing we can try, darlings,” explained Artemis, sighing deeply and regaining her composure. “It’s going to require a bit of a different technique. Seducing potential suitors is out. But—” she looked me deep in the eye, “You’re going to have to keep a handle on your emotions, Clay. Got it?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We found the third target in a grassy courtyard that was still part of the Noble Club Bazaar but felt distinctly different from the rest of it. There was beautiful patch of green grass sitting in front of a stone fountain with three figures. Artemis explained that the three stone figures were the holy god trinity, the most important gods within the Haeren Church of the Nine pantheon. Circling the bottom of the fountain was the figure of a young teenage girl with angel wings. Jupiter: the goddess of weather. Kneeling on the ground above her was the figure of a slightly older girl, a bit more womanly with long hair and a melancholic expression. Psytra: the goddess of souls. Finally, towering above both stood the figure of a man with a grim expression, holding his hand up and pointing to the sky above. Theodon: the god of reality. He looked almost like a younger version of Konrad Takeshimi.

      Different groups of young nobles sat on the grass, conversing with each other. One young man sat alone. He had long shaggy hair with bangs that kept getting in his eyes. He looked to be always flicking his hair away to get them out of his vision. He sat alone with a book in his lap. Ren Goldenbough. Our third target.

      “I’m going to say right now,” I said to Serena. “I don’t like this idea.”

      “What? It’s more of the same that we’ve been doing. Lying.”

      “It’s the nature of the lie that bugs me,” I said.

      “Ah—but it’s what makes it so genius,” smiled Serena.

      “You’re beginning to sound like Artemis.”

      She nudged me. “C’mon sweet brother Clayton, let’s go make some friends.”

      We strolled towards young Ren, reading on his own.

      “Excuse me,” smiled Serena, approaching him. “My brother Clayton and I are a bit lost. Do you know how to get out of this place?”

      The young man looked up. He looked to be seventeen or so. He blinked. He wasn’t used to such forthrightness.

      “Oh, it’s um,” said the boy. He pointed across the courtyard. “There should be an exit just down there.”

      “Thank you,” beamed Serena. “I’m Serene, by the way. What’s your name?”

      “I’m, um, Ren,” said the boy. He quickly nodded his head. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “No problem,” said Serena, staying perky and bubbly. “But don’t tell Konrad we were here, promise?”

      “Sis,” I hissed, pretending as if she’d just given out information she shouldn’t have.

      “Konrad?” said Ren. “You guys know the emperor-to-be?”

      “Yeah, kind of,” I said, scratching the back of my head.

      “We’re from Solmini, see,” said Serena. “And things are a little different there. You know—with the Chosen and all. We just happened to be friends with some of the people Konrad knew in his previous life. You know, in the Chosen world or wherever it is that they come from.”

      Ren blinked at us. “That’s incredible. What’s he like?”

      “A bit boring,” I said. “Don’t tell him I said that!”

      “Anyways,” said Serena. “It was nice to meet you, Ren. Maybe see you around.”

      We turned to walk away and the young man shouted, “Wait.” He clenched his fists as if he was mustering up the courage to say something.

      “Would you two wish to spend dinner at my family’s residence tonight. My father would be super impressed to meet nobles with connections to the emperor-to-be. Please say yes. You’d be doing a favor for me, honestly.”

      Both Serena and I looked at each other, trying to contain our grins.

      “Dinner would be lovely,” said Serena. “But—we’ve kind of had an issue with our current accommodation…”

      “No problem at all,” said Ren, excitedly. “We have a guest house you two can stay in. Please say yes?”

      Across the courtyard in the shadows, Artemis grinned.

      
        
        Artemis: End scene, you marvelous players of mine!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Ren led us down a street towards his home. It was just Ren, Serena, and I. Artemis and Shade had left to go get us a place in some noble academy somewhere. They said they’d catch up with us at the Goldenbough estate later.

      “Father is going to be pleased to meet you,” he said. “He’s a bit…mmm…he’s okay. I don’t think he likes me very much, but he’ll be happy with me today. With you. That’s for sure.”

      “Why doesn’t your dad like you?” asked Serena, as we walked along the pretty roads of the noble district.

      “Well—I’m the youngest of my siblings and the only one still at home,” said the boy. “I’m also different from the rest of them. Everyone in my family is either a merchant or a warrior. The merchants make the money. The warriors protect them. My dad is called the Warrior Merchant for that very reason. He fits into both. Me, on the other hand…” He trailed off and then spoke again, but much more quietly. “I don’t fit into either.”

      My heart went out to the guy. I knew exactly how he felt. Growing up my parents made it no secret that my older brother Will was the favorite. It brought me a lot of pain constantly trying to either fit the mold my parents wanted for me or being shamed with disapproval for when I branched out on my own. I knew what it was like to feel like the odd man out in your own family.

      “I’m sorry to hear that’s your situation,” I said to Ren. “I know exactly what you’re talking about…”

      Serena nudged me in the ribs.

      “Ow! What the heck?”

      “Father wouldn’t like you talking about him like that,” said Serena.

      A message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Serena: We’re NPCs remember. I don’t know where you were about to go with that story.

      

      

      “She’s right,” said Ren. “As much as I’d like to bemoan my father. Well, he’s my father. I guess.”

      The conversation came to an end as we approached a large black metal door in front of tall white stone walls. Two guards with mana rifles stood on either side of the gate.

      “Our family home lies just beyond here,” said Ren. He nodded to the guards and they didn’t budge.

      “Are you not going to open for me?” asked Ren.

      One of the guards spoke: “Who are they?”

      “They’re my friends,” said Ren.

      “I’ve not seen them before,” said the guard. “Your father will be upset about us opening the gates to individuals who haven’t been vetted.”

      “Trust me,” said Ren. “If you don’t let them in and I tell father the opportunity we lost because of this, you’ll lose your jobs.”

      The two guards turned to each other, nervously.

      “Have I ever been known to deceive either of you?” asked Ren.

      “No, sir,” said the guards. “You’re right. We’ll let you in.”

      The two guards opened the gate and we stepped into the Goldenbough’s family courtyard. After the scrutiny from the two guards, part of me was expecting some kind of illicit drug factory or something behind the gates, but instead we found a beautiful garden and courtyard attached to what looked like a Roman villa—all built within the confines of the other buildings of the noble district. It was brilliant and stunning.

      There was a large fountain pool surrounded by a decorative hedge. The main house stood at the other end while outdoor hallways of bright white stone with red slatted roofs surrounded the fountain. There were workers going to and fro, with wheelbarrows and hedge clippers. I noticed the enslavement magitech around their necks. I tried to hold back a grimace.

      Ren spotted me make a face. “I know,” he sighed. “Things are different here in Arethkar compared to Solmini. These are our family servants. They’re paid and while they wear those necklaces, they’re not actively used.”

      The servants joked and laughed with each other as they walked together. They looked happier than any of the other enslaved Chosen I’d met, but still it rubbed me the wrong way. I couldn’t storm out of here in frustration, though. I couldn’t yell at everyone here. I wanted to. To shout from the rooftops that it was wrong what they were doing, but I knew that would blow our cover. I took solace in the fact that Ren seemed slightly ashamed of their presence in his home. As if he wouldn’t have any servants if he was the one running things.

      The sounds of clapping echoed from across the courtyard. A man appeared heading towards us. He was tall and broad shouldered with thick arms and a chiseled chin. He had long red hair that he kept in a ponytail and a bushy moustache. He was well-dressed, well-built, and an honorable looking man. Not the kind of person you’d think was a slave owner.

      “Ren,” shouted the older man. “I’ve been told you’ve brought honored guests. Ones so honorable they haven’t been vetted to enter. I thought you knew the rules about this, Ren.”

      Ren nodded quickly. “Yes, father. Sorry, father. These two new friends of mine. Serene and Clayton from Solmini. They’re hear for the emperor’s coronation. I offered them to come for dinner and place to stay while they celebrate Arethkar and Konrad’s shining accomplishments.”

      The father’s eyebrows grew stern.

      Before he could object, Ren continued. “You see, Serene and Clayton here. They’ve met Konrad before. They know him.”

      The man’s serious expression lifted from his face and he grinned amicably at us.

      “Of course,” he said. “Good work, Ren. Let’s take a tour of our home and then sit down to dinner where we can learn all there is to know about the great emperor-to-be. Shall we then?”

      The father and son took us around their home, pointing out different works of sculpture and art they had procured. They explained their business as wine merchants. The father always smiled and said hello to the servants when he passed them by. Despite their enslaving collars, their hair was growing out and they appeared genuinely happy. Maybe they were happy because they knew working here was a lot better than elsewhere. I wasn’t sure, but something didn’t sit right. It all felt a bit fishy.

      After the tour, Ren took us to our guest house which was between the main house and the gated wall entryway. There were two large beds and extra sheets on a dressing table.

      “Oh wow, this looks great,” said Serena.

      “No problem,” said Ren. “Did you see my father when I said you guys knew Konrad? You guys have saved me. Maybe I won’t be the failure son anymore. Anyways—dinner will be ready in just over half an hour. Come over to the main house when you’re ready.”

      Serena closed the door behind him.

      “Sweet digs, huh?”

      I raised my hand to my mouth. I then sent a message in party chat.

      
        
        Clay: Sorry if I’m being paranoid, but given the security outside and the way Artemis described the nobles, would it be so crazy for them to have listening bugs in here…

      

      

      Serena’s eyes widened as she read the message in front of me.

      
        
        Serena: That IS paranoid, but not a bad idea. This seems like a job for Artemis and Shade though…

      

        

      
        Clay: True. But I know someone else who might be able to help us.

      

      

      I stretched out my arms and cast: summon bind spirit spell. A bright ethereal orb appeared in front of me.

      “Clay! So good to see you! You haven’t—!”

      I raised my finger to my mouth again.

      “Ohhhhhhhh,” said Chip.

      I put my hand to my ear and then swung my finger around. I then shrugged and gestured to Chip in a can-you-help-us way. Or at least I hoped. I was never very good at charades.

      Chip caught on to my gestures and grew very quiet. He floated to one corner of the room and slowly scanned it. The process went on for almost ten minutes and by that point he was only halfway through the room.

      Chip stopped right between the bedframe and the nearby dressing table. He swirled back to me and indicated for me to follow him. I walked over to the bedframe and bent down. Low and behold there was a small imperceptible rune drawn on the wall. You wouldn’t notice or question it unless you were actively looking for it.

      A beam of energy formed out of Chip. The rune continued to glow but it looked as if Chip redrew the symbols so that it was doing something else. He quickly scanned the rest of the room and found nothing else.

      “That’s better,” said Chip. “There was a listening rune placed in here, but I’ve manipulated the rune so that it will just be background noise and random chatter. They won’t even know it’s been tampered with.”

      “Wow, thanks Chip,” I said.

      “Seriously,” said Serena. “That’s awesome.”

      “Anything for Master Clay!” said Chip, enthusiastically floating around the room. “I was going to say super-awesome-amazing new place Master Clay, but given the hyper-intense security, I suspect you’re not at home, so where are we? Are we on another adventure!?”

      I laughed. “Of course, Chip!”

      “Is that why you guys are wearing funny clothes? You look goofy Master Clay! Unless, this is your brand new style to showcase a whole new you, then I support it Clay, because you’re the best!”

      “I’m impressed the egomaniac in you doesn’t summon Chip all the time,” mused Serena.

      “Oh yeah, that would be awesome, can we do that Master Clay? I don’t like the spirit realm as much as Gryph and Swampy. They always tell me to be quiet and let them rest. They’re no fun!”

      I chuckled. Chip was always fun to have around, and it was making me feel bad to tell him I’d have to unsummon him now that he helped us. The thing was my identity as a summoner was secret and if it got out that I was a summoner that would spoil my secret identity. A guy named Clayton who’s a summoner and a guy named Clay, who all of Arethkar is at war against, is also a summoner? It’s not a good look and I didn’t want to draw such attention to myself. Yet, I didn’t have the heart to tell Chip all of that.

      “What’s wrong Master Clay?” said Chip, swirling, “What are you thinking about? Thoughts are pretty crazy, huh? Like they’re immaterial—like me!—but also not like me cause they’re invisible and only you yourself can hear them. Or do you see them? How exactly do you feel thoughts?”

      Serena tapped her wrist. She didn’t have a watch on, but the gesture for time was ticking was hard to miss.

      I looked at Chip directly within his smoky glowing orb of a body.

      “Alright Chip, I have a deal for you,” I said.

      “A deal? Like a game. Chip loves games!”

      “Yeah, kind of like a game,” I said. “I have to unsummon you—”

      “Nooooooo,” wailed Chip.

      “OR, hang with me here buddy, you can stay summoned BUT, you can’t leave this room and when we’re not here, you can’t talk or float around. You have to hang out under the bed.”

      “That sounds,” Chip’s voice lowered, “a bit boring, a bit like the spirit realm with Swampy and Gryph.”

      “No,” I said. “It’s way better because you’re still doing an important job. Someone might come in here to tamper with the runes again. You’ll be the room’s security. A secret spy!”

      “Oooh,” said Chip, doing a little swirl flip. “I’d like to be a spy. Okay, I’ll do it Master Clay!”

      “Great,” I said. “Now Serena and I actually have to go attend dinner with our hosts, so you stay tucked in here.”

      I nodded to Serena and we left our room to go attend dinner with the Goldenboughs. No doubt another grueling test for our secret identities.
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      In the main house, we found Ren and Julius Goldenbough in a parlor room. Julius leant back on a leather ottoman, smoking on a pipe. Ren sat on the edge of a leather sofa. His face lit up when he saw us come in.

      “Our honored guests have arrived,” said Julius. “We were just sitting here waiting for you. Shall we go sit down to dine?”

      “Sounds good,” I said.

      Julius led the way to a magnificent looking dining room with a long polished table and all sorts of cutlery and glasses placed alongside it.

      I immediately felt my shoulders tense and I felt the nature of the disguise strangle me. I sent a message to Serena in party chat.

      
        
        Clay: Oh man, I know that all of those cutlery have a specific purpose but I really don’t know the etiquette of rich people dining.

        Serena: Ha! I thought the same. Don’t worry I’ve thought of an excuse for us. We got this.

      

      

      A servant pulled out the chair for each and everyone of us and then went and stood quietly at the side door. He wore a light brown robe similar to the helpers at the bar in the Grand Noble Club Bazaar. The man had a short blonde hair. The golden magitech bracelet wrapped around his neck like a collar on a dog. The man placed his hands in his pockets—which was a bit off and casual for a servant, but I didn’t question it.

      As Serena sat down, she spoke, “You’ll have to excuse us, Julius, but the customs in Solmini are quite different so we’ll probably offend you with our table etiquette. Our porters have actually gone to sign us up to the noble academy to better our understanding of such things.”

      Julius’ eyes winced. A message popped up on my HUD.

      
        
        Your disguise effectiveness has dropped from 100% to 90%.

      

      

      Julius’ stern face only lasted a second, before color returned to his cheeks and he gave out a hearty laugh. “Ah, no bother at all. I did not grow up in such circumstances either. Where I come from a fork is a fork.”

      A blond-haired servant man stepped forward and announced the first course. “We present to you roasted aquaduck with a side of Laergardian mushroom monster.”

      My eyebrows perked up at the name of the Laergardian nation. Laergard was directly at war with Arethkar now. In fact, that carpet trader and his son were almost separated and enslaved for having a carpet resembling something Laergardian. I guess—just as in our former world—the rules applied differently to those at the top of the food chain.

      “Uncomfortable?” asked Julius, as servants came out from a doorway and delivered the plates of glowing delicious food in front of us.

      “I just didn’t realize you can import Laergardian goods on this continent,” I said.

      “You can’t normally,” said Julius, grinning. “But I control one of the largest merchant fleets in the world. So, the normal rules don’t apply to me and everyone knows Laergardian mushroom monsters are the tastiest.”

      One servant came and poured each of us a glass of red wine.

      Julius lifted his glass and said, “To new friends!”

      We all cheered and I took a sip of the wine. It was tasty but I felt a peculiar feeling go down my spine after drinking it.

      
        
        Extra good feeling (debuff): Are you a little bit intoxicated? Probably, but who cares? You’ll probably say or do something you shouldn’t, but hey, we’ve all been there. (Duration: 30 minutes)

      

      

      I turned down to my plate. I didn’t want to look like somebody staring at their HUD in deep thought. The kind of action a player would do. It would instantly reveal me as a member of The Chosen. Still, the buff set off alarm bells. I’d drunk plenty in my time in this game (of course, I did, my best friend was an alcoholic cat man after all), but I’d never experience this type of debuff with my drinking. Had Julius purposely served us a light bit of truth serum?

      
        
        Serena: Did you get that debuff?

        Clay: Yep. Weird, huh?

        Serena: Yeah, be careful what you say. Also, we shouldn’t spend too much time chatting in here, we’re being crappy dinner companions!

      

      

      “Solmini is an odd nation. I think I’d be at home there. They’re very mercantile, which I like. They have their own strange caste system there. Yes—The Chosen are allowed to walk free, but you have the tension between the citizens of Salaphem and the outlanders, no?”

      We nodded our heads.

      “It all came to a head at the last summoner tournament. I didn’t get to see it myself, but I read the reports. The one outlander went mad and tried to destroy the city.”

      I made a face at Julius. What kind of weird test was this? It was well-known that Arethkar was involved in manipulating and aiding the Outlander rebellion. Was he trying to provoke me? Or was it some kind of double-bluff that if I didn’t get provoked it would prove we were somehow pretending to be from Solmini. Argh—this disguise stuff was very intense.

      
        
        Warning! Disguise has gone from 90% effective to 75% effective.

      

      

      That’s it. Maybe it was the extra good-feeling debuff, but I was going to boldly act like a Solminian.

      “I believe it was a tad more complicated than that,” I said. “I think there were certain other factors at play.”

      Julius grinned and took a sip of our wine. “You’re quite right. My apologies for bringing it up. Politics is always so complicated in mixed company.”

      
        
        Your disguise has gone from 75% to 85% effectiveness.

      

      

      “Shame that the tournament couldn’t have gone to the Arethkarian summoner. What was her name? Deirdre? The spider lady. Oof. She was a creepy one, that’s for sure. Maybe not as creepy as the actual winner.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Serena as she cut into her aquaduck.

      “That Laergardian prick. The one invading Arethkar and messing up all the trade routes. Clay What’s-His-Name. The scoundrel. He’s messing things up for everyone. Doesn’t anyone notice that he only leaves a trail of destruction wherever he goes?”

      “True,” I said. “I do not like to see war between the great nations either, however, in the case of Solmini—the man’s actions worked in the favor of us nobles from Salaphem. As you said before, Julius. Politics is a difficult discussion in mixed company.”

      The man made a face at me. I was expecting a new message of our disguise losing effectiveness, but the patriarch simply stroked his bushy moustache.

      “You’re not wrong, Clayton. The Laergardian chap may have messed up some of my business, but he’s opened new avenues too. War means more demand for weaponry. It’s not pretty but it’s all economics really.”

      The man took a sip of his wine. Ren worked away at his meal. He was agitated.

      The father continued speaking. “Economics explains a lot of unfriendly things. Take the Arethkarian Chosen for instance? Not pretty what’s happened to them. Nope. But is there a reasonable explanation for why it happened? Most definitely. Money. Gold. Profits.”

      I clenched my fists. I couldn’t bite my tongue any longer. “That’s a quick rationalization for the trade of human flesh and life.”

      The father grinned and shrugged. “That’s just your culture shock talking, Clayton. You’ll get used to it, you’ll see. Look at my servants around me. They’re happy, they have freedom.”

      I was aghast at what this man was saying. Even the way he remained nonchalant, even slightly gleeful at our discussion. He was so comfortable—almost arrogant—in his position of power. It reminded me of that awful Percy guy we met earlier today. I didn’t want to sit here and listen to his bullshit any longer.

      I was about to tell Julius Goldenbough where to go when a banging sound filled the room.

      It was Ren. He’d smashed his fist on the dining table. His whole body was trembling.

      “That’s a lie,” said Ren, shaking. “You wouldn’t say the same about those servants who work on the farms, would you? And you’re not making their lives any better here for their sake, it’s for yours. You couldn’t stand to live in the filth and squalor you subject them to. It’s despicable and—”

      “You calm right down boy,” shouted the father. “How dare you speak to me that way—”

      The blond-haired servant standing in the corner suddenly moved. He reached into his pocket and pulled something out. By the time I could tell what it was—a knife—it was held up against Julius Goldenbough’s throat.
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      A potent silence hung in the room. Everyone stood still. The only movement was the wobbling arm of the servant, holding the knife up to Julius Goldenbough.

      The patriarch lifted his chin, inching his throat closer to the blade. He grinned. “Let go of the knife.”

      The servant kept it, holding it there. His eyes filled with tears.

      Had this guy planned this attack? Or was it spur of the moment? I wasn’t sure. I stayed frozen in my seat. There was nothing to be done from my position but let the situation play out. That’s what any other noble guest would do.

      “You don’t even know what you’re doing,” said Julius. “You don’t have a plan, do you? You saw an opportunity and went for it.”

      Julius revealed a small clicker device—like a small TV remote—from his pocket and the servant holding the knife began to tremble, like a paralyze debuff had effected him.

      “You might’ve made a good merchant in another life,” said Julius, removing the man’s arm away from him, so the knife was being held up in the air nowhere near Julius’ neck. “But alas, I’m a good merchant too and I don’t just watch for good opportunities for myself, but keep an eye on potential opportunities for others. That way I don’t get stabbed in the back.”

      Julius pushed his seat back and stood up. He walked around the table with his wine glass in hand. He took a sip and finished it as the servant trembled, frozen in the place he’d raised the knife to his master. Julius finished his glass of wine and circled the table until he was in front of the servant. He smashed his glass on the table. The echo of the shattering glass filled the room. Julius held the broken glass in his hand and then stabbed the servant in the gut with it.

      The servant groaned and fell to the floor. Blood leaked out of his stomach.

      “GUARDS!”

      Foot soldiers rushed into the room and grabbed the servant.

      “Bandage him up and send him to the farm,” muttered Julius. “I’d kill him, but that would be a waste of a perfectly good use of hands.”

      The patriarch wiped the sweat off of his brow and then turned to us. “I’m sorry your first evening here has turned so theatrical. Please forgive me. I’ll make sure it won’t happen again. I must go to my own quarters and rest now. Ren will you join me.”

      We said our awkward good nights to our host and walked quickly across the courtyard in silence back to our room.

      I wanted to discuss what happened at dinner straightaway but we entered our chambers to a slew of commotion.

      “YOU’RE BACK!” cheered Chip, buzzing around the room.

      I was about to shush him when I was caught by surprise to see Shade and Artemis sitting in our chambers as well.

      “Don’t tell me you forgot about us,” said Shade. “Actually don’t answer that. I know you forgot about us!”

      Chip stopped floating around the room. “Master Clay—we had a bit of an incident.”

      “You can say that again,” said Shade.

      “Master Clay, it was all a huge misunderstanding,” squealed Chip. “You told me to guard the room and in came these two sets of feet, neither of which I recognized—cause sorry, Shade, I don’t spend that much time looking at your feet—and next thing I know—”

      “He’s gone and bloody hypnotized us,” said Shade.

      “It was quite impressive,” nodded Artemis. “With skills like that honey, you could open up a business selling people what they wanna hear.”

      “You really think so? Me—Chip, a humble bound spirit—becoming a psychic shopkeeper. I’ll have to speak it over with Master Clay and see what he says.” Chip turned to me. “Master Clay—how would you feel if I opened up my own psychic business?”

      So much was running through my mind, I didn’t even know how to respond to this. I simply shook my head and walked over to the bed and sat down on it with a heavy thump.

      “What’s the matter with him?” asked Shade. “Too much hoity-toity wine with the nobles? I know there’s experts who say the mooooost expensive wine is the best, but my experience is there’s no difference in taste between a 500 gold coin wine and a 5000 gold coin wine. These are obviously based on comparisons of wines I’ve stolen.”

      “No, it’s not the wine,” I said.

      Serena and I then explained to them everything that happened at dinner. Julius’ pointed questions, the spiked truth serum-y wine, and the attack by the servant.

      “Talk about honored guests,” joked Shade.

      “The one thing I don’t understand,” said Serena, “is why Ren or his father didn’t simply use one of their class skills to fight the servant back. I mean, sure they had the enslaving magitech, but I would’ve thought my knee jerk reaction would be to go straight into an offensive or defensive move.”

      Artemis sat back in a rocking chair in a corner and said, “Nobles approach their classes differently from other native Illyrians or Chosen for that matter. The class skills of noble families are heavily guarded secrets. They wouldn’t wish to show their class skills in front of new acquaintances that’s for sure. Perhaps that was even why the servant chose to attack this evening.”

      I shook my head. The poor man’s face came to my mind. He looked around the same age as me. Mid-twenties. His face filled my mind: the tears streaking down his red face as he squirmed on the floor, bleeding to near-death.

      “What are we going to do about the servant?” I said, looking up to everyone. “We need to go save him.”

      “Absolutely not,” said Artemis. “That’s my professional advice. It would completely ruin our entire mission and goal.”

      “The smug lady pisses me off,” said Shade, “But I agree with her.”

      “Same,” said Serena.

      Chip was quiet and floated near me. “I’ll vote with whatever you choose.”

      “Chip doesn’t get a vote,” said Serena.

      “Unfair!” shouted the spirit.

      Serena crossed her arms. “It would be still be two against three anyways.”

      Why was Serena being so hard-nosed about this.

      “You don’t want to help that guy?”

      Life drained from Serena’s face like I’d accused her of something horrible. Maybe I had. “Of course I want too, but we can’t. If we stick to our plan we can free him and everyone else in a few days.”

      I rested my head in my hands and thought about that farm. The chains around the players’ necks. I muttered despondently, “I’m sure what we call days is for those living on that plantation, a lifetime.”
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      “Wake up, sleepyhead!”

      It was Serena, nudging me playfully in the ribs.

      The thing was I already was awake. Sort of. I’d been walking through the morning streets of the noble district in a daze. I’d had a crap sleep the night before—tossing and turning, my thoughts filled with that poor servant man being escorted to the ominous sounding farm. On top of that I had visions of Konrad and Will. Chip—taking his security detail a little too seriously—woke me up numerous times because I looked like I was having a nightmare. I was grateful, but was now paying the price of a bad night’s sleep.

      Fortunately, there were some really enticing coffee shops on our way to the noble academy. A lot of them were pubs in the evening with opened window stalls serving assortments of drinks: coffee, apple cider with cinnamon, and a curious drink called the Collegiate Special, which turned out to be a form of fantasy-world Ritalin for all those high achieving students at the academies. I stuck with my normal performance enhancing drug of choice and took a paper cup of coffee that I sipped on as we strolled through the sunny streets.

      We eventually arrived at an impressive building that looked like a cross between an old school house and a cathedral. The building was a long stone rectangular structure with a magnificent tower in the middle which held a giant clock and a smaller bell tower above it. An immaculate mowed green lawn stretched out in front with a pathway in the middle. Surrounding the whole property was a stone fence with an open space entryway to the school.

      Students of all ages and races walked in and out of the school. Groups were clustered on the lawn, laughing and conversing.

      I felt weird standing in front of it all. It was like I was back at college again, which brought back loads of good memories but also not-so-good ones. Like dropping out and my parents’ disappointment to the point of them practically disowning me.

      “Back at school,” hummed Serena. “Ready to learn.”

      She was beaming. School had always been something that came easy and naturally to her.

      “Brings back good memories, huh,” grinned Serena. “Shall we hang out in the quad after class?”

      A bell began to rang and students started shuffling towards the doors at a quicker pace. The groups sitting on the grass stood up.

      “That’s the bell,” said Artemis, looking around nervously.

      “What’s the matter, Artemis,” said Serena. “Afraid you’ll get recognized by fans from your old theater days?”

      Artemis coughed and laughed simultaneously. “Don't flatter me, darling. Classes will be starting shortly. Good luck. Remember your goal: we’re looking for a way to get closer to Konrad Takeshimi before he’s crowned emperor.”

      Both Serena and I nodded. We’d have to be on the lookout for opportunities.

      Shade scratched the back of his head and turned to Artemis. “What the heck are we gonna do all day? Wanna grab a drink?”

      Artemis gave a gasped expression. “First, darling, it’s 9 am in the morning. Second, we have a big day of investigating ourselves. Third, I was waiting for you to suggest somewhere. Drunks are the best truth telling gossips there are.”

      She held out her arm and Shade bent over to link arms with her. They started walking away from the school.

      “Well, they are getting along better than usual,” I said.

      “A rogue and a performer have a lot in common,” said Serena. “If they didn’t compete with each other so often, they might actually be friends.”

      “Yeah—why do you think they compete so much?”

      Serena shrugged. “Shade wants her respect but refuses to acknowledge that she’s more than twice his age so presumably will have more knowledge about things than he will. They’ll probably figure it out over a beer. C’mon, nii-san, let’s go check out the school.”

      She winked and stuck out her tongue at me. Something about the way she called me nii-san (which all Japanese anime nerds like myself knew to mean, big brother) was super cute and adorable.

      We walked towards the doors. There were still students loitering across the hallway but it looked like many people had found their classrooms already.

      “We’re looking for Nobility 101,” said Serena.

      “Sounds like special-ed for how to be a rich asshole,” I muttered.

      “Looking over the brochure Artemis gave me,” said Serena. “That’s pretty much what it is.”

      We walked by the crowd at the bulletin board. It was a group of Haeren girls, who were all giggling and laughing.

      “That will look so good at the coronation ball.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “I’m so jealous you were able to get a spot at the event. It will be the event of the year. No, the decade. No, the century!”

      I rolled my eyes to Serena, but she shook her head.

      “Excuse me,” said Serena. “What exactly are you guys talking about?”

      The group of girls scrunched their noses and gave a look. “Sorry—the emperor’s coronation ball is mainly attended by Arethkarian nobles, not foreign ones. They won’t let anyone just attend an event that will be proceeded by the emperor’s official coronation.”

      “Sick burn,” I groaned, while trying to keep the smile away from my face. “C’mon Serene, let’s get out of here.”

      Serena stared daggers at the group of girls and then turned around and we started walking. She sent me a message in party chat.

      
        
        Serena: Well, that was easy.

      

      

      It was true. We figured it would take a lot of digging on how to get closer to Konrad, but it looks like we’d already discovered a potential way. The coronation ball. The plan was going ten times better than expected, until…

      “Excuse me,” a quiet familiar voice came towards us.

      I turned around and saw a pretty black-haired girl approaching us with large green eyes. It was that girl Isobel, the noble from a few nights ago in the forest. What the heck was she doing here?

      “Do you two know how to get to Nobility 101?”

      “We were actually looking for it ourselves,” said Serena. “You can join our search party if you’d like.”

      “Search party?” she said, tilting her head.

      “Yeah, like, you know if you’re looking for something or hunting for treasure you might form a ‘search party’?”

      “What a curious expression,” said Isobel. “I don’t know it, but yes, I’d love to join your search party.”

      She wiggled her nose as she said the last word, almost giggling to herself. Her eyes then winced as she looked back and forth at me and Serena. “Hey—do I know you two from somewhere? You look very familiar?”

      A message in bright red flashed across my HUD.

      
        
        WARNING! Your disguise has fallen from 100% to 50% effective.

      

      

      Crap. Our whole operation could be completely upended in this one single moment.

      I gulped.

      I needed to think of something fast. I briefly considered it, then decided what I was going to do.

      I shook my head, slightly.

      “Sorry,” I said with a calm demeanor. “You must be mistaken. If I’d run into someone as beautiful as you, I’d surely remember it.”

      Isobel’s cheeks blushed a deep red and her eyes watered in awe.

      
        
        Disguise Effectiveness has jumped from 50% to 100%!

      

        

      
        Serena: Oh brother…

      

      

      Isobel clutched her hands together and looked up to me. “I knew the men in Solmini were more forward than here, but… I’m Isobel, by the way.”

      I kissed her hand and said, “Clayton. Clayton Elifash.”

      
        
        Serena: Okay Romeo, this is too much.

      

      

      I smiled and let go of Isobel’s hands. “This is my sister, Serene. I think you guys will get along.”

      Isobel scooted over to Serena’s side and said, “Are we gonna be best friends?”

      
        
        Serena: I don’t know what I hate more. You seducing a seventeen year old in front of me, or trying to set us up as friends…

      

      

      “Alright,” I said. “Let’s go find our class, shall we?”

      Our classroom was at the end of the hall in a fairly depopulated lecture hall. A few students sat at the front and there were others scattered across the different rows of desks and benches. There was definitely more empty chairs than people in the room.

      “Ugh,” said Serena. “Look who it is.”

      Off to the side, sitting on his own was Percy Bartholomew. The slave-owning player prick we’d met the other day.

      “Who’s that?” said Isobel. “He’s cute.”

      “Trust me,” said Serena. “He’s a piece of shit.”

      
        
        Warning! Disguise has gone from 100% to 85%

      

      

      “Oh my,” said Isobel. “Solmini nobles are much more casual with their vocabulary than I’m use to.”

      Serena smirked and moved over to a set of three seats for us. “Well get used to it, bestie.”

      We sat down and waited for the class to begin. Thankfully, Percy didn’t notice us or if he did, he didn’t come over to say hi, which was perfectly fine by me.

      I checked the timer in my HUD and realized class should have started ten minutes ago.

      “Hey, where the heck is our teach—”

      The doors of the lecture hall swung open.

      “Good morning marvelous students of mine,” said a shrill feminine voice. “Welcome to Nobility 101. First rule of being a noble: never act out in public, even if your teacher is running late.”

      I turned around and saw a Haeren woman who looked dressed up for a cocktail party much more than a school class. When she walked by, I caught a whiff of something that smelled like an actual cocktail.

      The woman—our teacher—was a pale faced slender Haeren woman with short blonde hair and a long nose that looked as if it was permanently perched above everything and everyone she interacted with. She wore a pearl necklace and a red cocktail dress. She even had long white gloves on.

      A short fox-man in a servants robe hurried behind her holding a tea set. He poured her a cup of tea and then ran off to the back of the class. The woman picked up the tea and took a quick sip.

      “Something tells me that’s not just tea,” whispered Serena.

      “Agreed. Her and Shade would get on,” I snickered.

      The woman placed her tea cup down.

      “I am Madame Friedra and I’ll be your teacher this week,” said the woman. “Most of you are foreign nobles or—” She made a quick nod to Percy. “Nobles in peculiar and unique circumstances. All of which is to say, you’ve all had a terribly embarrassing upbringing that makes you appear no worse than the average savage. Or worse: a Chosen.”

      The woman gave off a high-pitched laugh and a few other students giggled as well. Percy snickered.

      I didn’t find the joke that funny, but I guess casual Chosen racism (if that’s what it was) was okay here. Or better than okay here: encouraged it sounded like.

      “Now for your first lesson in noble sophistication, we’re going to be discussing a stupendous topic and that is, of course, dressing the part.”

      She made a wide arcing glance across the room.

      “It is important as nobles to dress the part, because we can’t just rest on our cheeky laurels for being born great, we must showcase to the world our greatness. Our specialness. People must look at you and say ‘Golly, that person is simply superior to me in every single way’. Do you follow?”

      The people in class nodded along. Both Serena and Isobel had notebooks out that they were scribbling notes in furiously.

      I messaged Serena in party chat.

      
        
        Clay: Are you seriously taking notes?

        Serena: 1) I’m playing the part of a noble who wants to learn and 2) Yes, I am, I like taking notes.

      

      

      “Now a good example of dressing the part would be this spiffing young gentleman over here,” said Madame Friedra, gesturing towards Percy.

      “He wears a gold bracer around his wrists, clearly denoting his status as a wealthy person. He then has two smaller matching gold earrings on his ears to show style and confidence, but also an understanding that he is showcasing his wealth, but not bragging about it, almost as if he takes it as a given or no thought at all. Great work, Percy’s your name, yes? Everyone give a round of applause for Percy who’s already so far advanced on his way to becoming a noble truly well-versed in the art and science of it all.”

      The students in class clapped and I tried my best to stifle an eye roll. The class was turning out to be even more unbearable than I was expecting.

      “Now, not to pick on any of you,” said Madame Friedra, smiling. “Some of you are very bad examples. Take the gentleman over here. Clayton, is it?”

      I blinked and nodded my head.

      “Clayton and his sister were late signing up to the class. Tardiness—may be okay for one individual lady—but it is unbecoming of an entire family.”

      The rest of the class snickered.

      Serena’s face went red. She knew the lessons here were totally BS but the teacher’s pet in her really didn’t like the reprimanding. She was used to being the example of excellence, not the opposite.

      Madame Friedra’s insults were far from done as well.

      “As foreigners, many of you, do have excuses for ill behavior and poor noble etiquette, but let me point out to you the problems. Serena and Clayton are hardly adorned with jewelry at all. They look, dare I say the horrible word—middle class.”

      One girl let out a small shriek at the term.

      My eyes twitched and I tried to smile as I ate the metaphorical bowl of dog shit Madame Friedra was serving me. What else could I do? I—Clay Hopewell—thought this was incredibly stupid, but Clayton Elifash was aspiring to be one of these jackasses. I considered my fictional backstory and took a deep breath.

      “Thank you, Madame Friedra, my sister and I will try to do better. Thank you for your helpful observations.”

      Madame Friedra beamed at me and then clapped her hands. “Well done, Clayton,” she said. “You’re rushing ahead to tomorrow’s lesson on basic conversation, but you’ve displayed a better aptitude for that than dressing the part. Speaking in pleasantries is key to any noble dinner party.”

      Madame Friedra then turned back to the rest of the lecture hall and continued her lesson, taking me and Serena off her pedantic and patronizing hot seat. I sighed in relief and listened to the old snob drone on.

      “Another key to dressing the part is knowing what works for you and your situation…”

      Despite the coffee I’d drunk half an hour ago, I felt my eyes growing heavy as the lesson continued.

      “…Don’t wear white if you’re going to a hunting party…”

      My vision narrowed and got blurry. I looked out the tall glass windows to the front lawn of the school. The sun shone in and a large lumbering figure moved towards the building.

      “…Similarly, don’t wear red if it’s going to make you look overweight, unless, you want to trick someone into thinking you’re pregnant to force them to marry you, but don’t try that yet, such a maneuver is for my much more advanced class in noble manipulation…”

      The ground shuddered at our feet. The whole lecture hall shook. I opened my eyes, alertness taking over me. The approaching figure from before was a gigantic monster, heading straight towards our glass window.

      A student let out a loud shriek. Far louder than when they heard the word middle class.

      Madame Friedra’s Noble Academy was under attack.
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      The creature lifted up its massive arm and punched its mud-drenched three clawed hand through the tall glass window of the lecture hall.

      A sharp high-pitched piercing sound that stung my ears echoed across the room as the glass window shattered and crashed to the floor into tiny broken shards. Wood snapped and bits of murky greenish-brown sludge dripped off the creature’s arm and fell onto the floor amongst the broken glass.

      The whole class of delinquent nobles screamed in a collective panic. Some got to their feet and moved away while others were too terrified to do anything other than scream with terror. Percy, who was closest to the monster, looked repulsed and moved up the staircase of the lecture hall to get further away from the grotesque creature.

      “Good heavens,” shrieked Madame Friedra. “We’re under attack.”

      Our teacher’s eyes rolled back in her head like she was about to faint. She quickly shook her head and gave herself a quick slap to the cheek. She reached for her glass of spiked tea and finished the remains with a big swig.

      “There’s nothing to worry about dearies,” she shouted. “If we may all evacuate in a calm and orderly fashion, everything will be absolutely splendid.”

      Serena and I traded glances. Everyone was going to evacuate and run away from this monster, but what the heck was it and where did it come from? It had the large lumbering shape of a golem with a hunched face the color of days-old piss and a mouth that didn’t open or close and looked more like a vertical vent made out of slime. Bulbous boils grew out of its shoulders and back and glowed with a white light. The creature was made of hardened flesh with a coat of slime and sludge. Above its status bars was the name of it: [Veteran Fungal Beast].

      Would the nobles be able to survive until security got here? While most of them were jerks that I couldn’t care less for—some of them like Isobel were still good at heart. Normally, Serena and I would fight this monster, no questions asked, but fighting it right here and now would expose our fighting classes and damage our fake identities. For nobles, such interactions with monsters were left to their serving guardsmen. None of the other nobles were showing off their classes right now, or any inclination to do anything other than run with intense panic.

      The veteran fungal beast banged against the academy’s walls until it launched a kick and destroyed the stone beneath where the window was. The creature wasn’t just attacking the building, he was creating a pathway for it to enter through.

      The lecture hall was thinning out as Madame Friedra shoo-shooed the last of them away. “C’mon now everyone, the city guards will be here momentarily…”

      A message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Serena: What are we gonna do? Fight or run?

        Clay: No one’s in danger right now it seems. I say we run. Just to keep up our secret identities.

        Serena: Gotcha

      

      

      Serena and I rose from our desks and hurried up the steps of the hall. The sounds of the fungal beast’s feet smashing and cracking the floorboards echoed across the room as it entered the academy. It let out a horrifying wail and hurried after us, lumbering up the steps behind us.

      Out in the hall, Madame Friedra and other teachers were shuffling students toward the basement floor. “Do not worry, little ones,” said Madame Friedra. “We have a safety room with magic runes to protect us. It’s normally for if one of the students goes a little bonkers, but here we are.”

      Serena and I hurried and got in the line of students pouring into the basement stairwell.

      The fungal beast broke the door frame of the lecture hall with its corrosive slime skin and barged into the hallway. It turned its head towards us and the line of students started shoving and pushing to move faster.

      A scream echoed from across the hall.

      Serena, myself, and the fungal beast all turned our heads and saw at the opposite end of the hall was Isobel all on her own.

      The girl screamed and fell to the floor in terror.

      “Please help! Sir Owain! Someone! Anyone! Please!”

      The line to the basement was dwindling and Madame Friedra scoffed. “Leave her. We can revive her later. Gosh—I better not have to deal with another lawsuit at this place…”

      Serena and I glanced at each other. Yes, Isobel could be revived later, that is, if she had a body to revive. The slime was able to melt you completely, I’m not sure normal reviving would work in such a situation. Plus, the trauma of dying and being raised back was no joke. Each of us in the game carried our deaths with us. You didn’t forget them, even if they grew in number. They never got easier to handle.

      Also, because Isobel was an NPC, she wasn’t going to automatically respawn either.

      I considered our options. If we did fight this thing, I would only be able to use my tier-1 apprentice mage skills. Using any of my other abilities would bring too much suspicion on me. The infamous Clay Hopewell had a reputation for summoning skills and after the incident on entering Ryr’s Ascension, dream druid skills too.

      The fungal beast turned its back fully to us and took a step towards Isobel. It whipped its arm and shot a jagged ball of acid in the girl’s direction.

      The acid ball smashed into the wooden lockers right behind Isobel, disintegrating them into melted ooze.

      Isobel crawled away from the destroyed lockers, looking around in a panic. Her skin was even more pale than usual. Tears filled her eyes. The aloof noble girl really was in over her head.

      “Help me,” she cried.

      This time it wasn’t a scream. More like the whimper of defeat.

      If Serena and I didn’t do something, Isobel was going to be a puddle of acidic slime any minute now.

      The fungal beast lumbered towards Isobel, its long shadow creeping down the hall and almost touching the scared noble girl.

      I turned to Serena.

      “Looks like we’re fighting this thing.”
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      Serena and I rushed down the hallway towards the veteran fungal beast.

      Serena materialized her giant blade in her grip as she ran ahead of me. Once in range of the beast, she shouted, “Protect Thy Allies!”

      I stretched out my arms and conjured a bright row of swirling flames right on the ground beneath the fungal beast’s feet.

      Isobel crawled away from the incoming monster and blinked at the sight of our attacks. “Is that… magic?”

      Indeed it was and fire magic was incredibly strong against fungal creatures, as they’re weak against melting. Some of the flame magic was completely ineffective as it did nothing against pure slime. But, thankfully, the fungal creature wasn’t pure slime so we didn’t have to worry about overcoming such a major defense mechanism.

      The flames flew up from the ground and roasted away at the fungal beast, burning its flesh. First browning it, then melting it into a black ashy sludge.

      The fungal creature wailed in pain. Its HP bar dropped to almost half. It turned around, revealing almost 40% of its body had burned off, leaving it with a half-formed face with half a mouth and body. The powerful burns exposed the moldy rotten tendrils of its gross interior flesh. The creature still had both its feet and legs though.

      Isobel climbed onto her feet and clenched her fists with renewed courage. “It’s dying! Your magic is hurting it!”

      I grinned. I knew the battle with the fungal beast was never a lost cause, but it wasn’t without its consequences. Revealing our powers would have a price. We just weren’t sure what yet. But to save someone’s life—especially a friend of ours—made it worth it, consequences be damned.

      The fungal beast roared and stepped towards us, half of its body singed off. It was all the more angry and destructive now. It wasn’t about to give up so easily, screaming a death cry and raising its remaining pincer arm for a sharp melee attack.

      “Not so fast,” shouted Serena, leaping in the air, doing an uppercut strike across the length of the fungal creature’s body.

      The slash took on a fiery hue as it ripped through the wounded fungal beast.

      Fear completely disappeared from Isobel’s face as she watched Serena’s devastating attack move with awe.

      Serena’s sword had caught a bit of dwindling fire from my flame wall spell, imbuing the metal with a fiery aura that increased the ability’s attack power and magic attack power.

      The fungal beast was sliced in half for the second time. It collapsed onto the floor, guts and slime sliding everywhere, turning the typical school hallway into the destroyed remains of a cleared dungeon level.

      
        
        +378 EXP!

      

      

      The fungal beast was dead. Even better, I had leveled up.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Dream Druid) has leveled up (Level 12). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

      

      I smiled at the message in my HUD, before Isobel ran up to us.

      “You save me! I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you. You two really are my best friends.”

      I shrugged. This whole situation was such a mess and the battle had left me so tired that my brain couldn’t handle figuring out the right thing to say to keep up my disguise.

      I assessed the remains of the fallen fungal beast. The available loot didn’t look particularly interesting—mainly some slime based crafting materials—and I couldn’t loot right here and now anyway. I knew for a fact getting my hands dirty to get a few extra slime intestines in my inventory wasn’t going to look like a normal noble action. Thankfully, there wasn’t much to entice me. Even still, I took a quick once over of the beast. Based on its slimy nature, I imagined it must have emerged from the sewers. Given the mutant rats that lived down there, a creature like this wouldn’t be that out of the ordinary in the subterranean world beneath the city. Still, why did it choose to come out in the open and attack the school?

      A voice echoed through the hall. “Guards, save us please!”

      It was Madame Friedra poking her head out from the basement stairwell as Arethkarian soldiers rushed through the front door.

      The soldiers’ faces were filled with shock at the sight of the destroyed hallway and dead fungal beast corpse.

      “But that thing must’ve been level…”

      “No way could they have…”

      “It was unbelievable,” said Serena. “The corrosive slime the creature created actually destroyed its own self…”

      “You mean,” the guards said. “You didn’t defeat this thing on your own?”

      Isobel turned to me. “But—”

      I cut her off. “If you call running away like a bunch of idiots defeating this thing, then, sure, we defeated it.”

      The guards and Madame Friedra nodded their heads, accepting this story with ease. Though Isobel turned to me and squinted her eyes with suspicion.

      
        
        Your disguise effectives has fallen from 85% to 75%.

      

      

      Madame Friedra clapped her hands, as if she was wiping dirt off from defeating the monster herself and congratulating herself for it, and said, “School is over for the day everyone. Classes will resume tomorrow. There’s a couple of cleaning repair crews that will get this all done in a couple of hours.”

      I sighed and turned to Serena in the school hallway turned horror scene.

      I guess when a giant fungal monster attacks and destroys half your school—that was just the fantasy world equivalent of a snow day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re screwed.”

      I paced on one side of our bedchambers while Serena sat on the edge of the bed.

      “Maybe not,” said Serena.

      “You think they believed us,” said Clay.

      “They really underestimate foreigners around here, so yeah, I think they did.”

      “Isobel didn’t,” I said. “She gave me a pretty long suspicious stare. I even got a prompt saying my disguise effectiveness had dwindled.”

      Serena crossed her arms. “Good, I was sick of her looking up at you like an adoring puppy. It was too much.”

      “Hey! I can’t help it that I’m charming!”

      Serena raised an eyebrow. “Is it charming to argue with your girlfriend about flirting with a random seventeen year old?”

      I paused. For a second, I thought she was genuinely mad. Or jealous. She then cracked a smile. She was only teasing, so I replied, “Maybe trying to save the world is a pretty good excuse for some casual flirtatiousness though?”

      “Never,” she laughed back. “But seriously. We’re lucky it was just Isobel who saw us use our abilities. Others will wonder what happened to us, but that’s significantly better than them thinking about us using our abilities in public.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “Plus, there’s nothing more we can really do about it right now, is there? We’ll just have to wait and see how it all shakes out. The next question is: why the heck did a fungal beast attack the noble academy?

      Serena took a deep breath and sighed. “I think an even better question is: who sent the fungal beast? As relaxed as Madame Friedra acted, I don’t think this was a normal occurrence.”

      At that moment a message appeared in my HUD. It was from the Duke of Salaphem. He was the one who’d originally invited me to the Solmini Summoner Tournament a few months back. He was a powerful ally of ours, but generally we didn’t send random messages to each other. What the heck did he want? For a moment, I almost ignored the message, than I thought otherwise.

      
        
        Personal Message: Knockout Blow From The Duke

      

        

      
        Dear Clay,

      

        

      
        I think you’ll be happy to hear that I’m upholding our end of the alliance quite brilliantly. Remember when Arethkar tried to blow up my whole city during the tournament? Well I just sent them a taste of their own medicine. A fungal beast to tear apart their streets! I hope all is well on the battlefront.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

      

        

      
        The Duke

      

      

      I read the message out loud to Serena.

      “Well, that explains one mystery then,” said Serena.

      “He’s not aware that we’re in the city right now,” I said. “Such an attack will mean increased security which will make things harder for us. I’ll have to send him a message to withhold any more attacks for the time being.”

      “Good idea,” said Serena. “One last thing—”

      There was a knock at our door.

      We both froze.

      Who could it be?

      Was it guards to come and question our battle with the fungal beast?

      Or worse to arrest us for being enemies of the state?

      Serena stood up.

      I went to the door and opened it.

      It was one the Goldenbough’s security guards.

      “A letter was delivered to you,” said the guard, handing a letter that read, “Clayton and Serene Elifash.”

      I thanked the guard and closed the door to our room again.

      I handed the letter to Serena. “It’s from Madame Friedra. Addressed to us. Or you know, our alter egos.”

      Serena held the letter in her hands. “Couldn’t she have just sent us a personal message in our HUDs?”

      “I have a feeling the more noble thing to do is the thing that costs more money and that poor people can’t afford.”

      “True,” she opened the letter. She scanned the contents, her eyes going wide. “It’s an apology for the events of the day,” said Serena, her voice giddy. “And because the two of us were so closely involved, the school has procured us tickets to attend the emperor’s coronation ball.”

      Serena and I grinned.

      It looked as if our secret identities were safe for now. Even better, we now had an opportunity to get close to Konrad Takeshimi.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      We spent the rest of the day in our room, strategizing with Shade and Artemis. With an invitation to the coronation ball secured, we now had a definite time and date when we’d be in close proximity to Konrad. In the days coming, we’d have to do shopping for evening wear and, more importantly, create a battle plan. This would be our one chance to stop Konrad from being crowned emperor of Arethkar.

      The ball was a golden opportunity but it was also a risky one. It was so close to the coronation, it meant we’d only have one shot to succeed. We couldn’t mess it up.

      “So wait, there’s a ball and then the emperor gets coronated?” Serena asked. “Is that how these things normally go?”

      “I’ve actually heard of this Arethkarian tradition,” said Shade. “One I wholeheartedly agree with. How many weddings have you gone to? Nobody likes the church part. In this way, the Arethkarians sandwich a celebration before and after a special event.”

      “Which means, we’ll want to strike in the first half of the party,” said Artemis. “We’re going to have to really figure out a tight plan. From what you’ve told me, you’ve seen some of Konrad’s chronomancer magic, but definitely not all of it. We need to be very careful about going up against someone who can manipulate time.”

      We had a lot of work cut out for us that was for certain.

      That night, I stared at the ceiling. I couldn’t sleep. I was restless.

      Konrad’s placid face echoed in my mind. The sheer cold apathy as he wiped my brother from the game entirely.

      I didn’t understand Konrad. The guy was a mad man. Why was he doing everything? Was it all just for more power? Was everything from the ZERO virus to the cognitive upload—all part of some twisted nightmare the man wanted to inflict on humanity?

      I clenched my fists. The psychopath had to be stopped. I needed to avenge my brother.

      Artemis’ words from earlier echoed in my mind. We need to be very careful about going up against someone who can manipulate time. Konrad was a high level chronomancer, while I was still a low-level dream druid. I was no match for him yet.

      I needed to get stronger. Fast.

      I slipped out of bed, quietly. I didn’t want to wake Serena. She was rolled over in a deep sleep. She wouldn’t agree with what I was about to do.

      But I had to do it.

      I triggered moonskin. My whole body went translucent, camouflaged with see-through nothingness. I very carefully opened the door to our room slightly and squeezed out into the courtyard.

      The villa was quiet at night. Two guards stood at attention by the gate, but that was it for late night security.

      I tip-toed towards the main house. I electric blinked onto the roof.

      The noble district laid silent beneath the starry night sky. The two moons of Illyria shone out as well. In the distance I saw the silhouette of the large ringed wall that separated the noble district from zone-1. Even further, I just made out the taller and larger wall that wrapped the whole city and protected it from outside intruders. Supposedly.

      I electric blinked onto another rooftop across the way, leaving the Goldenbough estate behind.

      I crouched down near a chimney, staying concealed, waiting for moonskin to recharge. I scanned the streets below. The problem with urban environments was there weren’t any trash mobs to train against in the city streets. But I knew where to find some.

      With moonskin recharged, I quickly moved through the noble district towards a large Haeren Church of the Nine building near the district’s wall. In the back was a lone well. It was empty of water, but full of darkness and shadow. I jumped into it without a second’s thought.

      I used power jump to cushion my fall, so I landed in a muddy puddle without hurting myself.

      The dirty liquid flowed into a small tunnel. I bent down and grinned. I’d found myself another entrance to the sewers.

      I crawled through the mud, dragging myself forward in the small chamber.

      I thought about how I could have just used the antique shop entrance. Except the shop would wave been closed and breaking in seemed like a hassle.

      I eventually pulled myself out of the small tunnel and found myself in a shallow reservoir of sludge. There was the rusting decayed ladder that I used to climb up onto the sewer platform.

      I was on the platform for a second when I felt a sharp pain rip into my backside.

      The pain rippled from my back and all across my body.

      I clenched my eyes shut as the pain took over all my senses. Something was attacking me. From the scurrying sounds and high pitched wails, there was more than one attacker as well.

      It was exactly the type of monster I had been hoping to find. Mutant Rats.

      The monsters had come to me before I could get to them myself. So be it. Based on the sound of their movements, there were four attackers.

      Blood was leaking out my back and the pain was making it hard to keep my bearings. My vision was slightly blurred from the surprise attack.

      I got it together. The mutant rats expected another shout of pain from me, but I wouldn’t give it to them. Now that I was no longer surprised, this is exactly what I wanted.

      The mutant rats tensed and took a step back, sensing the change in me.

      I was currently level 12 dream druid. I needed to be level 15 to unlock the next tier of skills. I came out tonight not just to gain levels but to practice new moves, meaning I had to get to level 15 quickly. I wasn’t going to waste my time with these guys. I had fought them before and I knew what to do.

      I triggered all my phantasm spells one after another. Phantasmal duelist and phantasmal defender were the first to emerge. I followed up with a leaping illusion.

      The leaping phantasm wasn’t equipped with the dream blade, but it wasn’t his leap attack that I needed him for.

      With the mutant rats and my different clones all clustered so close together, I triggered mind explosion.

      The clones burst into sharp shards of phantasmal glass and shot out in every direction.

      The mutant rats screamed and wailed in pain.

      They rushed and huddled together, chewing on each other’s fur and combining together to form a mutant rat king.

      Just as I expected. I initiated the final step to my plan.

      I triggered dream dance.

      The world around me swirled and changed. Time stalled. Pink magenta flames erupted around me, welcoming me to the dream realm once more.

      The newly formed mutant king stood frozen in position.

      A new crowned king of the sewers. It was unaware time had stalled. Unaware of me conjuring a giant blade of dream energy and walking up behind it. Unaware of me angling the sword in such a way that one thrust would go right through its brains.

      Time whooshed into existence. The pink flames disappeared.

      Stabs. Screams. Thud.

      The experience points from the kill rushed across my HUD.

      The mutant king’s corpse lay in a gross heap on the sewer platform.

      I examined it for materials and loot. Lots of its body parts were salvageable for crafting, particularly their teeth and bones. One trick to fighting a tricky enemy was crafting weaponry out of their fellow trash mob’s remains. I looted the corpse, placing it all in my inventory for later.

      I stood up from the leftover mutant rat king’s remains and closed my eyes. I was listening. Waiting to hear the scurry of footsteps, the scratchy high-pitched chitter chatter of the mutant rat trash mob.

      All I heard was silence and the occasional drip of water falling into the river of sewage.

      Then I heard a faint sound and I went towards it.

      The hunt was on.
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        * * *

      

      I fought a few more gang of mutant rats with the same strategy as I had before until I reached level 15 and could unlock new skills.

      I looked over the dream druid skill tree.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The new abilities available to me were: phantasmal wizard, phantasmal buffer, blurred escape, and dream counter.

      The first two phantasm spells were similar to my other two. Phantasmal wizard would summon a clone version of me who would shoot ranged magic projectiles. The phantasmal buffer was the same, except instead of shooting out offensive magic, it would shoot out support magic onto me.

      These two were a definite must. For one thing, more phantasms meant more clones which meant even more damage via mind explosion. The second thing was these clones were a bit more believably me. Phantasmal defender and phantasmal duelist—while clones of me—behaved more like warriors or other melee fighter classes, meaning they were less effective at concealing to the enemy which version of me was the real one. The two spellcaster phantasms aided me in that regard.

      Blurred escape was the only move that didn’t seem worthwhile. It allowed me to shatter an illusion to gain 15 seconds of invisibility. It seemed a waste of a phantasm when I could use mind explosion which was much more powerful. All classes had overlapping skills that made some obsolete and this felt unnecessary since I already had moonskin and hunter’s stance for handy stealth abilities.

      Dream counter, on the other hand, looked very cool as well. It was a sword move for the dream blade. It allowed you to counter an opponent’s attack and retaliate with a strong attack yourself.

      I read over the moves and considered them all. In the end, I unlocked phantasmal wizard, phantasmal buffer, and dream counter. I also decided to unlock blurred escape as well. It wasn’t completely useless, but it was very situational, which was kind of why I unlocked it. I wasn’t sure when I was going to need it, but I figured it was better to have it for when I did.

      With the new moves unlocked, I had a plan to gain a whole bunch of levels. Way more than I originally expected to gain this evening. It would take a bit of planning and it could be risky, but I thought, ultimately it would be worth it.

      An hour and a half later, my set-up was finished.

      I started wandering the sewage tunnels. I’d fight and destroy any mutant rats I found, but I wasn’t looking for just a gang of them. I was looking for their hive. I turned a corner and then found a very dark passage in front of me. Dark except for the glowing red eyes of hundreds of mutant rats.

      It was the opposite end of the tunnel we had encountered during our earlier time in the sewers.

      At the front of the tunnel full of monsters, I triggered my earthquake spell.

      I stretched out my arms. My fingers shaking as they manipulated the ground beneath the mutant rats.

      The sewage platform shook and rumbled.

      The mutant rats screamed. Their eyes narrowed with anger.

      Normally, I wouldn’t enjoy a whole massive den of bloodthirsty mutant rats staring at me with hatred in their eyes, but these weren’t normal circumstances.

      Earthquake was a pretty awesome AoE spell from my apprentice mage arsenal. It dealt lots of damage to multiple enemies all at once. It even had the power to occasionally deal the cripple debuff as well. Typically, it worked great in tandem with a tank in my party—someone like Serena. With her aggro-drawing abilities, she could continuously draw the enemies to her, even though I was dealing far more significant damage. In the case of me just fighting on my own though, all of that aggro was directed at myself.

      The sewer platform cracked and shook. Large stones from beneath jutted upward stabbing at the horde of mutant rats. The monsters screamed and hissed. Blood spurted along the walls. They scratched against the sewer floor, trying to scurry away, climbing over the jagged rocky platform.

      Many of the mutant rats took some damage. They were angry and in pain and most definitely coming in my direction.

      “That’s right,” I shouted. “Come and get me.”

      The rats were all aggroed now and there were enough of them to overpower me fairly quickly. Even if I spammed my AoE moves, the horde of them would overpower me when it came time to chug back an MP potion. Any outside observer would bet in favor of the mutant rats devouring my corpse in a matter of minutes, if not seconds.

      The rats galloped over the broken sewer platform. Their claws and fangs were out to rip my flesh apart.

      I stood there, watching them rush me. I was using myself as bait.

      I hope I didn’t kill myself in the process.

      I felt the hot sticky breath of the mutant sewer rats as they got closer.

      One leapt in the air to deal the opening blow.

      I shut my eyes and triggered electric blink.

      I disappeared and reappeared a few meters away.

      The rats pummeled into where I’d been, crashing into the empty ground.

      The rats had charged right where I’d been standing. The source where all of their pain had come from.

      They collapsed on top of one another. A scurrying sticky mass of creatures.

      They hissed and furiously looked around in confusion.

      The rats had been preparing for a feast of flesh, and instead got an unsatisfying chomp of empty air.

      I’d been able to lead them out of their haven. Would they continue come after me even as I ran away?

      The rats quickly reoriented themselves and galloped across the platform towards me with renewed vigor.

      I felt a sick sensation in my stomach at the sight of so many countless mutant rats coming after me.

      It was time to run again.

      I triggered shocking speed.

      I flicked my fingers downward and a jolt of electricity burst into my feet and crackled up my body.

      The lightning was an intense tickling sensation throughout my whole form. Every limb suddenly felt more agile.

      Shocking speed granted an agility boost to my entire body. The electricity coursing through my being made me significantly faster than I would be otherwise.

      I panted as I rushed through the sewer. My heart ached. My feet and legs stung as I rushed down the sewer alley. The galloping feet of the mutant rats echoed behind me.

      I didn’t dare to look back and face the roving mass of death.

      I turned a corner. I rushed until I hit a moss-covered stone wall. A dead end.

      I placed my hands against the weathered brick, defeat lacing my breaths. It was a dead end. There were no “No Exit” signs for random tunnels in the sewer to my disappointment.

      I was alone in this sewer tunnel with a horde of mutant rats coming for me. I had nowhere to run or turn to now. There was no escaping my incoming fate.

      The mutant rats rushed as one giant horde. They seemed to be slowing each other down as some galloped over top of one another, slipping and sliding as they rushed forward towards me.

      Their individual appetites were competing to get to me first.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. They’d made their way to the tunnel opening and were coming my way. I had to create a line of defense to hopefully slow down their filling of the passageway.

      One after another, I conjured my phantasms: phantasmal duelist, phantasmal defender, phantasmal wizard, and phantasmal buffer. I even quickly dream danced to conjure the dream blade and clone blade so all the clones were equipped with two swords. Last but not least, I conjured a leaping illusion.

      The hallway filled with phantasmal clones of myself, all along the passage.

      The mutant rats rushed the clones, but there were so many that only some of them stopped to fight the individual clones while the others charged past.

      I grinned. I’d changed my odds from one versus three hundred to six versus three hundred. Most of my clones only lasted a minute. My first thought was to fight as hard as possible for that one single minute and hope to survive, but my leaping illusion shattered on impact, which would mean I’d have one less phantasm to shatter with my mind explosion. So I didn’t have a minute. I had ten seconds before my leaping illusion shattered on its own.

      I needed to maximize my impact.

      The passage was total chaos now. Mutant rats filled the tunnel with phantasms dotting amidst the mutant masses.

      There was lots of carnage. All the phantasms swung the dream blade, slicing into random individual mutant rats, chipping away at their HP. The leaping illusion flew across the hall in an arc, spinning the dream blade, ripping through blood and guts, with only seven seconds left before it shattered.

      The mutant rats screamed in pain. They clawed out and chewed into the phantasmal flesh, not realizing they were chewing on illusions.

      The phantasms themselves were pure focus, fighting the surrounding mutant rats as if that was the only thing they knew how to do, which was kind of the literal truth for the auto-piloted illusions.

      The clones were taking a lot of hits. Some of them were at 50% HP. Would they survive for even their full minute? It didn’t matter so long as they survived until the leaping illusion landed.

      The hurling phantasmal swordsmen spun the blade through the horde of rats, gearing up for the final landing crushing blow.

      Four seconds…

      Three seconds…

      Two seconds…

      The mutant rats had finally reached me at the end of the hall and were leaping in the air, fangs and claws open for destruction.

      The leaping illusion had one more second left. One more second before it shattered on its own. One more second before the mutant rats leapt at my real non-phantasmal flesh and ate me alive.

      So what did I do in that one second?

      I triggered mind explosion.

      The six clones all burst into glass explosions of phantasmal magic, creating a huge blast across the tunnel.

      The rats screamed in pain as their shredded broken bodies and limbs collapsed onto the sewer platform.

      Experience points rushed through my HUD and so did the level alerts. They kept coming as rats kept falling onto the floor.

      My plan had worked.

      I’d led them to this specific passage where I’d set up traps of sharpened teeth and bones of the mutant rats all along the edges.

      When I triggered mind explosion the chaos and ricochets triggered my trap and the projectiles—ones that did bonus damage to mutant rats—flung forth and killed them. It worked out even better than expected as the trap and chaos grew in power as the flinging sharpened bones of the killed rat creatures flew around and added even more damaging projectiles.

      Hundreds of mutant rat corpses littered the floor, sharpened bones and teeth stabbing their fleshy skin.

      Almost all the the mutant rats lay dead on the floor. In fact, only one remained after all of the damage I’d inflicted.

      After slaying hundreds of mutant rats in one shot, what was one more.

      I stepped towards the rat, expecting it to run away now that it clearly no longer had the strength in numbers it had before.

      I ignored the rat and looked over my levels. I was now level 19 dream druid. I’d gained four levels through that plan and looked as if I was pretty close to leveling up again.

      I was even more excited about the skill level ups in my HUD.

      
        
        Phantasmal Duelist has leveled up (Level 3)

        Phantasmal duelist ability will now conjure two phantasmal duelists to fight.

      

        

      
        Phantasmal Defender has leveled up (Level 3)

        Phantasmal defender ability will now conjure two phantasmal defenders to fight.

      

      

      Phantasmal wizard and phantasmal buffer had also leveled up to level 3, increasing the phantasm time duration as well as the amount of phantasms I was able to conjure. Incredible.

      The remaining rat aggressively chewed into the corpses of its fallen comrades.

      Why wasn’t the single mutant rat running?

      Then I realized what it was doing and it was too late to stop it.

      The mutant rat was combining with the dead mutant rats to form a mutant rat king.

      Except it was worse than that.

      The mutant rat creature rapidly grew, combining into a gluttonous giant mutant rat that almost took up the entire width of the tunnel.

      Above the giant creature was its name.

      [Mutant Rat Overlord].

      Oh crap.
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      The giant mutant rat king blocked the tunnel, so there was no way out. We faced each other. The creature’s large red eyes—bigger than my own head—bulged out of its slimy skin of the combined flesh of the other dead mutant rats.

      I jumped in the air, creating mana puddles at my feet, going higher and higher until I was facing the drooling mutant rat overlord.

      It was time to try something different.

      I held my hands out and triggered my druid spell solar bomb.

      A bright blast of solar energy filled the room.

      The mutant rat overlord squealed and hissed. Its whole body bulged in pain, almost like it was about to barf.

      Despite the insane level and power of the mutant rat overlord, its weaknesses were the same as all the mutant rats. The brain was the central focal point that allowed all the dismembered bones and veins to connect and operate. However, with the overlord, I suspect a simple stab to the brain wasn’t going to do it. I recalled the recoiling action of the mutant rat biting into me in our first foray in the sewers. There was one thing that had stopped it from furiously tearing into me. Another weakness, which I was now exploiting: sunlight.

      The monster trembled once more until—

      Pop!

      The whole body of decomposed skin exploded. Bits of flesh flew everywhere, raining down in the tunnel in a storm of blood and guts.

      The creature was dead. A rush of experience points filled my HUD and I leveled up once more, hitting level 20 dream druid. I then received a message I wasn’t expecting.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have completed the secret quest: Destroy The Mutant Rat Overlord and the Infestation of Mutant Rats in the Sewers.

      

        

      
        Reward for completion: 5500 Experience Points + Title of “Sewer Master”

      

      

      I smiled as I gained another whopping haul of experience points. I wasn’t sure what to make of the title of “Sewer Master.” It wasn’t really something you’d hang up in a framed plaque now, was it?

      Overall though, I was pretty pleased.

      I made my way out of the dead end tunnel and back to the main passages of the sewer labyrinth. My new plan was to look over the new level 20 dream druid abilities, practice a bit more, and then call it a night.

      I headed down the tunnel and turned a corner when I heard voices.

      I froze. The voices were coming from behind me. I stayed motionless against the wall.

      “Someone’s come and slain all the rats,” said a voice.

      I peeked my head around a corner and saw a regiment of Arethkarian city guard.
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      I stayed frozen against the stone sewer wall. I breathed in and out through my nose, quietly.

      “It doesn’t look like we’re going to do our normal evening training then, sir,” said one guardsmen.

      Another voice added: “But who did this? Do you think it could’ve been whoever was behind the fungal beast attack? Or the intruders?”

      “I don’t think the intruders would’ve made it so far as the noble district. They barely made it through the first wall. How would they get through the second? I think there’s multiple enemies plaguing the city at the moment. The intruders and some other group of individuals behind the fungal beast.”

      The guards weren’t wrong. They were piecing together a good picture of what was actually happening. It was lucky for me and the rest of my team that they underestimated our ability to get into the noble district.

      The guards continued assessing the situation.

      “Look, they’ve been stabbed with their own bones,” said a guard. “Could they have been fighting each other?”

      I stood still against the sewer wall, around the corner from the guards. Sweat formed on my forehead. My heart raced. I triggered hunter’s stance that granted me immobile invisibility for thirty seconds.

      If they found me down here, our whole plan was screwed. Our secret identities would be a bust and with that, our entire operation down the drain.

      I needed to escape here without them seeing my face. I went over my available stealth abilities: hunter’s stance, dream dance, moonskin, blurred escape. Hunter’s stance was out since I was using it this instant. Blurred escape was no good as it required phantasms and phantasms only increased the possibility of my face being seen. Now that I’d used hunter’s stance then, I essentially only had two shots at a clean escape: dream dance and moonskin.

      Footsteps echoed closer to my end of the hall.

      “This is certainly very peculiar. Alright men, let’s expand our radius down here and see if we can find who or what caused this.”

      Oh crap.

      They were now searching for someone. Me. I had to move fast. They’d turn around the corner in any second. It was now or never.

      I triggered dream dance.

      Time stalled out and the pink flaming eruptions of the dream realm took over.

      It was time to escape this damn sewer and these guards and get back to home base.

      With time frozen, I turned around the corner and faced the nearby guards. They were positioned all along the passage way, standing in front of the many tunnels leading elsewhere.

      Thankfully, they didn’t see me. I had another thirty seconds to get far enough away from them so that we didn’t cross paths.

      I sprinted past the blurry shapes and down a passageway. I ran all the way to the end, except there’s one problem: there were two guards patrolling this new hallway as well.

      Just my luck. Seriously, I should invest more into that stat.

      If I didn’t do something immediately, I was going to plunge back into reality, right in front of the guards.

      The two soldiers were frozen in place, looking around aimlessly, in the middle of a conversation.

      I looked around frantically. I was so screwed. Then a light bulb went off in my head. I had an idea.

      With ten seconds on the dream realm clock, I jumped into the sewer water. It went up to just above my knees. With three seconds left, I triggered moonskin.

      Time and reality rushed back into existence as I stood in the river of sewage, invisible.

      The two guards continued their patrol, talking to themselves.

      “What did you have for dinner tonight?”

      “Oh man, my wife baked a slime and mushroom monster pie.”

      “Ohhh,” said the other guard, practically salivating, “That sounds delicious.”

      They strolled and stopped parallel to where I was standing in the stream. One guard continued talking, while another looked out at the river. He was staring directly at me.

      I was invisible. There was no way he saw me. Unless, he had some special item that detected invisibility? No, his reaction wasn’t strong enough to warrant that.

      The guard pointed right where I was standing.

      “Look at that,” said the guard.

      His partner turned and his face scrunched into a quizzical expression. “What!? I don’t see nothing.”

      “The stream. It bends around that area over there…but there’s nothing there. Why is the water acting so damn funny?”

      “Oh, you’ve really lost your marbles now, huh?” said his accomplice bending down and looking at the water a bit closer. “The bloody sewer water is bending funny? What are you on about?”

      The guard squinted and went, “Bloody hell! You’re right. The water is bending!”

      The other guard lifted his mana laser bayonet. “It’s probably some kind of liquid invisible slime slug. I’m gonna shoot it.”

      This was escalating way too fast. If I stayed here any longer, the guard was going to either see me or shoot me. The problem though was that if I moved I’d cause even more ripples and splashes in the stream, but given that was the best of my bad options, I had to do it.

      I made a dash for it, running across the sewage stream.

      My feet and legs splashed in the water as I headed towards a ladder onto the platform.

      “There’s definitely something there! Guards! After it!”

      The alarm bells had officially been rung, but it was better that than having them see my face. I had another twenty-five seconds of moonskin to get out of here, otherwise I was out of usable stealth abilities and pretty much screwed.

      I knew the sewer’s entrance to the church well wasn’t far from where I was. If I just went down this tunnel here. I sprinted to the end, only to find another dead end. And this time, I wasn’t leading anyone into my own trap.

      The guards shouted and chased behind me.

      Oh man. This was it. I was out of options.

      I only had ten seconds with the moonskin ability left. Then it would all be over.

      “You won’t get away from us, you bastard!”

      I watched the diminishing timer on my HUD. I was about to get ready to fight and knock these soldiers out, when a new plan came my way.

      The guards rushed down to the dead end sewer.

      They looked around in confusion.

      “Where did he go?”

      I held my breath. My plan was working. They didn’t see me.

      Before my moonskin ran out, I power jumped to the ceiling of the sewer tunnel and was imbuing my entire body in a light blanket of mana to hold myself up against the sewer tunnel ceiling. So long as they didn’t look up, I’d be okay.

      “We saw him run down here!”

      “Did we though?”

      “Of course we did.”

      “Well, we did and we didn’t though.”

      “You’re speaking in tongues mate and I don’t understand a lick of what you’re saying.”

      “Well, he—or it or whatever it was—was invisible, we just assumed it came down this way. It could’ve gone a different way. Or simply let us run past. We don’t know. There are too many variables.”

      “Aye, I hear what you’re saying now. You’re saying we’ve been chasing a ghost. A spectral monster of some kind.”

      “In all of the words I just said to ya, did I ever mention a ghost?”

      “I can’t remember, you talk too much anyway!”

      “I talk too much! You bloody talk too much!”

      “I can’t stand working with ya, ten years on this beat with ya, always making me jealous of your wife’s cooking. I can’t help it that my poor Sheila has a penchant for salt and overcooking things. It’s a curse I have to bear.”

      “Alright,” sighed the other guard, deflating from their argument. “I’m sorry mate, maybe it was a ghost. Let’s go tell the captain.”

      The two guards turned around and hurried out of the dead end tunnel.

      I held my breath and listened to their footsteps as they walked away, getting fainter and fainter.

      When they were finally far enough away, I released the mana-imbued grip and landed back on the sewer platform. They’d gone off in a completely different direction back to the original guards. I was still close to getting out of here, I just made a wrong turn somewhere.

      I hurried back out of the dead end tunnel, making sure no one was nearby at each corner and then I eventually got back to the tunnel that led to the well.

      After a few minutes, I was back on the surface level of the noble district.

      I didn’t waste any time, I electric blinked up onto the rooftops and headed back to the Goldenbough estate.

      When I got nearby, I checked my HUD and changed out of my bloody and filthy dream druid robes and into my clean Solmini disguise.

      The Goldenbough estate was as quiet and serene as when I’d left it.

      I triggered moonskin and power jumped back into the estate’s grounds and crept back into my room.

      I slowly creaked the door open and stepped into the darkened chamber.

      I closed the door behind me.

      Suddenly, a light turned on.

      Serena, Shade, and Artemis were all there in the room and they all looked pissed off.
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      “Are you a moron?” asked Serena.

      Her face was red and she crossed her arms.

      The rest of the group had a similar stance and reaction.

      “Mate,” sighed Shade. “You know I’m all for tricks and tomfoolery. You think I didn’t want to sneak out and go to the pub or the casino or the other pub or the other casino? Well, I did. Really really badly. But I held off—just this once—because of the sheer magnitude of the plan. Also—if you were going to sneak out to the pub, Clay, why the heck didn’t you invite me?”

      Artemis jumped on the mattress, bounced up, and smacked Shade in the back of the head.

      “My, my, darling! This is not the time for jokes.”

      They all turned back to me with unimpressed glances. I’d snuck out behind their backs and endangered the mission. I understood that, sort of. I had my reasons: which were I thought it was going to help our mission. Why couldn’t they see that?

      “Look,” I said. “I know you guys think I messed up, but I made an executive decision. If we’re going to be fighting Konrad at the coronation ball, I need to be as strong as possible. Betina said the dream druid specifically would be able to counteract some of Konrad’s chronomancer abilities. How can I go into a fight unless I’ve unlocked the majority of those skills?”

      Serena looked away, still upset.

      “Those are reasonable explanations,” said Serena. “Except here’s the thing. If it was so reasonable, why didn’t you tell us you were going to go out and train?”

      “Ah, she has you there, mate,” said Shade.

      Artemis slapped Shade on the back of his head again. “Stop commenting. This isn’t some grudge match, darling. We’re a team here.”

      Artemis turned to me. “So, what happened? Did you get stronger?”

      I nodded. “I actually leveled up quite a bit. I’m now level 20 dream druid. I can unlock the other moves I need now.”

      “That’s good news,” said Artemis. “So you succeeded at your plan then, but here’s a question, did anyone see you?”

      I scratched the back of my head. I could lie and not mention the close escape from the guards, but I figured it would be better to stop the falsehoods here and now.

      “About that,” I said. “I narrowly dodged a regiment of guards who’d gone down there to train. They knew someone was down there, but never saw my face.”

      Artemis shook her head. “I hope those levels were worth jeopardizing everything for.”

      “I’m sorry for lying and not telling you guys,” I said. “But the way I see it: I was doing everything for the plan!”

      “Do you really care about our mission,” said Serena. “Or, are you just interested in feeding your anger more and more?”

      With Serena’s outburst, everyone quieted down.

      Artemis replied, saying, “Alright, darlings. I think we’ve all made our opinions clear. The good news is Clay you didn’t get caught and you’re all the stronger for it. You took a big risk—I don’t know if it was worth it—but it paid off this time. Let’s try and stick to our current strategy though.”

      “Uhh,” said Shade. “What’s our official current strategy again then? I wasn’t taking notes.”

      “You weren’t listening is what you were doing,” said Artemis, before continuing on. “We need to keep a low profile until the coronation ball. We have a winning strategy at the moment and it’s ours to lose. So let’s not mess that up.”

      With that, we all went to bed.

      Serena slept on the furthest edge of her single bed, which was as far away from me as she was able.
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      Serena was still not talking to me the next morning. She didn’t talk to me at breakfast with the Goldenboughs and she didn’t talk to me as we walked to our second day at the noble academy.

      On our way there, we passed a community notice board, where two guards were placing a familiar sign.

      It was the WANTED sign with our faces drawn on it.

      “Can you believe it, mate,” said the guard, shaking his head.

      “A double shift just because we didn't catch that ghost.”

      Serena and I kept our heads down and hurried past the guards towards the school.

      It looked like my actions last night had inspired the guards to increase their search for us fugitives as far as the noble district.

      Luckily, the faces drawn on the wanted posters were much more of a rugged appearance; quite different from our more clean noble look. I think our costumes made us passable. Hopefully.

      Serena broke her silence when we were out of earshot of the guards. “Still think your little stunt last night was worth it?”

      I didn’t have a good answer to her question, so I just kept my mouth shut and shrugged and headed to class.

      Isobel still sat with us in the lecture hall, but she was quite a bit less perky and friendly from before. I guess she was embarrassed to sit by herself, but she wasn’t as enamored with our best friendship as she had been the other day. When I looked over to her, she blushed and quickly looked away.

      Madame Friedra’s lesson today was on the art of dinner etiquette and conversation. It involved a lot of platitudes, complimenting and fawning over Percy, and a few insults thrown at me and Serena.

      I mostly fazed in and out of listening to the lecture, keeping an eye on the window. They were repaired now and as far as I saw in my day dreaming glances, no monsters were galloping from the streets towards us. Thankfully.

      I did notice through the windows, however, a regiment of guards walking down a nearby street.

      My stomach lurched. They weren’t coming to the school were they? Were they coming to arrest us?

      I tried to calm down. I felt a pit in my stomach that made it hard to think about anything else. Maybe I was being paranoid. Maybe they were assigned to patrol the school area in case of another attack.

      My panicked sensations calmed down as I watched the regiment turn a corner and walk away from the school. They ended up standing in front of a dreary gray warehouse. What was going on there? It looked ever so slightly out of place in the noble district?

      When Madame Friedra finished her lessons, I decided I wanted to ask her about the building. As I moved towards her I felt somebody tip my shoulder.

      Was Serena really keeping that close an eye on me?

      When I turned around I saw Serena was already halfway up the stairs towards the door. In front of me was actually Isobel.

      “Hi Clayton,” she said.

      It never got any easier, listening to someone call you by your fake name.

      “Uhh, hey, Isobel,” I said.

      The girl pressed her fingers together and said, “I know this is breaking all the rules of nobility but… I was wondering… Do you have a date for the coronation ball?”

      My face went bright red. “Uhh…”

      “Sir Owain was able to procure tickets for me and, well, I really don’t want to go by myself…”

      I saw out of the corner of my eye Madame Friedra gathering up her things and getting ready to leave.

      I couldn’t miss my chance to speak with her.

      “Um, yeah sure,” I said.

      “Really!?”

      She rushed in towards me and gave me a hug.

      I blushed and looked up to Serena, who was giving me a face, that said, “What the heck is happening? Can you hurry up I want to get out of here so we can continue keeping a low profile?”

      Okay, maybe her face only implied the first part, but you’d never know.

      I gently nudged Isobel away from me and said, “Great. Let’s sort out the details later. I need to run now.”

      I left Isobel behind and hurried up to Madame Friedra.

      “Madame,” I said. “I had a question.”

      “A question from one of my pupils! How splendid,” said Madame Friedra.

      Was she being sarcastic?

      “I’m glad to see you’re becoming more interested in the wondrous art of being a noble,” the teacher continued.

      “Um,” I said. “It’s not about that.”

      Her face fell into a frown. “Of course not. Why should I expect anything more from my worst—”

      She stopped herself.

      She’d just sent us free tickets to the coronation ball because she was worried about us damaging her reputation. She couldn’t be as insulting as she might have liked to be.

      She tilted her head ever so slightly, and twitched back her barbed comments. “What is it, dearie?”

      “I noticed that building over there,” I said. “Some guards were passing it by earlier. What is it?”

      Madame Friedra turned her head to the window and scrunched her nose. “Oh, yes. That building. I don’t know why they even keep one in the noble district. It really is unbecoming.”

      “What is it?” I said.

      “It’s a processing center,” she said and then in a quieter voice added, “For Chosen. It’s where those illegal citizens go to get their magitech necklaces installed. Also where the more troublesome and defective Chosen go as well.”

      I looked at the drab building. My heart panged for all those poor people trapped inside that place.

      “Anything else?” said the teacher.

      “No, Madame,” I said. “That’s all.”

      I then turned around to catch up with Serena.

      “So you’re the teacher’s pet now?” grinned Serena. “What was that about?”

      “I’ll tell you in a sec,” I said. “Did you see where Isobel went?”

      “Yeah she rushed out of here, red faced and giggling,” said Serena. “So it looks like you have a date to the dance, stud. I guess it would’ve looked pretty weird if we went together. Maybe I’ll get Ren to ask me?”

      My stomach flipped. Serena was more confident and better at keeping her jealousy concealed.

      A message chimed in my HUD.

      
        
        Serena: Oh boy, I’m sorry. I wanna kiss your face right now, but it would break our disguise. Unless, Solmini has special customs, I don’t know about ;)

      

      

      Her message made me smile and we exited the noble academy together.

      As we walked down the district streets, I explained to Serena what I’d seen.

      There was a moment of silence between us, before she said, “I hope you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking.”

      I grinned. “Really? What is it that I’m thinking?

      “Oh, I don’t know,” said Serena. “Some version of breaking into that processing center and rescuing all The Chosen.”

      I smiled. “You’re pretty close.”

      “I know last night I said I was primarily mad about the lying, but I also think you’re acting rashly too.”

      “Listen,” I said, keeping my voice to a low murmur as we strolled. “I won’t do it if you don’t think I should, but hear me out. If we go in there and set some of them free, that will keep them from looking for us. You see? It will add distractions around here and take a little of the heat off us.”

      Serena sighed. “You’re freaking mental, you know that? Fine. Let’s talk it over with Artemis and Shade and if they agree, we’ll gear up and go after everyone’s gone to bed tonight.”
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      Artemis did not agree with the plan, but with Serena on board, she eventually relented. She said we could do the mission on one condition: we wore masks.

      “Okay, but we don’t have any,” I said.

      “Ah, darling, but I do,” she winked.

      And so, after midnight and on the rooftops of the noble district, I stood with Serena wearing goofy plastic masks shaped like baby slime droplets with poked holes for our eyes and mouth. They were very uncomfortable. Not to mention, stupid looking.

      “Is that it down there?” asked Serena, crouching down between me and a chimney.

      “Yep,” I said. “Let me scan the area.”

      I narrowed my eyes and utilized my ranger move sniper’s eye to get a proper zoomed-in view of the area.

      “You’re so versatile with your strengths, Clay,” whispered Serena beside me, impressed with my sleuthing skills.

      Come to think of it, it was usually me and Shade on sneaking missions. Serena wasn’t used to seeing me in this light. The side of me that was a badass cat burglar. Speaking of cats, Shade hadn’t put up too much of a fight when we told him he couldn’t come. He was uncharacteristically chill, unless—

      “Surprise!”

      Shade stepped out from the shadows. He even had his own silly baby slime droplet mask on himself.

      “What the heck are you doing here?” I said.

      “Seriously? You thought I was going to let you guys go on a sneaky rogue mission without me? And not to be immodest to you, friends, but you need me.”

      “Really?” said Serena, crossing her arms.

      “How are you going to get in there?”

      “That’s actually what Clay was doing this instant,” said Serena.

      “And, Clay, what do you see?”

      I turned back around and peered at the drab building. Attached to the warehouse structure was a small shed entrance where a guard stood obediently. Moving around the building was another guard. That was the extent of the security.

      I turned back around. “We’re going to go right through there.”

      Shade flickered his eyes, casually. “Okay, presuming you have a plan to get around the guard. How do you open the door?”

      I shrugged. “I dunno. We will search the guards for keys.”

      “What if neither of the guard’s keys work? What then?”

      “Gosh, we know where you’re going, Shade,” said Serena. “You have extremely high lock picking skills.”

      “Yes and a luck stat more than ten times the size of your own, but who’s counting?”

      Shade was right. He was the best person on our team for countering enemy security measures. It was foolish not to bring him initially, but we had wanted to minimize the risks. I guess Serena could have been swapped with Shade, but she was still slightly pissed off with me and only agreed to the plan with her on it. The inter-party diplomacy had strained me in our group formation on this mission. In the end, I was happy both of them were here with me now.

      Down below, the guards switched positions. The one patrolling, took a stand in front of the door, while the previous standing guard went on his own little stroll.

      We watched, waiting for the roaming guard to turn the corner of the building. That’s when we would strike.

      First thing I did was summon Chip.

      I stretched out my arms as a silver shape formed in front of me. In seconds, a bright cloud of energy appeared and swirled in the air in a happy dance.

      “This is…uhh…your plan for the guards?” asked Shade.

      “Just watch,” I said.

      Chip was uncharacteristically quiet. We’d practiced this plan with him before we left, so he knew he had to be silent when I summoned him. I nodded and he got to work.

      Chip floated down towards the guard by the entrance. He stuck to the shadows and moved quickly to not catch the guard’s attention. He hugged the wall until he was right behind the guard. A sparkle of magical dust blew out of Chip and onto the guard.

      The guard suddenly nodded to Chip and went and opened the door.

      “Impressive,” said Shade. “I was not expecting the happy-go-lucky ball of dust to be so useful.”

      Chip had many psychic and mental-based abilities, including hypnosis. We usually used the move for crowd control in big battles to manage an overwhelming swarm of enemies. But it was clearly useful on a stealth mission as well.

      The guard stood still beside the door, waiting for us to come and enter.

      “Doesn’t look like we need you after all,” said Serena, turning to Shade.

      “Just you wait, Ms. Serena,” said Shade.

      “Wait for what?”

      “For things to not go according to plan.”

      We moved down towards ground level and hurried to the door.

      Chip said, “Hurry, let’s get behind the door and our friend here will do all the heavy lifting when the other guard comes back.”

      “Yes,” nodded the hypnotized guard beside us. “You guys are inspecting the facility and my fellow guard already knows that, so I won’t mention it to him. In fact, I’m not going to mention you or anything out of the ordinary at all. Also, in thirty minutes, I’m not going to remember any of this.”

      Shade turned to Chip. “Okay, that’s brilliant. I got a list of other jobs on my stealing bucket list. Maybe you can join me if this whole saving the world from emperor-dictators shakes out okay.”

      “Wow, so many possibilities,” said Chip. “I could be a fortune teller by day and a talented burglar by night. But it would have to be noble stealing, from bad guys and for the poor!”

      “Whatever you need to tell yourself so you can sleep at night,” said Shade.

      With that, we all moved through the door and closed it behind us.

      But then the plan stopped going to, um, well, the plan. Another door stood in front of us. This time this one had a mana orb keypad.

      “Another door?”

      “Unfortunately, yes, Master Clay,” said Chip, swirling around. “I asked the guards for any keys, but they don’t have any. What are we going to do?”

      Serena and I turned to Shade, who was absentmindedly looking at his nails.

      “Well, well, well,” said Shade. “Look who needs me now.”

      “Do you know how to open these kinds of keypads?” asked Serena.

      “Maybe,” said Shade.

      “If you do, now isn’t really the time to be holding everything up?” said Serena, aggravation in her voice.

      “I’ll do it,” said Shade. “But all you have to do is say: Shade is the best and should be Clay’s first mate, everybody knows.”

      Chip did not hesitate for a second. “Shade-is-the-best-and-should-be-Clay’s-first-mate-everybody-knows!”

      “Very good, Chip,” said Shade. “Clay? Ms. Serena? I can’t hear you?”

      We each grumbled the phrase.

      “Very good,” said Shade. “But you’re right, I don’t know how to solve this lock.”

      My jaw almost fell off my mouth and hit the floor. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Psych!”

      He held out his hands for applause.

      “Now, I’m just confused,” said Serena. “Can you do it or not?”

      “Yeah I can. Jackson just taught me ‘psych’ the other day. I’ll have to go over it with him to see if I’m using it right. Your reactions were definitely not what I was hoping for.”

      I shook my head. “Can you just get on with opening the door already? Or are you stalling? That’s a manatech operated door. I know you’re good with a lock pick, but a door with a passcode?”

      Shade walked up to the mana orb key lock and pressed it. The orbs glowed in a sequence. Shade then responded with another sequence.

      Click!

      The doors slid open.

      “Pff,” said Shade. “What century are you living in, grandpa? Yes, I am very skilled with opening up traditional doors, but modern lock picking can encapsulate so many diverse mediums. Have you forgotten that time I reignited the engine of that airship and hijacked it?”

      I wasn’t sure exactly how Shade did it, but he must have been able to deduce a pattern in the lights and responded to it appropriately.

      Serena shrugged. “I’m impressed, Shade. What can I say?”

      “Don’t worry,” grinned Shade. “You already said it. You think I’m the best and I should be first mate.”

      Serena went red in the face. “Yeah, I said that under duress!”

      “Sure,” said Shade. “That’s what we all say. Also, Ms. Serena, we’re here to do a job. So, excuse me.”

      We all stepped forward when a voice came from behind us.

      “How are we doing here?”

      We all froze as the roaming guard approached the hypnotized guard from behind the door we entered.

      “All good here,” said the hypnotized guard.

      We all sighed with relief. The job was going smoothly, but we shouldn’t count our luck just yet. We needed to get in and out as soon as possible.

      We stepped through the door and entered the facility.

      The room was full of very advanced magitech devices, particularly in the center where there was a machine that looked as if it created the enslavement necklaces.

      Lining the whole room were tall caged prisons full of people. Some were sleeping, others were rocking back and forth as if they were losing their mind, and others were awake: wide-eyed and surprised to see us standing there.

      The imprisoned Chosen hurried to the metal bars and pulled at them, rattling the cage’s structure.

      This place was horrible. The anger coursed through me. This is where they make those horrible enslaving necklaces. This place was a factory of nightmares.

      Shade walked up to the magitech necklace creator and Serena said, “Don’t touch anything you’re not supposed to.”

      “I wasn’t gonna,” said Shade lifting up his hands, defensively.

      Serena then materialized her sword in her grip and headed towards the cages.

      “Stand back,” she said to the prisoners.

      She slashed open the bars with a powerful strike, burning through the cage.

      She turned to Shade and smiled. “I have my own lock picking skills.”

      Serena opened up all the cages in a similar fashion.

      The people behind the bars didn’t move. They didn’t rush out of the cages. I’d seen this before. The Arethkarian state had filled them with so much fear, they had lost their ability to hope.

      “You’re all free to go,” I whispered.

      One group of burly looking Chosen nodded their heads and headed for the door.

      Those must have been the criminal Chosen that Madame Friedra had mentioned.

      The fearful Chosen all stood there, assessing us.

      “Who are you people? Why are you wearing slime masks?”

      “We can’t go. They’ll come after us again. There’s no escape.”

      “I don’t know what to say to you,” said Clay. “But we’re giving you the opportunity to run if you’d like. We can’t force you to do anything. But if you do, head to the well behind the Haeren Church of the Nine building. An accomplice of ours will be waiting to escort you out of the city.”

      Some of them perked up at that. There was an actual plan of escape.

      I didn’t know what more to say. I couldn’t force them to leave if they didn’t want to.

      Then a loud noise went off all around the building.

      Riiing!

      One of the prisoners had pulled down an alarm switch.

      The prisoners flooded out of the cages and ran.

      A huge honking alarm continued to ring throughout the building.

      Shade turned to Chip. “Can you hypnotize manatech alarms?”

      “Unfortunately not. Above my pay grade, I suppose. Not that I’m actually paid. Or that I’m expecting any compensation. I love helping you guys because you’re my best friends!”

      “Well then I have some unfortunate news for you, little spirit puff,” said Shade. “It looks like you’re best friends are about to die.”

      “No,” gasped Chip. “Don’t say such horrible things.”

      “C’mon guys,” said Serena. “We got to get out of here.”

      I stood frozen, staring dumbfounded at the girl holding the alarm. Her friends had rushed towards her, shaking her with confusion.

      They screamed at her. The same thing over and over.

      “Why?”

      The girl holding onto the alarm cried out.

      “They’ll see that I’m good. I’ll get to go work in one of the estates and not in the factories or on the battlefield.”

      Crap.

      This was all so evil and it was turning everyone against each other. Forcing good people to do bad things.

      “Leave now if you want to escape,” I said. “The choice is yours!”

      With that, we rushed out of the building.

      A few Chosen followed behind and rushed out into the noble district, heading in all directions.

      The non-hypnotized guard rushed towards us and Chip threw out some hypnotized magic at him.

      His face calmed down in an instant and he said, “What a lovely routine inspection we have going on this evening.”

      He then continued his stroll around the warehouse, mindlessly.

      With fugitives and prisoners running in all directions of the noble district, the chaos was the perfect cover to help us slink away into the night.

      We arrived back at the Goldenbough estate twenty minutes later. Artemis showed up a few hours after that and informed us she was able to smuggle a whole group of the prisoners into zone-1 where she handed them off to Benedict the Lirana barber and another group of smugglers who would shelter them for the next few days. While we waited for her, I couldn’t get the image of the girl who pulled the alarm out of my head. It was one of fear and desperation. She made a decision she should never have had to make.

      By tomorrow night, if everything went according to plan, we’d be able to put a stop to all this misery. Forever.

      When I woke up the next day, though, I realized things were very much not going to plan.
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      Shouts and screams woke me up the night after our break-in at the processing facility.

      I rubbed my eyes and rolled out of bed. In my HUD, I switched my evening wear to my disguise clothes, and then headed out to the Goldenbough breakfast area, beside the fountain outside.

      As I got closer, I heard arguing.

      “This lockdown is terrible for business,” shouted Julius Goldenbough, pacing up and down the courtyard.

      The man wasn’t talking to anyone in particular. Just walking around and venting.

      The thing that caught my attention, however, was the subject of his anger.

      A lockdown?

      As he continued ranting, I saw that he was talking to Ren, who was sitting at the breakfast table, putting butter on a bun of some kind.

      “There’s been a lockdown?” I enquired.

      “Yep. Fugitives or terrorists or somebody broke into a processing facility in the noble district last night. Now the city is crawling with criminals. Not that that wasn’t true before, but suddenly all the rich people are up in arms about it,” Ren snickered.

      “As they should be,” said Julius. “The facility broken into was about to deliver me a new batch of workers,” the man complained.

      “I think you mean, slaves,” said Ren.

      Smack!

      Julius had slapped his son so hard Ren had fallen to the ground. The father loomed over the boy.

      Ren trembled and cried from the ground and tried to get his bearings.

      “I thought we had an understanding, boy,” said the father. “You are never to speak to me like that again.”

      The man had hit his son with so much force it took out 25% of Ren’s HP. He had hit him with enough power to seriously hurt someone.

      “Heed my warning boy,” said Julius, who marched out of the dining area to his own chambers.

      Serena and I went over to try and help Ren up. He pushed our arms away and ran off to his room.

      Serena and I traded glances. We had a few minutes to spare before going to class.

      We knocked on Ren’s room. “Ren! Are you there? Let us in!”

      The sounds of sobbing emanated from beyond the door.

      Eventually, Ren relented and croaked, “It’s open.”

      We opened the door and entered Ren’s private chambers. The entire room was filled floor to ceiling with tall bookshelves, crammed with tomes. It was really a library with a bed thrown in the middle of it. This was Ren’s home within his home. His place of refuge.

      Ren wiped tears from his eyes and his trembling slowed.

      We sat down beside him on either side of the bed.

      “All my life, he’s been this way” said Ren, holding back tears. “He’s always treated me like this. Like, I’m worthless or something. A punching bag. So many times, I’ve vowed that I wouldn’t let it happen again and yet it does. It keeps happening.”

      Serena rubbed the teenager’s back and shot me a look.

      A message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Serena: Maybe he can help us? Should we tell him about our plan?

        Clay: It’s too risky. I wouldn’t mention it right now.

      

      

      Serena rubbed Ren’s back some more. “I don’t know the right words to say to you, Ren. Your dad does things that in Solmini we don’t agree with. It seems like neither do you. I think the best thing at the moment is to live your life working to not turn into a man like him.”

      Ren clenched his fists. “I’ll never be like him.”

      “Good,” said Serena. “Because I wouldn’t want someone like that taking me to the coronation ball tonight?”

      “Huh?” His eyes blinked.

      “You have a ticket, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t going to go,” murmured Ren. “And you wanna go with me?”

      I playfully grabbed onto his arm. “That’s right. She wants to go with you, but if you try and do anything immoral with my sister—”

      “He gets it, big bro,” said Serena, smiling at me, and giving me a wink.

      Ren was positively cheered up with that. He was suddenly energized and pacing around his room.

      “I don’t know if I have anything to wear,” he said. “I might have to go on an emergency trip to the tailors. Oh, what am I going to do!?”

      With Ren pleased, we set off for our final day at the noble academy.
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        * * *

      

      Isobel rushed up to us at the gates of the school.

      “Have you heard?” she cried. “The noble district is crawling with fugitives! There’s a group called the Slime Gang! They’re the most vicious of all of them.”

      Isobel clung to my arm.

      I traded glances with Serena. The increased security was bad news, but the Slime Gang and other fugitives were exactly what we were hoping for. A distraction from us.

      We just had to keep our heads down and attend the coronation ball that evening. We were so close.

      In the middle of the courtyard, I saw Percy holding up a bag and keeping it out of arm’s reach from a younger Muumuu noble. The little fox-guy jumped up to snatch the bag back, but Percy was so much taller than him, it was impossible.

      “Stop that,” I yelled.

      Percy was acting like any schoolyard bully. It was sickening. This was supposedly the guy who was the top of class in Nobility 101. It exposed how wrong it all was.

      Percy turned around. “Make me.”

      I walked towards him.

      Percy grinned. “Actually, why don’t we make it more fun. If you beat me in a fight, I’ll give the kid back his bag. If not, I get to keep it. In other words, what I’m saying is: I challenge you to a duel.”
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      “I challenge you to a duel.”

      A group of students had gathered and formed a circle around us.

      Serena said behind me, “Don’t humor him, Clayton. It isn’t worth it.”

      Isobel clutched his arm and said, “No, don’t listen to your sister, Clayton. Do it. Give Percy a taste of his own medicine. Stand up for the weak. Be the hero we know you are.”

      My eyes widened at Isobel. She was suddenly fired up with bloodlust.

      I kept my eyes on Percy. A duel would bring unwanted attention to me so it was a bad idea. Also, it meant more of my abilities might be exposed, and not just to Isobel this time, but to almost half the school. On the other hand, this was a free excuse to punch that smug bastard in the face.

      Ultimately, my anger beat my rationality.

      “I accept.”

      Percy snorted. “Hmpf. So you’re not as much of a bitch as I thought you were.”

      “Don’t listen to him, Clayton” shouted Isobel.

      The crowd around us grew rowdy and demanded the fight to begin.

      “Now that we’ve agreed to the terms,” said Percy. “Let’s make sure we agree to the rules. Neither of us wants to expose our character class and abilities. That would be too unbecoming of us nobles. So let’s keep it simple. No class abilities. This will be a duel of fists and kicks. The duel is over when one of us falls to below 10% HP or surrenders. Sound fair?”

      I nodded. The terms sounded fair, but I didn’t trust Percy to fight with honor. I’m sure there was a trick up his sleeve.

      A message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Serena: I want to say right now that I think this is a very bad idea.

        Clay: This guy is a prick and deserves to get a beating. Don’t tell me you don’t want to see it happen?

      

      

      Serena didn’t respond and when I looked at her face to face, she turned away from me.

      “Are you ready then?” said Percy. “Or are you gonna keep standing there like a little bitch?”

      He was goading me. He wanted me to make the first move, he wanted to size up my abilities, but I wouldn’t let him get to me.

      “I’m ready,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

      Percy cracked his neck.

      He then charged straight for me.

      He ran at me with lightning speed.

      “Oh shit, Percy’s closing the gap,” cheered someone in the crowd.

      It was true. Percy was milliseconds away from pile-driving right into me. Under normal circumstances, I would have used flame dodge or electric blink, but the terms of the duel wouldn’t let me use character abilities.

      I jumped out of the way from Percy’s incoming attack.

      The noble grinned and with lightning speed was on the ground beneath me, unleashing a swirling kick.

      I fell to the grass, my back smashing into the ground.

      The crowd was stunned.

      I’d been the crowd favorite. I wasn’t supposed to take a hit like that. I was surprised I’d let it happen. I’d seen a kick like that before. That’s when I realized it. I’d seen Jackson do a similar move. So that was it, Percy’s character class was brawler and he was using his special abilities.

      He’d set up the terms of the duel to take full advantage of his own abilities while I’d be handicapped and unable to use my own.

      The bastard.

      I got up off the ground and Percy smirked. “You should just stay down. Or better yet: surrender.”

      The crowd was in hushed silence. They’d started out believing in me, but a few of them—of the more jerk variety—were drifting towards standing in Percy’s corner.

      Now that I knew the source of Percy’s arrogance though, I had a plan.

      There was not a single doubt in his mind that he could lose right now.

      That was something I could exploit.

      I took a gentle step towards Percy.

      It wasn’t a hostile step, it was a peaceful move. I held my arms out to the side.

      “So you’re giving up?” he said.

      “No,” I smiled. “I want to offer you a free punch.”

      I turned my head and placed a finger on my cheek. “Right here.”

      “What are you doing Clayton!” shouted Isobel. “He doesn’t deserve landing any kind of blow on you.”

      I ignored Isobel and took a step closer to Percy. A free punch was a free punch. I saw Percy grinning. He didn’t appear to realize I’d figured out he was using his class abilities. He thought I was giving him the equivalent of a free goal. With his character abilities, he had the power to knock me out in one hit.

      “You’re lying,” said Percy. “You’re trying to sneak up on me.”

      “I’m not lying,” I said. “Better yet. If you can punch me so hard that I fall to the ground, I’ll surrender. Regardless of where my HP is at.”

      Percy smirked. It was too good to be true. He couldn’t pass up the offer.

      “Your loss,” he said. Then added, once more for effect: “Bitch.”

      He approached me and with all of his strength threw a whopping punch towards my head. Red energy swirled around his fist.

      Clasp!

      Percy trembled. His eyes bulging with fear.

      His fist never reached my face. I grabbed his wrist with my left hand and blocked the attack.

      “This…” said Percy, squirming in my grip. “Isn’t… Possible.”

      “Go Clayton!” shouted the crowd.

      I grinned at Percy. His wrist was locked between the grip of my left hand. Mana seeped out of my fingers and locked his arm in place.

      “You’re cheating,” squirmed Percy. “You’re using your character class abilities.”

      The audience gasped.

      “No way! Would Clayton stoop to fighting dirty?”

      I shook my head. “Unlike you, Percy,” I said. “I’m not using my character class abilities, but the rules of the duel said nothing about innate racial abilities, did they?”

      As an Aeri, I was able to naturally imbue my body and objects around me with the mana flowing inside me. I could make arrows ten times stronger, I could double jump high into the air with platforms of mana at my feet, and I could also hold a weak brawler’s wrist in my grip.

      I gathered energy in my right hand and with Percy locked in my hold, smashed my fist right into his smug face.

      The fist knocked right into Percy’s jaw, my knuckles scraping across his cheek and bumping into the ridges of his teeth.

      The crowd was stunned and silent with awe.

      More than just being used defensively, I was able to imbue my own mana into my fists when I attacked.

      I let go of my grip on Percy as my punch landed and my opponent flew across the ground and smacked into the grass.

      The blow had been a critical hit and Percy had taken 25% damage.

      “Give up! Give up! Give up!” The crowd cheered, wanting to see Percy surrender.

      By imbuing my fist with mana, I was able to greatly enhance the strength of my punch. Based on my low attack power, my punches were fairly weak, but with the added strength of my mana, I was able to imbue a physical attack with my magic attack power, which at this point, was pretty freaking high.

      Percy squirmed on the ground and attempted to get up.

      “Stay down!” shouted the crowd.

      Percy was too proud to surrender. I approached him as he squirmed on the ground.

      “You’re struggling,” I said. “Surrender.”

      Percy spat blood from his mouth and laughed. “Never. Who cares about dying or being in pain? One of my slave concubines will nurse be back to health later, so do your worst.”

      Every time I didn’t think Percy could be even more of a flaming piece of shit, he proved me wrong.

      But then again: there was a certain satisfaction to being wrong.

      I threw another mana-imbued fist into Percy’s face. He fell back into the ground and I kept punching him, back and forth with my fists, watching Percy’s HP fall down further and further.

      His HP eventually hit 10% and when he saw that I wasn’t going to stop punching him, he yelled, “Please… Stop… I surrender…”

      I held my fist overtop of him. Did this guy really deserve to be cut slack? He was up there with the worst people I’d encountered in this game.

      “Finish him! Finish him! Finish him!” yelled the crowd of nobles.

      I felt a throbbing in my wrist. Beneath a leather bracer on my right arm was the prophetic seal, throbbing, almost spreading outwards across my body further.

      As the crowd cheered for me to finish him, I realized I had the power to wipe Percy from the game.

      I was almost tempted.

      But then two things happened.

      The first thing was I caught Serena’s eyes and they were red and full of tears. She was staring at me like she was looking at a monster.

      The second thing was Madame Friedra, pushing through the crowd of students, shouting, “Good heavens, what is going on out here? What’s this—”

      The woman screamed with horror at the sight of Percy with his face covered in blood as well as my fist hanging above Percy’s head also covered in the smug boy’s blood.

      “This is unacceptable,” bellowed Madame Friedra, and swiped her hand.

      A huge force of energy flew across from her hand and knocked into me.

      What the?

      The force of energy sent me hurling on the ground across the courtyard.

      The crowd of students nearby quickly dispersed. Many of them lingered on the steps and in the area, curious to see what would happen to us, but were making sure to keep a safe distance from Madame Friedra and her ire.

      What powerful move did Madame Friedra just use on me? It was like imbued mana but then shot forth with great power so that it hit me like a tidal wave and hurled me backwards. It was an incredible move from someone I didn’t think very highly of.

      Madame Friedra walked towards me.

      “I am very disappointed in you Clayton. You showed promise, but your Solmini savagery was ultimately your downfall and you managed to take your sister and my star pupil down with you. I hereby declare you all expelled!”

      The students nearby all gasped and hurried into the school, now extra fearful that their noble reputation was about to get completely nullified like ours just had.

      Serena ran up to us. “Doesn’t that seem a little harsh, Madame? Fights happen at schools. Boys will be boys, right? It was a formal duel, was it not?”

      Madame Friedra shook her head. “I saw the whole thing from my office window, dearie. The duel was null as soon as Percy used his brawler class’ swipe kick. Clayton knew as much but kept fighting anyway. It was the highest heights of ill behavior and I want my establishment to have no such association with you or your ignoble character.”

      “Does that mean…?”

      “Yes,” said Madame Friedra. “You’re complimentary tickets to the coronation ball have been revoked.”

      And like that, our whole plan to save Illyria had gone right down the drain.
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      The mood was fiery in our chambers back at the Goldenbough estate. Artemis had to go so far as to create makeshift sound runes on the walls to diminish the group’s shouting.

      “Was it worth it, Clay?” asked Serena.

      “I didn’t know we were going to get expelled,” I said. “Percy was asking for it.”

      “You don’t even see how rash you’re acting,” said Serena “You wanted to beat the crap out of Percy because you want to beat the crap out of everyone who reminds you of Konrad Takeshimi.”

      “Well if they remind me of Konrad, they’re probably on the highest tier of shithead imaginable.”

      Serena shook her head. “You know what’s worse? I saw your Prophetic Seal throbbing. What were you thinking about? Deleting Percy from the game?”

      “Briefly,” I said. “But I wasn’t going to.”

      Tears gushed out of Serena’s face. “You’re not thinking through your actions, Clay. If you’d used the Prophetic Seal’s delete spell—that would’ve been the end of you. You’re the one who told me you only had one wipe spell left before the corruption of the Prophetic Seal destroyed you too.”

      Serena’s words hit me like a punch to the gut. I hadn’t considered that. She was right. Every Prophetic Seal user had five charges of either wiping a character entirely or bringing back someone from the dead without a raise spell. I had used three in my battle with Bertwald ages ago and then I’d used another when in berserk mode against General Syrus in the battle for Iron Citadel. I only had one shot left and it was pretty much useless because it would kill me in the process as well.

      A silence brewed in the room.

      “Okay, I know everyone’s pissed off,” said Shade. “But I have just the solution for these kinds of situations. It’s called Beer Man. It’s a drinking game—”

      “I’m not playing a damn game right now,” said Serena.

      Shade raised his hands defensively. “Oookay.”

      “We don’t need a solution to the tempers in the room,” mused Artemis. “Well, maybe we do, what we need is a new plan now that we can’t attend the coronation ball. Anyone got any ideas.”

      I clenched my fists as I paced around the room, angrily.

      “Yeah, I have an idea for a new plan,” I said. “We abort this one.”

      The group looked at me stunned. Even Serena’s anger towards me turned into shock.

      “Why are you looking at me like I’m crazy?” I asked. “We have no means of getting to the ball and in a few hours, Konrad is going to be crowned emperor of Arethkar. Who knows how much longer until he’s emperor of the entire game.”

      “So what exactly are you proposing, darling?” asked Artemis, her face filled with concern.

      “I’m proposing we leave Ryr’s Ascension as soon as possible. We go and regroup with the rest of the party at Iron Citadel and prepare for a full-frontal assault of Arethkar’s capital.”

      “That’s a pretty big 180,” said Artemis.

      “It’s more than just a 180,” said Serena. “It’s him thinking with his fists and not his brain, which seems to be his modus operandi these days.”

      I blinked. “I’m sorry. Modus operandi?”

      “Screw you,” she said. “You know what I mean.”

      I was so frustrated and angry I wanted to punch the walls of our bedchamber. Only an hour ago we were so close to unleashing our plan against Konrad Takeshimi to thwart him and the Arethkarian High Council. Now we were back at square one, with no time to come up with something better. We were in deep trouble.

      I headed towards the door. “I’m getting out of here.”

      “Why? Is there some place else you can do something idiotic,” said Serena.

      I didn’t respond to her. I just opened the door of our bedchamber and left.

      I headed across the courtyard and left the estate through the normal exit. The guards gave me a nod. I nodded back. I could tell they thought I seemed different. Angry. Upset. Something off balance.

      For a second, I wondered if it was damaging my disguise. Then I shrugged it off. What did our disguises matter now?

      I walked aimlessly, trying to work off the frustration and irritation swarming my thoughts.

      I first walked to the wall of the noble district. I followed along its path until I reached the gate.

      There was a merchant arguing with the guards there.

      “What do you mean I can’t leave?”

      “The city is on a security lockdown until the emperor is crowned.”

      The merchant hurled expletives at the guard, while the guards just stood there and took it.

      I walked past the altercation.

      So the entrances and exits were blocked for the night. But that didn’t mean leaving here would be impossible. We had the sewers to get us to zone-1 and I’m sure Artemis would be able to find us a secondary means of escaping from there.

      I took a deep breath. That meant, leaving the city tonight was in the realm of possibility.

      I sat down on a nearby bench and accessed my HUD.

      I wrote a message to Raylene and Jackson. I told them we were considering returning to Iron Citadel and asked how the formation of their new army was going.

      After about five minutes of waiting on the bench, I received a message from Raylene.

      
        
        Howdy Hotshot!

      

        

      
        You’re coming back to Iron Citadel!? Is everything okay? What’s happening over there?

      

        

      
        The army formation is going fine, but I wouldn’t say we’re 100% fighting ready just yet. We’re getting there though. Please don’t tell me Arethkar is sending a massive army towards us?

      

        

      
        Waiting for your response,

        Raylene

      

      

      I wrote Raylene back straightaway. I let her know that Arethkar was not sending a wave of troops towards her, but that I was thinking it was time to launch an assault on Ryr’s Ascension.

      Raylene got back to me in less than a minute. She must have been waiting by for my response.

      
        
        First off, very relieved to hear Arethkar is not on the move towards us. You almost gave me a heart attack, Clay!

      

        

      
        Second, you want to launch an assault on Ryr’s Ascension? I thought you said that was too rash a plan. That we needed to be more cunning than that?

      

        

      
        Is everything alright?

      

        

      
        If you’re seriously coming back, I’ll get the castle ready for your arrival. Once here, we can discuss the change in the plan then.

      

        

      
        Sending all my love to you and the rest,

        Raylene.

      

      

      I gritted my teeth. Not quite the response I was hoping for.

      Raylene wasn’t entirely against the idea of storming Ryr’s Ascension, but she didn’t sound like she believed our army was truly ready for it.

      Shit.

      If our army wasn’t ready and our plan was in the gutter, what were we supposed to do? Was this it? All-hail emperor Konrad Takeshimi from now on?

      A new message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Serena: Hey. Can you please come back to the Goldenbough Estate. We need to talk.

      

      

      I sighed.

      Based on my current set of options, I really didn’t have anything else I could do.

      I got up off the bench and hurried back towards the Goldenbough estate.
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        * * *

      

      I stepped back into our bedchambers after leaving it only an hour before in a fit of anger.

      When I slipped through the door, the room felt a lot calmer.

      Shade and Artemis stood in a corner while Serena sat on the bed, smiling at me.

      “Is this, um, some kind of intervention?”

      Serena shook her head. She patted her hand on the bed, gesturing for me to come and sit beside her.

      I did as she suggested and joined her on the bed.

      I felt slightly suspicious and ill at ease. Yet, I was a lot less angry than I had been when I’d entered the room. I’d returned to argue with the rest of the party, but now I suddenly felt like I was ready to listen.

      I turned my head toward Artemis. “Did you jinx the room or something?”

      I waved my arms in the air. “Is Chip here? Did he hypnotize me?”

      Serena laughed. “Only you can summon him, dummy. No, he’s not here. There’s no manipulation going on.”

      Serena grabbed my hands and looked straight into my eyes with her beautiful blue ones.

      “Clay, I’m sorry,” she said. “And I’m not just saying that in a silly way, where I say sorry, just for the sake of you saying it back or something silly like that. No. I’m sorry.”

      My eyebrows furrowed.

      She was apologizing…to me? But why?

      “Your brother passed away only last week. You found out your whole family was gone in just a bit more time than that. You’ve been going through a lot. We all have. But you’ve carried the most pressure. To lead us. To show us the right way. All while you’ve been suffering and I’m sorry that it’s been that way and I’m sorry that I’ve not done more to help you.”

      She wiped a tear from her eye before continuing.

      “Sometimes I just don’t know what to say. I sometimes think, I just need to be there for you. That’s all I can do. But then you run off and go on a mass murdering spree of mutant rats and I don’t know what to think.”

      I tried to interrupt, “I was traini—”

      Serena placed a finger gently on my mouth. “Let me finish, Clay. I’m sorry I’ve been arguing with you and after you left an hour ago, I really thought about what was going on in my own head. I think you’re getting mad at the rest of us—including me—because you don’t think we want to see Konrad fall as much as you do. But we do. And the thing that worries me most is: I don’t think you want it as badly as you think you do.”

      I moved my head back away from hers.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you’ve been so driven by anger and frustration lately, I don’t think you’re thinking straight. You’ve lost sight of the reasons why we’re fighting Konrad. You’ve lost sight of the very reason that made me fall in love with you in the first place.”

      She paused and rubbed her nose for a second.

      “Your anger is blinding you from your goals. Yes we all want to stop Konrad, but no, not solely because he killed your brother and that we want him to pay. Your goals, Clay, have always been to make A.K.O. a better place for The Chosen and native Illyrians alike. Don’t you still want that?”

      I let out a deep breath. I let my head fall into my hands.

      Part of me just wanted to sit there and grieve. Cry and mourn for my dead brother and my dead family.

      But another part of me thought: Serena was right.

      I’ve been pursuing Konrad for the wrong reasons. I was right to be pursuing him, but to kill him out of pure hate was to lose sight of our overarching goals.

      I don’t know why it took me so long to see that.

      I felt a burden lift off my chest.

      I stood up from the bed and said, “Heck yeah. You’re right, Serena and I’m sorry for being so insane recently.”

      I looked up to Shade and Artemis next.

      “I’m sorry to you guys too,” I said.

      I was about to say something else, but then I paused.

      There was still a massive issue.

      “Okay, you’ve convinced me that I’ve been going about things the wrong way,” I said. “But what are we going to do? The coronation ball was our last shot and it’s going to be starting in two hours and we don’t have any tickets or way to get in.”

      Shade walked over, whistling, and placed his furry hand on my shoulder.

      “Oh, don’t worry, Clay,” said the Lirana, grinning in a mischievous way that I wasn’t sure I liked. “Oh boy, do we have a plan.”
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      We had a lot to do and not much time to do it.

      Artemis rummaged through her inventory, materializing one thing after another.

      First, there was a tuxedo that she laid on my bed. A glittering silver dress she laid next to Serena’s.

      “Fancy,” I said.

      “I see clothing for you and Ms. Serena,” said Shade. “But what am I going to wear?”

      Artemis materialized a purple suit with matching shirt, tie, trousers, and shoes.

      “Us, servants,” said Artemis. “Will be wearing the national colors of our nation, Solmini. By wearing a more traditional Arethkarian suit and tie though, we’re fusing the two styles together.”

      “Well, aren’t you a little fashionista,” said Serena.

      “I prefer costumier, darling,” said Artemis. “It sounds better when I’m advertising my smuggler skills.”

      I picked up the suit on the bed and added it to my inventory list. This was all part of the plan. Yes, we no longer had tickets to the ball and needed to sneak in, but once we were in, we’d want to look as if we belonged there.

      A few more disguises and trinkets of note flew out of Artemis’ hands and onto the bedroom floor.

      She divided the items, indicating who was to take what.

      “This is a lot of stuff,” I said, dematerializing another disguise into my inventory.

      I looked over the items in my HUD’s equipment slots and then back to my party members all making their own preparations. We were really doing this. This might be the most insane thing we’d ever done and we’d done a lot of crazy shit before.

      “Can’t be too prepared, darling,” said Artemis.

      “I can’t wait to try on my dress,” said Serena.

      “Just what everyone wants to hear when you’re planning a political assassination,” mused Shade.

      “Shh!”

      Shade shrugged. “What did I say?”

      “Don’t use the ‘A’ word,” hissed Artemis. “Or the ‘k’ word. Or the ‘m’ word. Or the ‘d’ word.”

      “The ‘d’ word?” balked Shade. “There’s seriously a lot of words to describe killing someone.”

      “Shh!”

      We kept preparing and I thought about what Shade said. Our first priority was to stop the coronation and if that meant destroying Konrad so be it. Given how powerful he already was, it would be a victory even if we just stopped him from gaining any more power for even a day or two. But that wasn’t to say we weren’t going to try and stop him forever.

      “Alright, darlings,” said Artemis, clapping her hands together. “That just about covers the costume end of our plan. We should get going soon, but I’d recommend having a look over your skills and such before we do. Don’t want to go into a boss fight with extra attribute points being wasted in indecision, do you?”

      She was absolutely right. I hadn’t had a chance to look at my level 20 dream druid skills at all.

      I stepped away from the group and stood in the corner to consult my HUD with minimal distractions.

      I looked over the list of new skills available to me and, without exaggerating, they all looked amazing.

      
        
        Doppelgänger Frenzy: Multiplies all phantasms by 2. MP Cost: 100.

      

        

      
        Dream Dive: When an opponent is at 10% HP or below, you can attempt a dream dive into their personal dream realm. MP Cost: 500.

      

        

      
        Dream Wave: Shoot a cascading wave of damage with a swipe of the dream blade. +2000 ATKP +2000 MTKP. MP Cost: 50.

      

        

      
        Dream Surge: Dream lightning shoots out of your blade at your target with the power to chain attack foes. MP Cost: 50.

      

      

      These moves were all awesome.

      I had enough class skill points to unlock them all. As Artemis said, this was not a time to be frugal with skill points. Plus, these moves were all awesome. The only one I wasn’t entirely sure about was dream dive. It seemed a bit abstract.

      I pressed through the menus of my HUD and unlocked the three moves except for Dream Dive.

      I hesitated for only a second when my head suddenly throbbed with a pain.

      A noise chimed in my head. It was a new message in my HUD. I opened it as the pain from the split-second headache slowly dissipated.

      
        
        Personal Message: Dream Dive is of major importance

      

        

      
        Clay,

      

        

      
        You must unlock Dream Dive. It is critical to destroying Konrad.

      

        

      
        Good luck,

        Betina

      

      

      “Are you okay?” said Serena. “I know you can get super nerdy with all your moves, but for a second there you looked like you were going to throw up.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I just heard from Betina. She wanted me to unlock a certain move.”

      “Well, if one of the game god’s is giving you strategy advice,” said Shade. “I’d take it. By the way, next time you see her can you ask where in Illyria is the finest wine. I can trade notes with connoisseur’s any day of the week, but a god? They’ll have some pretty juicy insider tips.”

      I forced a smile and returned to my HUD and unlocked one final move. Dream Dive.

      Our preparations were almost complete.

      “So, we have one last crucial order of business,” announced Artemis. “How in heavens almighty are we going to sneak into the ball?”

      Everyone’s head turned to me. I was the only one with a shocked expression.

      “Wait,” I said. “You mean, we still don’t know how to get in?”

      “Yes sir,” said Shade. “That is correct.”

      “But, I thought you guys had come up with a whole new plan during the hour I was gone.”

      “We got to about 95% of a new plan,” said Shade.

      I was aghast. I was really starting to believe we would be able to pull this off. The 5% missing portion of the plan was the most crucial bit. If we couldn’t sneak into the palace and ball, nothing else mattered. The ball was going to start in less than two hours now and we didn’t have a way to get in.

      “So you’re saying we have a plan, except for the most important part.”

      “To use Artemis’ theatrical terminology, I’m more of an improvisational actor,” said Shade.

      “Hang on a minute, darling,” said Artemis, raising her hands. “Shade is underselling it. We do have a general idea of how best to sneak in, we just don’t know the route.”

      “Isn’t that technically your job as a smuggler?” I said.

      “True, true, darling,” said Artemis. “I have no excuse, please forgive me. My usual business has me taking people into zone-1 and zone-2. I’ve never had to escort anyone into zone-3 until now. I know the sewer passages of Ryr’s Ascension pretty well, but the labyrinthine subterranean world is like a bowl of interlinking spaghetti. Easy to get lost in. With that said, let’s all open our city maps in our HUDs and compare notes.”

      Serena spoke up first. “I’m looking at mine now. Most of the sewer is faded out except for the parts we travelled through.”

      “Mine’s the same,” said Shade.

      “I have a bit more and I can see potential options of passages we can try,” said Artemis. “But I have no direct route to lead us down. What are you seeing, Clay?”

      “I can see the route into the palace,” I said, matter-of-factly.

      “What!?”

      “Really!?”

      “How!?”

      I couldn’t believe it. The sewer map in my HUD was completely filled in and I was able to see the winding passages leading in and out of zone-3. While I was happy with the information, I didn’t understand how I was able to see all of this while the others couldn’t.

      Then I realized why.

      I smiled. It was my Sewer Master title.

      By defeating the Mutant Rat Overlord in the sewers a few nights back, I’d been granted that special title. I thought it was just a meaningless achievement. A neat moniker for bragging rights. Not that the label “Sewer Master” was something I’d ever wear like a badge of honor. But looking at the detailed map this was far better.

      I turned to the group and explained what I was seeing on my screen and why.

      “So your psychotic grind sesh that almost destroyed our plan in the first place is actually about to save our butts,” said Shade. “Ms. Serena, how do you feel about that?”

      “Don’t stir the pot, kitty,” said Serena.

      “Don’t call me kitty-cat!”

      “Calm down, darlings,” said Artemis, with a deep voice, that silenced the room. “If we have our route figured out, shall we get going then?”

      “Yes,” I said and turned to the door.

      We had a ball to crash.
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      We entered the sewers from the well behind the church as I’d done a few evenings back. It was a bit awkward, as night hadn’t fallen yet and people were still milling about. One person even came and prayed to a statue in eyeshot of the well.

      We pretended as if we were having a friendly idle conversation, until the person praying left and we wasted no time jumping into the well.

      Artemis threw in a grappling hook first and smiled, “For those of us who can’t imbue mana into our feet.”

      She handed me the hook gun and then slid down the rope to the bottom of the well. Serena and Shade followed after her. I then jumped down with the gun in hand, using mana puddles at my feet to break my fall.

      At the bottom of the well, we all changed out of our noble disguise robes and back into our adventurer equipment.

      We then got on our stomachs and crawled through the tunnel into the sewer.

      The sludgy sewer water seeped into our clothes as we dragged ourselves through the small tunnel.

      “I must say,” said Shade. “Now that I’m doing what you did the other night, I really admire your dedication to gain a few levels.”

      “This tunnel reeks,” said Serena.

      “Sewers are typically home to the excrement and waste from all our persons, darlings.”

      “That’s a really nice way to describe dragging ourselves through shit,” I said.

      “It’s all about the spin, darling,” said Artemis.

      I waited for Serena to move further down the tunnel so I could continue as well. The Sewer Master title had given me full access to the sewer entrances in the noble district and rest of the city and, unfortunately, this tunnel had still been our best option. There were grates in the middle of some streets, but they were too open and there was a sewage processing plant along the walls of zone-1 and zone-2 that would’ve been heavily guarded due to its location. So, in the end, I led my party members to this stinky tunnel.

      Eventually, Serena dragged herself out of the tunnel and I saw the glowing green lights of the subterranean location.

      I followed and found myself in the sewer passages once again.

      “Tell me that was the worst of it,” said Serena.

      “We are moving through a sewer,” I said. “But I think that will be the only tunnel of crap we have to drag ourselves through.”

      “Good to know, Sewer Master,” Serena teased.

      That reminded me. I checked the sewer map in my HUD and oriented where we were and where we had to go from here. It would take about thirty minutes of traveling through these subterranean aqueducts and passages to get beneath the palace in zone-3.

      “Shall we continue then?” said Artemis.

      “Now that I know the crawling through poop portion of the evening is over, I’m ready to go,” said Shade, materializing a flask and taking a swig. “I gotta clear my nostrils from that tunnel.”

      “Let me have a swig of that,” said Serena.

      “Ms. Serena,” Shade gasped. “Day drinking with me, Shade?”

      “Give it a rest,” said Serena, taking the flask out of his hand and taking a swig herself. When she swallowed whatever concoction of spirits Shade had poured into the flask, she said, “It’s sundown and we’re in a goddamn sewer. It’s a perfectly appropriate time to drink.”

      Shade offered the flask to Artemis and then me. We both declined.

      I moved to the front of the party and led us forward down the sewer passage.

      As we travelled through the sewer tunnels and passages, we made sure to keep our ears alert for the sounds of any guards traveling down below.

      The odd crack or scurry would make our shoulders jump, but it was never a guard. It was always slime monsters or—if you can believe it—normal rats, running away from us.

      It was a combination of our high levels and my Sewer Master title that had the trash mobs actively going out of their way to avoid us.

      “We’re almost there,” I said, turning a corner to the sewer’s entrance to the palace.

      I stopped and felt the rest of the party bump into each other.

      “What’s that?”

      Standing in front of the aqueduct passage that led directly into the palace were two oversized toads, guarding the entranceway. When I said oversized, I didn’t mean fat toads. No, these guys were as big as grizzly bears. They stood with their droopy eyes and shriveled dewlap necks, not doing anything. Just chilling.

      Were these Arethkarian guards or something?

      They didn’t even react to the sight of us.

      I approached them.

      When I got within less than a meter, they spoke.

      “Cannot pass, ribbit,” they croaked in unison.

      “Why not?”

      “We are guard toads, ribbit. We live our lives to guard things, ribbit. To let people by our guard would be to fail at our very existence, ribbit.”

      “What about the fact that I’m the Sewer Master,” I said.

      “Nope, ribbit,” said the guard toads. “You did not authorize our station and so have no authority to move through this passage, ribbit.”

      I considered the clock. The ceremonies of the ball would begin in an hour from now. Guests would already be arriving and mingling over drinks.

      We didn’t have time for this.

      “Hang on a sec,” I said. “You said you’d fail at life if you let someone past your guard, but isn’t that only half the job of a guard. Yes, you need to block some people, but not everyone, right?”

      “That is correct, ribbit,” said the guard toads. “If you know the password, we will let you through, ribbit.”

      “I don’t know the password,” I said.

      “Then we cannot let you pass, ribbit.”

      “This is the first time I’ve interacted with guard toads before, so apologies if this is a silly question, but what if someone has forgotten the password.”

      “There is a hint, ribbit,” said the guard toads. “What is the emperor’s favorite snack? You have three guesses.”

      I returned to the group and explained the situation.

      “Damn guard toads,” said Shade. “The bane of all thieves.”

      “And smugglers, darling,” added Artemis.

      “The bads new is they’re not letting us through. The good news is that they’ve given us a hint at what the password is.”

      “How are we supposed to know that?” said Serena. “What’s Konrad’s favorite snack? You were a huge Arcane Kingdom nerd before the zombie apocalypse, do you know this particular piece of trivia?”

      I concentrated really hard. I definitely remember reading multiple interviews with Konrad Takeshimi when I was younger, but his favorite snack was tough.

      My memory wasn’t bringing much, but then I remembered my dream druid trial. I’d been in his apartment in Tokyo. I remember seeing a bowl of honey oats. There were Japanese characters on the box but I recognized the branding all the same.

      “Okay, I’ve thought of two possibilities,” I said.

      “Your guess is better than all of ours,” said Serena. “Good luck.”

      I returned to the guard toads.

      “Password, ribbit?”

      This was it. I had three shots.

      “Is the answer honey oats cereal,” I said.

      “Nope, ribbit,” croaked the toads. “Two more guesses.”

      Crap. I was much more confident about honey oats than my second option. Honey oats felt perfect, because only Konrad would know about them in this world outside of The Chosen, but he’d enslaved the majority of them around him, so it was really NPCs he had to guard himself from most and a password like honey oats was perfect.

      I then went with my second guess.

      “The hint is a trick. The emperor doesn’t have a favorite snack.”

      The guard toads paused, then said: “Nope, ribbit. One more guess, ribbit.”

      My heart was beating rapidly. This was so frustrating. After all of that planning, quitting, and planning again—was our whole plan going to fail because of a freaking riddle?

      I had only one last shot at this. I had no other idea what Konrad’s favorite snack might be. I hadn’t spent much time exploring his cupboards when I was in the dream trial. Plus, all of the food might have actually been Betina’s favorites because I was in her memory dream world.

      So, what did I know? What did I have to work with?

      The toads paused after my second guess. With the first guess, there was no hesitation, but with the second one, there was a moment of thought. Did that mean I’d come close to guessing, correctly? But my guess had been nothing, that the emperor didn’t have a favorite snack. How could anything be close to ‘nothing’?

      The timer ticked in my HUD. The ceremony was going to begin in forty-five minutes.

      Then a light bulb went off in my head.

      I grinned and said, “Is the password: flies?”

      “That is indeed the password, ribbit. You and your party may pass, ribbit.”

      I grinned. I’d figured it out then. I knew I was close with my second guess, but it took me a moment to figure out why. It wasn’t because the emperor didn’t like any snacks, I was close because I’d recognized the riddle was a trick question. It just took me a little while to figure out the trick.

      The trick was the guard toads weren’t referring to Konrad. In fact, we were silly to assume it was Konrad given that he was being crowned emperor tonight. So he wasn’t actually the emperor the literal-minded toads were talking about. No, they were talking about their own toad emperor and what did toads love? Flies.

      The guard toads waddled away from each other, opening up a passage deeper into the sewers.

      I walked between the guard toads and entered the final section of the sewer as the others ran and caught up with me.

      “I can’t believe you figured it out, Clay,” said Serena.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Can you imagine? All that work we went through—not to mention the tunnel of crap we just trudged through—all to be a waste because of a silly riddle,” said Shade.

      “Agreed,” said Artemis. “Good thing we’re past it now. Where to next, Sewer Master?”

      “Can you guys stop referring to me as that?” I grumbled.

      “Why? It’s one of your titles. Hero, Savior, Sewer Master,” laughed Serena. “They all go so well together.”

      We headed down the passage and came to a circular room with no doors or passages leading anywhere else. The only thing waiting for us was a decayed skeleton full of cobwebs and a few other lonely crushed skulls.

      “Maybe we should stop calling you the Sewer Master,” said Shade. “I don’t know if you have your head on straight, Clay, but this is a dead end.”

      “Is it, though?” I smiled and pointed upward.

      The group craned their necks and took in the room they were in and how high it went. It was like we were at the bottom of a tower. Liquid fell from different holes along the tall chasm, while pipes emerged from others.

      “I guess this is royal poop, then,” said Serena, looking around.

      “Smells like all other shit,” grumbled Shade.

      “So what’s next?” said Serena, turning to me. “We climb up this tunnel. You power jump all of us individually.”

      I peered around the room. Power jump was a possibility I considered, but we were strapped for time. The chasm was wide enough for what I was thinking.

      I triggered my ability summon bound spirit.

      I stretched out my arms and focused on the space in front of me. A silver shape began to emerge.

      “How’s Chip going to help us?” said Shade. “What other tricks does that sneaky talented young thief have up his sleeve?”

      I wasn’t summoning Chip. I was summoning the creature in my spirit arsenal who would get us to the top of this chasm the fastest.

      The glowing silver mass took the shape of a bird and in seconds, the legendary gryphon, aka, our pal Gryph, was in front of us.

      Clay—where the heck are we? said Gryph in psy-link.

      I feel like you’d appreciate it, if I didn’t tell you, I replied.

      Fine. What is it that you wanted? I was enjoying my rest in the spirit realm? Chip was overjoyed with all of his travels to and fro, but he didn’t understand that Swampy and I enjoy our rest. So what is it? All will be forgiven if you’ve caught more unicorn-bat meat. My stomach still yearns for it since last time.

      Unfortunately, I don’t have any, I said. What about mutant rat meat?

      Not the same, sighed the legendary bird in our mental link. A different type of delicacy altogether. Thank you for the offer, but I’m not in the mood this evening. It goes well with emerald grass though. So let me know when you have the combination.

      The others were staring at us oddly as they weren’t hearing our conversation. Not that it mattered since we’d strayed far off topic.

      What is the topic then? grumbled Gryph.

      We need your assistance, Gryph, I said.

      That much is obvious, said the bird. You only summon me when you need my help.

      I thought to myself: he was kind of a get-out-jail-free card sometimes. Though in this case, more like a get-out-a-sewer-free card.

      I can hear your thoughts you imbecile, shouted the gryphon. Have you actually summoned one of the strongest creatures to soar the skies of Illyria in a freaking sewer?

      Well, Gryph, I hate to break it to you, but they’ve been calling me the Sewer Master these days.

      That’s nothing to be proud of.

      Yeah, maybe you’re right, I replied. Anyways, can you fly us to the top of this chasm?

      Only if you unsummon me from this horrid place afterwards, said the bird.

      Deal.

      I turned to the group. “Alright guys, hop on the Gryph express, we’re flying to the top!”

      We all climbed on board the gryphon.

      The creature pushed off the ground, flapping its wings upward in the tower of sewage.

      It kept going and going.

      How far underground had we gone?

      We eventually reached a platform at the top. There was a small staircase that led to a door. This must’ve been a sewage entrance for the palace. The janitor’s closet of the royal building. Also a make-shift alternative torture chamber. That would explain the cracked skulls at the bottom of the chasm.

      I unsummoned Gryph and the four of us hurried to the door.

      I placed my ear against the wooden door. A strange clicking noise and hum emanated from behind the door. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I knew we were now out of the sewers.

      It was time for stage two of our plan.
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      I turned the door knob and pulled it open slowly.

      I peered inside. No one was in the room. I stepped in and the others followed behind.

      “Where are we?” asked Serena.

      No one answered because none of us knew.

      We were in a darkened room, a wide hallway that went on for a very long time. The door to the exit was a speck in the distance.

      The room was lit up by glowing holographic screens. They were different colors. Purple, green, red. They all shone like neon signs.

      We walked amidst the floating screens, heading towards the door.

      I glanced at the screens as I passed them.

      What are these? What is this room? Is it some kind of security center?

      The screens had numbers and letters on them. There were status bars for HP and MP.

      I stopped in front of one and glanced at it more closely.

      Above the status bars was a name. User ID # 3146789.

      What?

      I pressed the screen.

      It lit up like a computer turning on. Soon I was seeing an image of a pickaxe being knocked into a slab of rock. It was a first person view like some of the shooter games I’d played when I was younger.

      What am I watching?

      “Is that,” said Serena, looking over my shoulder. “A player’s screen?”

      Oh.

      She was right. It was a player’s screen.

      My brother had explained to me once that when a player wore the enslaving magitech necklace, they didn’t have access to their HUD.

      I looked around the room at the countless numbers of floating screens, glowing in the large dark room.

      So this was where those players’ HUDs went. This was a control center for all those enslaved players. A mausoleum of all the players unable to play and live properly in this game.

      There was a deeply sad beauty to this room. Like a butterfly in a museum behind a glass case. Here were all these souls, floating in darkness. But here in this empty prison, they still glowed. There was still hope.

      The ceremony was going to begin in thirty minutes. We had no time to waste.

      “C’mon,” I said. “Let’s get these HUDs back in the retinas of all those trapped players.”

      We hurried through the darkened room at a renewed pace.

      When we arrived at the exit door, I placed my ear against it. There was yelling and commotion on the other side.

      “Alright, time to switch disguises,” I said.

      “Time for my dress!” cheered Serena.

      “When did you become such a girly-girl?” I said.

      “After a long day of crawling through crap and chopping off goblin heads, it’s nice to feel…I don’t know…dainty?”

      “Dainty is not a word I’d use to describe you, Ms. Serena,” said Shade.

      Her eyes narrowed in anger. “You better not or you’ll face the wrath of my blade. You see how big it is, don’t you?”

      Shade squealed. “Yes-whatever-you-say-Ms-Serena-please-don’t hit-me.”

      “It’s not quite time for the dress yet though,” I said. “It’s time for the other disguise.”

      I clicked in my HUD and changed my own outward appearance.

      My adventurer robes disappeared and I was suddenly wearing black pants and a frilly white shirt with a black bow tie.

      “Ta-da,” I said.

      “Ah yeah, that disguise,” grumbled Serena.

      Everyone changed into the servant’s uniform.

      “Are we ready?” I said.

      “Not quite,” said Artemis. “You’re all missing the final piece to the costume, darlings. You’re missing the cherry on top. The thing that brings it altogether.”

      Oh that was right.

      I equipped a silver platter that materialized in my hand.

      “Never underestimate the power of a prop, my lovelies,” said Artemis, materializing her own silver platter as well.

      Shade and Serena followed suit after her.

      With our new costume complete, we stepped into the next room.

      We entered a narrow hall full of servants dressed similar to us running to and fro.

      “Pass this note onto the Gregoir family,” said one, muttering to themselves.

      “Don’t forget to tell the chef we need more appetizers,” muttered a red-haired Lirana, heading in the opposite direction of the other servant.

      The kitchen was exactly where we wanted to get to. I gestured to the others and we followed the red-haired Lirana as she hurried down the hall and pushed through two swinging doors to the kitchen.

      We followed behind.

      We pushed through the doors and entered a whole new type of chaos.

      The kitchen was crowded. People were shouting while cooking at pots and pans. The sizzle and crackle of oil echoed across the room.

      A gray bearded Rorn with a tall chef’s hat barked orders to the servers and cooks running around the hectic kitchen.

      “More appetizers?” balked the chef. “I just sent an army of servers with appetizers. Since when did nobles eat so bloody much! Okay, you there whip up some more unicorn-bat bruschetta, chop chop!”

      The chef was pointing at me.

      The whole point of our disguise was to blend in and be ignored. Not singled out.

      “I’m a server not a chef,” I said, meekly.

      “DOES IT LOOK LIKE I CARE? Now is not the time to be stunned,” shouted the chef. “If Konrad, the bloody emperor to be comes back here, complaining about a lack of unicorn-bat bruschetta, I’m handing your head to him. I’ll roast it up if he wants. Garnish it with a little salt AND pepper and feed it to the crows outside the city walls. Do you like the sounds of that?”

      The chef was practically screaming at me at this point.

      I shook my head. I did not like the sounds of that.

      “Then go make some bloody apps already!!!”

      I saw a small cutting board area and hurried towards it.

      The rest of the gang followed behind me.

      I took in the kitchen area I’d been directed to. There were metal containers filled with finely chopped unicorn-bat meat, a few large loaves of bread, chopped onion, garlic, and tomatoes.

      I first set everyone up in a line along the cutting board station.

      I put Serena at the front of the line. Then Artemis, then Shade, and finally me.

      “What are you doing?” asked Serena. “The chef is going to come back and yell at us. We haven’t even started chopping.”

      I grinned. “Don’t worry. I have a plan to make this go extra fast. I just needed a bit of prep time.”

      I handed a bread knife to Serena and told her to start cutting pieces of bread.

      After thirty seconds, Serena had a pile of bread pieces and she was still cutting away.

      I then directed Shade to sprinkle on a bit of unicorn-bat meat on to each individual bread piece. When he was done, he’d slide it over to Artemis.

      Artemis would place the garlic, onion, and tomato on top and then hand it back to me, which I then placed on one of our silver trays.

      “Holy smokes,” said Serena, furiously shredding loafs of bread into little pieces. “We’re actually getting all the appetizers done.”

      It was a big task the chef had given us and we didn’t have time to take forever making them. I realized if we worked together and created an assembly line, we’d finish the unicorn bruschetta faster than ever.

      “What’s this!? Done already?!” said the chef, coming up from behind us.

      I wasn’t expecting him to breath down our necks so closely. Would he be able to see through our disguises at this range?

      He opened his mouth and I worried we were done for.

      I was right.

      He was pissed.

      Just not at what I was worried about.

      “Why are you still standing here,” he yelled. “Go out and serve the food. An emperor’s coronation is a once-in-a-lifetime event. I don’t want to be hearing for the rest of my life that the kitchen was frugal with unicorn-bat bruschetta!”

      We picked up our platters of bruschetta and hurried towards a door that led to the ballroom.

      The door was about ten meters ahead of us. We strode toward it until Artemis shuffled us into a dark closet.

      We all tripped and fell into the closet, causing a few urns of oil and seeds to fall over. Even worse, our unicorn-bat bruschetta had fallen to the floor.

      “Nooo,” said Shade, diving to catch some of the fallen pieces.

      He grabbed a whole bunch and dematerialized them into his inventory.

      We all looked at him disapprovingly.

      “What? I’ll share them with you guys later.”

      “You better include Gryph on that list too,” I said.

      Serena shook her head, then looked over her shoulder. “That was close.”

      I took a moment to catch my breath. Our plan had never been to enter the ballroom disguised as servants, which would mess up our second disguise. Good thing Artemis saw this closet.

      We all stood up, wiping any residual food off our clothes.

      “Alright, darlings,” said Artemis. “Time for our ball attire.”

      I accessed my HUD and changed my disguise again.

      My servant clothes quickly disappeared and were replaced with a red velvet blazer and cool skinny black tie. I admired how I looked, observing a small miniature version of myself in my HUD.

      But then my own narcissism was blown away when I saw Serena. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. She looked stunning.

      She was wearing a glittering silver dress that hugged her curves perfectly, falling down to the floor. She had matching earrings and a necklace all of which accentuated her deep blue eyes.

      “You look fantastic,” I said.

      “Thanks,” she smiled. “Too bad you’re not my date, big bro.”

      “I don’t know what I like worse: you calling me big bro or Sewer Master.”

      “Both are pretty bad,” laughed Serena. “But one is super weird and another isn’t, so I think you know which one you prefer.”

      “Enough jibber-jabber, darlings,” said Artemis, who was now in her own long purple robe. “Let’s go.”

      We left the closet, leaving our trays of appetizers and our servant disguises behind.

      Let the party begin.
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      We stepped out into the ballroom.

      The ball was in a giant hall full of well-dressed people drinking from champagne glasses amidst huge beautiful paintings on the wall and glittering chandeliers above.

      It was the height of opulence.

      “Clayton! You came!”

      Isobel ran up to me. She was wearing a creamy white dress that accentuated her black hair and green eyes. She gave me a tight hug when she saw me.

      “I knew you said you were coming,” she said as she embraced me. “But I wasn’t sure how you’d manage it after Madame Friedra took your tickets away.”

      Part of our preparation for this evening was messaging our dates to let them know we were coming and that we’d meet them at the ball. We figured this would only aid our disguises once we got there, otherwise we may have been setting up an obstacle in our way. I imagined Isobel’s cries upon seeing me here if I’d told her I wasn’t coming. She’d make a scene and she would have possibly even cried. To avoid that, we were taking advantage that our dates lent credibility to our noble disguises, which was perfect.

      Ren followed behind Isobel and waved to us. He smiled and nodded his head curtly.

      “So, you’ve met our friend, Isobel,” observed Serena.

      “Yes,” said Ren, smiling. “She’s—”

      “Ren’s one of my new best friends here along with you guys,” said Isobel. “It’s nice having a local noble friend unlike you two—Oh gosh. Did I just say that? I take it back. Sometimes I speak and don’t even fully know what I’m thinking.”

      The ballroom was full of glamorous people, dressed in all sorts of colorful and eclectic ways. Despite the numerous nobles, Konrad was nowhere in site.

      “What’s that hag doing here,” grumbled Artemis.

      “Huh?”

      We all looked to the smuggler woman whose eyes narrowed to a woman across the room.

      Madame Friedra.

      “You two know each other?” Serena balked.

      “Frederika Oritzia and I go way back, darling. Competed for roles in the Ryr’s Ascension musical theater troupe. I’m not surprised she turned her low-rate talent to become a society lady. I was still hoping I wouldn’t have to run into her here. You guys know what to do. I’m going to stand with the dashing Sir Owain over there and keep my head down for the time being.”

      Isobel looked slightly confused but the rest of us nodded.

      We moved towards a tall standing table and positioned ourselves near the grandiose marble podium.

      There was a throne in the middle of the stage. When the coronation came, Konrad would sit upon the throne while members of the Arethkarian High Council placed a crown on his head and named him emperor of Arethkar.

      “I can’t believe we’re going to witness this,” squealed Isobel. “Isn’t this so exciting.”

      She squeezed my arm and looked around. The ceremony began in five minutes. I suspected we wouldn’t see Konrad until then.

      Fine. We could work with that.

      The chatter of the party continued all around us. Glasses clinked. Jewelry glittered. Haughty laughs echoed forth.

      I turned to Isobel.

      “I’m just going to the little boy’s room,” I said.

      “Okay, hurry,” said Isobel. “You don’t want to miss the coronation.”

      I nodded to Serena and Ren and stepped away from the table.

      I headed back towards the kitchen.

      Floating snatches of gossip and chatter echoed around me, but I ignored it. I had to stay focused. We had less than five minutes to set everything up.

      I went back to the closet where we’d changed our disguises.

      I checked the timer. One and a half minutes until the ceremony began.

      Perfect timing.

      I triggered moonskin.

      My whole body went invisible.

      I opened the door of the closet gently and squeezed myself out. I then trailed behind another servant with a silver tray and slipped back into the ballroom after he pushed the door open.

      I tiptoed through the dining guests, invisible to all of them, until I was back at the table with my party members.

      Serena glanced at me and then looked away. She could see me while I was invisible because we were in the same party, but she looked in a different direction because she didn’t want to give my presence away.

      At that moment, the lights dimmed.

      A ghostly figured walked onto the stage and approached the throne.

      Konrad Takeshimi.

      I materialized my bow and quiver of arrows. I nocked an arrow into my bow and aimed with sniper’s eye at Konrad’s neck.

      I imbued it with silver mana.

      I held the arrow back in my grip.

      It was time to end this.

      I released the arrow towards the old man’s throat.
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      The arrow flew across the ballroom and hit right where I aimed. The mana-imbued arrow was strong enough to pierce through Konrad’s throat and poke out the other end of his neck.

      The old man looked up shocked as if he was about to cough deep crimson blood.

      But that’s not what happened.

      He shattered into a million pieces of dust.

      Damn. We knew there was a high chance that Konrad might use his illusion spell, but we figured for a moment as important as this, he might have had to use his own real avatar. I guess not. The good news was he wasn’t going to be crowned emperor in the next five minutes. The bad news is every single soldier positioned across the ballroom was rushing in my direction.

      Screams wailed out from the crowds of noble guests as soldiers rushed towards me, toppling over tables and chairs.

      After unleashing my attack, my moonskin was no longer functioning, so there was nowhere to hide.

      “It’s an attack!” screamed noble guests.

      “We’re all going to die!”

      “Duck for cover!”

      Serena grabbed Ren’s arm and said, “Take Isobel to safety. Stuff is about to get super dangerous.”

      Ren nodded his head, not questioning her declaration. He went and grabbed Isobel’s arm and pulled her away.

      “Clayton…” she whispered shocked to see me, holding a bow that I’d just aimed at the emperor-to-be.

      “Come!” yelled Ren.

      In her weakness from the shock, she allowed herself to get dragged away.

      I turned back to the incoming soldiers. There was only one thing left to do.

      I conjured all my phantasms.

      In seconds, there were nine versions of me all dual-wielding dream blades.

      The retreating nobles screamed at the sight of the assassin ruining their event multiplied into more than one entity.

      The attacking guards didn’t think twice. They kicked down a table, turning it into cover and shooting mana lasers from their magitech bayonets in the direction of all my phantasms.

      Well, I actually had a second trick up my sleeve.

      I triggered doppelgänger frenzy.

      Now there were eighteen phantasmal clones.

      Lasers flew across the ballroom. Glass chandeliers broke and shattered to the ground.

      “Let me out of here!”

      The nobles were flailing and screaming and many had reached the exit.

      There were still some who remained. I had a feeling they weren’t staying behind to help us.

      Percy and Madame Friedra looked at us with a newfound bloodlust.

      Percy raised his fists and came running in my direction.

      He sprinted across the broken shards of glass, flames forming around his fist.

      “Kill him, Percy!” shouted Madame Friedra. “An A-plus noble shows no mercy to imposters.”

      He had locked onto the real me. He must’ve been watching me the entire time, so he never got confused as to who was real and who was a phantasm.

      Percy leapt a few meters from me and flew towards me with a raised fist.

      Before he landed though, something hit him in the ribs, hurling him against a wall.

      “Get your hands off my pal, mate,” shouted Shade.

      Shade had thrown a shadow shuriken right at Percy’s ribs as he flew across the ballroom to attack me. He was so focused on me, he didn’t see the attack coming from his side, meaning it did significantly more damage as it was a surprise hit.

      “Unfair,” said Percy, wiping blood off his mouth and getting up off the ground.

      “Clay—wasn’t this the Chosen who was cool with all the other players getting enslaved so long as he was fine?”

      “That’s the shmuck,” I said.

      “Let me handle him,” said Shade, rushing towards Percy to keep him occupied.

      My doppelgängers continued fighting the Arethkarian soldiers, while Madame Friedra headed towards me.

      “Shame my student couldn’t do the job,” she said. “But I’ll happily kill you, imposter.”

      She raised her hand just as she had before when she had hit me with that mana blast in the academy courtyard.

      “Back off, hag!

      Artemis leapt in the air and with her fox claws dealt a scratch against Madame Friedra’s cheeks.

      Three lines of blood emerged on the noblewoman’s face, filling her with anger.

      “Artemis Brush? I haven’t seen you in years. I’m not surprised a talentless performer like yourself ended up working with savage imposters.”

      “Talentless?” balked Artemis. She let out a grin. “Darling, I’ll show you talentless.”

      Artemis and Madame Friedra must have gone way back. They had a long-standing rivalry from their performance days. I wasn’t sure what kind of smaller battle was happening amidst this larger frenzy.

      Artemis sang out a high wondrous note like an opera singer. The note filled the room and the energy flew in the direction of Madame Friedra.

      My former teacher’s eyes widened at the sight and sounds of Artemis’ beautiful voice.

      “Impossible! A high-c tessitura is the only way to unlock a bard’s opera ray,” exclaimed Madame Friedra.

      Artemis continued singing the note as it formed into a blast of energy that sent Madame Friedra into the walls.

      The noblewoman’s neck fell forward. She was unconscious.

      “Who’s the talentless one now, bitch,” spat Artemis.

      I had no time to congratulate Artemis on taking out her rival because it was one small speck of the larger battle.

      So far, Konrad Takeshimi was nowhere to be seen, but the guards kept flooding in.

      The fight in the ballroom was just getting started.
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      Arethkarian soldiers flooded through the door.

      They kicked down tables and pushed forward, deeper into the ballroom.

      “That’s a lot of soldiers,” said Serena. “What the heck are we going to do?”

      I ducked for cover behind a fallen table and Serena joined me. I wasn’t sure what our next move should be. A bit of time remained on my phantasms timer to distract the soldiers and buy us time. That’s what we were doing. Biding our time.

      A pink laser blast darted just over our heads.

      The shot blasted into a tall glass window, shattering it. The shards of glass rained down and, like a curtain swept away, revealed the starry night sky outside. A wind swept through the ballroom adding to the chaos.

      “We were dictating the terms of the fight at the start,” said Serena. “But we’re losing control of the battlefield now.”

      Serena was right. As more guards streamed into the room, they’d be able to surround us. Even if we were physically and magically stronger than the average Arethkarian soldier, we were still going to struggle against hundreds of them.

      What we needed to do was whittle down their numbers.

      I stood up and assessed the destroyed ballroom-turned-fire-fight arena.

      I checked the phantasm timer on my HUD.

      Five seconds.

      I triggered leaping illusion.

      The phantasmal clone shot out of me, wielding the dream blade and heading like a cannon ball to the group of enemy soldiers.

      Three seconds.

      It was now or never.

      I triggered mind explosion.

      The eighteen phantasms of myself all around the room suddenly shattered into destructive magic glass, exploding in every direction.

      “Agh! My eyes!” screamed an enemy soldier, who’d been in close proximity to one of the phantasms.

      He fell to the floor in agony.

      The soldiers dropped one by one. If not killed by the blast, heavily wounded, or wracked with an intense debuff the mind explosion ability potentially dealt: nightmare insanity.

      The debuff wreaked psychological havoc on the mind, making one see their worst nightmares.

      In effect, it was a more elaborate complex form of paralysis. If you were scrambling on the floor, running away from hallucinatory cockroaches, you weren’t spending time shooting at me or my friends.

      The excess amount of soldiers had dwindled. Their screams echoed through the hall, while a few of them retreated back.

      “Nice work, Clay,” said Serena. “It looks like hybrid classes are where it’s at.”

      It was exactly as Betina had foretold. I needed to unlock Dream Druid to survive and win this fight and so far, the new hybrid-class was paying off in spades.

      One Arethkarian captain was still barking orders.

      “These guys aren’t giving up, are they?” said Serena.

      They were keeping it together in a far corner. Some of the men were suffering from the nightmare insanity debuff and they were waiting for it to cool off, which was probably when they’d make another push towards us.

      The captain spoke into a communication crystal. “Squad-B in the ballroom, requesting back-up. Lots of it.”

      The captain then yelled over his table barricade towards us.

      “Give up now, fools,” shouted the captain. “Reinforcements are on their way. You won’t be able to survive when the entirety of the Arethkarian army floods this room.”

      Serena let out at a long sigh behind the barricade.

      “Are we going to last?”

      “We just need to hang tight,” I said.

      We knew once the fighting started every able Arethkarian soldier was going to descend upon the palace and the ballroom. We had made an appropriate counter measure for such a scenario, but we had to let it play out first.

      The captain spoke into his microphone again. “This is squad-B captain. Where is the back-up? We’re fighting a high-level enemy and we need all the firepower we can get.”

      No reply came into the soldier’s communication device.

      Then a crackly sound of a transmission came out.

      The voice on the other end croaked: “Your back-up ain’t coming, scumbag.”

      Serena grinned at me.

      Our plan was coming together.

      The captain screamed into his communication crystal: “Who the heck are you? What the heck is going on?”

      I stood up from behind my barricade.

      The captain’s squad were the only remaining enemy soldiers in the ballroom. A few noble guests were hiding under tables along the walls, but it was mostly us and the true enemy now.

      The captain yelled out, “Where’s the reinforcements? What have you done with them you demon?”

      I turned my head across the room and saw Ren, stepping out of a hiding space and giving me a thumbs up.

      “Do you want to tell him or should I?” I said.

      “Your reinforcements aren’t coming,” said Ren, walking towards me.

      “That’s impossible,” shouted the captain.

      “I think your reinforcements have a bit more to deal with than they were expecting,” I smiled.

      In our preparation for this final battle, we’d decided to tell Ren about who we really were. Rather than being upset, he was relieved. More than that, he was willing to help us.

      He gave us the special codes to his father’s nearest plantation and with the help of Artemis’ smuggler network, we were able to free all of the imprisoned Chosen.

      “Look,” I said.

      Through the broken windows we saw the city on fire. Rooftops were burning. Screams, shouts, and gunshots were going off.

      “What have you done?” gasped the enemy captain.

      The thousands of freed players were currently descending upon the city, breaking through the gates, and causing chaos in the streets. Any enslaved Chosen they found, they helped rip off the magitech neck bracers and freed them, adding another enraged player to their army.

      “How is this possible?” shook the captain’s head. “Even if you’d freed all those players, they were still weak and without any gear.”

      I grinned, once again, enjoying all the chess pieces coming together.

      “The Duke of Salaphem sends his regards,” I said.

      On top of informing Ren, we’d also contacted the Duke and revealed what we’d been up to. He lent his own spy network and undercover soldiers to help aid the army of freed Chosen marching through the streets.

      “I’m sorry to say, but it doesn’t look like your reinforcements are coming.”
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      “You are in grave trouble, boy!”

      The voice echoed from a far corner of the ballroom. Stepping out of the shadows was Julius Goldenbough.

      He strode towards Ren, burning with rage. The look on his face said he intended to kill his own son.

      “…Father…” said Ren, his voice filling with fear.

      Ren had stood up to his father on multiple occasions, but what he did tonight was the most defiant action he ever took against him. This action, unlike all the rest, was a final stand against his father and everything he stood for. He knew the backlash was going to be more intense than anything he’d ever had to deal with in the past.

      Julius rushed towards his son. The man’s fingers twitched as if he was going to expose his class abilities to us.

      He raised his fist as he came within meters of Ren.

      Swoosh!

      We all stood in front of Ren. Shade, Serena, Artemis, and myself.

      “If you want to hit your son again, you’re going to have to go through us, you bastard,” I declared.

      The father took a step back, surprised.

      Julius Goldenbough had just witnessed the entire battle up to that point. He knew what we were capable of. He was happy to pick on those weaker than himself, but he was shrewd enough to back away when he was unable to win easily.

      The guard captain limped over to the noble patriarch.

      “Sir, we need to evacuate the area,” said the captain. “The big guns are finally arriving.”

      The captain glared at me, before limping away towards the door with Julius trailing behind them.

      “What did he mean by big guns?” said Shade.

      I didn’t want to voice it, but I think we all knew.

      Stepping out from behind the podium was a long haired man with glasses and a beard. He wore a flowing white robe and had a placid expression on his face.

      Konrad Takeshimi had arrived.

      “Are we ready?” I said.

      The power emanating off the man made it clear that the person standing on the stage was the real Konrad. This wasn’t an illusion.

      It was time to hit this bastard with everything in our power.

      I triggered dream dance.

      The world around me slowed and pink flames erupted in all direction.

      I stuck my hand out and conjured the dream blade once more.

      With the glowing blade firmly in my grip, I stepped out of the dream realm. Less than a second back in reality, I triggered a new ability: dream wave.

      I sliced my sword sideways and a gushing wave of sparkling energy in the shape of a half moon blasted out towards Konrad.

      “Amazing,” said Ren.

      “Dream magic might be the only thing in this world powerful enough to defeat a high level chronomancer like Konrad,” said Artemis in awe.

      Dream wave was an ultra-powerful top tier dream druid ability. It dealt upwards of 2000 MTKP of damage. It was enough power to one-shot some trash mobs. It would be devastating to most players, depending on the gear they were wearing.

      Plus, the wide moving AoE of the blast meant Konrad had nowhere to run.

      The cascade of powerful dream energy shot forth, covering the entire length of the podium.

      The blast crashed into the wall.

      The stage was empty. Konrad had disappeared.

      “What the—” shouted Ren.

      Konrad was a smart opponent. He wasn’t going to fall for such a direct attack like that.

      The man had a host of different spells from slowing down time to electric blink that would allow him to dodge a seemingly inescapable attack.

      The only question left now was: where was he going to reappear?

      A flutter of robes came from overhead.

      “Oh shit,” I said.

      Konrad floated right above us and flicked his fingers down, shooting a spell at us.

      The dust of his spell shot downward and hit me and the others in the chest.

      “Uh oh,” said Shade.

      The spell didn’t do any damage to us. It did something way worse.

      Flickering onto my HUD were the words, “Slow (debuff).”

      Crap.

      I triggered electric blink and reappeared a few meters away. No longer in the shadow of the floating Konrad.

      “Agh…help…me…darling,” said Artemis, between gritted teeth.

      We had to get rid of the slow debuff as fast as possible. This was how chronomancers won their fights. They dictated the terms of the battle, controlling their opponent’s actions, until they were too weak to survive.

      I triggered status cure.

      Curative glowing diamonds surrounded my person and the slow debuff dipped away.

      “Share…the…love…mate,” squirmed Shade, trapped in the spell.

      I conjured status cure and shot it outward with a big enough air blast spell that it healed everyone else in one go.

      “Thanks, mate,” said Shade. “Now let’s mess this guy up!”

      I grinned between breaths. I didn’t think it was going to be that easy, but I liked the optimism.

      “Remember not to look him in the eyes,” I shouted. “Otherwise, he’ll trigger petrify.”

      Everyone nodded, readying themselves for another chronomancer attack spell.

      Before Konrad could do anything else, I triggered dream surge.

      I gripped my dream blade tightly and swung it forth in the direction of Konrad.

      A long burst of crackling lightning shot out of the blade and travelled across the ballroom into the air towards Konrad.

      “Dream druid,” muttered Shade. “More like freaking OP-druid. Go Clay!”

      I gripped the sword with both hands as the emanating lightning from the blade exited the sword like a slithering snake of power.

      Unlike dream wave, the thick thread of dream lightning tracked its enemy like a honing missile, swerving to hit its target.

      It would be a lot harder to dodge.

      The burst of dream lightning smashed into the robed figure floating above the ballroom near the gilded ceiling.

      Konrad shivered and shook spasmodically as the attack hit him in the stomach. The electricity swirled through his veins and enveloped his whole body.

      Shade threw out a shadow shuriken as Konrad was locked into place by the dream lightning spell, adding to the overall pool of damage inflicted onto the man.

      Serena leapt on a table and shouted, “You’re not the only one who wants to get a piece of this asshole.”

      She jumped from the table and then triggered charge strike to propel herself further into the air.

      Once in range of Konrad, she unleashed blade tornado, slashing her sword into the man at a rapid pace.

      We were giving it everything we had. If we didn’t kill Konrad right now, we should at least be severely weakening him.

      “ENOUGH!”

      A blast of energy shot from Konrad’s body.

      The wave of power cancelled out the dream surge spell and hurled Serena across the room.

      “Serena!” I yelled.

      She wouldn’t get killed by such an attack, but with Konrad you never knew what dirty tricks he might have up his sleeve.

      Serena crashed into the ground at the back, losing 30% HP.

      I materialized an HP potion and lobbed it towards her.

      “Heal yourself!” I shouted. “We have no idea what’s coming next.”

      Konrad’s powerful class plus guardian abilities meant fighting him was unlike fighting anybody else. The rules of battle didn’t apply to him. We had to outsmart his insanely OP abilities.

      Konrad peered at me from his position in the air. He’d heard me say, “we have no idea what was coming next” and it looks like he believed me.

      “Clay! Watch out!”

      Konrad disappeared in the air.

      He emerged right behind me. His right arm was raised.

      “Get out of there, Clay!”

      In a second, Konrad was going to slice his arm down like it was a blade. The excess of mana burning around him would turn his attack into a slice of energy. It would burn through my armor and kill me.

      Konrad was in a checkmate position.

      The man swung his arm down towards my back and spine.

      Shiing!

      I stood in the exact same spot, except that I was now facing Konrad. Worse for the old man, my dream blade had stabbed him right in the gut.

      “CLAY!” yelled Ren.

      I was still alive after the attack. In fact, I was better than that. I was standing over my defeated opponent. The evil man who’d killed my brother and wronged so many others.

      “You’ve…killed…me?” gasped Konrad, as a dark red patch of blood soaked into his white robes.

      It looked like it.

      When Konrad had overheard me say, “We have no idea what was coming next”, I’d been baiting him to attack me. He took it, electric blinking behind me, and raising his hand for a magical melee attack.

      Right as he struck, I triggered my dream counter ability, cancelling Konrad’s spell and allowing me to deliver a death blow to the chronomancer.

      It was a high-gamble move. I dangled a checkmate position in his face and he took the bait, only for me to reveal that I was the one winning this match.

      Konrad didn’t shatter. He wasn’t an illusion. Nope. He collapsed onto his knees, then fell over. A small pool of blood leaking out all around him.

      Konrad Takeshimi was dead.
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      I stood over Konrad’s corpse.

      I materialized an HP potion in my hand and gave it a swig. My health quickly recovered. I followed up with an MP potion.

      The main battle may have been finished, but there was still chaos happening outside. I wasn’t going to act without thinking now.

      I looked down to the fallen man. He was a player, of course. So technically, he’d respawn right where he was in three hours.

      We’d killed him, but not wiped him from the game.

      I turned to Ren. “You have that thing we were talking about.”

      He nodded and ran up to me. I stepped away from the corpse while Ren did his work. The boy materialized a portable cage device from his inventory and set it up around Konrad.

      “Done,” he said.

      Now, when Konrad respawned, he’d be trapped within the bars of that cage.

      Runes engraved into the bars made it so no magic could effect them.

      He’d be trapped.

      A few nobles poked their heads out from their hiding spaces.

      “The emperor has been…slain?”

      They looked up at me and screamed, “Demon!” and ran out of the room.

      I wasn’t entirely surprised by their actions. In some ways, despite planning all this out, I was surprised too.

      All this time, we’d been fighting to make Illyria a better place and now we were on the cusp of achieving that.

      Nothing stood in our way anymore.

      Serena ran up to me and planted a big kiss on my lips.

      I grabbed her hands and walked to the window to watch the city being reclaimed by the players who’d been enslaved here.

      “Can you believe it,” I said. “We’ve done it.”

      “It’s fantastic,” she said. “Now we can finally take charge.”

      I hesitated with my reply.

      Finally take charge?

      That didn’t sound like Serena.

      Taking charge? Gaining power? That had never been our ultimate goal.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      Serena smiled at me and said, “We’ve won. We’re now the rulers of Arcane Kingdom Online. You and I can rule as king and queen.”

      Something was seriously off. Serena had never spoken this way before. She was a lot of things but power hungry like this. Never.

      Then I noticed something even stranger.

      Serena’s eyes were green. Not blue. A subtle difference.

      A pit formed in my stomach and I started to look around the room in horror.

      Whatever was happening right now. Wherever I was.

      This wasn’t real.
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      I stepped away from Serena.

      I backed away from the woman. Whoever she was, she was definitely not my girlfriend, Serena.

      “What’s wrong, Clay,” she said, tilting her head. “This is everything you wanted, isn’t it?”

      I shook my head. This was all wrong. I must be trapped in some kind of chronomancer spell. A time trap or false reality or something. The longer I spent in this illusory realm, Konrad would be calling the shots in actual reality.

      I frantically looked around the room. Konrad was right there, dead on the floor. His corpse imprisoned in a magical cage for when he respawned.

      The rest of party was standing together celebrating, putting hands on each other’s backs.

      “What the heck is happening?” I said.

      Everything was exactly as it had been, but just like Serena’s green eyes, there were minor differences poking out if you looked for them.

      One chandelier was still hanging from the ceiling when all of them had fallen at the start of the fight.

      Also, we’d all received universal game alerts in our HUDs when it was announced that Konrad was going to be crowned as emperor. Yet—nothing came up in my screen when we defeated him.

      My stomach flipped even more as I realized I hadn’t received any experience points when I killed him.

      Something was very amiss.

      I ran up to the other party members.

      “Guys,” I said. “I think we’re trapped in some kind of time illusion.”

      Shade smiled. “This guy! He can’t even celebrate in victory.”

      Artemis and Ren all smiled.

      They all thought I was crazy. I turned away from them and thought for a second. If they thought I was crazy, it means that they’re not trapped in here with me. They’re illusions created from my memory.

      Did that mean the rest of the party was still fighting Konrad now while I was trapped?

      It was possible, but I had another theory.

      I believed Konrad’s false-timeline ability effected each of us, individually, sending us into our own false-timelines of the battle.

      But as powerful as the ability was, there was no way it could literally alter time for the entire game world?

      So how did it work then? It must have been an AoE spell.

      That’s it!

      I started running across the ballroom to the exit.

      “Where you going?” shouted Serena.

      I ran as fast as possible down the hall. If the false-timeline was an area of effect spell, it meant that if I stepped out of the boundary of the AoE, I’d break out of the false reality.

      I hurried down the long passageway, passing by confused servants.

      “Why’s he running?” they asked.

      “He just killed the emperor, who does he have to hide from?”

      “The politics and drama in this place. I can’t keep up with it.”

      Just a little bit longer now. I reached the end of the hall and—

      Snap!

      My ears popped and I felt like I’d just exited an invisible portal. I turned back and the same servants were staring at me.

      One of them yelled at me.

      “Running away from a fight you can’t finish!”

      Another one had tears in her eyes. “I thought you were the real deal. A hero who was going to change things, but you’re just a coward.”

      I blinked. “What do you mean? Is the fight still happening? Konrad is still alive?”

      “Of course he is,” shouted the servant. “You ran at the first sight of him.”

      I stared at the servants. They were acting completely differently from when I first ran past them. I was no longer in the false-timeline.

      I took a cautious step back down the hall. The servants kept berating me for being a coward. I sighed with relief at their name-calling. It meant that once I’d broken through the AoE of the initial false-timeline there was no way to step back into it.

      With such knowledge in hand, I rushed back to the ballroom.

      Konrad was standing on the podium from when he first showed up. His eyes bulged. So he had triggered the move as early as right then.

      By the horrified look on the old man’s face, I could tell no one had ever escaped the false-timeline before.

      “Well, there’s a first time for everything,” I said. “I’m gonna enjoy finishing you off, again.”
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      I took in the ballroom in its current state.

      The ballroom was the same as when Konrad had first entered after we’d finished off the guards.

      The only difference was the rest of the party was standing still, with their eyes closed. A debuff flickered under each of their status bars.

      It was the symbol of an emoji with thought bubbles imagining a clock.

      The symbol for the false-timeline debuff.

      “You bastard,” I yelled at Konrad. “All you can do is fight us with your trickery.”

      Would I be able to wake up my comrades from the debuff? Or would they be trapped in it until they themselves exited the AoE of the spell?

      I ran towards Shade and shook him awake.

      His eyes opened slowly.

      “Clay—what’s happening? I thought we’d killed Konrad, but then everyone started acting strange and milling about weirdly. It didn’t make any sense?”

      “We were trapped in Konrad’s false-timeline power,” I said.

      I considered the man’s ability. He must have readied the spell from the moment he entered. It was meant as an extra layer of defense, sort of like his illusions.

      Konrad disappeared from the podium and reappeared in the air above the ballroom.

      Strange. That was the move he’d followed up on in the first version of the battle.

      Did that mean?

      The false-timeline was a powerful ability to cast on a user. Did it come with its own serious drawbacks? Was Konrad trapped into playing out the same timeline before he was killed? It must have been a spell requirement. A balancing mechanism for such an overpowered ability. Probably one Konrad had never worried about, because he probably finished off any opponent’s he faced before they were able to exit or figure out they were trapped in a false-timeline.

      He had been caught off guard with my ability to break from the spell and he hadn’t expected to die in the false-timeline either.

      “Shade, dodge the incoming slow attack!”

      Both of us jumped out of range of Konrad’s debuff spell.

      Shade back flipped out of range, while I initiated my flame dodge spell, shooting myself backwards away from the attack.

      “It’s all playing out the same,” shouted Shade.

      “He’s locked into performing the same actions until we killed him,” I said. “You know what to do Shade!”

      I wasted no time and shot a wave of status cure at Serena and Artemis, curing them of their slow debuff, but the spell was unable to cure them of the false-timeline. We’d have to physically shake them to do that.

      After Konrad used the slow ability, he eventually flashed behind me with the rapier move.

      I hurried over to the same position where I had stood in the original timeline.

      I waited there for the pieces to fall into place.

      Sweat rolled down my back. Was this genius or complete suicide? In a few seconds, I’d find out.

      As predicted, Konrad disappeared from his position above the ballroom. He materialized right behind me.

      He lifted his arm to do his energy blade attack.

      Would things play out the same as they had before? Konrad had to do everything the same, but should I? Was there a better move than dream counter?

      Konrad swiped his arm down.

      Click!

      Air brushed against my back, but my HP remained at full. Konrad hadn’t hit me with his energy slash and I hadn’t killed him with my dream blade.

      What we’d done was much more satisfying.

      I turned around and Konrad Takeshimi was staring at me in horror. An enslaving magitech bracelet was clasped onto his neck.

      Shade stood behind the man, grinning.

      “I thought I told you not to touch anything,” shouted Serena.

      Now that we’d played through the false-timeline loop a second time, it looked as if Serena and Artemis were free from the powerful debuff’s clutches.

      “Well aren’t you happy I didn’t listen to you now,” said Shade.

      “Touché,” said Serena. She then looked around. “Actually what’s happening? I thought we’d killed Konrad already?”

      I shook my head. “No time to explain. I will catch you up later.”

      I turned to Konrad, who collapsed on the floor in defeat.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing,” said the man.

      “I’m not taking a lecture from the man who killed my brother and enslaved thousands of players,” I said.

      I lifted my hand and placed my palm on his forehead.

      I triggered skull shock.

      The electric magic shot out of my fingertips and into Konrad’s body via his head. He shook and trembled as his HP fell rapidly.

      “Finish him!” shouted my party.

      Part of me took a deep satisfaction in finishing Konrad a second time. But part of me wondered: what would happen when we killed him again? We’d still have to deal with imprisoning him. Was there no other way to defeat him?

      A voice rang out in my head.

      Stop thinking so much and use dream dive. He hides in his own dream realm to protect himself. It’s the only way to defeat him forever.

      It was Betina. She was speaking directly into my thoughts. Was she here with us right now? We could have used a hand a few minutes ago?

      The skull shock ran out of juice just as Konrad’s HP fell to 9%.

      I wasted no time. I did as Betina instructed.

      I dream danced into the dream realm. In the strange ethereal realm of swirling magenta flames, I placed my hand on Konrad’s forehead once more and triggered dream dive.
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      The world around me swirled until after a few seconds I was somewhere else.

      Somewhere familiar.

      I was in a clean apartment building. One I’d been in before.

      I heard crying sounds.

      I walked down the hall and opened a door, a different one from last time.

      In the room was Konrad Takeshimi. It was a younger version of him. Just like he had been in the dream druid trial.

      I stepped into the room. The man didn’t see me. I was a ghost in this realm.

      The man pulled himself together and wiped the tears from his eyes. He walked past me and into the next room.

      Why hadn’t I experienced this part of the scene in the dream druid trial?

      As this was Konrad’s dream realm, I must have been experiencing it from his perspective rather than Betina’s. I’d have to keep an eye out for the differences.

      I returned to the hall and watched the scene as I’d seen it before.

      Konrad encouraged little Betina to gather up her things.

      Why was I seeing this scene again?

      I triggered dream dance to see if there were any hauntlings to attack, but there were none.

      I hated having to rewatch this scene and not being able to do anything about it.

      I followed after Konrad and little Betina as they travelled to the TriCorp offices.

      I wish there was some way I could stop this, but then again: none of this was real. It was a flashback, a mental recreation of a moment in Konrad’s past.

      We eventually arrived back at the TriCorp offices in the laboratory where Konrad killed his daughter.

      I dream danced in the office again.

      Unlike the dream druid trial, there were no hauntlings this time.

      What was I supposed to do in here then?

      The experiment went through. Betina was turned into an A.I. Guardian. Trapped in the game, unable to get out.

      Konrad had tears in his eyes and he went over to a lab seat and initiated a cognitive upload into the game.

      I stood in the medical room alone.

      What the heck was I supposed to do now?

      What if?

      I walked up to Konrad and placed my hand on his head.

      I triggered dream dive again.

      I swirled through black space until I was in a chamber with a pool of purple water in the middle of it.

      Three cloaked figures stood behind it.

      Konrad was on the opposite end of the pool, begging on his hands and knees.

      “Are you happy now?”

      He was crying, trembling on the floor.

      “I’ve brought her to the game,” Konrad cried out. “She’ll be like one of you, but please will you share the cure with me now. I cleaned the apartment, I did everything I could, but the disease you put in her, it might spread.”

      “Father,” said one of the cloaked figures. “Our half-sister is now one of us.”

      “Please!” screamed Konrad.

      The cloaked figures shook their heads.

      “We can’t give you the cure just yet, Konrad. We need more from you.”

      The man on the ground continued to sob. “Please, children, please. Theodon… Jupiter… Psytra…”

      Those names. I recognized them. They were the holy trinity, the most powerful gods within the Haeren Church of the Nine pantheon. They were the names of those gods I’d seen on the statue in Grand Noble Club Bazaar courtyard.

      A voice pierced my mind, interrupting my thoughts.

      What the heck are you doing, Clay? Kill him and his hauntlings. NOW!

      She was right.

      I didn’t hesitate. I triggered dream dance.

      The world shifted around me as the realm of flaming pink flames returned and I was in the dream world once more.

      “ROAR!”

      I was expecting to find a cluster of hauntlings to defeat like I had in previous dream dives, but that wasn’t the case here.

      Standing in front of the frozen Konrad was a gigantic hauntling. Like the rest of the nightmare creatures, it was composed of inky black shadow skin, but unlike those weaker lesser forms, this hauntling had thick muscular arms and fists. Just one arm was twice my size.

      I took a step back away from the monster.

      The creature hissed at me once more.

      It was telling me to stay back.

      This monster was what guarded and protected Konrad’s soul. We wouldn’t be able to fully defeat him until destroying this monster here at the center of his mind.

      Let’s get started then.

      I triggered conjure dream blade.

      Out of the wispy ash of the swirling magenta flames all around me formed a bright shining blade in my grip.

      I sliced it forward in the direction of the hauntling, triggering dream surge.

      A burst of bright dream lightning crackled out of the blade and swirled towards the giant hauntling.

      The monster turned to face the attack head on.

      Was it smirking? Did this hauntling really see me as no threat whatsoever?

      The blast slammed into the creature’s massive chest. Excess energy splashed off its pecks, as if it was reflecting the attack.

      The creature’s HP did dwindle in its status bar, but not enough for the creature to showcase any sign of pain.

      The creature lifted its hand and swatted at the swirling chain lightning and shattered the attack with a swipe of its hands.

      What the—!?

      The creature was able to cancel the attack with a mere swipe of its arm. This was no ordinary foe. But I had learned one thing: it wasn’t invincible. After hitting a certain threshold of defense, the dream surge ability did start to dwindle and diminish the monster’s health bar. If only I could…

      “RAHHHHH!”

      The monster let out a tumultuous wail with enough force to knock me back a step.

      It then swiped it arms, triggering an offensive ability of its own.

      A huge tidal wave of black shadow rose out of its arms and came hurling towards me.

      Whatever the opposite of cowabunga was, that’s what I was thinking right now.

      The encroaching wave of damage looked like it would be enough to wipe me out. I didn't even know how the rules of death worked within the dream realm. Would I be trapped here forever? I needed to dodge this attack, but the AoE of the blast appeared inescapable. Unless…

      The tidal wave of nightmare damage shadowed over me, enveloping me from all directions.

      I didn’t know what happened next.

      I imagined the giant wave of magic crashed down where I was standing and obliterated me.

      Or so the hauntling would think, until the smoke cleared and no evidence of a fried corpse lay in waiting. No proof of death to hang up like a trophy or be devoured as a snack.

      I didn’t know because I wasn’t in the dream realm anymore.

      I dream danced away at the last second, hurling myself from the strange realm and back into the room with Konrad and the hooded figures. It was the only way to escape the attack.

      With my HP full and a better understanding of the monster, I think I knew how to take it out. Without a moment’s hesitation, I triggered dream dance once more.

      The world swirled out of focus and the flaming world of the dream realm came into being along with the giant hauntling.

      Its eyes narrowed. It was extra annoyed to see me. It would be more annoyed after the epic combo I was about to pull off.

      I already had one dream blade in my grip, but I decided to conjure a clone blade, so I was now dual-wielding.

      I then triggered phantasmal duelist, creating two clones.

      Then doppelgänger frenzy, doubling the clone count to four.

      I then barked the order: “Everyone dream surge!”

      All five of us sliced our blades in the direction of the hauntling and bright bursts of lightning shot out from each of our blades.

      The hauntling’s eyes widened at the sight of the overwhelming attack.

      The dream lightning blasts smashed into the creature’s chest and then ricocheted off each other. Each blast was feeding into the other’s attack.

      The hauntling’s HP dwindled rapidly.

      It went deep into the red, falling to 10% HP.

      “GRAA!”

      The hauntling was dying and there was nothing it could do.

      It swiped its arm down in an attempt to cancel the attack, but there were simply too many dream lightning chains, feeding off of each other for the creature to shut off the deadly ability destroying it.

      The creature’s HP hit zero and it shattered into a million black particles of dust.

      I dream danced back into the chamber with the hooded figures. With the hauntling destroyed, Konrad was now vulnerable to a pure defeat. I plunged back into the reality of Konrad’s dream realm.

      The man continued to sob on the floor in front of the three cloaked figures.

      Was I supposed to kill this version of Konrad? Something didn’t feel right here?

      I looked in my HUD to see if there was a way to step out of dream dive.

      There was a little message that said, “Would you like to exit dream dive. y/n?”

      I said yes and swirled away.

      Next thing I knew I was back on the ballroom floor, standing in front of a weakened Konrad Takeshimi on his knees.

      There were tears in my eyes now. None of this was making sense. I hated this man. Now I was supposed to feel sorry for him.

      “Tell me who those people were in your dream realm? What the heck is going on?”

      Konrad coughed. Blood spurted out of his mouth.

      “The three figures were the original A.I. guardians of Arcane Kingdom Online. I was their arrogant creator. In the early days, they loved and worshipped me, calling me father, but then—”

      He trailed off, his eyes rolling in the back of his head.

      Betina’s voice echoed through my thoughts again: what are you doing? Why aren’t you killing him?

      “But as they grew older, they began to resent me, Betina, and this other world that they weren’t a part of. Earth. It became their obsession.”

      The old dying man paused.

      “I was foolish,” he said. “I thought I could create a better world, but in the end, what did I do to but destroy the world I came from and everyone I loved?”

      Tears filled my eyes. I didn’t care about his regrets. That wasn’t good enough.

      “Why did you kill my brother!?”

      He paused. He was very patient for a man on the brink of death.

      “It was an accident,” Konrad explained. “I meant to kill you. They told me to kill you.”

      Betina’s voice grew louder in my head.

      KILL HIM! KILL HIM NOW!

      “Listen to me,” said the man. “It’s not too late, there’s a cure—”

      “SHUT UP!”

      Betina had materialized in the ballroom.

      Konrad turned to her. “Betina… My sweet…”

      How much power was Betina using to materialize here like this?

      “Betina,” I said, “Wait.”

      “You think I haven’t heard this all before. I’m done listening to this foolish evil man!”

      She flew at Konrad with all her energy and shot into him.

      They exploded together in a blast of light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      When the bright glow dissipated, Konrad and Betina were gone.

      All that was left was the glowing purple particle remains of two dead A.I. guardians floating upward to the ceiling.

      “Is it over?” asked Serena.

      “This piece has finished, darling,” said Artemis, quietly.

      I stood there. Konrad was dead. Betina was dead. So much had happened in those final few minutes. Konrad had said there was a cure. Did he mean for the ZERO virus? And where?

      Betina didn’t care about any of those things. She was like I’d been at the start of this mission: brooding and full of hatred. I didn’t blame her.

      Konrad had ripped her away from her childhood, turned her into a powerful piece of sentient code.

      How could you love or forgive your father after something like that?

      In the end, her anger had consumed and destroyed her along with Konrad as well.

      The purple dust floated in a thick majestic cloud, heading towards the ceiling of the room. It seeped through the ceiling and headed further beyond.

      I looked around. Not at my party members, but the few nobles who had still been hiding during the battle.

      “Do you know what’s above this room?”

      One of them gulped, before answering, “It’s the chamber of the Arethkarian High Council.”

      My stomach dropped. I didn’t like the sounds of that.

      “How do I get up there?”

      The noble explained the route.

      I wasted no time and hurried up to the chamber. I swung open the door and found a familiar room.

      It was the one I’d seen when I dream dived into Konrad’s mind.

      The room with the purple liquid pool.

      Three cloaked figures stood around the pool just as they had in my most recent dream dive.

      They looked as if they were performing some ritual.

      The purple decaying dust from Konrad and Betina’s remains flowed into the pool of water.

      The pool lit up and bubbled.

      The three cloaked figures stepped into the pool of water and lay down beneath its waves.

      I charged into the room and yelled, “What are you doing? Stop!”

      When I got to the end of the long foyer and entered the chamber, the purple pool was empty.

      They must be Jupitor, Psytra, and Theodon. As Konrad explained, they were the three remaining A.I. guardians of the game.

      Where had they gone?

      I stared into the deep pool of magical purple water, an uncomfortable feeling creeping throughout my whole body.
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      A Few Days Later…

      

      A wrecking ball smashed into one of the gates of Ryr’s Ascension, breaking a massive hole in the wall of zone-1 and zone-2.

      People cheered as the rocks came crumbling down.

      “Great work everyone,” shouted Jackson. “We’ll take a break for lunch and we’re going to continue working on the other gates.”

      The capital city of Ryr’s Ascension was undergoing a renaissance.

      I’d put Jackson and Raylene in charge of reconstructing the city. The first order of business was to break down the walls between the zones. We were ushering in a new era of freedom so all citizens would be allowed to go to and fro throughout the city.

      The processing facilities for enslaved Chosen were all destroyed in the days after the battle.

      I gave Jackson a thumbs up and continued on my tour of the city. There was a lot going on and people wanted my opinion on things.

      Shade and Kari had been busy training the newly freed Chosen in their respected specialties.

      “I want to spread the joy of drinking to everyone,” said Shade and when getting an irritated look from Kari, added, “And to help people get better at sneaking!”

      “Just don’t steal my recruits who are more interested in the wondrous world of theater than combat,” said Artemis, who was working on a play with Benedict the Lirana barber to celebrate the new era of Ryr’s Ascension.

      After a quick stroll, I headed back up to the palace where I found Ren, pacing back and forth in the halls.

      “I can’t do this…” he said. “I can’t do this…”

      “Yes you can,” said a voice. “And I’ll be here to help you.”

      It was Isobel.

      After she discovered that Serena and I had been lying about our identities and weren’t brother and sister she became pretty pissed off with us; but her anger was short-lived as she began to swoon over the one who’d protected her the most at the battle in the ballroom. Ren.

      “How’s it going man?” I asked as I strolled up to the two of them.

      “Good,” nodded Ren. “Have you seen Serena? She was looking for you.”

      Everyone was looking for me today.

      I hurried down the hall and Serena appeared. She was back to wearing her rough leather adventuring clothes. She looked just as beautiful in a dress as she did with a giant sword on her back.

      “I heard you were looking for me?” I asked.

      She gave me a big kiss on the lips.

      “I just wanted to give you that,” she smiled. “Oh, and Ned and Fred are looking for you?”

      Yeesh!

      The work was never done around here.

      “Where are they?” I asked.

      “Upstairs in the high council room,” she said. “I think they’ve discovered something.”

      I headed to the upper floors of the palace.

      I walked up the spiraling steps with trepidation.

      I hadn’t gone back to the high council room since the night we fought Konrad in the ballroom.

      There was something about it that made me uneasy. The way those three figures disappeared. They were powerful A.I. guardians. If they wanted to teleport, they could have just done so. Why would they step into that weird pool of water?

      “You’re here!” shouted a voice as I stepped into the long foyer of the high council room.

      I stepped into the main part of the room and Ned and Fred—who spent half their time in the game and the other half in their tornado bomb shelter in Oklahoma—had set up all sorts of magitech devices throughout the room.

      “What is all of this?”

      “Should I tell him?” said Ned. “Or should you?”

      “I don’t know,” said Fred, giddy, “You tell him!”

      “Somebody please tell me whatever the heck it is,” I said.

      Ned took a deep breath. “Remember when we told you how it might be possible to do a reverse cognitive upload to exit the game?”

      “Yeah, I recall that,” I said. “It sounded crazy at the time and to tell you the truth, it sounds crazy now. I also remember you saying it would take years, if not decades to complete.”

      Ned and Fred smiled at each other.

      “What if someone else had been working on a similar idea for just as long if not longer?”

      They looked down at the purple pool of water.

      “You don’t mean—” I said.

      The two men nodded their heads with excitement.

      The time had finally come.

      We were going home.

      We were going to log-out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        TO BE CONTINUED IN A.K.O. 7!

      

        

      
        AVAILABLE NOW!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Pick up book 7 today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WANT A FREE EBOOK?

      

        

      
        Dungeon Diving is exclusively available as a bonus to subscribers of my newsletter. Join to stay up to date with my writing, new releases, giveaways, and more. Click the link or image below.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Get my free ebook short story!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Author’s Note

      

        

      
        Thank you for reading my book from start to finish! I hope you enjoyed Clay’s further adventures in book 6 of Arcane Kingdom Online. If you did, please consider leaving a review. As an indie author, reviews go a long way to achieving success, so please leave one if you can!

      

        

      
        Thanks again for reading and see you soon!

        -Jakob Tanner

        www.jakobtanner.com
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      LitRPG Books (Facebook Group)

      

      LitRPG Forum (Facebook Group)
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