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      I soared across the sky ocean, my arms wrapped around the reins of a tempestuous gryphon. The legendary bird ruffled his feathers, flying higher into the storm-ridden clouds. The cold air burned my face. The siege was about to start.

      Below the drifting white swirls of clouds was the shoreline of a gray continent. One of the five floating landmasses of Illyria. Arethkar. A looming stonewall defended the approaching port town. The cobbled bricks were worn away from the endless battering of the cloud ocean’s heavy winds. Black fishnets along the wall held the captured shells of wind oysters and air mussels. Laser turrets ran along the ramparts. Anti-aircraft artillery.

      A noise chimed in my mind. A new message arrived in my head-up display [HUD]. It was my girlfriend and first-mate, Serena.

      
        
        Serena: We’re all waiting for your signal.

      

      

      I took in the port town below. To the east were large purple mana crystals, jutting out from the surrounding black ash-coated ground. The crystals were surrounded by workers, mining away at the resource with grunts and pickaxes. With the power of my ranger ability, sniper’s eye, I zoomed in on the location as if my eyeball was its own spyglass. I grimaced at the sight. It wasn’t ordinary workers mining the crystals. The workers—men, women, even the occasional child—had shaved heads and were malnourished to the point of skeletal. A gold necklace wrapped around each one of their necks, debuffing them with the enslavement curse. Their lives were out of their control. This was what Arethkar did to its Chosen. Its players were forbidden to play, to live, to take a breath and call it their own. This was why we were here. To undo this grievous wrong.

      I wrote back to Serena.

      
        
        Clay: Let’s do this.

      

      

      Engines rumbled as fifteen of Laergard’s finest airships, including my own, The Horizon’s Dream, emerged from the cloaking fog below me. Cannons poked out from the portholes of their hulls. They roared, powerful blasts bursting with fire and smoke. Balls of flaming metal hurled across the sky and bashed into the stonewalls. Rocks and debris crumbled into the endless cloud ocean down to the bottom world. Arethkarian guards ran across the ramparts and took control of the turrets. Screams and orders were barked. Pink laser blasts of mana flew towards our cluster of airships. The floating frigates spread out, flying off in different directions, while continuing their offensive assault on the defensive wall. Cannon shots rang out across the clouds. A metal ball hurled towards the wall, smashing into one of the turret stations. An explosion of shrapnel knocked a guard back, the metal splintering right into his face and depleting his health points [HP] down to zero.

      I tugged on Gryph’s feathers, signaling him to descend. We flew overtop the wall and above the port town. The turret operators paid no attention to us, too focused on the armada of airships firing at them. The town was in a frenzy. Citizens scurried to find shelter. Guards rushed towards the wall while other soldiers hurried to the aerodrome to mount a defensive aerial assault. It was a good plan of action on their part. Too bad for them we’d accounted for it.

      A booming roar came from the hills beyond the city. A huge army of soldiers appeared in the distance. Row after row of pikemen made up the Solmini Mercenary Corp, an army lent out to me by the duke of Salaphem. Breaking up the focused monotony of the mercenary corp was a colorful collection of players who joined their ranks—mages, rangers, and warriors of all types. At the very front leading them was a woman with long flowing brown hair standing on top of a massive truck-sized turtle. Raylene. She lifted her mana rifle in the air, shouting a battle cry.

      The soldiers pushed the turtle down the hill, the shell spinning and gaining momentum as it headed towards the aerodrome. The soldiers rushed down the hill behind Raylene and her spinning tortoise shell. The turtle shell broke through the glass of the aerdrome, damaging a large number of enemy airships.

      The Arethkarians directed their attention to the incoming ground attack, sending more of their militia towards the ground assault. Arethkarian soldiers rushed to meet our own on the muddy battlefield. Their heavy armor clanked and creaked as they charged towards our incoming swarm, swords raised. Metal clashed on metal. Critical spear hits laid a dent in the weak points of their armor. Blood spurted across the field.

      Raylene emerged from her turtle’s shell and headshotted an enemy soldier to the ground.

      The battle was going in our favor, until a howl echoed over the land. Uh oh.

      The enslaved miners turned towards the battlefield. Shadowy black smoke poured out from their slave necklaces. Their eyes rolled into the back of their heads as the Arethkarian magitech took complete control of their bodies. The necklace did more than strip them of agency over themselves, it also had the power to turn them into mobile monsters [mobs], human shields to protect their own more privileged and official soldiers. The transformed slaves swirled through the air, leaving a trail of black wisps of smoke. Above their status bars was the nameplate for what they had become: [Shadow Crawlers].

      The monstrous reinforcements crashed into the battle like meteors, leaving craters of dismembered limbs and puddles of blood in their wake. The shadow crawlers shook off the dirt and loose flesh from their persons and swarmed into the battlefield. They held their claws out and dragged their thick deadly fingers across the frontlines like lawn mowing scythes. They sliced through the mercenary corp with ease. Soldiers screamed out in agony as their HP plummeted to zero.

      I grimaced at the sight of so many of our soldiers dying, but we’d be able to revive them later. If we won this battle.

      Behind Raylene’s defensive line of warrior tanks were two long rows of apprentice mages. The first row raised their staffs and created bright glowing crystals in the air. They were casting a favorite spell of mine: status cure. Soon after, the row of mages behind them cast air blast, whisking the curative spell across the battlefield. First, wounds and instances of stun and poison flickered away from our soldiers’ status bars, but then an even more effective thing happened. The shadow crawlers’ inky black skin cracked, revealing human heads beneath the monstrous exterior. The former monsters didn’t move, paralyzed with confusion. It was a moment of doubt. Endless captivity had lifted itself away. Gone. It was like the breaking of a dam: first a conscious blink and then a relished clenching of the fists, followed by an unwavering torrent of anger.

      The newly freed players reached up to their slave necklaces and ripped them off. They scrambled around the battlefield picking up anything—spears, swords, guns, scraps of metal—capable of viciously killing their former oppressors.

      Chaos reigned across the enemy line.

      Gryph swerved above the battle and returned back to the town. We circled in the air as I cast status cure again and again. The mighty gryphon then twirled its wings and unleashed twister, sending a blanket of the curative vapor across the town.

      Gryph flew over the town once more, as a chime echoed in my HUD.

      
        
        Serena: The wall has been breached. The remaining reinforcements are all on the frontlines fighting the mercenary corp. The keep is ours for the taking.

      

      

      Gryph arced towards the tall stone tower overlooking the city. A group of four players ran up the stone steps leading to the keep’s entrance.

      Gryph flapped his wings and landed on the steps.

      “Well look who decided to come help out,” said Shade, clapping his hands as I climbed off Gryph.

      “I’m sorry, did you not see me dodging cannonballs and turret fire up there,” I said.

      “No, I was too busy smuggling this lot across the city,” grinned Shade, his furry cat tail wagging behind him. “And if you can believe it, there are only two pubs in this entire town. Isn’t that the most outrageous thing you’ve ever heard?”

      “Uhh—“

      “There’s no time to discuss the severely limited options of drinking establishments in this place,” said Jackson, pointing to the keep. “We must take advantage of the chaos while we still can.”

      The rest of the party nodded. Serena, a tall impressive blonde warrior with a giant sword at her back; and Kari, a diminutive fox creature, and our party’s dedicated healer.

      “Agreed,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

      The five of us rushed up the keep’s steps with Gryph flying above. The screams and gunfire of the battle swirled alongside the howling wind. When we reached the top there was a tower with a tall wooden door. The entrance to the keep. There was one problem though: between the door and us was a large rock golem with blue crystals jutting out its back. Arcane runes ran all along its arm, feeding the creature energy and power. Crap. Its stats appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Keep guardian

        Level 32

        HP: 2533

        MP: 40

      

      

      “They never make it easy for us, do they?” said Shade.

      The keep guardian lifted its two fists—each one the size of a colossal boulder—and smashed it into the ground. A ripple of energy swooshed across the platform, knocking us all back. I fell to the ground. I moved my legs to stand up but found myself moving at a snail’s pace. A message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Stun (Debuff): Don’t you just wish you could move. Too bad you can’t. Sorry not sorry. (Duration: 1 minutes)

      

      

      “Aw crap is everyone else stunned?” I said.

      “Looks like it,” said Serena, also squirming on the ground.

      The keep guardian waddled towards us.

      Kari and I locked eyes right then. I lifted my hand right as she did and we both cast status cure. Glittering curative diamonds surrounded my person before seeping into my skin. I jumped to my feet and so did Kari. She stretched out her arms and shot the curative vapor to Jackson, then Shade. I ran to Serena and cured her.

      The keep guardian smashed another fist into the ground. We all jumped back to dodge the stunning force of energy emanating from the attack.

      “Everybody stay separated,” I said. “Even if it stuns us, the entire party won’t be vulnerable to wipeout.”

      Kari threw out a spell, a purple warble of energy emanating from her fingertips, crash landing into the keep guardian. The purple spell spread across the entire keep guardian’s body. The monster reacted, lifting up its arms in rage. Unfortunately for it, it performed all these actions trapped in slow motion. Kari had gained new support spells. Hostile support spells.

      The golem turned its attention to the little fox-girl, waddling slowly towards her. Serena charged the golem, unleashing blade tornado, spinning rapidly against the keep guardian with her powerful greatsword. The aggro did not transfer over to Serena though. The monstrous golem continued chasing Kari.

      Serena slashed her sword one last time. “Screw this!” She then beat her chest and unleashed her classic tank move: “Protect Thy Allies!”

      A golden burst shot out from her body and knocked into the keep guardian. As if it had been put under hypnosis, it turned around and focused all its rage on Serena.

      “That’s right,” said Serena. “Fight me, bitch.”

      The blade soldier and the golem traded blows. Kari sent out protect and healing spells to strengthen Serena’s tanking.

      Emerging from the shadows was Shade with both of his new ninja kunai, unleashing an epic back stab into the golem’s neck.

      Jackson jumped in the air and with both of his fists covered in flames landed a one-two punch into the golem’s rocky head.

      The keep guardian’s HP was at 55%.

      “Guys,” said Kari. “We need to beat this thing faster. The Arethkarians will notice us soon and start sending troops back to the keep.”

      “Why do we even need to fight this thing?” said Shade, sliding beneath the golem’s wide legs towards the keep door. He pulled at the doors with all his might. “Dang, why won’t it open?”

      “The door won’t budge unless the keep guardian is powered down or destroyed,” said Serena.

      “C’mon then,” I shouted.

      Gryph swooped down and I jumped onto his back and flew up in the air.

      “It’s time to bring out the big guns,” I said, stretching out my arms, triggering my summon bound spirit spell.

      Please don’t, said Gryph via our psy-link.

      “What’s up everybody!?” shouted Chip, the pathologically happy ghost spirit.

      I materialized my bow into my hands and held up the arrow. Chip knew what I needed him to do, flying right to my bow. I imbued the spirit into my nocked arrow and unleashed the blast. It was a completely made-up move and it was one of my new favorites: Rocket Chip. The spirit turned arrow flew threw the air and knocked right into the keep guardian’s eye. It stumbled backwards and lifted its arm to remove the arrow. Chip floated out from the keep guardian’s head and unleashed his hypnosis spell.

      “You want to fall asleep goofy rock golem,” said Chip, floating around it.

      The golem collapsed to the ground, powering down.

      Shade took the opportunity to unleash his move—assassinate—which had a 30% chance of killing off a monster if it was either below 15% health or if he was able to deal a high stealth critical. With the golem asleep, this was a piece of cake. Shade’s kunai ripped through the rock golem’s neck and the monster soon disintegrated into rubble.

      
        
        +325 EXP!

      

      

      “What’s up everybody,” shouted Shade. “Looks like the kill belongs to me. Your friendly neighborhood thief. Oh wait, what’s that? Tier-2 class. That’s right. Your friendly neighborhood ninja!”

      Serena clapped her hands. “Well done Shade, you deserve it.”

      The Lirana stopped wagging his cat tail and winced his eyes at her suspiciously. “Wait—you’re supposed to be annoyed with me? Why are you being so nice?”

      Serena grinned brilliantly. “No reason at all, Shade. Well done.”

      Shade scratched the back of his head. “Are you tricking me? Guys—is this even Serena? I think this is a spy in disguise!”

      Jackson pointed to the keep’s doorway. It was opening. “Let’s move.”

      Gryph soared back down to the ground and I climbed off of him.

      “Good work everyone,” I said running to the keep’s entrance and stepping through the open door. The inside was an empty dark throne room. In the center floated a white orb.

      I ran towards it. There was no time to hesitate.

      I reached out my hand and touched the glowing sphere.

      A blast of white energy filled the room.
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      Rainbow crystals burst forth, showering the keep with baubles of bright energy. The glowing balls of power swarmed my chest with a magnetic fervor, seeping into my body all at once. I gasped. A new sensation of power tingled throughout my body.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have conquered the town of Crystal Port. See Town Menu to familiarize yourself with your newest piece of land.

      

        

      
        Your conquering skill (Level 1) has gained 1.3 EXP!

      

        

      
        You have leveled up your conquering skill (Level 2).

      

      

      The messages in my HUD only filled me with more questions, which my HUD promptly responded to with more notifications.

      
        
        Intro to Conquering

      

        

      
        You can take over a town/city/castle by claiming the “control center” of the area (usually protected in the keep). Holding one’s hand on a glowing orb in the room will give you access to the control center and will allow you to make high level decisions about the area you now control.

      

      

      I called up the Town Menu and a long stat sheet appeared in front of my eyes.

      
        
        Crystal Port

        Level 2 Town

        Citizens: 2100

        Citizen Morale: Very Low

        Gold Coins: 100,000

        Crystal Mana: 3.1k

        Lumber: 800

        Ore: 500

        Food: 500

        Misc: [See more].

      

      

      I looked the table over. Stats like “citizen morale” reminded me of the airship stats, but these were more complicated. I was about to click the “see more” button when a bright red message flashed across my entire HUD.

      
        
        WARNING! Citizen Morale has fallen from “Very Low” to “Rebellious”! If not dealt with immediately, an insurrection will surely follow.

      

      

      “Anyone else seeing this message,” I asked.

      The rest of the group answered with blank faces and confused head shaking.

      I rushed to the keep door and kicked it open. At the bottom of the keep’s steps was an angry crowd of citizens with pitchforks and flaming torches. They weren’t quite united against me though. They were fighting each other. A group of three were attacking a man on the ground. The three men had shaved heads and scars around their necks. Newly freed Chosen. They were attacking the Arethkarians.

      “What’s happening?” said Serena behind me, her voice full of concern.

      A message from Raylene popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Raylene: I didn’t create this mess. The enemy soldiers surrendered and my warriors have them surrounded. This is a citizen revolt. Sort it out, Clay. Did you really expect it to be so easy to take over someone else’s home?

      

      

      Chaos ensued. Glass shattered in the distance as citizens looted shops. I was stunned. Despite all the in-game language saying I was a conqueror, I sure didn’t feel like one. In fact, I didn’t even want to be one. I was a liberator, not an imperialist. I was fighting to make Illyria a better place. For both Chosen and non-Chosen alike. Didn’t these people know that?

      Then it hit me: of course they didn’t. I was just some dude who’d bulldozed into their town with giant airships and mercenaries. I had to show them who I was.

      I ran towards the three Chosen beating the crap out of the poor man on the ground.

      “Stop,” I said. I grabbed one of the attacking men and pushed him away.

      “They all deserve to die,” hissed the man. He was tall and broad shouldered. He looked as if he had been muscular and strong before entering the game and being enslaved. He was someone—like all of us—who’d entered this world hoping for a second chance, a refuge from a life gone wrong, a world destroyed. Unlike me, he hadn’t even gotten a glimmer of a chance. He’d traded horror for more horror.

      Two Arethkarian citizens—dressed in noble finery—grabbed the man on the ground and pulled him back into the crowd for protection.

      “They’re filthy animals,” they shouted. “The Chosen. This is why they need to be locked away and controlled. They have no sanctity for true Illyrian life.”

      “QUIET!”

      I yelled with all my might. I stretched my arms out, bright lights forming in front of me until they took the shape of a magnificent legendary bird.

      I thought it was rest time, grumbled Gryph via psy-link.

      You will have your rest, I replied. I need you for effect. You’re like a metaphor for my strength right now.

      I am not a metaphor.

      I know, just—Can you just be chill.

      All the townsfolk—including many of the enslaved Chosen—backed away from the fearsome bird. I climbed aboard Gryph and the bird kicked off into the air, hovering above them.

      “My name is Clay Hopewell,” I said, shouting it out confidently to the huddled masses. “You may have heard of me: he who wields the Prophetic Seal, he who defeated the great commander Oren Kaige of the Arethkarian armada, and he who won the Solmini Summoner Tournament.

      “I’ve not taken over your town in an effort to cause you hardship or strife. I’ve ordered all of my mages to revive those who fell in the battle. As new leader of Crystal Port, I promise to usher in a new age of prosperity and well being to all of those who work and fight under our Laergardian banner. I understand many of you are fearful and simply wish to go on with your lives. Well, I give you two choices. The first choice is to stay, work, and fight under my leadership. I promise to protect each and every one of you. Be you native Illyrian or Chosen alike. That’s why my people and I are here. Not to fight and hijack people’s lives and homes, but to better Illyria. Free those who have been enslaved, strengthen those who have been weakened, and create a better world. If you want to join me in this endeavor, then stay and we’ll be issuing orders, assignments, and rewards for everyone soon.”

      The crowd cheered.

      You’re inspiring them, Clay, said Gryph. I can see it in their eyes. At first they feared you—mostly me, but you a little bit. Over the course of your jabbering though, their eyes lifted and glittered. They’ve shed their fear and replaced it with awe.

      “For those of you who are not thrilled with what I have said. For those who want to live with the status quo, believe in all the ideals of Arethkar, from enslavement to treating those lower than you with no respect, by all means, you may leave. You can take all your things. No one will hurt or come after you. Even when we conquer and take control of the Arethkarian capital, Ryr’s Ascension, we will welcome you into our arms. We’re not here to destroy Arethkar. We’re here to free it from the shackles of this horrible system in place. We’re here to bring peace to all of Illyria!”

      More people in the crowd cheered along.

      “You have until midday tomorrow to make your decision. By all means, speak amongst yourselves and discuss it over. For those willing to work, step forward now, as there are things to be done.”

      The crowd cheered and applauded. Alerts stacked in my HUD.

      
        
        Your Natural Leadership has gained 0.3 EXP!

        Your Natural Leadership has gained 0.3 EXP!

        Your Natural Leadership has gained 0.3 EXP!

        Your Natural Leadership has gained 0.3 EXP!

        Congratulations! Your Natural Leadership has reached a new level (Level 3)

      

      

      Nice. I hadn’t paid attention to this skill before, but it looks like I’d already leveled it throughout my other adventures.

      A group of non-Chosen stepped forward first. Their eyes were full of rage, but my speech had given them hope. A group of Arethkarian peasants stepped forward, eager to please. Many of the Arethkarian citizens—the merchant classes and the more well-to-do—were hesitant. They needed to think about it. I was asking them to make a big change. It was unreasonable to expect them to immediately bow to me.

      “It’s been a hard day,” I said. “I’ll be issuing orders to all of you soon. In the meantime, food and drink will be brought to you all.”

      I sent a quick message to Raylene, telling her to get her soldiers to unload our supplies from the airships and give these people refreshments, while we discussed our next steps.

      Gryph flew me to the top of keep’s tower. I left him perched there to inspire the town when they looked up towards the keep. I then took a spiral staircase back down to the control center. My whole party was there, including Raylene. They all clapped as I came down.

      “As someone who has had to deal with a group of rowdy people and whip them up into a unified group, I have to say I’m very impressed,” said Raylene.

      “I agree,” said Jackson. “Deftly handled.”

      “Good work,” said Kari.

      “Do you really need another compliment from me,” smirked Serena, kissing me on the cheek.

      “Thanks everyone,” I said. “To be honest, I didn’t even find giving the speech too hard. Yeah I was a bit nervous they might rebel and kill me, but beyond fear of their bloodlust, everything I said I genuinely believe in. We’re here in Arethkar to do the right thing. To save Illyria, A.K.O., and everyone who inhabits it.”

      Shade clapped his hands.

      “I have to say I think we’ve all done a fantastic job,” said the cat-man. “Cheers to all of us. Now let’s get down to important business. What does the Town Menu say? Can we build a pub?”

      Before I said anything, he threw his hands out and said, “Shade’s Tavern. It sounds nice, right? We probably won’t be able to sell Hero of Laergard ale though. Sorry, Clay, but we are in Arethkar. I don’t see it playing well over here. Unless,” he raised a finger. “It’s part of a longer propaganda campaign. First you have them sipping on our ale, then they’re doing every little thing you ask. Guys—am I a genius?”

      There was silence. I was expecting a retort from the others, but it didn’t happen straightaway. What was happening? Then a flicker of ash came from the ceiling. Jackson flew down to the ground with a flaming fist, yelling, “That might be the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Shade slid out of the way as Jackson’s fist pummeled into the floor, leaving cracks in the stone.

      “Okay, let’s not create work for ourselves,” I said.

      “I agree,” said Serena, chiming in, kicking one of the loose stones created by Jackson’s fiery punch. “As much as I too constantly feel the urge to punch Shade right in his fat grin, I think he’s onto something. We need to improve the morale of the rest of the city.”

      “Would a pub really solve our problems?” asked Kari.

      “My pals,” said Shade. “A pub solves all problems.”

      I turned away from the group. We’d just taken over this place from our enemies. We had to protect ourselves from another insurrection. To do so we’d have to get everyone working and gathering resources, but where to start?

      I didn’t like how I was making all the decisions. Yeah—humble brag—I was kind of the de facto leader of our group, but running a town was a collective effort and I didn’t want to assume authority. I scrolled through the Town Menu tabs and found a section to allow others to view the town’s stats and menu tabs. I kept myself as the only one to have admin capabilities so things didn’t get out of control too quickly (i.e. Shade opening ten pubs and spending everything the town had in the bank).

      “Alright guys,” I said. “I’ve added you five to the Town Menu, so you can now view the stats. I’ve kept myself as the only admin for the time being, but I’m happy to open it up once we get a handle on what we do next—“

      “I vote Shade doesn’t get admin capabilities,” said Serena raising her hand.

      “Wait, what?” said Shade.

      “Seconded,” said Jackson.

      “Third-ed” said Kari, shrugging.

      “’Thirded!?’ Salt on the wound Kari, salt on the wound.”

      The fox-girl smiled. “I can heal real wounds Shade, not imaginary ones.”

      “Moving on,” I said. “We have a little money. Clearly, Crystal Port was doing okay for itself before we showed up. We have a couple of things we need to sort out then: barracks for the army to stay in, food production, and ways to gain more money and crystal mana.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement. I focused on the Town Menu. The decisions my team and I made over the next few hours would influence whether the undecided Arethkarians would convert to our cause. I looked over the options of things to build, directions to assign. Because Crystal Port was already a Level 2 town, I had all the Level 2 building options available to choose from. The city had enough resources to start production of quite a few things. As soon as we started building, I’d send everyone else who was willing to begin gathering more resources. Boom. I selected a new barracks be built for us newcomers, the aerodrome to be repaired, and in an effort to boost morale, I would—to Jackson and Serena’s chagrin and Shade’s ultimate smug joy—approve a brand new pub.

      A warm hand landed on my shoulder. Shade was grinning at me. “I’m glad you heeded the advice of your wiser and better companions. I believe the pub will be a roaring success.”

      I was about to reply when a large chill ran through my body. I blinked in pain. I was sprawled out on the floor. Everyone rushed towards me. My forehead throbbed.

      “Clay—what’s wrong?” said Serena, looking over me with concern. “Kari—what do his stats say, can you heal him?”

      I lifted up my arm and waved my hand telling them not to worry. “I’m okay,” I said. “I don’t know what just happened.”

      I checked my HUD. No signs of debuffs or poisons. The only thing different from before I had fallen was there was a new message in my inbox.

      
        
        Personal Message: Y0ur N3W Cl#ss

      

        

      
        Cl4y,

      

        

      
        You must hurry towards unlocking the dream druid class. You’re ready to complete the next step of the process by unlocking druid. Konrad Takeshimi gets more powerful every day. You cannot afford to waste any more time.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Betina

      

      

      “Ugh,” I said. “I think I know what caused the headache. I’ve received word from Betina.”

      “The guardian of dreams?” said Kari.

      “That’s right,” I said. “The ghost girl who has been haunting me ever since I got here.”

      “What does she want?” said Jackson. “We’ve never discussed this relationship you have with her before, but are you sure we can trust her?”

      “She’s been mainly a helping hand,” I said, shrugging. “I guess her pausing time and entering my dreams has been a bit annoying, but it feels like she’s on our side.”

      “Or are we just pawns for her?” said Jackson, arms crossed.

      “Maybe,” I said. “But for the time being, we should work with her. We already have one A.I.-Guardian to face, let’s not make it two.”

      “Agreed,” said Raylene, nudging Jackson playfully in the ribs. “This one likes to get into arguments for the sake of it.”

      Jackson, made a quick coy glance at her. Were these two sharing an inside joke? Their eyes glittered when they looked at each other.

      “Anyways,” I said. “Betina says I need to make unlocking the dream druid class my top priority. So I’m going to do that now. I’d assign tasks, but if this class trial is anything like the apprentice mage or summoner class trials, it will all happen in a time dilated interspace.”

      I went into the ranger class menu on my HUD and saw there was a highlighted button with the words, “Initiate Druid Class Trial”.

      “Okay guys,” I said. “See you in a bit.”

      I pressed the druid class trial button and expected to swirl out of existence, teleporting to another realm. Instead, nothing happened.

      “Oh, hi Clay,” said Shade, who had materialized two bottles of beer in his hand. “I thought you disappeared for your class trials? I’m not drinking on the job by the way, this is just for, uhh, greeting the new civilians.”

      “Um, sure,” I said. “I’m actually not sure what happened. I expected to teleport away, but maybe that’s not how the druid class trial works. To be fair, my training with the Aeri of the Solmini marshes never involved me disappearing to a different realm, so perhaps—“

      A loud squawking cry came from one of the open windows of the stone keep. A hawk with golden wings perched at the edge. It flew towards us, gliding in a circle all the way until it was on the floor in front of me. A message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        New Quest Alert! Druid Class Trial

      

        

      
        Follow the hawk, it will lead you to the birthplace of the druids…

      

        

      
        Quest Type: Uncommon

        Quest Difficulty: Hard

        Reward: 15,000 EXP + Druid Class Unlocked

        Accept: Yes/No?

      

      

      I rubbed my hands together. “Okay, guys, looks like there won’t be any time dilation, so I guess I’ll see you in a couple of hours?” I fiddled with the Town Menu, doing last-minute readjustments. “I’m leaving Serena and Raylene with administrative capabilities. I expect this place to be in tip top shape when I return. Until then, sayonara—“

      The hawk flew out the window and I ran towards the door. The bird left a glowing trail of golden dust behind it, like magical exhaust fumes. I called Gryph to me and I jumped onto the bird’s back and pointed in the direction of the hawk.

      Druid class here we come.
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      The golden hawk flew over the rooftops of Crystal Port and out into the land beyond. It soared across the dreary Arethkarian sky, gliding forward into the ashy marshland. The wind blew through my hair and my stomach rumbled as I held onto Gryph.

      Where is this bird taking us, Clay?

      I don’t know. We’re following it to the, ‘Birthplace of the Druids’

      I have a bad feeling about this. Golden Hawks are usually the arbiters of grave danger.

      The golden bird dipped through the air flying towards a looming forest of black trees. It flew low to the ground and zipped through the branches, disappearing from sight. I clutched Gryph, urging him to speed up, but he came to a quick halt at the top of the trees.

      What are you doing? We have to chase the hawk.

      Gryph flew and landed on the ground at the edge of the forest.

      I can’t go beyond here, said Gryph. A magical force won’t let me continue.

      A new message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Quest Update: Druid Class Trial

      

        

      
        A ranger must enter the black forest alone without companions. To prove himself within the druid’s realm…

      

      

      I climbed off Gryph and petted him on the neck.

      “I guess it’s goodbye for now,” I said.

      The legendary bird dipped its head and rubbed it into my chest.

      Good luck, Clay, said the bird. Then returning to his typical grumpy self, he said, Now if you wouldn’t mind unsummoning me, I’d like to get back to my nap.

      I let the bird return to the spirit realm and turned towards the foreboding forest. I took a deep breath and stepped into the wooded area, my boots sinking into the light surface of mud. A twig cracked between my soles. I peered through the maze of trees. The golden hawk must have left a sign for me to spot, a bread crumb to pick up the trail. I went deeper into the forest, mesmerized by the sheer abundance of trees, going on and on, labyrinthine. Beyond the trees, I hadn’t seen any signs of life. No squirrels, foxes, or rabbits. No trail tracks or marks. It was as if no one had entered this forest in a very long time. Only after I’d been walking for five minutes did I think to turn and look back from where I came. The empty marshland I’d flown over with Gryph was nowhere in sight. I was surrounded by forest now.

      I walked another five minutes through the maze of trees. As I went along, a white frost covered the trees and after another few minutes I was trudging through a blanket of snow. I walked and walked and, despite the snow, nothing changed. I was trapped in an endless loop. My stomach grumbled. My throat burned. So far in the game, I’d died from decapitation, heart stabbings, air ship crashes, and being mauled to bits by a bloodthirsty tiger, but never from something so simple and horrible as starvation. It was a possibility though.

      I stopped and rubbed my eyes. What the heck was going on? This forest—it must be a puzzle. What did I have to do here? Was I not paying close enough attention to my surroundings? I crouched down and inspected the bark of a birch tree. I peeled some off and turned it over. Nothing but damp wood. I picked up a random stick and scratched the surface of the snow. Again nothing revealed itself.

      I got up from my crouch and peered around. Maybe this was a test of my patience and I had to stay still and something would eventually happen.

      I stood still. After three minutes I slouched my shoulders and sighed with boredom.

      Then I had a thought.

      This was a druid class trial. Druid was a tier-2 class, an upgrade from ranger. All of the previous class trials I’d done, involved testing your new skills, but I hadn’t received any, so maybe I needed to utilize the preceding class’ skills to the fullest.

      I checked my class menu in the HUD and switched my primary class from summoner to ranger. I materialized my bow and arrows from my inventory. I nocked an arrow into the bow and readjusted my feet, entering hunter’s stance. My skin, body, and clothes went invisible as my avatar fell into stealth mode. I lifted up my bow and pulled back the arrow. I squinted with one eye as I initiated sniper’s eye to get a zoomed in view of my surroundings. I pivoted my feet, slowly moving 180 degrees to the right, taking in the damp branches of trees and tufts of snow. There was something between two branches. My breath quickened. I took a step forward and then another. As I got closer, a shape appeared. It was a bird. The golden hawk. Sitting, waiting on a branch, looking bored. My ranger abilities must have allowed me to see the creature.

      I pulled back the string of my bow and aimed it for the tree near the bird. I let go right as the hunter’s stance timer clocked in at 0. The arrow flung across the forest and punctured the tree. A hush echoed across the empty forest. The golden hawk was gone, whether it had flown away from the arrow or simply disappeared due to my hunter’s stance running out, I didn’t know; but I did know one thing: the bird had been exactly where my arrow was now.

      I hurried across the snowy forest towards the tree. I jumped over a branch and then over a small creek of water running through the patches of snow. I placed my hand on the arrow lodged in the tree trunk. I was a big believer in picking up one’s used arrows. Reduce, reuse, recycle, you know? But right before I yanked it out, I stopped. This was now a placeholder. I was now 1% less lost, all due to this marker. I let go of the arrow. I materialized a dagger and sliced a line across the tree as an extra precaution.

      I took a deep breath. My sigh was a foggy puff in the cold air before it dissipated and faded away. I readjusted my feet and entered hunter’s stance once more. My body fell into stealth mode. I lifted my bow and nocked an arrow. I triggered sniper’s eye and zoomed through the forest. I peered at the branches and their peeling barks. The crystal snow sat in tufts and mounds on the trees. I pivoted my feet, first doing 180, without spotting the golden hawk. Then another 180, doing a full 360, and still no hawk.

      I readjusted and tried again. This time I angled my line of sight upward to catch the top part of the trees. Flickering bright flakes fell through the branches, illuminating a specific area. The bird must have been perched at the very top of the tree. I released an arrow and marked the spot. The trees rustled and the golden dust of the hawk faded away as it moved further on.

      I ran towards the marked tree. As I got close, I jumped in the air. I transferred mana flowing through my body to the surface of my feet, creating an invisible platform in the air and then jumped even higher. I did this four more times until I was standing on the highest branch of the tree, looking over the entire forest and the blanket of snowy treetops. The forest simply went on and on. A pit formed in my stomach. I had people to save, friends to look after, a town to upgrade and build upon. What if I could never get back?

      A tiny golden speck appeared in the sky. It was flying further and further away. I jerked forward, then held myself back. Give it a second. I adjusted my feet on the tree branch and fell into hunter’s stance. I lifted my bow and initiated sniper’s eye. My vision zoomed towards the hawk. I saw it perfectly: the feathers ruffling its back, the dirt marks in its claws. It flew towards a black mark in the distance.

      I unequipped my bow and jumped into the air. I ran across the treetops, creating light mana puddles to keep me afloat. My MP decreased at a steady clip as I chased after the bird. The black mark in the distance got closer. A cold dark rushing river poured off a cliff.

      I materialized an MP potion in my hand. I guzzled it back as I leapt across the treetops. The bird dipped from the sky back into the woods. I let myself fall and created new mana platforms to break my descent to the ground. I landed in a patch of melting snow. My boots sank in the sludge of mud. I tromped in the direction of the bird. Rushing water echoed through the woods. I ran towards the sound. The trees lessened. The snow faded away. I arrived at a campsite. A stone fire pit laid in the middle. Ahead was the bottom of the waterfall. The rushing river crashed into the rocks and seeped into a calmer pond.

      The golden hawk was nowhere in sight. A feeling in my gut told me, the bird was gone. This was where it had been leading me too.

      The sky above darkened. Night approached.

      A message chimed in my HUD.

      

      
        
        Quest Update: Druid Class Trial

      

        

      
        You have successfully trailed the golden hawk to the grounds of the druid trial. They say the woods here are haunted by horrifying monsters and creatures that only appear in the dark. Night soon approaches. Survive until morning.
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      My whole body tensed. A timer appeared in my HUD, seconds ticking away. The clock said I had to survive for eight hours. I assessed the campsite. There was space to create a fort or shelter. I crouched down and inspected the fire pit—there were coals and everything I needed to cook food, which left one question in mind: was there anything to hunt? I stood up and observed the forest. It was quiet. No sign of life. I turned to the waterfall and riverbed. I squinted through the water. Fish squiggled above the pebbled ground beneath the water’s surface.

      Something didn’t feel right. Eight hours was short for a survival test to grade me on fort building and hunting skills. No. This campsite was a red herring. It was a point on the map. I considered the words of the quest update: the woods are haunted by horrifying monsters and creatures. This campsite was a destination for the monsters. It was where they’d head to with a mindless abandon, wave after wave until the trial was over. I grinned. I knew their end location. I now had a strong opening advantage.

      I walked to the edge of the campsite, looking for chokeholds and trap points to set up, when I fell to my knees with a massive throbbing headache. I clenched my fists and squirmed on the dirty ground. The numbing pain evaporated after a second and I was left with a new message in my HUD.

      
        
        Temporary class unlocked: Druid

      

        

      
        Druids are the masterful protectors of the natural realm. They wield the power of nature in all of its many forms.

      

        

      
        Effect 1: Access to druid skill tree

        Effect 2: You have gained the ability, Solar Energy.

        Effect 3: You have gained the ability, Astral Energy.

        Effect 4: Your tracking skills have improved by 15%

        Effect 5: Your hunting skills have improved by 15%

        Effect 6: Your gathering skills have improved by 15%

      

      

      I blinked from the explosion of knowledge in my brain. The druid skill tree quickly appeared in front of my eyes.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I looked over the information in my HUD. Here we go. Druid abilities. The class trial really was only beginning. I reviewed each ability on the skill tree in my HUD.

      
        
        Elemental Skills

        Solar Energy: Harness the power of the sun. Cost: 5 MP per second of use.

        Astral Energy: Harness the power of the moon. Cost: 5 MP per second of use.

        Solar Blast: A powerful blast of sun energy. MTKP 200-400 + Solar Damage. Cost: 50 MP.

        Moon Blast: A powerful blast of moon energy. MTKP 200-400 + Astral Damage. Cost: 50 MP.

        Sun Beam: Unleash a beam of powerful solar energy. Horizontal AoE. MTKP 500-700 + Solar Damage. Cost: 60 MP.

        Moonskin: Stealth mode. Go invisible. Move around secretly. Invisibility ends after two minutes or your attack. Cost: 55 MP.

        Solar Bomb: Massive AoE blast of Solar Energy. 1200 MTKP + Solar Damage. Cost: 150 MP.

        Star Storm: Massive AoE blast of Lunar Energy. 1400 MTKP + Lunar Damage. Cost: 150 MP.

      

        

      
        Nature Guardian Skills

        Rejuvenation: Heals MP over time. 1 MP per second. Duration: 2 minutes. Cost: Can be used only once per 3 hours with a maximum of 4 times within a single day.

        Nature’s Gift: Heals HP over time. 2 HP per second. Duration: 2 minutes. Cost: 40 MP.

        Nature’s Cure: Cure elemental debuffs and ailments. 40 MP required.

        Barkskin: Increases toughness by 15%. Cost: 50 MP.

        Steelbark (upgrade of Barkskin): Increase toughness by 20%.

        Nature’s Revival: Revive a fallen ally. Cost: 300 MP.

        Regrowth: Heals HP over time. 6 HP per second. Duration: 2 minutes. Cost: 60 MP.

        Blossom Seed: Spiritual Flower Petal creates protective energy shield for 60 seconds. Cost: 150 MP.

        Orb of Life: Revive all fallen comrades and enemies within a ten meter radius. Cost: 400 MP.

      

        

      
        Feral Skills

        Feral Mode: Transform into a barbaric force of destruction. +200 ATKP +200 TGH. Duration 5 minutes. Cost: 100 MP, 100 HP, Potential Loss of Cognitive Control and Memory.

        Claw (Only available in Feral Mode): Rip through your enemy’s armor with your bare hands.

        Bite (Only available in Feral Mode): When your hands are occupied and you got nothing to lose. It’s time to let your molars dictate the outcome of the fight.

        Shred (Only available in Feral Mode): Increase ATKP, muscles, strength, and size of hand in powerful slash attack.

        Primal Fangs (Only available in Feral Mode): Teeth grow and sharpen in strength

        Berserk (Only available in Feral mode): +700 ATKP, +500 TGH. Cost: 80% of HP. 95% Loss of Cognitive Control. 70% Chance of Short Term Memory Loss.

      

      

      Whoah. Druid was a cool class. It was interesting too, because its elemental and nature guardian abilities wouldn’t be accommodating for someone with only the ranger class, the MP requirements would be too high. Not a problem for me, though. Although feral mode looked incredibly powerful, it came with severe costs to one’s physical and mental health. It offered a strong risk-reward style of play. All the abilities were quite useful—though I did feel like there was overlap with my apprentice mage abilities, which was disappointing. Nature’s cure felt like another version of status cure. Meanwhile, barkskin and steelskin were variations on my stone skin ability, but I was being nitpicky. Rejuvenation offered me an ability to replenish my MP outside of overstocking on MP potions and guzzling down the blue liquid all the time. Plus, nature’s revival would allow me to raise fallen allies; not as effectively and efficiently as a pure healer like Kari, but a good back-up nonetheless. The elemental abilities were good too, as the solar and astral powers would work well against any enemies with the traditional four elemental attunements.

      I checked the timer. I didn’t have much time to dawdle on this stuff. The first wave was bound to come soon. I spent a collection of my class skill points hoarded over by all the ranger levels to unlock: solar blast, moon blast, rejuvenation, nature’s gift, and feral mode. I wasn’t sure how good feral mode would be without claw or bite, but those moves weren’t unlockable until I hit level 24 with druid.

      It didn’t matter. I also unlocked the other ranger trap ability I had yet to unlock: steel trap.

      The gray clouds darkened. Night was coming soon and so were the creatures sent to kill me. I made a ring of traps around the perimeter. Then, a second ring at the fire pit. I gathered wood and set a fire there. The fire blazed and a long billowing trail of smoke swirled into the clouds. I’d let the bastards know exactly where I was.

      The darkening sky cleared and for a moment, the stars twinkled and the two moons of Illyria shone across the night. Then a cloud swept them away, leaving a pitch black curtain overhead. The light of my fire burned brighter in the shadowy forest. I power jumped to a high branch and crouched between the leaves. I nocked an arrow in my bow and waited.

      A rustling of leaves echoed through the woods. The sounds got louder at a quickening pace. The creatures coming were fast. My heart beat rapidly as the rush of footsteps got closer and closer. I held my eye, refusing to blink, watching the blackness until out of the shroud of darkness came my attackers. At first I didn’t even see who or what they were. I heard the swish and rip of my net traps, scooping up the first wave. Then came the screams. A cascade of blood drenched the camp site and dampened the blaze of the fire pit. Pale blue limbs flew across the area. Dismembered legs and feet. The attacking creatures were humanoid. Their legs were chopped off by the steel traps, yet they continued moving forward unfazed, dragging their upper bodies across the dirt. They looked like humans, but with pale blue skin and white eyes without pupils. They were bald and had pointed ears and teeth. They dragged themselves towards the fire pit as blood and guts fell out of them, until they collapsed dead in the middle of the campsite.

      My heart was beating like a jackhammer. The first ring of traps had stopped the attack wave, but I was pale with shock. The monsters. Those creatures. Their frantic hungry nature. It reminded me of my last hours on Earth, before I entered A.K.O. and left my real body to fend for itself, to wither and die away in a containment pod. The drool, the frenzy. This was the fate of those suffering from the ZERO virus who didn’t have a video game to escape to. It was most likely the fate of my brother and my parents. My stomach lurched. I wanted to puke.

      “Screee!”

      The pale cannibalistic monster squirmed within the net trap, pulling at the string.

      I aimed my bow and went into hunter’s stance. I released a sniper’s eye arrow right through the creature’s neck. The creature stopped squirming.

      There were two remaining in my other net traps and they struggled all the more viciously after seeing their comrade assassinated from up above.

      I quickly pivoted towards them. Sniper’s eye was still recharging so I did long range shot. With all the buffs from height advantage, stealth, accurate aim and distance there was enough power to destroy the creature in one shot.

      I made quick work of the last one.

      With all my attackers dead for the moment, I jumped back down to the campsite and took sight of everything.

      I went over to one of the dismembered cannibal monsters and scanned it for loot. My HUD informed me the half-bodied creature lying before me was officially titled [Cannibal]. Well at least I knew these monsters’ end goals then. To eat me alive. Was I breakfast, lunch, or dinner?

      The creature didn’t have much available loot outside a few loose teeth. Easy items to ignore, but my ranger mentor had shown me how crafting items with the remains of your enemy often created arrows with extra strength against those same hostile mobs. After a couple of minutes, I had a good fifty teeth dangling in my inventory.

      I then threw the remaining corpses into the pit of fire roasting their remains. I figured it would be an attractive scent to the cannibals. Surely, if worst came to worst, they had appetites for each other?

      I replanted the net and steel traps in the first ring.

      I closed my eyes, listening to the forest. Silence beyond the crackling fire pit. The next wave hadn’t spawned yet. I coughed as the smoke of the fuming cannibal bodies billowed upward into the sky. The smell was atrocious. I wasn’t going to stay in the overwhelming stench. The traps near the water and to the west hadn’t set off. So the creatures were coming from the northeastern stretch of woods.

      I stepped out from the campsite, heading northeast. I ran and quickly made mana puddles jumping up to the branches. From there, I hopped across the woods.

      I crouched down and waited for the next wave to spawn. I used my dagger to carve the cannibal teeth into sharp points. Then with string I tied them tightly to the tip of my arrows. My HUD chimed.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have discovered a new survival blueprint.

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have created Cannibal Arrows!

      

        

      
        Your survival skills have increased by 0.6!

      

      

      Nice. I kept crafting cannibal arrows while I listened to the silence of the woods. It was all quiet except for the distant crackle of the roasting fire. Then out of nowhere, there was the rustling of the branches, the rush of footsteps on the ground.

      I marked the tree I was standing on with my dagger, leaving an ‘X’, so I’d be able to find the spot again later.

      The rushing feet got louder faster than the previous wave. Proof I was closer to their spawn point this time.

      Their figures flickered through the darkness of the forest. It was a pack of eight. They didn’t run quite in a squad but ran near each other. I let them pass below me. I maneuvered around the tree top I was perched on and nocked an arrow when facing the back of them. I pulled back the arrow and shot the cannibal at the back of the group. It was a headshot. It collapsed to the ground.

      
        
        +270 EXP!

      

      

      The other cannibals paid no heed to their fallen comrade, and rushed forward to my campsite. I followed behind them, picking off the one furthest from the pack again. By the time we got back to the campsite there were only three remaining and they got caught in my traps. I headshotted the one in the net trap and let the other two crawl to their death, dragging the steel traps with them.

      I quickly looted them for their teeth. Fed the fire more bodies and wood. Then turned around. I didn’t have much time. I cast shocking speed on my feet and rushed across the forest. When the speed buff fell away, I electric blinked across the woods until I was back at the tree with my ‘X’ mark.

      I jumped to the ground and scanned the forest floor for footprints. I eventually found a pair and then found another. I followed the tracks through the woods until the marks disappeared. This was it. The spawn zone.

      I set a steel trap right where the footsteps ended. I then found another trail of footsteps and again set a steel trap. I did this for all eight of the first footsteps of the cannibals. I then set a ring of net traps all around the area.

      I power jumped to a high branch and waited for my cunning plan to unfold. I had carved another dozen cannibal arrows when a group of shadowy figures appeared in the forest. There were sixteen this time. In seconds the traps all set off. First the steel traps, dismembering the eight cannibals who had spawned in the same positions as the previous eight. Then the eight net traps went off capturing the next group. I unleashed a fire barrage of cannibal arrows, raining down a whole storm of AoE arrows to finish off the trapped cannibals. The experience point alerts stacked in my HUD.

      I grinned, looking at the fallen bodies. Class trial completion, here I come. I gathered up the teeth of the fallen cannibals, set the traps and waited for the next wave. About an hour and a half had passed into the trial. So I had another six and a half hours to go. The waves were coming every forty-five minutes or so. I set up the traps like I did last time and added more for the other eight who had appeared. I made a ring of net traps and more steel traps. I went crazy overboard with the traps but the waves were doubling with each spawn, so there were potentially going to be thirty-two cannibals in the next round. Yeesh. Once I was finished with my traps, I jumped up to the top of a tree to wait and craft more cannibal arrows. As I crafted a new message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Your survival skills (passive) have increased by 0.4!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your survival skills (passive) have leveled up! (Level 3)

      

      

      I checked the timer, waiting for the forty-five minute mark for the cannibals to appear. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I waited for the war cries, the screams of the steel traps tearing through flesh, but nothing happened. My traps laid there.

      The spawn point had changed.

      The smoke from my fire still billowed out into the sky. I hurried back there, power jumping across the treetops. Crap, crap, crap. I hadn’t expected the spawn point to completely change. The monsters would head to the fire pit and while the quest’s emphasis was on my survival, losing control of the campsite would be hugely disadvantageous.

      I listened closely as I rushed back to the campsite. I didn’t hear anything. No signs of movement. I arrived at the campsite and found it desolate. No attackers had gained control or blown out my fire.

      If not cannibals, who or what was going to attack me next?

      The answer came from a screech above. Swirling far over the trees were a group of three gargoyles. Their sharp eyes glowed bright blue in the pitch black night sky. The gargoyles fluttered through the air like bats. They made their descent. They came in every direction. I dashed away from the campsite. Once under the shadowy cover of the trees, I entered hunter’s stance. I went invisible within the woods. I had fifteen seconds to formulate a plan against these airborne freaks. The group of them floated down to my camp, hovering above ground level so none of my traps were set off.

      I stood still, watching the gargoyles. They sniffed and peered around the site. They were smarter than the cannibals. Their skin had a light green pallor. Horns jutted out of either side of their foreheads. Their upper bodies were humanoid, while their legs had the talons of a bird with the haunches of a horse. Their wings flapped behind them, keeping them afloat. One gargoyle was significantly bigger than the rest. He held his broad shoulders straight in a prideful manner. Shoulders, I called him. He must be the leader. The other three had mischievous henchmen vibes. One only had a single eye. Another had long vicious claws, much larger than the others. The other one was smaller than the rest and was clearly the runt of the gang.

      Shoulders pointed in the woods right in my direction. Uh oh. I still had five seconds on the clock for my hunter’s stance’s stealth mode. They shouldn’t be able to see me. The gargoyles flew through the woods in my direction. They couldn’t see me, could they?

      Shoulders answered my question with an elbow blow to my chest. I flew backwards and not in the cool gargoyle flying way, but in the against-my-will kind of way. My back crashed into a thick tree. Bark and splintered wood stabbed my shoulders.

      I wanted to summon Chip and Gryph to help me against this group, but the damn magic forest had its stupid rules.

      I stood up and dematerialized my bow back into my inventory. I wiggled my fingers, getting them warmed up for spellcasting. I ran deeper into the forest away from the gargoyles. Lightning crackled in my palm and I sent a blast of shocking speed to my feet. I sprinted through the woods with a renewed vigor, every step taking me further, pushing me forward faster than usual. Wind blew my hair back. I power jumped into the trees. Branches snapped and broke behind me. The gargoyles were smashing through whatever was in their way. I let myself fall back onto the ground and continued running. I weaved in and out of the forest, first on the ground, then in the air and then repeated. After I did this three more times, I’d created enough distance between the gargoyles and me.

      I swerved around and quickly cast my hands out. The gargoyles would be facing me in a matter of seconds. The ground at my feet erupted with a wall of flames. The gargoyles weren’t stupid enough to charge through it and halted their descent when they got close to the heat. Too bad I had a way of increasing my flame wall’s range. With both my arms stretched out, hands opened wide, I let out air blast. The wall of flames blew forth like a massive flamethrower. The gargoyles swerved to dodge the incoming blast, but they were covered in flames. Their red health bars above their nameplates decreased by a couple of percentage points. The burning debuff flickered beneath their status bars. It didn’t matter though. The attack wasn’t effective. They flew around the wall of flames and came for me.

      I flame dodged, sliding across the mud-strewn ground, leaving a trail of fire beneath my boots. I then cast earthquake: the surrounding ground trembled and cracked until stones and shards were stabbing forth from the ground. The gargoyles descended towards me, smirking at me like I was an idiot. They weren’t going to step foot on the ground, especially not now after I’d made it so deadly for them. Sure, keep thinking you’re smarter than me. The gargoyles came at me four on one. I snapped my fingers and electric blinked so I was behind them. My arms were already stretched out and I unleashed another dose of air blast. The wind only made the gargoyles—still flying towards the rumbling ground where they thought I had been—even more aerodynamic. They crashed into my earthquake.

      I conjured a fireball in each hand and whipped it down at the AoE earth spell, comboing the two spells together to make a molten earthquake. I electric blinked back to the bottom, with my palm out, lightning crackling. I placed my palm right against Runt’s head.

      “Skull shock to the brain, asshole,” I said.

      Runt vibrated in the air as I delivered my electric-shock-therapy to his head. While the monster appeared to be in pain, his health bar had barely fallen and Runt was the weakest of the ghoulish foursome.

      Claws swung his powerful fingernails at me and I electric blinked into thin air. Reappearing meters away, I took in all of their HP bars. Hardly a scratch. Why weren’t they taking any damage? Was their magic defense particularly extra high? Should I switch back to ranger moves? I’d hit them with all of my elemental spells. Unless…

      The gargoyles were zooming towards me like psychopathic linebackers ready to crack my neck and spine, no concern about rendering me a paraplegic for the rest of my life. I stretched out my arms and triggered solar blast. The ability had a delay. A bright white orb formed in front of my palms. Then after five seconds, the orb shot out in a massive blast. The gargoyles squinted and fell back. Their HP dropped by a quarter.

      I triggered rejuvenation to start gaining my MP back. Next, I power jumped into the air.

      The gargoyles chased after me, but they had smartened up. They came at me from four different directions. My solar blast would only be able to hit at most two of them, but they weren’t that smart. They rushed me and I electric blinked into thin air. I reappeared and shot out solar blast one last time. They were all clustered together and weren’t able to spread out. The bright light of the solar energy ripped and shriveled their skin. Their HP drained quickly now.

      I kept pouring mana in my feet to keep me from falling rapidly through the air. I whipped out my arm towards Runt. Lightning slithered out my palm and flew across the sky like a serpent. The lightning wrapped itself around him, paralyzing him in the sky. The other gargoyles paid no heed, rushing towards me, in a multi-pronged attack.

      I electric blinked out of their away and kept my solar blast hand on Runt’s skull. The creature squirmed, unable to break free of the lightning cage’s hold. Runt’s head exploded at the proximity of the solar blast.

      
        
        +350 EXP!

      

      

      The gargoyles turned around. Rage filled their face as Runt’s body fell to the ground. The corpse crashed into the ground, the thump echoing across the woods.

      They charged towards me with new found anger and resentment bubbling across their faces. Good. It would be easier to trick them now.

      I electric blinked down to the ground. I dashed through the woods. The gargoyles continued to chase after me. I was running out of breath, tiring out from the endless kiting this battle had turned into, but I knew how to finish it. I cast shocking speed and created more distance between the gargoyles and me. I crouched down and set a net trap on the ground. I moved further ahead and set another trap. I then turned around. The three remaining gargoyles charged towards me in the air. I waited until the last second to shoot out lightning cage. They expected it and dodged it by dipping to the ground.

      Snap!

      The net trap caught Claws.

      I flamed dodged backwards. They came after me. I did the same trick again. It was lose-lose for them. Get hit with lightning cage or dodge into the trap. Soon I had all three of them swinging in the net trap, all lined in a row.

      I stretched out both my hands and unleashed solar blast. The gargoyles disintegrated.

      
        
        +350 EXP!

        +350 EXP!

        +350 EXP!

      

      

      I panted and collapsed onto the forest floor. I checked the timer and I still had five more hours to go.

      I stumbled towards the fallen gargoyles and inspected them for loot. I gathered gargoyle bones and fresh red gargoyle meat. My stomach rumbled. Time to eat. Back at the camp, I held a slab of gargoyle meat on a stick and let it roast beneath the blaze of the fire. When it was finished cooking, I ate it, holding it between my gloved hands. It was messy, but I was starving and I didn’t care.

      I blinked and rubbed my eyes when I was finished. Another few more hours to go and I’d be done with this damn class trial. The next wave was already starting. The ground tremored. Water splashed. Emerging from the lake was a whole swarm of swamplings. I did not like these mobs. I’d faced them back in Solmini. Blue-skinned, pointed ears, finned ribs, and black bulbous eyes. They were a hybrid of merman and vampire.

      They swam towards the shore. I ran to the edge and I didn’t waste any time. A bright light formed in my palm and then shot out into the water. The attack sent the swamplings swirling back, taking a chunk of their HP with it, but they kept coming forward. I shot out another solar blast, but it didn’t matter. There was always more swamplings to replace the one’s who had been wounded.

      I played it out in my head. If I stood here all night, triggering solar blast, I’d eventually run out of MP potions, and the swamplings would eventually climb ashore further out and surround me.

      I dashed away from the shore and ran into the woods. Swamplings were stronger near water so I’d be gaining an advantage by fighting them further inland.

      I ran and ran. My heart beating like crazy. My throat drying up.

      A screech echoed through the woods.

      I stopped dead in my tracks.

      Jumping through the shadows was another wave of cannibals.

      I lifted up my hands and triggered moon blast: a watery bright blue orb formed in my hand before shooting out a silver blast. The spell rippled through the cannibals, destroying the front line of their horde.

      I had an idea.

      I turned around and ran. I came face to face with the swampling horde. I electric blinked into the trees and watched as the two enemy groups swarmed into each other. I waited for carnage but the group of mobs fell to a standstill.

      The cannibals scratched at the trees and started climbing them. They were creating a human ladder as they came towards me.

      There were enemies in every direction. They were going to kill me by sheer numbers. There was no way out.

      There was only one last thing to try.

      I triggered feral mode.

      I was on the ground, shooting off air blast spells and earthquake and grabbing cannibal heads and smashing them into other cannibal heads. I had lost control of my body. I blinked and I’d be somewhere else. Casting a new spell, decapitating a new creature. It was like I was only seeing every fifth second I was living through. It was as if I was on autopilot, and the autopilot program was a psychopath. I was pure carnage.

      The time dilation of my consciousness widened. Soon I was only seeing every tenth second, then eventually nothing at all.

      The last thing I saw were corpses. Piles of them.
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      Ash and smoke filled my nostrils. A vicious cough took over my body: my throat scratched, my stomach tightened, my body curled up in pain. My eyes cracked open to the light of a gray sky morning. I rolled over. My muscles ached. I tilted my head and found I was covered in scars and bruises from my arms to my legs. My robes were ripped all over.

      I rubbed my forehead. I pushed my arms up and took in my surroundings. The campsite was surrounded with the fallen bodies of yesterday’s fight.

      A group of messages popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have unlocked Druid class.

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Druid) has leveled up (Level 21). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Druid) has leveled up (Level 22). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Druid) has leveled up (Level 23). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

      

      I fell to the ground and sighed. I’d survived the night. I’d done it. I took a quick moment of respite. I materialized a hot mug of coffee in my hands and took a sip. One of the perks of A.K.O.’s inventory system was how it operated more like an old-school JRPG [Japanese Role-Playing Game] despite all the other efforts the game went to for hyper realism. The developers must have assumed it was more fun this way. I took my last sip and then gathered my things.

      I checked over my stats before leaving:

      
        
        Clay Hopewell

        Level 23

        Race: Aeri (Eldra)

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

      

        

      
        HP: 228

        MP: 627

      

        

      
        ATKP: 3

        MTKP: 89

        TGH: 5

        SPIRIT: 90

        LUCK: 3

      

      

      I headed back through the woods. I trudged over branches, keeping an eye out for my own tracks from before. I didn’t spot any. The trees quickly thinned out and I was back in the Arethkarian marshland faster than I expected. It felt weird, considering how winding and labyrinthine the forest had been to enter.

      I summoned Gryph.

      “Hey Gryph,” I said, strutting. “Do I look any different?”

      The bird towered over and stretched its head and beak out. The bird’s golden hazel eyes looked me over.

      No, it said via psylink. You smell of shit and death though.

      You’re no fun, I said. I unlocked druid class.

      Congratulations. Let me guess, I’m your victory ride home to your friends.

      Oh come now, I said and materialized a slab of gargoyle meat. I threw it in the air and Gryph caught it and gobbled it in one swallow.

      He dipped his neck down, inviting me to get on. Meat always alleviated his grumpiness. Gryph kicked off the ground and we took to the skies. The marshland became nothing but a speck of land below us. The wind passed through my hair and my eyes blinked themselves awake.

      I had Gryph land me down at the edge of the town. I wanted to walk through it. See the citizens and let them see me. The portcullis was raised on the western wall. The guard recognized me and gave me no trouble as I stepped through. The wall was flimsy. It was made of stone, but I was positive it was upgradeable. There were turrets on the coast wall but none on the western wall and I suspected none on the eastern wall either. The city was set up to defend against foreign invaders rather than any attacks from inland.

      I continued on through the town. It was bustling with activity. Workers carried supplies to and fro, hammers banged in the distance. A new building—the barracks—had been erected.

      I headed towards the keep. A young apprentice blacksmith waved. “Good morning, Master Clay. Did you have a good rest?”

      “Uhh,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “Not really. I spent it in the woods to the west, fighting monsters.”

      The young man tilted his head in confusion. “Woods to the west?”

      “Yeah,” I said, pointing to the wall. “Beyond there.”

      “There are no woods to the west, only marshes. Or you’d have to go further than a week’s travel to find woodland.”

      “No, but,” I said. I called up the world map on my HUD and zoomed into the region of Arethkar we were in. I did a double take. There was no forest listed. I ran a search for the Birthplace of the Druids in my HUD.

      
        
        Birthplace of the Druids

      

        

      
        A spiritual realm that takes the guise of a forest. It is said where druids go to train and find more about their magic and their abilities.

      

      

      Wow. So at some point the forest had turned into an instanced section of content like the other class trials I’d done, only it had been less explicit than the previous ones.

      “CLAY!”

      Through the blurry lens of my HUD screen, Serena appeared. She was coming towards me. The young apprentice blacksmith went back to minding his own business now that a deadly-looking swordswoman was charging up towards us.

      Serena grabbed my arm. “Clay—how did the trial go?”

      Before I spoke, she cut me off. “Okay, actually, it doesn’t matter. Something’s happened while you were away. We captured a prisoner. A spy. He says he’s got information that would help us against Arethkar, but he refuses to say anything more until he has a meeting with you.”

      “Me?”

      “Well, you’re the leader of our rebellious crew, are you not?”

      I grinned and she playfully punched me in the shoulder. “Don’t get cocky.”

      “Okay, where is this prisoner?”

      Serena’s bright blue eyes narrowed. She looked me in the eye and then cast them down to her feet. She was hiding something.

      “Is there something else?”

      “I don’t want to say anything else,” said Serena. “The prisoner has been saying some weird stuff. I want you to see him for yourself, without any influence from what I’ve said.”

      I made a face and nodded. “Sure okay.”

      Serena led me up to the keep and instead of entering the main hall, we entered the side and headed to the keep’s dungeon.

      Flaming torches lined the shadowy dim spiraling staircase. As we went down, Serena explained how they found him.

      “Raylene, Kari and I were scouting the valley northeast of here to make sure those who’d left the city weren’t camping out and continuing to spy on us. Then out of nowhere this guy appeared. He held his hands up and surrendered. This is why I want you to be careful. He basically gave himself up to us. It was almost as if he wanted to get caught.”

      Serena stopped talking as we reached the bottom of the staircase. The dungeon was a dark hallway of cells on either side. Serena materialized a set of keys in her hand and twirled them in her fingers as she walked to the end of the hall. She stopped at the last cell on the left. I peered through the bars and faintly made out the shroud of a man. He was sitting on the ground, back against the wall. Hood up, covered in shadows. I had a strange feeling just looking at the man.

      Serena opened the cell door. “He’s all yours.”

      I stepped into the cell. The torchlight illuminated the man’s grizzled, dirty, and unshaven face. He smiled in the dim light of the crackling torches.

      I recognized him straightaway. It couldn’t be. Then the man said:

      “Good to see you, little brother.”
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      “Will?”

      The man pushed himself up to his feet. We stared at each other. Will—my older brother. The last time I’d seen him was in a hospital on the brink of crisis. He’d arranged a containment pod for me to escape into A.K.O. He was the one responsible for my second chance at life. I didn’t think I’d ever see him again.

      We rushed towards each other, arms out. We clasped together in a hug.

      “You smell like shit,” I said.

      “Funny you say that,” said my older brother. “I was going to say the same thing about you.”

      I let go of the man. I stepped away and clutched his shoulders. I didn’t believe it. My brother—who I’d assumed was dead—stood right in front of me.

      “What are you doing here?” I said.

      Will cleared his throat. “We have a lot to discuss.”

      “What do you mean? I uhh—“ I turned to Serena. “Should we get food? Should we organize a dinner? Shit—I don’t know what you’re supposed to do.”

      “Those are all options,” Serena began, but Will cut her off. “It’s fine. Before you introduce me to your friends we can talk here. Maybe someone could bring us tea?”

      Will glanced to Serena. She gave him a dirty look back. She turned to a guard and barked, “Go get us some tea.” She turned back to Will. “I’m not leaving you alone with him, spy.”

      “Oof, tough bodyguard you got here,” said Will, nudging me.

      “Actually, she’s my girlfriend,” I said.

      Serena crossed her arms and looked away from me. She didn’t find Will’s comments or mine amusing in the least.

      Will beamed me a smile and leant back against the wall.

      “Glad to hear I’m not the only one with news to share,” he said.

      I shook my head. What the hell was I doing? Bragging to my brother about Serena? It was like seeing him had made me regress. Or as if there was so much to discuss I didn’t even know where to start, what to prioritize, what to ask first? Or maybe it wasn’t that I didn’t know what to ask, but I was afraid to ask it. To find out the truth. Once it was known, there was no going back.

      I gulped. “Where’s mom and dad?”

      Will went quiet. He shook his head. He didn’t need to say more.

      A silence grew between us and finally he spoke, put words to what the drop in conversation had already rendered obvious.

      “They didn’t make it,” he said, softly. “Most of the world didn’t make it. After you had uploaded yourself in here, there were only two days left on Earth before the ZERO virus really took over. I organized pods for all three of us. Mom, Dad, me. Yet on the day we went to the hospital, we—”

      Will’s hands shook and he covered his face. “The flesh-eaters had surrounded the car before we even got to the hospital parking lot. They were banging on the windows, climbing on the roof. We were trapped. I phoned PsiBank and ordered a chopper. We needed to survive in the car for another ten minutes. Mom and dad were stone-faced. They didn’t scream, they didn’t react. Apathetic stoics to the end, like they always had been.

      “I reversed and drove away from the horde of flesh-eaters. The chopper from PsiBank arrived, armed with two militiamen, who gunned down the flesh-eaters. I got out of the car and helped mom and dad. We ran to the chopper where they’d thrown down a ladder. They kept firing at the flesh-eaters. The guns didn’t keep them down. I helped dad onto the rope ladder. Then mom screamed. She’d been bit. It didn’t matter how many bullets the soldiers shot into those things, they kept getting up. One had wrapped itself around mom’s leg and took a bite out of her calf. Next thing I knew, dad had let go of the rope and was going to help her. The flesh-eaters soon surrounded them. The soldiers couldn’t shoot without harming mom and dad. That was it.”

      Will sighed and rubbed his eyes. “I did everything possible. I hope you can forgive me, Clay. I couldn’t save them.”

      I stood there, shocked. I had always known the odds of any of my family surviving the rise of the flesh-eaters on Earth was slim to none, but having it confirmed still felt like a wallop to the chest. Mom and dad were gone. Forever. Eaten alive by flesh-eaters. Fuck.

      Serena placed her hand on my shoulders. She wrapped her arms around my stomach. “It’s going to be okay,” she whispered.

      “It’s absolute carnage out there,” said Will, sighing. “Earth is lost. Arcane Kingdom Online is all we have now.”

      I nodded my head and tried to suppress all the emotions I was feeling.

      “How much do you know about what’s going on in the game?” I said. “We’ve learned a lot since being here.”

      I pulled off my gloves and held up my arm. Along my wrist was a swirling dark mark. The Prophetic Seal. A powerful in-game dev tool passed onto me by the guardian of dreams, Betina.

      Will’s eyes widened at the sight of it.

      “Oh no,” he said. “Clay, I’m so sorry.”

      “What do you mean? Do you recognize this mark?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I was supposed to acquire it when I entered the game.”

      “What?”

      “Konrad Takeshimi needed financial backing to get his servers and underground bunkers working. I was one of the negotiators on the board at PsiBank. With the world falling apart, we negotiated to have powerful upgrades in the game, but as soon as any of those involved in the deal were uploaded, they realized Konrad had betrayed them. He had assassins placed where they were going to spawn and made sure they were killed. Permanently. I only survived because I was the last one to enter the game and I saw the writing on the wall. He had no interest in sharing power, he wanted to be god of this world and for all of us to be his worshipping acolytes. He’ll stop everyone who stands in the way of his plans for domination.”

      I shook my head. This was all too much.

      “What do we do?” My arms shook. “What do we do with all this information?”

      “Do whatever you please with it,” said Will. “It’s what I’m about to tell you next you’re going to really want to listen to.” He clasped his hands together and said, “For I know a way to stop him.”
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      The three of us returned to the main hall of the keep. The rest of the party met us there. Jackson and Raylene stood near each other, quietly conferring in one another’s ear. Kari practiced a healing spell; she had her arms stretched out and her palms would glow bright for a second and then she’d stop. Repetitive practice was a great way to increase the level of individual skills in A.K.O. and Kari was a diligent student. Shade was lounging on the head chair: he rested his back against the right armrest, his butt slumped in the cushion, while his legs stretched across the other arm rest, his feet dangling in the air. He held a beer bottle over his mouth, shaking it to get the last drop. After a few shakes, he gave up and turned his head. His eyes bulged with excitement when he saw the three of us walking towards him.

      “Clay, you’re back,” he cheered, rolling out of his slump and shooting to his feet. His tail wagged behind him. “How did the druid trial go? There’s been big changes around here. New barracks, new pub. I tried to get them to open up another—you know, competition will bring more prosperity for all, right?—but they ignored me. I said, ‘Wait till Clay gets back, he’ll show you guys’. Isn’t that right, huh, Clay?”

      “Uhh,” I said.

      “Also—who’s this guy?” said Shade, wincing at Will suspiciously. “Oi! This is the prisoner. Sound the alarms! We got a prison break on our hands!”

      The others tensed at the sight of Will.

      I raised my hands. “Guys, I think there’s been a slight misunderstanding. This prisoner. This spy. It’s my older brother. Meet William Hopewell everybody.”

      The room went quiet with surprise, except for one dissenting voice.

      “This guy is your big brother?” questioned Shade, who was now crouching at Will’s legs and sniffing him. His whiskers bouncing up and down. He stood up. “But he’s way better looking than you?”

      In his prisoner’s rags, Will cracked a smile. “I guess things never change, do they, Clay?”

      I shrugged. Will had always been the favorite child with my parents. He did well in school. He was successful at business. I was the troubled child. The disappointment.

      Kari walked up to Will, assessed him and then looked at me. “I dunno,” said Kari. “I think it’s a tie.”

      “Agreed,” said Raylene. “They both look like crap given the circumstances. We can’t be judging them like this. The jury is still out.”

      Serena grabbed my arm and squeezed. “Hmph. I know where I stand on the matter.”

      “Can you all stop objectifying me and my brother? Honestly, we have bigger things to discuss.”

      Will played along and shrugged. “Do we though?”

      I winced at him. He was pulling my leg. On the one hand, it was really pissing me off. On the other hand, it was nice to have my older brother around, even if he was giving me shit. He smirked. He was thinking the same thing.

      “Will says he knows a way to stop Konrad Takeshimi.”

      Jackson crossed his arms, always the cynic. “Let’s hear it then.”

      Will walked away from us. He looked up to one of the windows. He was gathering his thoughts. He used to do this as a kid. He’d go quiet and strategize. It was always annoying to play chess or games with him, because he’d take forever on his turn. He eventually turned around and spoke.

      “Crystal Port was a good strategic place to attack to gain a foothold on the continent,” he said.

      Everyone nodded.

      “But on its own, it won’t survive. You—or really I mean, us, we, whatever—need to conquer somewhere big. Somewhere that will create a bind for the Arethkarian army.”

      “And where’s this great strategic location exactly?” said Raylene. “We’ve scoured all the maps.”

      “You must’ve overlooked one place then,” said Will. “But don’t feel bad. Most people do, including the Arethkarian high council. Have you ever heard of a place called Iron Citadel?”

      Everyone shook their heads.

      “It’s a huge fortress located within the eastern mountains. It would give us natural defenses, a height advantage, and control of the mountains, a huge reservoir of crystal mana.”

      “If it holds so much strategic importance,” said Serena. “Isn’t Arethkar going to be defending it with all of their power?”

      “No,” said Will. “Because they don’t even control it. The storms in the mountains make it too dangerous to send airships through, so the only way to get there is to travel through the mines and—“

      “Oh boy, this isn’t good,” said Shade.

      “Tunnels of the Rorn,” said Will. “The Storm Mountains function as a dungeon. A difficult one. Traversing through it won’t be easy, but it’s our only shot.”

      Everyone turned to me.

      “How long will it take us to get there?” I asked.

      “The fastest we’d be able to get there is seven days, which is as much time as you can take until Arethkar realizes the play you’re making and sends an army of their own to take the citadel themselves. Then we’d be truly screwed.”

      We only had a week to turn our crummy position into a better one.

      “So wise leader of ours,” began Shade. “We’re on a foreign continent with enemies all around us. What’s our next plan of action, boss?”
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      “Clay,” said Serena. “Can I have a word in private?”

      Serena and I moved outside and walked across the ramparts, overlooking the town of Crystal Port.

      Serena’s face was pale. She was shivering.

      “What is it?”

      She rubbed her hand through her hair.

      “I know you’re not going to like what I’m about to say,” she said. “But are we sure we can trust Will?”

      “Are you serious right now?”

      “What if he’s a double agent? Still working for Arethkar? Or secretly enslaved by their magitech?”

      I shook my head. “I mean, why would he want to betray us?”

      “Maybe he doesn’t, but he’s secretly enslaved.”

      “You did a body search of him though, right?” I said. “And there didn’t look to be any hidden enslavement devices, were there?”

      Serena shook her head. “I don’t know. I think we need to be careful. He shows up out of nowhere with the answers to all our problems. A little convenient much? Don’t you—”

      Screams echoed from below.

      “Let’s discuss this later,” I said, jumping off the ramparts, creating mana puddles at my feet.

      The screams were coming from the middle of the town square. I expected an outbreak of the newly freed Chosen against the townsfolk who had decided to stay. Instead I found a group of Arethkarian Chosen fighting each other.

      I shot off air blast, dispersing the fight. I landed in the middle. The group of people fighting all cowered around me. They looked at me with fear in their eyes. What the heck? Didn’t they see I had freed them? Didn’t they recognize I wanted to help them?

      “Why are you fighting?”

      “They want to leave and go back to an Arethkarian controlled city,” said one group, pointing to the others.

      “It’s just a matter of time,” spat one of the former slaves. “Arethkar will take it back over and everyone who was seen to betray them will suffer worse than we have already.”

      Man. Arethkar had really done a number on these people. They were scared to be free. They were scared it wouldn’t last long. They were nervous this was a test of their allegiance to their enslaving masters. It was messed up. My people came here with the goals of making people’s lives better, and yet I hadn’t convinced these players one bit.

      “No one is going to enslave you again,” I said. “I promise. My people are going to train you all so you get stronger, be it as warriors or crafters or whatever you want to be. It isn’t going to be easy, but you’re going to be free. We’re going to do good for all The Chosen and non-Chosen alike on this continent. We’ll root out the evil once and for all.”

      The eyes of the newly freed Chosen beamed as I spoke. I was convincing them. As I spoke and comforted them, I realized we had a lot of work to do to achieve our goals. The tensions amongst all these different groups here in this town and in the larger continent weren’t going to go away until we stopped Konrad Takeshimi and the Arethkarian High Council and ripped them away from power.

      It was decided. We had to go conquer Iron Citadel.
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      A message burst into my HUD.

      
        
        P3rson&l Message: CongratUlations

      

        

      
        Cl4y,

      

        

      
        Well-done on unlocking druid.

      

        

      
        Your brother’s suggestion is wise. Hurry to Iron Citadel.

      

        

      
        In the safety of its walls, I’ll tell you everything you wish to know. About Konrad Takeshimi, Operation Assimilated Reality, and even me if you so wish.

      

        

      
        Until then,

        Betina

      

      

      The message only made the decision even easier. I marched back into the control center.

      “I’ve decided,” I said to the rest of the party. “We’re going to Iron Citadel.”

      “Are you serious?” asked Serena. She stretched her arms and cracked her neck—the telltale sign she gave when she was irritated. She sent me a follow-up message via private chat.

      
        
        Serena: So you’re just going to ignore our discussion about Will?

      

      

      I grimaced. I wrote her back straightaway.

      
        
        Clay: The rest of the party can tell we’re chatting privately.

      

      

      Shade raised his eyebrows knowingly at me while Kari kept her head down, pretending not to watch.

      
        
        Serena: Let them. Who cares.

        Clay: Okay, fine. I trust Will. He’s the only family I have left.

      

      

      Sadness panged my chest. I gulped back tears. I didn’t have time to wallow in grief. I had to stay focused on the mission at hand. I promised myself along with the memory of my parents, that when I had real time to mourn, I would do it right.

      
        
        Clay: I see your points, and I’m happy you shared your thoughts with me. A good leader surrounds himself with people who don’t agree with him willy-nilly. So it’s good. Keep an eye on him, if you wish.

        Serena: Wow, so diplomatic ;) I really hope I never have to say, “I told you so.” Honestly, I hope I’m wrong.

      

      

      I was about to turn away and continue speaking with the others when Serena raised a finger, like she had one more thing to say.

      
        
        Serena: Your wrong, you know. You have more family left than you realize. For one thing, you have me.

      

      

      Her crystal blue eyes stared out at me and warmed my chest. I wiped my eyes and turned to the group.

      “Alright guys, those coming on the expeditionary force are: Kari, Shade, Serena, Will, myself, and Jackson—“

      “No!” shouted Raylene.

      I tilted my head, confused. “What? Raylene, trust me. You’ll like this. You’re going to gain admin controls of Crystal Port. You will be leading this place into tip top shape while we’re sleeping in caves and fighting grumpy Rorn.”

      Raylene and Jackson shared a concerning look.

      “Or, wait, uhh,” I said, at a loss for words. “Did you want Jackson to stay behind?”

      “It’s fine,” said Raylene, crossing her arms. “You’re the boss. Thank you for making me admin.”

      A message popped up in my HUD. Serena in private chat again.

      
        
        Serena: Really bungled that one, huh? You gotta stay on top of the romances in your own group moron :P

      

      

      I hadn’t realized how much I’d fallen behind on. I was unable to read Jackson’s feelings on the matter. He currently looked mildly pissed off, but he always looked mildly pissed off. I knew what it was like to be in either his or Raylene’s position. I always missed Serena when I went on one of my solo adventures. I didn’t realize how lucky I was to have Serena be so instrumental to our party.

      “It’s fine,” said Jackson. Not to me, but to Raylene. “If I don’t go, these young ones are going to mess everything up. I’m the only one who knows how to keep them in line.” The Rorn then turned to me. “Clay—let’s do this.”

      “Awesome. Everyone go gather everything you need for our big quest and meet at the north gate in one hour,” I said.

      “Not the aerodrome?” asked Shade.

      “Weren’t you listening?” said Serena. “Aerodromes can’t reach Iron Citadel.”

      “Plus, we need to bring as little attention to this mission as possible,” I added.

      “Understood,” said Shade. “I’ll go pack my bottles of—potions.”

      The group dispersed, leaving only me and Raylene in the control center. She kept her arms crossed and avoided eye contact with me.

      “Shall we go over the Town Menu and figure out what to build next?” I said. “We’re going to want to build a teleport gate between Crystal Port and Iron Citadel, once we conquer it.”

      “Mhm,” said Raylene. “When they’re both built, why don’t you separate all the husbands and wives from each other. Keep them in separate towns.”

      “Hey—listen—I'm sorry. I need Jackson on the frontlines with me. He’s our best melee dps fighter and he can double as a tank when we need him. Just like I need you here.”

      Raylene grumbled, “Fine,” and then said, “We need to increase our resource gathering if we’re planning to build so much.”

      I grinned, happy the conversation was back on track. “I was thinking the same thing. I even have a connection where we can mine tons of crystal mana.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “There’s a hidden sky island in the cloud ocean of Argon’s Rage called Zeratha’s Isle. I happen to be the only person in Illyria who knows its exact coordinates.”

      “Impressive,” said Raylene. “So shall we set up an outpost there and start creating a trade route between Crystal Port and there?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Next, I’d say increase farm production on the outskirts and also upgrade the wall defenses. If Arethkar decides to attack us here, they’ll be sure to use their airships and there’s currently no anti-aircraft defenses on the non-coastal walls.”

      Raylene nodded. “Sounds good. I’ll get to it, commander.”

      I nodded and held out my hand to Raylene. She grabbed it and squeezed it super hard.

      “You look after Jackson, okay?”

      I’d never seen the gruff woman so serious before.

      “Yeah of course, Raylene,” I said.

      “I lost him once before,” she said. “I don’t want to lose him again.”

      “I promise nothing will happen to him,” I said.

      “You better,” she said. “Or I’ll burn this place to the ground.”

      I took that as her way of saying goodbye, except when I left, she followed behind. “Oh, I thought we were done.”

      “I’m coming to see you off,” she muttered, which I came to learn meant saying goodbye to Jackson. They stood away from the group while we waited in front of the gates.

      Shade stretched his arms and gave a wide glance across the town. “I can’t believe we’re going already. It feels like we only just got here.”

      “Because we only did just get here,” said Kari, rolling her eyes.

      Jackson strolled up to us with a goofy grin on his face. Raylene stared daggers at me. “Remember what I said.”

      I nodded and kept a mental note to remind Kari to pay special attention to keeping Jackson healed.

      “Alright,” I said, pointing beyond the gate towards the hazy silhouette of mountains in the distance. “Let’s go!”
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      I pulled my boot out of dark green swamp water, stepping onto a patch of dry ground. The marshlands were one giant puddle, only broken up by boulder-sized shards of crystal mana.

      “They say during the great rift,” said Will, “Giant crystals fell from the sky and littered the landscape of Arethkar.”

      “I don’t like this place,” sighed Shade, walking along, bored, hands in his pockets, tail wagging languidly.

      “Wait until we get to the Dead Plains,” muttered Will.

      The route we’d plotted to get to the Storm Mountains involved going through a zone called the Dead Plains. Judging both places on our journey by their names, neither place sounded a) appealing b) safe or c) enjoyable. It would take two days to cross the Dead Plains, which would leave us with about five days to get through the mountains and the underground passes.

      The flat marshland became less muddy and wet. A steep hill emerged. We traversed it, emerging into a magnificent new zone: a valley with tall golden stalks of wheat stretching for miles and miles. Large hogs and boars roamed in packs chomping on the wheat. Resting overtop the landscape were the sublime silhouettes of the Storm Mountains: great blue behemoths of stone and snow. Their peaks disappeared into the clouds.

      “I guess we don’t need a compass,” I said, pointing in the direction of the mountains.

      We continued walking. Honestly, I’ve walked more after the few months in this game than I previously had in my entire life. The amount of journeying to and fro was out of hand. My legs ached, my muscles were sore, all conversational topics had been explored, and so here we were, walking through an endless prairie to a gigantic scary mountain.

      “Are we there yet?” asked Shade.

      “No,” said Jackson.

      “I mean, we’re going to the mountains,” said Serena. “They’re clearly over there and we’re clearly over here.”

      “Geez louise,” said Shade. “I’m only trying to liven up the walk. Sorry for wanting to get to know you guys more.”

      “No great conversations ever began with ‘are we there yet,’” said Serena.

      “Agreed,” said both Kari and Will in unison.

      I was about to jump in when a shrill howl echoed forth from deep across the prairie. The wheat stalks bended towards us as a great gust of wind blew through. The wind was so strong it pushed us all back a step. I shivered from the sharp coldness of the breeze. The wind was rolling in all the way from the mountains. I blinked and my eyes were tearing up. White spots covered my vision. I lifted my hands up to my eyes. I didn’t see anything: not a palm, finger, or wrist. My vision had been tampered with.

      “Uhh guys,” I said. “Is anyone else having trouble, um, seeing?”

      “Ow,” shouted Shade.

      “Sorry, I didn’t see you,” said Kari.

      I checked my HUD and saw the wind had hit us with two nasty debuffs.

      
        
        Wind Chill (Debuff): Baby it’s cold outside. You should’ve listened! Movement slowed by 25%, 1% chill damage every 5/seconds (Duration: 2 minutes)

      

        

      
        Sharp Eyes (Debuff): The wind is in your eyes! 70-95% vision loss. (Duration: 2 minutes).

      

      

      “Stop moving everybody,” I said. “We’ve been effected by nasty debuffs. So long as we stand still and wait out the debuff duration we will be fine.”

      “Can’t you status cure us?” said Serena.

      “These debuffs aren’t curable at our level of status cure,” explained Kari.

      The ground at our feet rumbled.

      “I don’t like the sounds of that,” said Shade.

      The ground continued to shake below us. The dirt cracked and something erupted from the surface. Hot breath poured down on my face.

      The wind still howled around us. The debuffs reset back to full. I stretched my arms out and weaved them in the air. My fingers danced an arcane pattern, creating a bright light of energy in front of me until a puffy cloud of smoky energy appeared in front of me.

      “It’s summoning time,” shouted Chip. “Ahh what’s this scary worm doing! Master Clay, there’s a horrible giant worm-thing in front of you guys. Why aren’t you doing anything? Fight! Run! Do something before it eats you alive!”

      “I don’t like the standing still plan anymore,” said Serena. “Shall we vote to ditch it?”

      “Great idea Ms. Serena,” said Shade.

      I closed my eyes shut. The wind had died down while the worm thing was continuing to breath down on us. We had to defend ourselves until the debuff wore out.

      “Chip,” I said. “We need you to distract the monster.”

      “Gotcha boss,” said the spirit.

      Loud wisps of energy blasts echoed forth as Chip battled and preoccupied the giant worm.

      I counted the seconds. The cataracts in my eyes slowly faded away. My sight returned. A deadly worm towered over us, sprouting from the ground like a plant, but in a deadly-carnivorous-plant-who-wanted-to-kill-you sort of way. The creature was a long slithering tube of spiked scales culminating way above us where its mouth opened up with four sharp claw-like fangs. At the center of its mouth was a large open hole of smaller pincer teeth. It was a conveyer belt of destruction, a cylindrical slaughterhouse from the opening down through its throat. Its stats floated above it.

      
        
        Dread Worm

        Level 30

        HP: 2150

        MP: 35

      

      

      A lone butterfly fluttered across our battlefield, still suffering from the wind debuff. The dread worm snatched the bug from the air and sent it down its long destructive throat. What a piece of shit. This was how the worm operated: it waited for the wind to make creatures blind and then when they were defenseless, ate them to shreds. It was survival of the fittest out here on the Dead Plains, but this dread worm was one malicious trash mob: there was no reason to eat the butterfly, it wasn’t going to offer it any sustenance. It was killing for killing’s sake.

      “Oh boy,” said Shade, taking in the worm. “We can’t have nice things, can we? We couldn’t have a leisurely stroll to the storm mountains, could we?”

      “Stop complaining and help us take this thing out,” shouted Jackson, running towards the worm. He jumped and spun in the air, unleashing a fiery kick to the worm’s side.

      The monster recoiled from the attack, wailing. It hissed. Globs of bright green saliva flew from its mouth. One glob flew in my direction, its shadow enveloping the ground I stood on. I burst into a crackle of electricity and reappeared two meters back from where the saliva hit. The toxic spit burned the wheat stalks, leaving a black and green crater of destruction.

      The worm swerved its head and crashed down towards Jackson, taking a bite out of his arm.

      Jackson, supreme badass, didn’t even scream as the worm dug its fangs into his flesh. The teeth punctured his skin and Jackson engaged in a tug of war with the worm.

      Raylene’s words echoed in my mind: You better look after Jackson or I’ll burn this place to the ground.

      Oh crap.

      “Everyone get Jackson away from the worm pronto,” I commanded.

      Serena ran to the worm and shouted, “Protect Thy Allies!”

      A burst of red energy shot forth from her, rippling into the worm. The creature released its grip from Jackson and threw its sharp-teeth filled mouth in Serena’s direction.

      “Oh no you don’t,” shouted Serena, lifting up her sword in a defensive stance. The worm’s teeth clanged against Serena’s sword.

      Jackson stumbled away from the battle. His face and skin were pale white. He was suffering from the “shock” debuff. Kari sent a bright glow of white light across the battlefield. The curative orb flew into his person. His HP shot back to full. The bleeding wounds on his arm disappeared, replaced by clean smooth flesh and skin. Life returned to his face. He was battle-ready once again.

      He clenched his fists and powered himself up with brawler boons. He ran to the dread worm’s rear and landed a punch right in the worm’s vulnerable underside. The worm swerved away from its clash with Serena and turned its attention to the brawler.

      “Curious how our newest member hasn’t been doing anything?” shouted Serena as she stabbed the dread worm on its side.

      “Me?” asked Will. “What about Shade?”

      Shade appeared out from behind the shadows of a rock, leaping forward from stealth mode with two kunai, heading straight into the worm’s back. The critical hit knocked the worm’s HP down to 65%. The monster wailed, unleashing another showering fountain of venomous saliva.

      We all backed away.

      “Your girlfriend and big bro aren’t getting along,” said Shade. “Which one will you side with? Difficult decision.”

      “We don't even know what class he’s playing,” added Serena, between heavy breaths.

      Chip swirled around Will. “You’re Master Clay’s older brother? Nice to meetcha. I’m Chip. I’m a ghost spirit. I’m immaterial. I like helping Clay and going on adventures. What do you like to do?”

      I turned to Will. “Are you going to make me look like a tool in front of my friends, or are you going to show us what you can do?”

      Will cracked his neck. “Alright, here it goes.”

      He stretched out his arms and clenched his fists. Bright red orbs formed around his hands. His hair flew upward from the power he was conjuring. His eyes glowed with a bright flaming energy.

      “Let me introduce you to,” he screamed, “Warlock blood magic!”

      He hurled the orbs, one after the other, right into the worm’s esophagus.

      The worm shriveled and shook. It burrowed itself back underground. A mound of dirt appeared as the worm slithered towards us. Serena, Shade, and Jackson all jumped out of the way. It continued passed them towards us spellcasters.

      “Damn, he’s coming for us,” I shouted. “Smart worm wants to take out the ranged DPS and healer. Everyone back!”

      Kari dashed one way while Will went another. I electric blinked a few meters back. The worm burst forth from the ground again, towering over us.

      Serena ran in our direction and shouted “Protect Thy Allies,” drawing the dread worm’s aggro back onto her.

      Chip swirled through the air and let out an energy blast right into the worm’s throat and esophagus. The worm squirmed in pain as the magical attack did damage on the worm’s inside.

      I followed Chip’s lead and jumped in the air, creating mana puddles at my feet, going higher and higher. I hovered over the worm’s mouth.

      “What the hell are you doing bro,” shouted Will.

      “Something crazy!”

      I fell towards the monster’s throat. I cocked back my arm as it crackled with electricity. I threw my palm forth right as my hand landed at the tip of the worm’s mouth. The worm’s fangs snapped shut, enveloping my whole arm. A sharp rush of pain went into my flesh. The worm’s teeth dug into me. I shut my eyes. The worm vibrated and shook spasmodically, my skull shock attack rippling through its insides. The lightning wreaked havoc on its entrails. My HP fell by 50% as the creature tore my arm apart. Skull shock landed its paralyze debuff. The worm released its grip on me. My arm slid out from its mouth and I collapsed onto the ground.

      The worm flailed and then flopped to the dirt, squirming in paralysis. Serena leapt in the air and unleashed crushing blow on the creature with her thick giant blade. Jackson unleashed a rapid attack of punches and kicks. Will threw out more glowing bursts of blood magic. Shade swiped his kunai across the creature’s vulnerable stomach , triggering his assassinate ability.

      
        
        +295 EXP!

      

      

      Shade danced over the fallen dread worm. “I got the killing blow,” he sang. “I sealed the deal, without me you’d all be dead!”

      “Go Shade,” shouted Chip swirling around him.

      I rubbed my head in exhaustion. The battle was too close for comfort and the dread worm was merely a trash mob. They’d be littered all across this environment.

      Serena sheathed her blade behind her back and crossed her arms. She stared Will down. “You took an awfully long time to jump into the battle.”

      “A lot of warlock spells deal friendly fire damage,” said Will. “It’s what balances out the class’ high magic attack power abilities. I’d never fought with you guys before and I didn’t want to accidentally hurt any of you.”

      Serena turned to me with a face which said: can you believe this guy?

      I shrugged. “Sounds reasonable to me. Though it brings up a good point—we need to rethink our battle strategy, such as—”

      A horrific shriek came from above us. I looked up to the sky and my stomach lurched.

      We were in a very dangerous zone.
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      Flying towards us were sickly half-birds, half-female creatures. Harpies. They had bright orange and red feathers on their wings and pale white skin. Their heads were humanoid and looked like women, except for the spiky red hair and sharp eyes and fanged teeth. Their chest and legs were human as well, but then their feet turned into talons with sharp claws. They also had red tails swirling from behind their backs.

      “Quick question,” said Will. “Is anyone else thinking—”

      “Trust me mate,” said Shade. “Don’t say it out loud.”

      “Say what?” said Serena as she rushed the incoming beasts head-on. “That these birds are sexy-as-heck!”

      The harpies turned their attention to the blade soldier. The leader of the pack flew straight at Serena with her claws out. Serena lifted up her sword defensively. The other two harpies flew and came at Serena from her rear. Kari threw defensive buff spells at Serena to help mitigate the attack, but the harpies were too fast, dealing their critical hits before the boons arrived. They stabbed their claws into Serena, piercing through her armor and leaving open wounds.

      “Argh,” shouted Serena, holding up her sword defending against the leader harpy.

      Jackson jumped in the air to deal an attack, but the harpy swerved and dodged the blow. Shade emerged from stealth with a backstab attack on the other and the demonic bird woman dodged his attack as well.

      “Their height advantage is making it difficult to land hits on them,” said Jackson.

      “Chip go distract them,” I said.

      “Aye aye Master Clay,” said Chip, floating up to the harpies and throwing out ghost magic on them. He shot hypnotize on the leader.

      “You hate your other harpy friends now and want to see them dead,” declared Chip.

      The harpy leader let her claws go of Serena’s blade and turned on its opponents.

      The two harpies fought with their leader.

      “Master Clay, the hypnotize debuff won’t last forever,” said Chip. “We’ll need another strategy when they realize they don’t actually hate each other and are actually harpy best buds!”

      I stretched out my arms in front of me and triggered the summon bound spirit ability. A bright glow of silver light formed in front of me. The orb slowly took the shape of a giant bird. Gryph let out an angry wail upon appearing on the battlefield. The harpies, falling out of their hypnotized daze, turned and looked at the legendary bird with fear. Then their eyebrows slanted and they barred their fangs. They quickly turned their attention back to Serena.

      “Clay, distract them!” cried Kari, who was hovering over Serena’s wounded body, healing her.

      I conjured fireballs in both hands and whipped them across the battlefield at the swarm of harpies. They turned their heads to me, pissed off for roasting their feathers.

      What the gods did you summon me into Clay? Gryph grumbled via psy-link.

      I hopped onto the gryphon’s back and pulled his feathers, so he knew to fly upward.

      Don’t worry Gryph, I said in our mind link. Let’s take this fight to the skies.

      The wind shot into my eyes as we soared up into the clouds, far away from the Dead Plains below us. I held onto Gryph with my left hand while I let my right arm hang at my side. My fingers gripped the air as a handle made of sparkling magical bright blue ice formed in my hand. The grip grew until there was a cross guard and long glowing blade with particles of mana and ice swirling around it.

      Alright, we’ve gone high enough. Sweep around and we’ll come at them from either side.

      Either side?

      You’ll see.

      Gryph flipped around in the air. The harpies were soaring straight for us. Gryph flew at them claws first. One second I was riding on his back, sword raised, ready to stab my blade through the guts of these demonic winged beasts, and in another, I was nothing but a burst of electricity overtop Gryph. I reappeared from my electric blink behind the harpies, who were still charging Gryph head on. I power jumped behind them and shoved my ice sword into the back of the leader harpy. Critical hits stacked in my HUD. Gryph slashed through them. We crisscrossed each other in the air. I twirled in the clouds. My stomach lurched from the insane aerial acrobatics we were pulling off. I let go of my ice blade. I pushed out my arms and kept my palms wide, fingers stretched. Two orbs of bright light formed in my palms. Solar Blast. A burst of solar energy—bright flaming hot light of the sun—blasted into the trio of harpies. They flailed in the sky. Gryph let loose a twister blast with his feathers, knocking the harpies back to me.

      I electric blinked in the middle of the sky and reappeared back on Gryph. We circled the harpies in the air, kiting them as I whipped fireballs, whittling their remaining HP one by one. Their roasted corpses fell back to the Dead Plains below.

      
        
        +200 EXP!

        +200 EXP!

        +200 EXP!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Druid) has leveled up (Level 24). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

      

      Can I go now? grumbled Gryph in the psy-link.

      Shh. Let’s fly back down to the ground. Did you wanna taste harpy meat?

      Now you’re talking my language.

      You mean, thinking your language.

      Don’t be a know-it-all, you know what I mean. Let’s go.

      Ha, fair enough. There’s also dread worm meat if you fancy that too.

      Gryph’s feathers perked with excitement. He dipped in the air and rushed towards the Dead Plains. When we arrived on the plains, the party—all five of them—were standing awkwardly. They’d been hit by the Dead Plain’s wind debuff again.

      Don’t land yet, Gryph.

      But I’m so curious to taste the harpy and worm meat. Why are you torturing me in this way, Clay?

      The wind died down and Gryph landed. I hopped off his back and the bird flew over to the fallen harpies and devoured their dead roasted flesh. I waited for the wind debuffs to time out.

      “This wind is driving me crazy,” whined Shade. “How are we going to get across this bloody prairie if we have to stop every few minutes because we’ve been blinded by the bloody wind!”

      “There must be a way around it,” said Jackson.

      “Maybe there’s special equipment to protect you from it,” said Kari. “Should we go back to Crystal Port. Maybe the crafters and artisans know how to combat this?”

      “We don’t have time to go back,” said Will. “We will lose a day doing so.”

      “But if we don’t go back we’ll be wasting more time here than we can afford,” said Serena.

      “There must be a way to sort this out,” I said, scratching the back of my head.

      Gryph had his beak dipped over the carcass of the harpy leader, pulling out entrails and tossing them in the air triumphantly, before swallowing the flesh whole. I’d never seen the bird so gleeful as he was when he was feasting.

      The dread worm carcass laid there, waiting for Gryph to devour it. The worm didn’t have eyes, and it travelled underground to avoid the wind. How did the hogs, boars, and harpies deal with these insane area conditions?

      I hurried over to the harpy carcass and Gryph barked at me.

      Back off, get your own harpy!

      Relax. I don’t want to eat your leftovers.

      Sure. That’s what every bird looking for scraps says. I know your game, Clay.

      I promise I won’t take a bite out of your harpy, I only want to inspect it.

      I’ll agree to your terms Clay but if you break your promise, I’ll have to reconsider the terms of our agreement. You don’t own me, Clay—

      Yeah, yeah, you remind me of this every time I summon you. Can I please inspect the harpy?

      Gryph bowed and backed away from the torn apart harpy carcass. I stood over the corpse and took in the lootable items from the harpy.

      
        
        New Item Alert!

      

        

      
        -Harpy Bones (x10)

        -Slab of Harpy Meat (x4)

        -Vial of Harpy Blood (x1)

        -Harpy Eyeballs (x2)

        -Gold Coins (x300)

      

      

      The “Harpy Eyeballs” item really caught my attention. I selected the item and pulled out my daggers and extracted the eyes from the dead harpy.

      What are you doing with those eyeballs? growled Gryph via psy-link.

      Seriously? Were you planning on eating them?

      No, but you promised to not eat anything.

      Ugh, I’m not planning on eating these.

      I dematerialized one eye into my inventory while I inspected the other with my HUD. A bestiary screen popped up.

      
        
        Harpy of the Dead Plains

      

        

      
        The Harpy of the Dead Plains is a fierce demonic creature who patrols the skies above the Dead Plains. [Read more?]

      

      

      I clicked read more but scrolled through the summary, until eventually I came across a full body scan of the creature. The eyeballs were highlighted (I assumed because I now had them in my possession).

      
        
        Eyeballs of the Harpy of the Dead Plains (Info)

      

        

      
        A thick glass surface of 0.5cm pervades the surface of the harpy eyeball as a form of evolutionary protection from the treacherous winds of the Dead Plains. A feature seen on many of the creatures who roam the area.

      

      

      Aha!

      “Jackson,” I said. “Get over here.”

      The Rorn joined me over by the mutilated harpy corpse.

      Gryph stared at Jackson, then turned to me. He better not feast on the carcass.

      “Dude,” I sighed, speaking aloud. “Nobody wants to eat uncooked harpy flesh but you. Chill.”

      Jackson smirked as he got closer, then shrugged. “Troubles with your legendary bird.”

      “Tell me about it,” I groaned. “Look at this.”

      I handed him the eyeball.

      Kari or Serena would have freaked out and called me gross, but Jackson merely looked down to the unattached harpy eyeball and then up to me again.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “There’s half a centimeter of glassy substance on the surface of this eye. It protects the harpies from the wind debuffs,” I explained. “Do you think we can peel the surface and craft something?”

      Jackson scratched his long gray Rorn beard with his thick muscular fighting fingers. Beyond being a totally badass pugilist class, Jackson had high levels in his tinkering crafting skill. Tinkering was an innate skill gifted to those who chose the Rorn race at the start of the game.

      “I’m wondering,” I said. “If we can extract the surface and I dunno—tie some string and make wind glasses?”

      Jackson nodded along. “It’s definitely possible,” said the Rorn brawler. He took the eyeball out of my hand and raised it close to his own to inspect it. “The glass surface covers the entire sphere. I’d say each pair of glasses will require at least two eyeball’s worth of the protective material. So with the current fallen harpies that will net us three glasses. So we’d need two more.”

      There were no other harpies in the immediate area. There were two wild boars, minding their own business and chomping on wheat a few paces over.

      “According to the wiki,” I said. “Other creatures in the area have it. If we hunt it, can you craft it?”

      “Definitely,” grunted Jackson. “Um, leave Kari behind in case the wind picks up and we get in a tricky situation?”

      “Sounds good,” I nodded. I turned to the group, “Kari—you’re gonna stay with Jackson while he crafts us sweet wind-protected goggles. Serena, Shade, Will—let’s go boar hunting.”

      We spent the next forty minutes, hunting the wild boars of the dead plains. We had enough material for Jackson after two kills, but we decided it would be good to stock up on more in case the goggles broke and we needed to make back-up pairs. Plus we had time to kill while Jackson figured out how to craft the bespoke glasses from the eyeballs of dead mobs and whatever loose string and metals we had lying around in our inventories. It was a good opportunity to practice more of my druid abilities and level up the class. When we were done boar hunting, I’d reached level 25 for druid.

      With our boar slaying over and done with, we returned to Jackson, who was sitting cross-legged on the ground amongst the dead harpy carcasses. The dead harpies were mostly bone now from Gryph’s snacking. He rested nearby, having a post-feast nap. I triggered unsummon and sent him far away from the plains.

      “Give us some good news, Jackson,” said Shade as we approached the Rorn. “Tell me your innate Rorn tinkering has come to good use.”

      Jackson stood up and nodded satisfactorily. “I think I’ve done it. Clay, do you wanna do the honors?”

      He handed me a pair and they popped up in my inventory as, “Wind Protective Glasses.” I put them on my face and a new passive buff appeared below my status bars.

      
        
        Wind Protection (Buff) (Passive): Invulnerable against negative debuffs from heavy winds.

      

      

      “Heck, yeah,” I said. “You did it, Jackson.”

      “I can’t take all the credit,” said the Rorn. “You came up with the idea. You’re an innovator, like—”

      He stopped his sentence cold. Everyone but Shade knew what he was going to say. You’re an innovator, like Konrad Takeshimi. The man had once been synonymous with being a genius. An inventor like those my grandparents use to mention: Steve Jobs or Bill Gates. It was a phrase pulled out of another time period, far from our present reality; back when Konrad Takeshimi meant something far different to us than it did now.

      Jackson shook his head, then handed out the glasses to the rest of the party.

      “Shall we continue with our adventure across the plains then?” said Jackson, as he put on the final pair.

      “Let’s do it,” I said. “To think, I’m happy to just be walking along again.”
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      With our newly made goggles, traversing the Dead Plains became significantly less of a pain in the ass. We encountered aggressive dread worms, which we slayed with ease no longer worrying about the debuffs from the wind to handicap us. The boars and hogs kept to themselves and we had no other encounters with harpies. Maybe they spotted us wearing materials stripped from their comrade’s eyeballs and decided we had too much of a psychotic murder hobo vibe to mess with. It was great. The gray skies cleared as the day went on and by the late afternoon, the sky went an orangey-pink as dusk settled on the plains.

      We made camp behind a large slab of rock jutting out of the land. The rock protected our bonfire from being swept into pure smoke by the wind. I agreed to take first watch while everyone else rested. I leaned my head against the slab of rock and let the warmth of the crackling fire beat against my skin. I opened up the druid skill tree in my HUD and reviewed the new unlockable abilities.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      So the new unlockable skills were all second tier, level-24 abilities, which included: sun beam, moonskin, nature’s cure, barkskin, claw, and bite. Sun beam was an improved version of solar blast, dealing more damage for longer. It had a less wide radius for its AoE, but made up for it with shooting in a single direction for a prolonged period of time. It felt like a cool no-brainer of a pick, but I held off on unlocking it while I reviewed the other choices. Moonskin was cool too: it allowed me to go invisible for up to a minute and unlike hunter’s stance, I would be able to move around while invisible. The move only worked at night, however, and it was automatically negated if I attacked. It was still a pretty sweet stealth move, though. Nature’s cure was a druid version of status cure which felt pretty bleh; it was mainly significant because it was the required stepping stone to unlock nature’s revival at level 28, but having my own raise skill would be awesome, especially for quests where we had to split the party and leave Kari behind. Barkskin felt like another similar move to what I’d already had with stone skin from my apprentice mage skillset. Then there were the two moves, claw and bite, which would improve my physical fighting and damage while in feral mode.

      In the end, I unlocked sun beam, moonskin, claw, and bite. I decided to hold off on the nature guardian abilities until I was able to also unlock nature’s revival.

      I stood up and patted dirt off my pants. I was keen to try out one of my new abilities and I had another hour until I was supposed to wake up Jackson for his turn at watch. I walked a few paces away from the fire and under the darkness of night, I triggered moonskin. My body went transparent, see-through. I ran out into the dark field. I didn’t stop. I wanted to know what a full minute of invisibility felt like. I stopped running when I heard a sprout in the ground. I recognized it straightaway. A dread worm poking its head out from beneath the dirt. I didn’t see any signs of dread worms across the dark fields. There was something though. The silhouettes of boars in the distance. They had glowing red eyes, shining out across the night.

      The red eyes got closer. I still had eighteen seconds with moonskin. I ran towards them. My stomach churned at the sight of the creatures: scraggly, dripping with mud from the ground. Their stomachs were hollow, rib cages sticking out.

      These weren’t normal boars. These boars were undead.

      The ground erupted again and in the distance, there was the shadow of a dread worm, and behind it, three harpies. All glowing red eyes.

      All the monsters we had slain during the day had come back to life at night in a horrible zombie form. I guess I knew why they called this place the Dead Plains.

      I bolted back towards the campsite. I shook Serena awake first.

      “Serena,” I yelled. “Wake up! We’re under attack.”

      Her eyes burst open and she instantly reached for her sword resting right beside her. She was on her feet in seconds, sword raised and ready to crush skulls.

      I didn’t even have to wake Jackson or Will, they were already on their feet. They must have heard me when I woke Serena. Jackson nudged Kari awake. The only one still sleeping was Shade. I ran up to him and shook him.

      “Shade! Get up, we’re under attack.”

      The cat-man kept his eyes closed. “Sure, whatever.” He rolled over.

      Serena sighed with dramatic frustration. She stabbed her sword into the ground and then promptly stomped over to the two us. She shoved me out of the way, picked Shade up by the shoulders and shook him in the air.

      “GET UP! WE’RE UNDER ATTACK BY ZOMBIE WORMS!”

      Shade turned his head from side to side, eyes barely opening into little slits. “Why are you talking so loud?”

      The ground erupted at our feet. Smoke from the fire swirled from the disruption of the dirt around us. The area got darker somehow, the faint bits of stars and moonlight completely disappearing. An undead dread worm had found our camp and was now lording over us. It looked as horrible as the dread worm had been during the day, except now half of its skin was falling off and its bendable bones were revealed to us. Worse, we were the very reason it was now undead. It was pissed and hungry for brains, specifically, our brains. It was brain vengeance.

      “Serena, behind you,” shouted Shade, still held up in the air by my scary badass blade soldier girlfriend. “There’s an undead dread worm. Why didn’t you wake me up and tell me about this thing?”

      Serena threw Shade to the ground and ran back to her sword. Jackson meanwhile got to work pummeling punches into the dread worm’s ribs. Will was throwing in the ranged-DPS with bright red bursts of demonic warlock magic. Kari threw out golden glowing buffs onto each of them, which somehow drew the ire of the dread worm who then thrust its chomping rotten teeth at the little fox healer. Kari stepped back.

      “Um, you guys,” she said. “A little help?”

      “I gotcha,” said Serena, charge striking towards the dread worm and then doing an uppercut slash along its limbs. The undead worm screeched, despite very little damage being inflicted.

      The harpies and boars charged towards our campsite. The noise and commotion, plus the dwindling light of the fire, must have caught their attention.

      I electric blinked to the other side of the campsite so I was beside Kari. I bent over. “Hop on.”

      “Uhh, what?”

      “Do as I say,” I said. “Remember we have the key to defeating these guys.”

      Kari jumped onto my back and I power jumped to the top of our boulder-turned-camp roof.

      “Clay, what the heebie-jeebies are you doing?” yelled Shade.

      “Heebie-jeebies?” I said to him, confused.

      “My bad,” whispered Kari. “I taught him the phrase wrong.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “More enemies are incoming. Kite them all and bring them back to here.”

      Serena shook her head, “The tank always has to do the dirty work, doesn’t she?” She assumed a battle stance and let out a roar, “Protect Thy Allies.”

      She ran away from the campsite. The undead dread worm dove back underground and chased after her. I threw out a burst of lightning at her feet, buffing her with shocking speed. She unleashed spinning blade next, twirling her sword, becoming a tornado of destruction, ripping through the gang of undead boars and hogs. They screeched and squealed and joined the line-up of monsters chasing after Serena, aggroed to full. Next were the undead harpies. Serena charge striked into the air and slashed manically at the trio of harpies. She didn’t do much damage, but they were now part of the crew of monsters pissed off and hungry for Serena’s flesh. She pulled them all back to base.

      “Uhh, are we supposed to wait here until she brings a horde of destruction back?” asked Shade.

      “Get behind the rock, guys,” I said. “Kari and I will be dealing the death blow.”

      Serena was running back towards the campsite now. The group of monsters were a messy swirl of black shadow and glowing violent red eyes.

      “Get ready Kari,” I said. I want you to summon your strongest AoE healing spell and hold it in your arms until I tell you.”

      “Got it,” said Kari determinedly. She lifted her arms up above her head. One hand held her holy magic staff and the other channeled the energy absorbed by said powerful weapon.

      I stretched out my arms and kept my palms wide open.

      Serena was meters away from us now.

      A giant golden orb emanated from Kari’s hands. Her arms trembled and shook as she held the magical orb in her arms, the ability gaining in power and strength the longer she held it.

      “I hope you have a plan Clay,” yelled Serena, darting away from the monstrous horde.

      She was at the campsite now. The group of roving undead monsters we’d slain had arrived, licking their rotten lips. Well, I had three words for them: no dinner tonight.

      “Unleash the heal, Kari,” I yelled.

      Kari whipped the bright big orb of golden light down towards the ground.

      The monsters screeched and squirmed and scurried away from the light, but it was too late. It was already spreading. I let out an air blast towards them to swish and swirl the curative holy magic even further. Kari’s curing magic ripped through the undead horde, disintegrating bones and flesh into black ash. In one hit, many of the boars and hogs were dead. Like fully-not-coming-back-to-bug-us-ever-again dead. Half of the dread worm had disintegrated and now it squirmed on the ground like a ferocious tadpole. The undead harpies were weakened as well. Each one had lost a wing and were flopping on the ground.

      “One more blast, Kari,” I said. I lifted my chest triggering, healing mist. I swished up the mist with an air blast and launched the curative projectile at the monsters below. My blast hit one of the harpies. The creature disintegrated into black dust.

      Kari followed up on my attack with another giant AoE cure spell. The giant healing orb crashed down onto the remaining and squirming undead monsters like an asteroid. The undead were wiped out.

      “Heck yeah,” I said and high-fived Kari.

      Kari did a victory dance, cheering, “I love it when healing magic kills.”

      “Okay don’t get too bloodthirsty now,” I laughed. “You ARE our healer, don’t forget.”

      Kari chuckled and shook her hand, as if to say, don’t worry about it.

      Below us, Shade poked his head out from behind the rock. “Hey! Are all the undead baddies gone?”

      Serena stepped back into our shamble of a campsite. “Yep, they’re all gone. No thanks to you, Shade.”

      “What was I supposed to do?” complained the thief. “Stab them in the back with my ineffective daggers?”

      Serena shrugged. “Fair enough, I guess. I wanna see you try kiting a whole horde of undead beasts in the middle of the night.”

      Shade respectively bowed at Serena. “I am impressed Ms. Serena, it was deftly handled.”

      “Pff. You want something cat-man,” said Serena.

      “Only to never be required to do what you just bravely did.”

      “Seriously guys,” I said, landing back on the ground of the campsite, Kari hanging onto my back. “We all did great.”

      Jackson kept his arms crossed and his eyes closed. “Do you guys hear that?”

      We all looked at each other. Shade was the first to speak. “No. Don’t hear anything mate. Are you finally losing it, old man?”

      “Listen closer,” said Jackson.

      We all closed our eyes. I made sure to really listen. There was tiny whistle. Maybe a chirp.

      “I do hear something,” I said. “Birds?”

      “Exactly,” said Jackson. “It’s almost morning.”

      “I see what you’re getting at Jackson,” said Will, who’d been quiet up until then. “We have a choice to make. We still have a day and a half’s travel across the Dead Plains. We haven’t rested really. Do we continue across today and then suffer another onslaught of undead respawning this coming evening; or, do we rest today and travel by night with few to no mobs to bother us?”

      “I vote sleep,” said Shade, yawning and stretching his arms as he spoke.

      Serena rubbed her eyes. “I dunno. What do you think, Clay?”

      The faintest cracks of dim orange sunlight were creeping through the clouds of the night, or now, early morning.

      “I vote we sleep,” I said. “And I’m not taking first watch.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was deep in sleep when somebody shook me awake. It took me a moment to get my bearings and then I recognized Will was standing over me.

      “What’s going—“

      Will clapped his hand against my mouth. He lifted a finger to his lips.

      “Nod if you understand me,” he whispered.

      I nodded.

      “Okay I’m going to uncover your mouth,” he said. “Follow me. Don’t speak.”

      Will let go of my mouth and I got to my feet. Everyone was still sleeping around the campsite. What the heck was happening? Will tip-toed over to the edge of our boulder-turned bonfire shield. He peeked his head around it and quickly put his back against the wall. He switched places with me and nudged me to peer around.

      I poked my head around the rock.

      My stomach lurched.

      I instantly pulled my head back under the cover of rock.

      A whole squad of shadow wraiths were patrolling the open fields.

      The Arethkarians were here.
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      My heart thumped. My ears rang with panic. What are we going to do?

      A message chimed in my HUD.

      
        
        Will: We can talk here.

      

      

      I nodded my head. Smart.

      
        
        Clay: What are we going to do? We need to wake up the others.

        Will: And do what?

        Clay: We run.

        Will: They’ll see us in all directions. Our best bet is to finish them off before they have a chance to report back to their superiors.

        Clay: Wipe them? But they’re players!

        Will: They’ll still respawn, remember?

        Clay: We could status cure them and help them remove their slave necklaces.

        Will: It’s risky. What happens when they don’t want to fight alongside us?

        Clay: I don’t see that happening. Arethkar is evil.

        Will: Did every single citizen stay with you at Crystal Port or did some of them leave? These shadow wraiths are out here hunting you. They look like elite shadow hunters to me. They won’t want to join your side.

        Clay: I find that very hard to believe.

        Will: You’re making a mistake.

        Clay: I know you’re used to being player 1, making all the decisions, while I sit around and watch, but that’s not how it works anymore, alright? You sent me into this game and I had to survive and make decisions for yourself.

      

      

      Will’s face squirmed, knotting up as he read my message.

      
        
        Will: I sent you!? Last time I checked, you volunteered to come here with my help. Otherwise you’d be another flesh-eater rummaging around an abandoned garbage heap looking for something to chew on.

        Clay: Oh screw you man. You helped me out? By sending me into a glitched up game where you’d negotiated some botched attempt at feudal control. Thank you so much big bro. I’m waking up the others.

      

      

      I turned away from our silent argument and crouched down above Serena. I nudged her. I didn’t want to shake her in the same panic-stricken way from last night’s fight with the undead. These were even more extreme circumstances. If we screwed up here with these wraiths, we’d be endangering both our plan to defeat Arethkar as well as all our allies at Crystal Port.

      Serena’s eyes opened and I held a finger to my lip. Her eyes widened at the sight of me, hovering over her. She reached for her blade and stood up. She sent me a message in party chat.

      
        
        Serena: What’s happening now?

        Clay: Some of the citizens who stayed behind in Crystal Port may not have been as loyal as we hoped. They may have tracked us or something. Whatever happened, Arethkar’s been able to send shadow wraiths here to the Dead Plains.

        Serena: Damn. What’s the plan then?

        Will: Ask Clay. He’s the boss.

      

      

      Serena looked to Will and back to me. I just shook my head.

      
        
        Clay: Plan-A is get everyone up, dismantle the campsite and see if we can escape undetected. Plan-B is if we get spotted; we fight and try and free the players.

        Serena: If they spot us won’t they instantly be able to send via party chat to their masters they’ve spotted us.

        Will: Not quite. The enslavement necklace magitech effectively turns players into trash mobs, removing their normal player functions like their head-up displays and other features.

        Clay: Sounds like another reason to help them.

        Serena: Let’s stick with Plan-A for now. C’mon I’ll wake up Shade.

        Clay: Make sure you keep him quiet.

      

      

      Serena went over and woke him up by placing her hand over his mouth. He squirmed on the ground and we messaged him in party chat to calm down.

      Jackson was awake before we even went to nudge him. He was standing in his typical disgruntled Rorn pose: arms crossed, eyes wincing in discontent. All of his camp gear was packed up and he quietly destroyed the fire and minimized any trace of it. We woke Kari last. The poor thing, her eyes bulged with fear, thinking the undead were back. Nope. It was worse.

      
        
        Clay: From what I can see, they’re pacing the central area of the plains. If we keep our heads tucked beneath the tall grass and hang to the eastern ridge we will be able to bypass them. How’s everyone’s stealth skills?

        Shade: Trust me guys, mine are fantastic.

      

      

      I rolled my eyes.

      
        
        Clay: Everyone except Shade, whose min/maxed stealth skills are beyond ridiculous.

      

      

      I got a group of empty faces.

      
        
        Serena: Sorry Clay. My class is all about wielding a sword bigger than every single Rorn and Muumuu person in the game. Being inconspicuous isn’t exactly its specialty.

        Kari: Same—though my stature will make it easy to stay hidden.

        Jackson: Not as small as Kari, but bending my old back a little awkwardly for a day won’t break it too bad.

      

      

      The sky was overcast. I was frustrated moonskin didn’t work during the day. It meant my only stealth move was hunter’s stance, which didn’t offer much maneuverability.

      
        
        Clay: Okay, everyone I’l lead the way. We will travel in a single file line with Shade at the back, removing our tracks as we go. Sound good everyone? Nod if you agree.

      

      

      They all nodded.

      I moved towards the tall grass and crouched down and moved eastward. I forlornly glanced at the mountains and how I was no longer going in their direction, extending our journey by how many hours or days, I would only know later. The shadow wraiths were specks in the distance. They floated across the plains like ghastly drones monitoring the fields. I kept my head down, scurrying through the tall grass like a mouse sneaking through a kitchen.

      I kept my steps light and agile. We travelled in a silent line for close to an hour. We stopped and eyed the wraiths. There were five of them, crisscrossing their way across the large prairie. We all looked at each other warily and then continued. Crouching was proving to be an irritating position to travel in. My joints ached, wishing to stand up straight.

      A message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Will: If we cut across the valley in a about an hour’s time, we’ll be well on our way to the foot of the Storm Mountains. This plan might actually work.

      

      

      The party chat filled with “hurrays!” and happy emojis, but we weren’t in the clear yet. Will offered me a brief smirk. Maybe he was accepting I was right from our argument from before.

      I continued crouch-walking through the tall grass. I was so focused on the positioning of my walk: the way my back was bent forward or how my elbow brushed against the thrushes and weeds of the grass. I was so focused on the sheer irregularity of how I was moving I noticed it straight away.

      Mud rippling in the ground.

      I stopped moving.

      A dread worm sprouted from the ground in front of us, screeching and hissing. Spit and bile flew in all directions as the worm barred its hungry gnashing teeth to the sky and then swung its deadly mouth towards us.

      The shadow wraiths floated in our direction. An angry dread worm didn’t pop out of the ground for no reason. Clearly there was a creature to feast on and the shadow wraiths were curious as to what.

      I stood up and finally broke the silence of our group: “RUN!”

      I flicked my fingers, creating a burst of lightning I sent to my boots, granting me shocking speed.

      We dashed across the field. The shadow wraiths screeched and wailed. The dread worm churned the ground beneath our feet.

      “We can’t run anymore, Clay,” shouted Will. “If even one of the wraiths leaves to warn their captors, our whole plan falls apart. We have to turn around and fight!”

      He was right, but we weren’t going to fight to kill them, we were going to fight to free them.

      The group of five shadow crawlers swarmed towards us.

      “Guys, take out the worm quick,” I said. “I have a plan to handle these guys.”

      I stretched out my fingers and cast status cure. Glowing golden diamonds emerged in front of my hands. I triggered the spell again and again, until I was in a fog of status curing diamonds. I then cast air blast, the wind picking up the status curing diamonds and flying in the direction of the shadow wraiths. The gust hit them. As the wind passed through them, for a flicker of a second, the dark inky wisps of shadow magic disappeared and innocent players emerged beneath the horrific magitech façade.

      The players were all bald, their heads shaven. Three of them were Haeren, and there was one Rorn and one Aeri. They were different from the other enslaved players we’d seen. They didn’t look as weak and malnourished as the others had. They were strong and muscular. They blinked, shocked from the enslavement buff’s disappearance. It caused them to fall towards the ground. They landed on their feet comfortably. I waited for them to reach for their slave necklaces and rip them free as pretty much every other enslaved Chosen we’d met had done. They did no such thing. They smirked and glanced at each other.

      “C’mon,” I yelled. “The enslavement debuff will only stay deactive for so long.”

      They continued to smirk. One shrugged.

      “What are you doing!?” I yelled.

      “It’s as I told you Clay,” shouted Will behind me. “As hard as it is to believe, some of those enslaved don’t want to be freed. They’ve accepted the unique powers that comes with becoming a shadow wraith.”

      The inky black shadow leaked out of their slave necklaces. They were transforming back into those monsters and were doing so willingly. Unbelievable.

      I sent a message to the party who had just finished off the dread worm.

      
        
        Clay: Alright, guys. These shadow wraith guys don’t look like they want to be freed. We’re going to have to fight them. We can’t let them escape and warn their colleagues. We’re going to have to defeat them and keep them as prisoner.

        Will: You’re the boss, Clay, but your plan is only going to create more problems for us.

        Clay: Let’s not argue big bro. Help me take these guys out and we can figure out what to do with them then, alright?

        Will: First thing you’ve said in a while I agree with. Let’s do this.

      

      

      The five players had completely transformed back into their shadow wraith selves. They were a new type of shadow warrior I hadn’t seen before. Above their status bars were the words, [Shadow Hunters]. They were able to morph into the different types of shadow creatures we’d fought in the past, going from shadow wraith floater to shadow crawler.

      I quickly assessed their squad to figure out their strengths and weaknesses. The leader, the smirkiest smuggest bastard of them all, had a large bald head, flaming with inky black flames. The energy emanating around his body flamed all over him but reshaped around his fingers, creating extra large shadow fists.

      The rest of the squad had similar unique features. The Aeri shadow hunter’s arms and legs were sharp black points that looked like they shot shadow projectiles. The Rorn had massive feet for curb stomping people’s heads into dust. The two other Haeren players were entangled within each other like deadly twin doppelgängers. Geez louise. So this was who we were facing off against: Big Fists, Big Feet, Sharp Limbs, and The Twins.

      It was a six versus five grudge match.

      “How are we going to play this guys?” I said.

      “Stick to the basics,” said Jackson. “Until we learn more about their talents and see whatever tricks they have up their sleeves.”

      “Right,” I said. “Ranged DPS and Support—Kari and Will—stay back with me. Serena lead the way. Jackson and Shade protect either side of her. Let’s do this.”

      “You guys better keep me buffed and healed,” said Serena, lifting up her blade and triggering charge strike.

      Our two parties met and clashed at the center of the Dead Plains. The gray stormy clouds swirled above us.

      I threw out a burst of shocking speed into Serena’s boots, granting her an increased agility buff. Kari threw out protect spells onto her as well. She took a moment to buff Shade and Jackson, but her primary attention would have to stay on healing Serena.

      Serena let out a battle cry, shouting, “Protect Thy Allies!”

      The five shadow hunters turned to her as she drew their aggro. They descended onto her on mass.

      “Bring the hate bitches,” said Serena, triggering blade tornado. She spun with her sword becoming an indecipherable swirl of spinning blade.

      My stomach lurched as Serena took all the hits. Her HP fell to 15% but was brought back up to 90% with a healing blast from Kari. Serena’s health bar was a swinging pendulum. She was battling on a knife’s edge for her life.

      Shade unleashed backstabs and ninja attacks into the attacking shadow hunters. On the other side of the battle, Jackson threw out fiery punches and kicks. Even with a few critical hits, it wasn’t enough to draw the aggro away from Serena.

      Kari’s eyes stayed focus on healing and protecting Serena, as the blade soldier tank blocked attacks with her sword and came out swinging seconds later.

      Will and I stood on either side of Kari throwing out our own DPS ranged support. Will was unleashing a Warlock DPS move where the blood on the ground—which there was already loads—flamed a bright red, dealing damage to enemies nearby.

      I was throwing out lightning cage spells and debuff attacks to help mitigate the amount of damage being thrown directly onto Serena. It still wasn’t enough. I decided I was going to draw out their hate, even if only for a second. I lifted my arms and clawed the air with my fingers as if I was dragging the ground beneath the battle with a pull and twist of the air. The muddy fields of the Dead Plains twisted and churned. Sharp rocks jutted out of the ground, stabbing the shadow hunters’ legs. I let my palms fill with flaming hot molten lava and then whipped the two balls like a baseball pitcher at the crumbling ground. The stabbing rocks of my earthquake spell lit up and burned with hot ember. Crippled and burning debuffs appeared beneath the shadow hunters’ status bars. They screamed out and pointed towards me. The Aeri shadow hunter shot diamond shaped shadow projectiles at me and the support squad.

      “Everybody duck!” I yelled.

      Kari and Will hurried away, while I flame dodged back. The shadow projectile smashed into my fiery trail.

      “Clay,” shouted Serena. “What the hell are you doing!? You aggroed all of them!”

      The shadow hunters all rushed towards me.

      “Oh crap,” I said. I burst into a crackle of electricity and reappeared meters away. They were still coming after me.

      “Guys, draw the aggro back,” I yelled. “Kari, heal Serena back up to full.”

      I whipped my right hand towards the incoming shadow hunters. My whole arm throbbed and tensed as lightning burst through my arm and out my palm. The shot of lightning knocked into Big Feet’s gut and wrapped around him like a prized piece of meat at the deli. Two kunai emerged out of the air behind him as Shade broke out of stealth and delivered a devastating backstab. A mix of crimson red and black blood burst forth from the shoulder blades of the Rorn shadow hunter. The warrior flexed his muscles. His varicose veins throbbing all along his neck and reddened face. The lightning cage burst and flickered away as the Rorn shadow hunter destroyed the debuff spell with his sheer strength. He turned around and unleashed a spinning kick at Shade. The cat-man flipped away from the attacks.

      “Well there’s one person’s aggro off you at least,” said Shade, kiting Big Feet around the blood stained battlefield.

      “Make that two,” shouted Jackson, who delivered a devastating uppercut jab to Big Fists who flew up in the air, only to be smashed back down by a drop kick from the brawler extraordinaire.

      The twins and the Aeri shadow hunter continued to chase after me.

      “Alright, I think we’re ready to get back to our normal formation,” shouted Serena. “Clay—are you done pretending to be a tank?”

      “I was never pretending,” I huffed, zigzagging in circles to avoid the projectile blasts of the Aeri shadow hunter. “I was only trying to take the heat off you for a sec.”

      “More like you’re actually a control freak and want to be a party of one,” shouted Serena.

      “Can you two please stop bickering,” said Kari. “It’s going to get us killed.”

      “Too true,” said Serena. “Clay—kite the shadow hunters back to me. Jackson and Shade as well. We need to get them in the radius of my aggro-drawing shout.”

      I cast shocking speed on my feet and ran extra fast towards Serena. Jackson and Shade came from the other directions. I got there first and watched as the shadow hunters got closer and closer. My stomach lurched at the sight of so many incoming attackers. I shivered and stood behind Serena. She didn’t blink or hesitate once. I admired her so much right now in the heat of battle. To stand and face our attackers head on, to protect her friends with her strength.

      “You’re awesome, you know,” I said.

      She smirked. “You don’t have to tell me, but thanks. You’re pretty alright too.”

      “Ahh,” yelled Shade, rushing towards us, tears leaking from his eyes. “Take their anger away from me Ms. Serena, pleeeassseee!”

      “Only because you said it so nicely,” smiled Serena. “Get ready to dodge and get out of the way everyone.”

      Serena stood up straight and shouted, “Protect Thy Allies!”

      A rippling burst of energy emanated out of her body, sending shockwaves through me. All the incoming shadow hunters turned on Serena. I quickly burst into a crackle of electricity and emerged on the other side of the battlefield.

      I triggered frozen ground: a sheet of ice forming beneath the feet of Serena and the shadow hunters. They slipped and fell. The chilled debuff flickered beneath their status bars and one of the doppelgängers even got a cripple debuff from their fall. Serena unleashed blade tornado in their weakened state. The blade ripped through their armor and shadow skin, becoming a blender of flesh and blood. Shade stabbed them in the back while Jackson broke their ribs. With more blood on the ground than ever, Will continued his warlock blood AoE magic. The tide was turning against the shadow hunters, their HP falling below 20%. With the stack of debuffs now working against them, it meant their output of damage on Serena wasn’t going to outbalance Kari’s healing.

      “Alright, Clay,” said Will, beside me, weaving his arms to continue his blood magic. “Decision time is upon us. What are you going to do? The way I see it, you have two options: we kill them and they respawn to their masters or you listen to me and paralyze them for eternity with the Prophetic Seal. Press your wrist and cast, ‘//run:freeze_avatar’. It’s the simplest option.”

      Time was running out as the HP of the shadow hunters was dropping closer and closer to zero.

      “There’s a third option,” I said, gritting my teeth. “We free them!”

      “But they don’t want to be freed,” said Will.

      I shook my head, ignoring my brother. “We’ll see about that!”

      I spam-cast status cure until I was surrounded by curative diamonds. Then I shot the spell outward with air blast, shooting the enslavement curing spell at the shadow hunters. When the curative wind hit them, their special shadow limbs disintegrated and they fell to their hands and knees in weakness.

      I electric blinked to Big Fists and reached for his enslavement collar. He squirmed in my grip, crying out, “What are you doing! Stop!”

      I ripped the collar off and threw it to the side.

      The man looked at his pale hands and fell to his knees. Tears formed in his eyes. “What have you done? You’ve taken it all away from me. They’ll never trust us now. Not with this blip. They’ll forever know there was a moment when we weren’t in their control. We could’ve been tampered with. Bugged. Swayed. Brainwashed. You’ve killed us, you fool!”

      The man yelled at me and I was taken aback. The others screamed with agony as my other party members ripped off both the source of their enslavement and their power.

      The Aeri player crawled towards his enslavement necklace and placed it around his throat to re-equip it. It didn’t work. It wouldn’t bind around his neck. The necklaces were completely depowered. He angrily threw the broken necklace at a rock.

      They laid on the ground in agony, writhing with pain.

      “We’re as good as dead in this world now,” said the twins. “We’re barely level 10. They captured us before we even understood the game, but we rose in the ranks of the enslaved Chosen and they gave us more and more power. More responsibility. More taste of freedom. Even if it was fake. They’ll come and find us now. You don’t know what you’re dealing with. The high council, they have the power to remove players.”

      “Listen to me,” I said to the group of former shadow hunters. I showed them my wrist and the Prophetic Seal. “Arethkar’s not the only one with OP game-bending powers. We have some of our own. You guys talk about them as if the fight against them is already lost, but it isn’t. We have an army and a growing base on the continent already. We’re on our way to acquire even more strength. We will conquer whatever adversity is thrown against us.” I threw my hand out to them as a gesture of peace and partnership. “Join us. We’d love to have you guys on our side.”

      Big Fists looked up to me and our eyes locked for a brief second. Behind his faded blue eyes was panic and trauma, someone trying to stay one second ahead of horrifying thoughts and memories. He assessed me and it made my heart pang. He was assessing me—not like a cruel politician seeing whether I’d offer him more power or opportunity—but merely as a lost and injured person who was desperately trying to keep going. He wanted to see whether I could provide him and his friends one simple thing: survival. He lifted his arm and reached out his hand to mine. Our fingers almost touched, our palms almost clasped, a deal was almost reached—when a split second before he pulled his arm away. He turned his head around in distress. He looked to his other weakened comrades.

      “Do you feel that?”

      “What’s going on?” I said.

      “You better run,” said Big Fists. “We all better run.”

      I did a full 360 degree circle and saw nothing but the normal Dead Plains. A boar was chewing on wheat. A group of harpies flew in a circle even further away from the Storm Mountains—our actual destination—which remained a depressingly massive sight in the far distance.

      “Why are you ignoring me,” said Big Fists. “Run. I’m telling you. We’re all about to die. You fool, run. You goddamn idiotic—“

      Big Fists’ eyes turned in on his head, revealing bright white marbles of iris. Then the eyes went a deep crimson and blood poured and dripped out his eye sockets. All of the former shadow hunters’ heads went pale as blood poured out their eyes. They collapsed to the ground. Dead in seconds.

      “What the heck happened?” I said. I turned to Will. “You didn’t cause that, did you?”

      I hated to ask my own big brother such a question, but the move did look an awful lot like a spell a warlock would cast.

      “No, it wasn’t me,” said Will, looking around, panic-stricken. “We’re in deep trouble you guys. Five people don’t get struck with a spell without any sign or appearance from an enemy. Unless, we’re dealing with a—“

      Something flickered in the distance. It felt like a ghost had appeared in front of us. I lifted my hand to point at the specter, but my hand barely budged. A message flickered in my HUD.

      
        
        Slow (Debuff): Slow and steady wins the race. Except when you’re fighting to the death. Movement speed decreased by 50% (Duration: 1 minute).

      

      

      What the heck? Time magic?

      A message in party chat popped up in my HUD. Even if pronouncing syllables took a jaw-wrenchingly outrageous amount of time via our slow-mo avatars, since we were in a game, complaining at normal-speed was still possible via the in-game chat.

      
        
        Will: This is serious time magic you guys. Someone appeared, killed the shadow hunters, without us even clocking it. Such is the power of a chronomancer. I only know one person powerful enough to do something like that.

        Serena: Who?

      

      

      Will didn’t even need to answer as the specter appeared in front of us, meters away on the Dead Plains. The man had a silvery ghost-like presence. It reminded me of Betina when she visited my dreams. He was a hulking man with broad shoulders. He had long blonde hair and a gruff beard and goatee. He wore rimless glasses. I recognized him straightaway. Other than the fact he was wearing badass chronomancer armor, he looked like he had in magazines I’d collected as kid.

      Konrad Takeshimi was here to kill us.

      The creator of the very game we were playing.
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      The party messages in my HUD stacked one after another.

      
        
        Serena: Oh boy.

        Jackson: We’re f*#ked.

        Kari: I don’t like the looks of this guy.

        Shade: Time magic, huh? So, like, you make one night at the pub last for eternity? Sounds alright, doesn’t it?

        Will: There’s no way we’re going to beat him here. We need to figure out how to stall and escape him.

        Clay: Okay step one, remove this goddamn slow debuff. Kari!

      

      

      I gestured my arms at a snail’s pace and eventually triggered status cure. It was mind-numbing watching my body move at such a sluggish pace. The relief as my arms and body swayed and moved as quickly as my thoughts was incredible. Within seconds I cast status cure on Serena, then Shade.

      “Of course,” said Shade. “You heal HER first.”

      “She’s our tank, moron,” I shouted at him.

      Jackson spun across the battlefield with a twirling karate kick. Yet there was no one in the air in front of him. He shuffled his head back and forth in confusion. “I swear he was just here.”

      The specter flickered across the battlefield, like he was electric blinking constantly. There was no way to target or hit him with an attack.

      “There he is,” shouted Serena, charge striking towards him. He was gone by the time she arrived. “What the—“

      Serena froze.

      I threw out a status cure spell towards her. The curative diamonds splashed into her body but didn’t do anything.

      “Wait, what?”

      Her skin went pale and then gray and then her whole body turned into stone. She had turned into a statue.

      I checked the game logs in my HUD to see what had been cast on her.

      
        
        Konrad Takeshimi triggers Petrify on Serena.

      

      

      “Damn,” I said. “I have status cure leveled to eleven and it can’t cure this freaking petrify move.”

      “Calm down Clay,” said Will, looking around. “This is how chronomancers win their fights. They cause chaos within the ranks of their enemies.”

      Jackson gasped like he’d taken the last breath of air he was ever going to take. The curse rippled up his body, hardening his skin into gray concrete.

      “Wow, looks like everyone is getting pretty stoned,” said Shade. “Get it? Huh, cause like—“

      Shade was suspended in animation. His tail was no longer moving. His skin and fur turned to gray stone concrete. A sculpture to be put in a museum.

      “Will, he’s knocking us off one by one, what are we going to do?”

      Will closed his eyes.

      “Will!”

      My older brother spoke calmly. “He’s given up on petrifying us. The cast time is loading on the move. Plus, there’s not enough of us now to stop him from doing whatever he likes. He must be casting scourge. The very move we saw him take out the shadow hunters with. This is bad.”

      Crap, crap, crap. If Konrad took us all out here, it means we’d respawn in three hours, most likely with a ton of Arethkarian soldiers and shadow wraiths surrounding us, ready to imprison and equip us with enslavement bracelets. Our hope of saving Illyria would be over.

      “Kari, Clay, hurry away,” said Will, calmly. “I have one move to stop him.”

      “But—“ I said.

      “Hurry back,” said Will. “I’m not worried because I know you’re behind me and have my back if my plan turns out to be idiotic.”

      I nodded my head and grabbed Kari by the arm. We dashed away. I really didn’t want blood to burst out my eyes like what happened to those shadow hunters.

      We ran away from the battle and turned around to see a huge red glow form all around Will. The blood on the ground from the shadow hunters and ourselves glowed bright in the cold gray darkness of the day. The flaming blood energy rose like evaporated dew drops forming a giant orb above Will’s head.

      
        
        Will triggers Demon Fire Meteor

      

      

      Holy crap. The move sounded as intense as it looked.

      Will swished his hands and the giant meteor of blood magic flew towards the ground. Konrad flickered into existence on the battlefield right as the giant ball of warlock energy smashed into him.

      This was it. Our last hope.
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      Konrad Takeshimi shattered into a million particles of ash and disappeared.

      Will turned towards us, the sheer demonic energy flowing off his back.

      Holy crap. My big bro was a badass. A throb of familial pride swelled up inside me along with a pang of jealously. I wanted to have such power myself.

      Kari and I ran back to Will to see if he was okay.

      “Did you kill him?” I said. I laughed. “Did you kill Konrad—freaking—Takeshimi.”

      Will walked away from the bloody battlefield and shook his head.

      “No. The great Konrad Takeshimi, creator of this godforsaken video game, would not be so easy to defeat.”

      “Wait, what? What do you mean you didn’t kill him?” I gasped. “He shattered into a million pieces. He looks pretty dead to me.”

      “He was too weak,” said Will. His words made me feel sick. Too weak!? He almost wiped out our entire party. “It wouldn’t be so easy to kill him in person. To unlock chronomancer, you need to unlock illusionist first. I merely destroyed one of his clones. An illusion of himself.”

      “No,” I sighed. “You’re kidding me.”

      “Nope,” said Will. “And if I was, he’d still respawn in three hours with knowledge of our whereabouts and a good guess as to where we’re going.”

      Crap. I turned over and looked at the battlefield and shook my head. Our three party members were still petrified. Frozen into stone statues. I ran up to Serena and lifted my arm to her face, touching her stone cheek. She was completely lifeless.

      “Kari,” I said. “Do you have a spell to cure this?”

      The fox-girl shook her head.

      “Will,” I said. “Do you know how to heal petrification?”

      “Petrified isn’t a normal debuff. Most status curing spells don’t cover it. How high is your status cure leveled?”

      “Level eleven. It’s my highest leveled skill.”

      “Wow and at level eleven it heals enslavement and not petrify?”

      “I guess it makes sense,” said Kari. “If petrify is a third-tier class spell, it would be kind of BS if the earliest debuff cure spell healed it with ease. Speaking from a game balance standpoint.”

      “Screw game balance,” I said. “What kind of move is this!?”

      Serena’s stone eyes stared at me. Serena would know how to heal petrify. She would have read it in one of her library books.

      “We need to consider what we’re going to do next,” said Will. “Konrad’s going to send others after us. We need to move.”

      “What about the rest of the team?” asked Kari.

      Will opened his mouth and I cut him off. “We’re not leaving our party behind. That’s final. We’re figuring out a cure to petrify. If it means leveling our status cure spells to level 20, I’ll do it. I’m not joking.”

      “You’d sacrifice the entire mission for your three friends?” said Will. “You’d disregard all the promises you made to the citizens of Crystal Port?”

      “What, you’re calling me an asshole for caring about my friends?”

      “I’m not saying anything,” said Will. “I’m questioning the way you’re thinking. You’re thinking like Clay Hopewell, brilliant friend to Shade, Serena, and Jackson, but you’re not thinking like Clay Hopewell, leader of the Laergardian army, Solmini Mercenary Corp, and overseer of Crystal Port and all its citizens.”

      I looked away from Will. I didn’t like what he was suggesting. I sat cross-legged on the ground to think.

      “It’s like that old philosophical conundrum,” said Will, droning on in the background as I searched the A.K.O. wiki for any advice on how to heal petrify. “You’re a conductor on a speeding train and you’re about to run over three people tied to the tracks. You can change the track you turn on, but on the other track is also a person tied to the train. So what do you do? Do you change tracks?”

      Kari scratched her head. “I don’t get how that fits. In both situations you’re killing somebody, where in both our situations we’re saving people.”

      “Maybe it doesn’t fit perfectly,” said Will. “The point is this: what do you do when you’re presented with a problem with no easy choices? Or the only options are bad options?”

      I zoned Will and Kari out and then sighed in frustration. “I’ve scoured the A.K.O. wiki and I can’t find anything here on how to cure petrify.”

      “It’s not available to you because you haven’t studied enough healing magic or the history of medicine in Illyria,” said Kari.

      “You have, can you find anything?”

      “I’ve found an entry on petrify. It tells me we need to make the Stone Skin Antidote to cure it, but—“

      “Fantastic!” I said, leaping to my feet. “What’s the recipe?”

      “Uhh, it doesn’t say,” said Kari, scratching the back of her fox ear. “I guess I haven’t studied enough either.”

      “Gah,” I said. “I have one last idea.”

      I opened up my HUD and sent a message to an old friend of ours. Theobold, the court wizard in the capital of Laergard, Land’s Shield. I sent him a message, explaining the situation. He got back to me within minutes.

      
        
        Personal Message: Stone Skin Antidote

      

        

      
        You only ever call when you need something, huh? Petrify, you say? Yikes. You really are leveling up and getting into the wide world of high class bullshit in this game. So as you said, you need the Stone Skin Antidote. The recipe is fairly simple: boulder dust (x2), elixir of life (x1), pebbles (x3). The first and last items are easy to source. It’s the elixir of life that will give you trouble. The closest place you’d be able to find it will be in the northwestern woods near Crystal Port. A creature that spawns there will drop it for you. They’re called unicorn-bats and please, don’t ask. It was a obviously a slow day in the concept design department. Get off my back.

      

        

      
        –Theobold

      

      

      “Boom,” I said. “Theobold sent the recipe.”

      “And?” said Will, skeptically.

      “It’s easy to make, except for one ingredient that only drops in a forest northwest of Crystal Port.”

      “We’re two days travel from Crystal Port,” said Kari, worried.

      “Ah, but let’s not forget we live in a video game and not middle-earth my love-of-walking friends,” I said. “I can fast-travel back to Crystal Port since we’ve already been there before. Then I can hop on Gryph and fly to the forest. Get the elixir of life and then fast travel back here to the Dead Plains. Let’s say, an hour tops.”

      “Sixty minutes is all we can afford,” said Will.

      “Alright, while I go hunting, you guys work on finding pebbles and shaving off boulder dust from some of the rocks around here. And when I say you guys, I mean, you, Will. Kari—you get your cauldron and alchemic materials ready to go, so we can cook this stuff up ASAP.”

      “Alright,” I said, opening up the fast-teleport screen on my HUD. “See you guys in an hour. Message me if you need me. Alright, bye.”

      I clicked fast-teleport in my HUD and felt my body disintegrate from the Dead Plains.

      I had one hour.
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      I reemerged in the keep of Crystal Port to yelling and screaming.

      “Guys, I have enough problems as it is,” bellowed Raylene. “I said you guys can do what you want, but leave me out of it!” Raylene turned around and shrieked at the sight of me.

      I felt like I’d teleported into a room and conversation, I really wasn’t supposed to be in. Standing behind Raylene were two soldiers who I’d met back at the Encampment, Raylene’s home base in Solmini. Their names were Fred and Ned and they were two of the most fascinating people in A.K.O. mainly because they were able to log-out of the game. Their IRL bodies were underground in a bomb shelter in Oklahoma.

      “Uhh, Clay,” said Raylene, her eyebrows furrowing quizzically. “What are you doing here? Has something happened to Jackson? Don’t tell me you’re here to let me know he’s gone?”

      I paused. Jackson was a lifeless statue right now. Raylene would kill me if she heard something bad had happened to him. I cleared my throat. “Shade got himself into a bit of a pickle and I need to do a quick fetch quest to sort it out. Otherwise we’re fine.”

      Raylene took a long sigh. “Good. Don’t ask me how things are going here. I promise I have it under control.”

      “Wait, what do you—”

      “Hey Clay!” said Fred and Ned in unison. “We got some pretty exciting news for you. Stuff we’ve been working on in the lab.”

      “When you say lab, are you referring to your claustrophobic bomb shelter you wish you didn’t have to log-out to every night?”

      “Yeah,” said Ned. “Our lab!”

      “Okay, sure, whatever,” I said. “What about it?”

      “Well, we’ve been tinkering with some of the stuff we got down here, and well, we wouldn’t want to test it on anybody yet—in fact, we’re years away from it, but it’s something to consider for the future.”

      “Okay, spit it out,” I said. “What is it?”

      “It’s absolute insanity is what it is,” chimed Raylene.

      “We think there is a way for players such as yourself to log-out again.”

      “Um,” I said. “Last time I checked I was dead, or my body was cryogenically frozen to stop a deadly virus capable of turning me into a flesh-eating zombie if I were ever to unfreeze myself. So I don’t see myself logging-out any time soon. In fact, probably never.”

      “We can’t speak for your body,” said Fred. “But what about a reverse cognitive upload into another body?”

      “What like put my consciousness into another human being? Sounds disastrous, no?”

      “Agreed,” said Ned. “But what about a droid? The technology is already super advanced. How different would the process of uploading your mind to a video game be from uploading your mind into the body of an android?”

      I considered the unicorn-bats I had to go hunt. “Uhh, I’m really not sure.”

      “I guess the biggest concern,” said Fred. “Is how many transfers can a single consciousness take? Like, would you lose more and more pieces of yourself every time you cognitively uploaded yourself?”

      “True,” said Ned, getting excited. “The players faced potential death when they first uploaded themselves into the game. The same risks exist for reversing the process.”

      “Guys,” I said. “This is all super interesting, but I got other things to focus on, so I’m gonna go, but get back to me when this project is done.”

      I waved goodbye to the trio and stepped out of the keep. I circled to the back. Across the sky ocean, there was a torrent of swirling clouds and patches of lightning in the distance. I summoned Gryph and climbed on his back.

      Honestly, Clay, I’m not some sort of taxi cab service you can summon whenever you please.

      Forgive me, Gryph. I thought you’d be interested. Have you ever tasted unicorn-bats?

      The giant bird stuck its tongue out and licked his beak.

      Have I? They’re incredibly delicious!

      Great. Onward to the northwestern woods!

      Gryph did a quick u-turn over the coast of the cloud ocean and around Crystal Port, avoiding any onlookers.

      We flew over fields and valleys until below us was a thick blanket of green trees. The northwestern woods. Perfect.

      Any idea where unicorn-bats live? Are they like normal bats, so in caves tucked away in the forest?

      Nah, unicorn-bats are more like birds. They hang out in the trees. There, I can smell em.

      It was Gryph’s keen sense of smell alerting him to the tasty treats below.

      Okay, remember, you can eat the unicorn-bats only after I extract the elixir of life from them, got it?

      Hrmph. Sure.

      Alright, dive in!

      Gryph descended towards the woods. I held onto his feather and conjured my ice sword in the other hand. The trees got closer and closer until pow! Scratch! Thrush! The branches and leaves scratched against my skin and we were on the forest floor. Gryph was turning his head left and right. No unicorn-bats were in sight. Low-level mushroom monsters were waddling around, but they weren’t worth our time.

      They went that way, said Gryph.

      He jumped back into the clouds and then swooped back into the forest only to find nothing again.

      You smell them, though, right?

      Gryph nodded.

      Hmm. They disappeared right when the bird came for them. Maybe he was creating too much noise? He was too easy a target to spot?

      You’re an easy target, said Gryph, reading my thoughts.

      Alright relax grumpy mcgrumperson. Here’s the plan, drop me off below far away from the unicorn-bats. I’ll scout them out from below ground while you stay up here soaring. Then when I send you the signal in psy-link we hit them with a two-pronged attack. Sound good?

      Alright Clay. This better work. I’m hungry and you know how I get when I’m hungry.

      Grumpier than he normally is?

      I can hear your thoughts jackass!

      Gryph kicked off into the air, flapped his wings and flew above the trees into the clouds above.

      I took in the forest. Thick trees, wobbling mushroom monsters, dappled sunlight poking through the foliage. I crept around the mushroom monsters—they paid me no heed anyway, being quite lower level than me—and kept my back to the trees. I moved slowly, cautiously. I wanted to find the unicorn-bats first, see them with my own eyes.

      I can smell them north of you, Gryph alerted me in the mind-link.

      On it.

      I moved ahead through the forest, jumping over small streams, and climbing over big branches, until off in the distance, was a group of four of the weirdest creatures perched on a branch. They were disembodied heads of unicorns—white furred horses with golden horns—with little spindly bat wings behind their ears. They looked absolutely demented.

      I adjusted my boots on the dirt ground and triggered my ranger ability, hunter’s stance, going completely invisible. I materialized my bow and lifted it up at the chubbiest of unicorn-bats. I grabbed an arrow from my satchel and dipped it in a vial of poison, before nocking it between the wood of my bow. I let mana flow from my fingertips into the poisoned arrow and stretched back the string of the bow, triggering sniper’s eye. The arrow flew through the forest until a sharp bizarre wail emanated from the unicorn-bat. A swoosh of wings fluttered as the unicorn-bats abandoned their wounded sibling.

      I walked cautiously towards the branch where the unicorn-bat had been. The creature—or, let’s be honest, horse head with wings—squirmed on the ground. I’d taken out a whopping 75% of its HP with my super buffed arrow shot. It writhed on the ground, neon green splotches glowing across its skin right below its white fur. I placed both my palms in front of the dying unicorn and put it out of it misery with a close-up critical fireball to the brains.

      
        
        +167 EXP!

      

      

      I crouched down to the corpse and materialized a dagger in my hand. I slit the body open. I closed my eyes as I reached my hand in searching for a solid vial. I pulled out the glass vial with a cork stopper full of a bright golden liquid. My HUD told me it was an “Elixir of Life (x1)”.

      One down, two more to go.

      The leaves rustled and a huge gust of wind blew my hair. Gryph landed on the forest floor. He dived in to start devouring the unicorn head, but at the last second swooshed his beak away in disgust.

      Are you kidding me?

      The bird glared at me.

      What?

      You poisoned it. It’s inedible now. Or are you trying to kill me, you ungrateful little spellcasting piece of crap?

      I took a step back from the incredibly grumpy bird.

      Oh whoops. I didn’t think Gryph. I’m so sorry! I wanted to make sure it wouldn’t get away. I won’t poison the next two, I promise.

      Do you piss all over a scrumptious bubblefish before you eat it? Or defecate on a delightful desert worm? NO.

      Okay two things. One, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. Two, this mission isn’t actually about finding new trash mob delicacies for you to eat. It’s actually to save my pals who have turned into statues. That’s right stone lifeless statues. So I’m sorry if my mind is a little preoccupied.

      The gryphon raised its head and turned away. It was closest I was going to get to an apology. He kicked off back into the air. I focused in on the forest once more.

      They’ve moved further northeast from you.

      I moved quietly through the forest until I spotted the unicorn-bats once again. I entered hunter’s stance and readied my bow. I released the arrow—full of imbued mana—and it crippled the unicorn-bat. It flopped on the ground before dying.

      
        
        +167 EXP!

      

      

      I rushed over to the fallen creature and looted it for the vial of elixir. Gryph soon appeared and ravaged the unicorn-bat within three massive bites. He swallowed and burped.

      Delicious. He paused. Sorry for being so pissy, Clay. On the next one, I’ll let you save a slab of meat, you really need to cook it and taste it for yourself. You’ll see why I was so frustrated before.

      I rolled my eyes and smiled. Fine.

      We hunted down the last unicorn-bat with ease. I retrieved the elixir of life and dematerialized it into one of my inventory slots. I sliced off a slab of unicorn-bat meat to cook later as well. With the job done, I unsummoned Gryph and then selected fast-teleport in my HUD to the Dead Plains. I disintegrated out of the forest, closing my eyes as my body disappeared.

      I thought of Serena, Shade, and Jackson.

      This better work.
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      I opened my eyes to find myself once again in the barren, dreary, windswept zone of the Dead Plains.

      I scanned around for Kari and Will. They were nowhere to be seen. Puffs of smoke billowed out from behind a large boulder. I hurried over and found Will and Kari had made a small base camp. A cauldron boiled above a crackling fire.

      “I got the elixir of life,” I said. “Did you guys get the other ingredients?”

      “You betcha,” said Kari, stirring the water in the cauldron with a large wooden spoon. She was standing on the tips of her little fox toes on a rock-turned-stool, overlooking the bubbling alchemy pot.

      “I have to say,” said Will. “I thought collecting the boulder dust was going to be easy, but it was a right pain in the bum, filing away to gather it, but we did it. I’m sure it beat grinding unicorn-bats.”

      The strange creatures came back to me. “Yeah, it was a bit weird.”

      “The other ingredients are already in the cauldron, Clay,” said Kari. “Just need the elixir.”

      I handed her the three vials and she poured them into the bubbling cauldron. The boiling water gurgled and burped. A bright light glowed.

      
        
        Congratulations! A party member has created “Stone Skin Antidote (x1)”

      

        

      
        Congratulations! A party member has created “Stone Skin Antidote (x1)”

      

        

      
        Congratulations! A party member has created “Stone Skin Antidote (x1)”

      

      

      “Yay,” said Kari, handing me three small glass bottles full of a bright golden liquid reminiscent of jars of honey.

      I added the antidotes to my inventory, not wanting to accidentally drop them. I ran across the plains back to the site of our battle with Konrad and the shadow hunters. My three beloved party members all stood frozen in time, stone statues in the middle of the plains. I went up to Serena first and materialized one of the antidotes in my hand. I paused. How did this work? Did I pour it on her mouth? Her skin? I uncorked the bottle and brought the glass to her lips now made of hard rock. I gently tipped the potion on her mouth and as the honey-colored liquid hit her lips, the stone crumbled away as if it had only ever been a thin layer overtop her skin. First it was her lips, going from gray stone to red, then her whole mouth and cheeks flushed with life. I tipped the antidote further and it travelled down her throat and the gray stone skin disappeared and Serena was standing, alive in the flesh.

      She gasped. “Oh my gosh,” she said, breathing in and out heavily. “What the heck happened?”

      “You were turned into a statue,” I said. I gestured towards Jackson and Shade, still frozen. “Like our party members over there.”

      “Oh my,” she said.

      “Yeah we were really worried,” I said. “I had to teleport around southern Arethkar fighting the most deranged trash mobs to get the ingredients to make an antidote. Speaking of which, you catch your breath, let me go heal Shade and Jackson.”

      I fed the antidote to Jackson, then Shade, both of whom were freaked and grateful to be back alive.

      “That battle did not bode well for our future,” said Jackson.

      “For sure,” said Serena. “How did you guys even stop him in the end?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, turning to Will. “My bro unleashed some insane warlock magic and was able to repel him. Worst part is, it turned out the thing we were fighting was a mere illusionary copy of Konrad. So it was like one mere percentile of his full power.”

      “A mere percentile!?” gasped Shade. “But he turned us into statues. Who the heck can turn people into bloody statues!?”

      “The goddamn creator of the game,” I sighed.

      “I don’t know about you guys, but I always felt like the odds were tipped against us,” said Shade. “Yeah we’re the scrappy underdogs, but now I think it’s completely out the window. This guy is next level powerful.”

      “I know,” I said. “But guys we can’t stand here and moan about how strong our enemy is. We need to keep moving forward, make a plan.”

      “Before we make any new plans,” said Will. “We really need to discuss what we’re going to do with the group of shadow hunter corpses who will be respawning in two hours.”

      The pile of bodies rotted in a heap further up the Dead Plains.

      “I’d forgotten about them. I think they were ready to join forces with us, but we can’t risk waiting around for them. Maybe we can leave them a message about Crystal Port?”

      “I heard a far different conversation than you did,” said Will. “I think you should use the Prophetic Seal spell to paralyze them in place forever.”

      “You mean behave exactly like Takeshimi?”

      “He’s the one in power right now,” said Will. “He must be doing something right.”

      “No way,” I said. “This is what we’re going to do: leave them be. If they respawn and want to be our allies, great. If they respawn and wish to come after us, well, the good news is we’ll be long gone to the Storm Mountains.”

      “About that,” said Serena. “The Arethkarians clearly know where we’re going now. They also know some of our army’s best fighters have left Crystal Port. What if they attacked the town?”

      She made a good point. Did we stick to the plan we set out? Or did we diverge from it, given how our enemy now knew about it?

      I shook my head. “No, we’re going to keep moving forward. It was a good plan. We can’t let this attack set us back. I’ll send word to Raylene to continue to boost Crystal Port’s defenses. Worse comes to worse, we can always teleport back to Crystal Port if it gets attacked. Plus,” I turned to Will. “You said Iron Citadel is difficult for Arethkar to capture. They can’t get there with their army of airships. They’ll have to approach by foot. So the way I see it is: we still have the advantage to acquire the citadel. So let’s not lose hope, right!?”

      The group nodded. Shade shrugged, “You’ve had more inspiring speeches Clay, but I’ll take it.”

      Everyone chuckled. We gathered our things, dismantled the small outdoor laboratory Kari had created, and turned in the direction of the Storm Mountains.

      “I mean, they look terrifying and frightening,” said Shade. “But how much worse can they be than the bloody Dead Plains!?”

      “Don’t jinx it bud,” said Serena, walking ahead of him. “Don’t jinx it.”
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      I struggled to breathe as we headed up the mountain pass. We’d been heading upward for a couple of hours now. The sky around us turned pink with dusk. The silhouettes of Illyria’s two moons appeared in the sky.

      “Let’s set up camp,” said Will. “The gates to enter the mines are still a few hours away and we will want to be well-rested before entering the mountain.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said, taking a deep breath from all the uphill walking. I took in the small enclosed area we’d arrived at. “This looks like the perfect camping ground.”

      We set up base and found ourselves all sitting around a bonfire, wrapped in blankets, admiring the twinkling stars of the night sky. The glowing lights felt closer to us on this mountaintop than anywhere else we’d been in Illyria.

      I grilled the unicorn-bat meat over the fire, seasoning it with salt and pepper. I had left over basil and oregano which I threw on as well. When it was finished cooking, I cut it up into six pieces and passed a portion to everyone.

      “Gryph says this is the tastiest meat ever,” I said. “So let’s find out how good this unicorn-bat really is!”

      I took a bite. It was chewy like a rare piece of steak, but full of tenderness and flavor.

      “Mate,” said Shade, talking with his mouth full. “I don’t know if this is the best thing I’ve ever had, but it’s pretty bloody great, I’ll give you that.”

      “So you’re saying they were unicorn heads with bat wings?” said Serena, looking at me with suspicion.

      “I know—I don’t know how they come up with this stuff,” I laughed.

      Everyone had a satisfied face after their sample of unicorn-bat.

      “Is there more?” asked Kari, blushing.

      “Sadly not,” I said. “Gryph ate it all. He was very protective over the dead unicorn-bats.”

      Everyone grumbled.

      “But look, I’ll cook us each a slab of mountain goat meat!”

      Everyone smiled.

      “I mean, it’s no unicorn-bat meat but I guess it will do,” said Shade.

      So the night passed. We exchanged stories, ate food, and slowly people drifted off to sleep. Straws were drawn to determine who would keep first watch. Soon it was just Serena, Will, and me awake around the fire.

      “Will—there’s something I’ve wanted to ask,” I said.

      “Go for it bro.”

      “Well, the Arethkarians. The citizens we met at Crystal Port. They aren’t so bad. How did they end up going along with the treatment of The Chosen? How did it happen?”

      The fire flickered between us. Will stared into the light. “There was a certain level of manipulation done by those in power in Ryr’s Ascension, but The Chosen who arrived in Arethkar contributed, if not created, their negative image. I mean, remember when we used to play the early Arcane Kingdom games. We didn’t give a crap about NPCs. They were pawns to us, slaves for our enjoyment. So a few nasty players entered the game and ended up murdering, looting, and raping Arethkarians. They didn’t care. It was all a game they said. It was the perfect set-up to create anti-Chosen sentiment. The strange thing was—by the very quickness of the high council’s response—it felt as if they knew The Chosen were coming. I don’t know how. Maybe Takeshimi had let them know. It was bizarre, but they were ready and when they unrolled the enslavement necklaces onto low-level players, very few of the NPCs fought against the idea. Those who did were killed. The people were afraid of The Chosen, these new powerful people, and didn’t want to see their lives ruined or their friends and family hurt. The citizens of Arethkar were complicit out of fear, not malice.”

      Ash crackled around us.

      A private message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Serena: I still have my doubts, but I think I’m beginning to trust Will.

      

      

      Serena nudged my elbow and smiled.

      
        
        Serena: Don’t let him know we’re chatting privately while we’re in a conversation with him!

      

      

      “I guess,” said Serena, speaking aloud, “sieging one of their cities, doesn’t exactly paint a pleasant picture of The Chosen for them.”

      Will shook his head.

      “So what are we supposed to do? Nothing?”

      Will shook his head again. “I’m not sure,” he sighed. “But think carefully of what you want to achieve. A conqueror conquers, but does he rule?”
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      Shade shook me awake in the morning.

      “Rise and shine, sleepyhead,” he grinned, wagging his tail behind me. “I poured you a morning pint to wake you up. Here take it.” He handed me a tankard. I pushed his arm away.

      “What? Can’t a guy pour his pal a pint in the morning?”

      “It’s not really a pick-me-up for me,” I groggily explained with foggy sleep-dazed eyes.

      “Bah! I thought you would say that,” said Shade. “Here—would you prefer coffee?” He handed me a second tankard.

      “Yes, thank you,” I said, grabbing the tankard. I took a sip and instantly spat it out. “Mate, what did you put in this?”

      “Normal coffee stuff.”

      “Including rum?”

      “Maybe,” said Shade. “I usually include whatever’s in my flask.”

      I got up and passed him back his tankard. “Thanks for thinking of me, but I think I can survive this morning without anything.”

      “Suit yourself,” said Shade, taking a sip out of both tankards, one held in each fist.

      The others were slowly rolling out of their sleeping bags and poking their heads out their tents. Kari rolled up her sleeping bag and then dematerialized it into her inventory.

      “You know you don’t have to roll it up,” said Jackson.

      “Yeah, but I like too anyway,” said Kari, shrugging. “Helps me wake up.”

      “You see Jackson,” said Shade, interjecting himself into the conversation. “Tidying up after herself is for Kari what drinking rum-laced coffee is for me. A wake-up ritual.”

      “Mhm,” said Jackson, dematerializing his camping gear into his inventory.

      “Rise and shine, bro,” I said, giving him a kick.

      Will grumbled and rolled over. He eventually got up.

      In minutes, our whole campsite was dematerialized back into our inventories. Other than wisps of smoke from the fire, our presence had been completely removed from the area.

      The mountain pass was winding and rocky. It got colder the further up we went. Frost and snow covered the rocks. Little flecks of snow drifted lazily around us. I led the way, casting a fireball in my arm to keep warm and light the way amongst the flurrying snow.

      A figure emerged in the distance. I signaled everyone to pause. I squinted. The silhouette was short in stature—Rorn, most likely. They didn’t come forward, so we stepped cautiously towards it. I held the fireball in my hand, the magically conjured flames crackling in front of my face. I held it up defensively to cancel any ranged attack, coming my way.

      “There’s another one over there,” said Jackson, pointing in a completely different direction.

      It was another short statured figure.

      “There’s another,” said Kari.

      More and more figures were popping up, shadowed and protected by the falling snow. We were outnumbered and yet, the Rorn weren’t attacking. I continued to approach the one we’d initially seen. I stepped forward and waited for the figure to react. It stayed completely still. I moved forward. “We come in peace,” I said. “We’re seeking passage through the Storm Mountains.”

      The figure didn’t reply.

      Something wasn’t right. The figure didn’t move or speak. A sentient creature surely wouldn’t be so stoic; not when a potential enemy was approaching it.

      I quickened my steps and moved towards the figure. I grinned when I finally saw it clearly. It was a statue, sculpted within the rocks of the mountain. It took the shape of a Rorn guard—short and stodgy with a long grizzled beard. I made a sigh of relief. “It’s a statue, you guys. We’re not surrounded.”

      Everyone nodded their heads and smiled nervously. These statues were genius. If there were Rorn guards on the mountainside, the statues acted as decoys and distractions. Maybe the other silhouettes were actual Rorn guards, pretending to be statues as we passed them. I didn’t like it, but there was nothing to be done beyond staying alert.

      The path widened. We reached a new plateau. A hand touched my shoulder. I turned around. It was Will.

      “We’re close,” my brother said, speaking quietly. “The Doorway of Rorgroth lies beyond there.”

      I nodded. We were finally making actual headway on this quest. I took a few more steps before falling flat onto my stomach. The rest of the party followed my lead.

      “Why are we lying on our stomachs,” whispered Shade. “Is this another weird habit of The Chosen?”

      “Shh,” I said, before switching into party chat.

      
        
        Clay: So there’s a massive troll beyond here.

        Serena: Really?

      

      

      I poked my head up once more to catch a glimpse at the foul-looking creature. Yep, there it was. A fifteen-foot tall fat-ass of a troll, dragging a giant wooden club—specked with stains of dirt and blood—behind him. His face was about 90% mouth with sharp yellow-crusted teeth sticking out from his lips in a jangled orthodontic nightmare. The other 10% of its face was left for a scrunched up pair of eyes and nose, so squished together, he looked permanently pissed-off. With a face like his though, he had reasons to be angry. His skin was a pale green like an unwashed t-shirt sitting at the bottom of a laundry hamper. Its huge stomach spilt over a rope belt tied around his waist to keep a rag covering the top part of his legs. Was this a purposeful design choice made by the game developers as a way of escaping any parental-based lawsuits—or, was the troll genuinely shy about letting his junk hang out in everyone’s face?

      I ducked my head once more.

      
        
        Clay: Really. Definitely.

        Serena: Any chance we can avoid fighting him?

        Will: Did you see the Door of Rorgroth?

      

      

      I lifted my head once more. The troll had his back to me. His rag thankfully covered his butt cheeks as well. Beyond him was a massive steel door so tall it made the troll look like a mere ant. It stood tall within the stone structure of the mountain—an intense gateway into its inner realms.

      I ducked my head down again.

      
        
        Clay: Yep. The door is behind him.

        Will: Then let’s get this over with.

        Jackson: Agreed.

        Kari: Let’s do this!

        Serena: Alright, let’s crush the troll.

        Shade: If you guys insist.

      

      

      We formed a plan in party chat. All of us stayed hidden as Shade entered stealth mode. He crouched and snuck his way around the troll, until he was a good few meters behind it. He stayed still, remaining in position.

      Next I stood up in hunter’s stance and nocked a poison arrow in my bow. I imbued the arrow with a silver lacing of mana. I closed one eye and triggered sniper’s eye on the troll. I signaled Shade and he crept towards the troll, leaping with both his kunai to unleash backstab. As he leapt in the air, I unleashed my poisoned arrow at the troll’s neck. Both our attacks landed simultaneously in a glorious stack of debuffs.

      
        
        +critical hit!

        +critical hit!

        +critical hit!

      

      

      My arrow punctured the troll’s neck, digging deep into its flesh. It didn’t poke through the other side as the monster’s neck was so thick. Even still, the venom from my poison arrow began its infection. A green glow pulsed along the troll’s throat and spread towards its chest.

      The troll roared in pain, swaying left and right in agony and frustration. Shade still held onto his kunai, lodged into the creature’s back. Blood spurt into the poor cat-man’s face. He wiggled his head, shaking off the blood from his whiskers. He held onto the back of the troll until he was able to plant his feet on the creature’s back, push off, dislodging the kunai, and backflip away and return to the ground.

      The troll spun towards Shade and whipped his large club at the thief. Shade jumped in the air to dodge the attack. In the air, he threw out a shadow shuriken. The sharp projectile spun and cut across the fat flesh of the troll’s rotund stomach.

      “A little help you guys,” squealed Shade as he fell to the ground to dodge another swipe of the troll club.

      Serena charge striked her way into the battlefield. Once close enough to the troll, she shouted, “Protect Thy Allies!”

      The troll quickly turned around with a newfound anger directed solely at Serena.

      “That’s right troll,” said Serena. “You hate me now. I control your anger!”

      The troll raised its club and smashed it towards the ground where Serena was standing. The blade soldier lifted her giant sword, triggering her defensive move, sword shield. The descending wooden club clanged against the steel of Serena’s blade. A battle of wills and strength followed as the two fighters held their weapons against the other, locked in a clash of power. Who would outpower or retreat first? Maybe for the troll such a question mattered. For us, on Serena’s team, this was an opportunity to hit the troll with everything else we had. Let him focus on beating Serena, while the four of us focused on destroying him.

      Jackson darted into the battle. He jumped all over the troll, dealing damage on its shoulders, ribs, thigh, calves. He was dealing high impact attacks, right at precise ligaments of the troll’s body structure, making movement twice as difficult for it than before.

      Will and Kari threw out projectile DPS moves, doing big damage to the troll’s HP bar.

      I ran to the other side of the battlefield where the troll’s back was to me. I nodded to Shade again for us to do another two-pronged stealth attack. He crept ahead while I entered hunter’s stance and stacked my arrow with buffs and gains before nocking it in the bow. One. Two. Three. Release. My arrow shot into the backside of the troll’s neck while Shade delivered his knives into the monster’s lower back.

      The creature lifted up its club from its clash with Serena and wailed. He was down to 15% HP. I expected it to fight for its life. Instead it simply screamed.

      Jackson jumped, climbing up along the troll’s body, delivering a spinning kick to the troll’s mouth. The troll headbutted Jackson, cancelling his move, and sending him flying into the rocks.

      The troll continued to scream.

      The ground around us rumbled. In the distance, other trolls woke up from slumber, alerted to the cry of the dying troll.

      “It’s some kind of cry for reinforcements,” I said. “We gotta kill this thing now.”

      Serena leapt in the air, swinging her sword and landing it into the shoulder of the troll. Blood spurt forth as the sword crushed through the poisoned flesh. The giant blade cut through the troll, slicing it in half. The creature flopped onto either side of the mountain pass, its blood and guts dripping downward into the rocks.

      
        
        +275 EXP!

      

      

      “Remind me to not piss off Ms. Serena,” said Shade.

      “I think you’re a lost cause,” I said.

      A group of trolls were rushing up the mountain pass.

      “We don’t have time to fight all these trolls,” I said. “We gotta get beyond this door.”

      We all turned to the gigantic Door of Rorgroth.

      “How are we supposed to enter here?” said Kari.

      “Why is the door so big? I’d expect giants to live behind it, not the small statured Rorn,” said Serena.

      “This was an old aerodrome,” said Jackson. “The first airships would land through these gateways.”

      “There must be a magical spell or some kind of way to open it,” said Will, looking at it closely.

      The trolls were getting closer.

      “Any immediate ideas you guys?” I said.

      Jackson ran up to the door and punched it.

      “I don’t think we’ll be able to break through it,” I said.

      Jackson ignored me. He punched, then kicked, then did another jump kick before back flipping in front of it.

      Nothing happened.

      Then everything did. A pattern made out of bright blue light glowed across the doorway and the entrance creaked open, revealing a shadowy dark realm behind it.

      “How did you do that?” said Kari.

      “Ancient Rorn call for help,” said Jackson. “Don’t ask me how I know it. I just do. It was an emergency opening. It’s why the doors only opened slightly.”

      We sprinted by the gates only to smack into an invisible force field. A message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Do you wish to enter the Storm Mountains (Dungeon): Y/N? Once entered, you cannot leave through any means other than dungeon exits.

      

      

      “Let’s do this,” I said and selected “yes” on the prompt. I moved forward, no longer blocked by the invisible wall.

      The rest of the group followed. Serena turned around. “What are we going to do about those angry incoming trolls?”

      The doors closed as the monsters rushed towards us. The ancient gateway creaked shut. The bright white light of the mountaintop was gone and in exchange we had pitch-black darkness.

      A burst of noise came from somewhere ahead of us.

      We weren’t alone.
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      We stood still in the darkness. It was silent now, but the sound before still echoed in the mind. The clangor of a footstep. An object knocked over. The normal noises of the underground slowly took over the darkness: the faint echo of water dripping off a stalactite and into a puddle. The flapping wings of a bat. None of these things comforted me.

      I wrote in party chat.

      
        
        Clay: Is it safe for me to light a fireball? Or will it only call attention to whoever else is in here with us?

        Jackson: Give me a minute. Everyone else stay where you are.

      

      

      Jackson shuffled by me. He tinkered away until a soft hum of a power generator reverberated throughout the darkness. A glowing purple orb flickered into existence. Then a whole row of illuminated spheres appeared, lighting up the underground passage.

      We were standing over a silver mine track leading downward to a group of a dozen different tunnels and passageways. Large gears and pulleys adorned the stone mountain walls. They were old and rusting, ancient like their natural surroundings. With the area fully lit, I searched for the source of the earlier sound. Nothing. No enemies in sight.

      “This isn’t right,” said Jackson, looking around. “The tunnel lights shouldn’t have been turned off like this. Someone would’ve had to manually turn them off and the Rorn aren’t frugal with their energy usage.”

      “Why would they turn it off then?” asked Kari.

      “Maybe they didn’t,” said Jackson. “But then you have to ask: who did?”

      “It’s been known for awhile now the Rorn of the mountains have been weakened,” said Will. “They’d grown quiet in most Arethkarian affairs, even before The Chosen arrived. They went deeper into their mountains, doubling down on their unquestioning faith in their technological advancements. Their idealism led them to this: an empty cave.”

      Jackson shook his head. “I don’t feel good about any of this.”

      Despite his words, there was only one direction to go in. We moved towards the cluster of different tunnel entrances.

      Rocks rolled over in the distance. The party froze. Something moved.

      “Duck,” shouted Jackson.

      Arrows flew out of the shadows towards us. One grazed my shoulder, leaving a burning cut across my flesh.

      I electric blinked behind a boulder.

      Everyone found shelter in the curves of the mountain.

      
        
        Clay: Everyone – communicate in party chat. Whoever’s attacking us won’t be able to pinpoint our exact location.

        Serena: Got it.

        Kari: Who’s attacking us?

        Shade: Rorn! They’re angry little buggers who are always looking to fight. It isn’t safe here. We need to turn back!

        Jackson: Based on the sound of their movements, I don’t think it’s Rorn. I’m not hearing footsteps. They’re a creature of some kind.

        Shade: Of course. The RORN would say that!

        Clay: Shade, shut up! Guys, what’s our battle plan here?

      

      

      Three creatures fell from above and landed near us. I peeked my head out. Above their status bars were their names: [Serpra Warriors]. They had long green scaled tails that spiraled and eventually grew into arms and ribs with a neck leading to a pointed face of a slithering snake. They were like centaurs but serpents. Snaketaurs? I shook my head. Think of stupid names later.

      One had a two-handed battle-axe, another wielded a scimitar, and the other had a long spear. All three wore unique silver necklaces. Hanging from each of the serpra’s bright neck chains were hair braids, adorned like jewels. Some of the braids were white, and others were red, brown, and gray. They were each unique: from simple weaves to triple-pronged braids. All of them were speckled and stained with blotches of dried red blood. These were the braids of fallen Rorn soldiers, carried like trophies, mementos to those these creatures had proudly slaughtered.

      My whole body boiled at the sight.

      They rushed me.

      I electric blinked away, back to Serena. She rushed the three serpra and shouted, “Protect Thy Allies.”

      The three warriors slithered towards her and Serena unleashed blade tornado, becoming a cyclone of destruction against the three snake warriors.

      Jackson and Shade rushed the rear of the serpra warriors. Three arrows flew out at them.

      “Oh man,” I said. “We don’t know how many of them we’re facing.”

      “At least six,” said Serena. “Based on the three here and the three arrows.”

      A fireball flew through the air and knocked me in my gut. Flames lit up across my mage’s robes. I fell over and triggered a water move to dissipate the flames. Above the cavern, from an advantageous ridge were three more serpra spellcasters flinging down magic attacks at us.

      “Make that nine,” I grumbled.

      Standing on the ridge above were a trio of serpra spellcasters. They were raining down fire upon us.

      “Someone help me,” screamed Shade, running back and forth, the back of his tunic full of flames. “I’m burning alive!”

      I cast water blast, the palm of my hand turning into a fire hose. The force of the blast knocked Shade over but thankfully cleared the flames and removed the burning debuff from his status bar. He shook water off his whiskers and spat out a mouthful of water.

      Spears thrust his weapon at Serena and she blocked it quickly and triggered her ability, quick counter. Her feet twirled, disarming and cancelling Spears’ attack, while dealing a devastating blow against his arm. Yellow blood burst from the creature’s wrist and he had to release his weapon. Two-handed weapons were a bitch when you only had one working arm. Spears screamed and pulled back from the attack, until a burst of white light flew into his arm. The wound sealed and his HP shot back up into the green.

      The damn spellcasters above were healers.

      Jackson clenched his fists. Light blue flames formed around his knuckles. He ran swiftly towards Battle-Axe. He strafed and psyched out Battle-Axe, dodging an attack, leaving the poor serpra to smash his axe futilely into the ground. He was open for a critical. Jackson threw out his flaming blue fists. Right before they impacted into the serpra’s jaw, the flames took on the contours of mystical dragons. Jackson screamed, “Dragon Punch!” with rage as he threw out the first punch and followed it up with an uppercut. The serpra fell onto floor, losing 30% HP in a single blow.

      Jackson clasped his fingers together and leapt in the air. The serpra flinched and squirmed beneath the shadow of Jackson’s impending muscular body of doom. Jackson’s clasped fists struck the creature’s stomach like a hammer beating in a nail.

      I waited for a rush of experience points from the killing blow, but nothing came. The Rorn brawler flipped away and the serpra, lying on the ground, was back to full health.

      “Damnit,” shouted Jackson.

      Serena fended off another attack from Scimitar, kicking it in the gut. He slid back and knocked into Battle-Axe who was getting up from the ground.

      “We gotta take out the healers,” said Serena.

      I turned to Shade. “This looks like a job for me and you buddy.”

      “Good thinking, Clay,” he said, winking suspiciously.

      “Why are you winking at me?” I said. “You know what, never mind. I don’t wanna know. We need to focus on the battle.”

      “I think we both know what I’m getting at,” said Shade, nodding his head enthusiastically with a mischievous grin stretched across his face.

      “No, I don’t,” I said.

      “Everyone knows spellcasters carry the best loot,” said Shade. “They have the rarest stuff in their inventories!”

      “You’re ridiculous,” I said. “Get into stealth and shut the heck up about loot for one second.”

      Shade nodded and snuck over to the shadows of the cavern. As he moved forward, crouching down, his body faded into the background, the invisibility of stealth camouflaging his skin. I followed behind. I triggered moonskin—not sure whether it would work underground—and in seconds, to my relief, I was invisible like Shade.

      The spellcasters were perched on an upper ridge.

      “It’s going to take me a moment to get up there,” said Shade, materializing a grapple hook in his arms.

      “I’ll meet you there then,” I said. “And I’ll take all the loot if you’re slow.”

      I electric blinked onto the upper ridge. I was on the opposite end from the serpra spellcasters. The three were focused on the battle below, whipping fireballs and heal spells into the fray.

      My moonskin kept them from noticing my presence.

      I pulled out my bow and arrows. I dipped an arrow in the poison vial and then nocked it. I imbued the poison bow with the silvery glow of mana. Next I pulled back the string and triggered sniper’s eye. The arrow shot across the cavern like a bullet. It slid through the thick neck of the middle spellcaster, flinging him against the wall. Yellow serpra blood sprayed everywhere. His scales and skin glowed with patches of bright green from my poison infesting his veins. He was a percentage point away from permanent death.

      The other two spellcasters turned to their dying party member with shock, then to me no longer invisible from moonskin. One whipped a fireball at me while the other formed a healing orb in its palm. I quickly dematerialized my bow and arrows and formed a fireball in my own palm and whipped it at the healing orb, cancelling the spell midair. The frustrated healer turned and hissed at his partner.

      I stretched out my hands and pulled at the air. I clenched my fingers and twisted my wrists. The ground beneath their feet rumbled, then cracked. Jagged stones emerged from the ground, stabbing them. All three of them collapsed. I whipped fireballs at the earthquake spell, adding burning embers to the sharp shards of stone stabbing the serpra spellcasters. A rush of experience points burst across my HUD as the one I’d hit with my sniper’s eye died from my AoE spell. The other two now looked extremely pissed off. They slithered out of the AoE spell and rushed towards me.

      They threw more fireballs. I triggered flame dodge, rolling backwards, leaving a fiery trail. They stopped at the foot of my flames. These snakes were smarter than your average trash mob.

      They conjured fireballs in each of their hands and whipped them in my direction. I triggered flame dodge. The serpra spellcasters’ magical projectiles missed. There was just one problem: I’d shot myself off the ledge into the middle of open air. I scrambled in panic, waving my hands and feet as if I were underwater propelling myself upwards. I closed my eyes and focused on imbuing mana to my feet. I then electric blinked right as another wave of fireballs came at me. I reappeared right behind the serpa mages. I threw out my palm, fingers crackling with lightning, and placed it right on the backside of one of the spellcaster’s heads. The skull shock ability completely took over the creature’s body. He took on a purple hue of electricity as he vibrated and shook in front of me. His HP bar diminished smoothly from more than 50% down to 30%. It then shot back up again as his partner healed him.

      Two on one was proving to be a real pain in the butt.

      I flame dodged away from them and triggered earthquake again. They jumped back and threw out more fireballs at me. It was like fighting in a frustrating mirror mode.

      Then one of them screamed in pain.

      Shade pulled his kunai free from the serpra’s shoulders. “Backstabbing is a bitch, ain’t it?”

      I took the opportunity to electric blink right in front of the dying spellcaster and whipped out another skull shock. I clutched the serpra’s snout shut as lightning coursed out of my fingers and into its head.

      “Distract the other one as I finish this,” I yelled at Shade.

      Shade threw out a shadow kunai at the final spellcaster. He then slipped forward and did a rapid attack of kunai swipes at the serpra’s ribs. The attack was deadly until it was cancelled by the serpra’s tail wrapping around Shade and binding him.

      “Agh,” yelled Shade. “I’ve been paralyzed by the snake wizard!”

      I whipped out lightning cage at the serpra. A rope of lightning spiraled around it, paralyzing the creature. Shade slipped free and scrambled to his feet. He delivered another devastating round of rapid kunai swipes, this time dealing the full damage against the serpra’s paralyzed body. The creature’s HP fell to 0 and the experience points rushed across my HUD.

      “Well done,” I said. “Let’s check on the others.”

      “But Clay,” whimpered Shade. “The loot?”

      “Chill on the goddamn loot,” I said. “You can have it all, but let’s go help our friends first, yeah?”

      Shade shrugged. “Reasonable enough mate. Reasonable enough.”

      Below us was a pile of serpra corpses—one melee fighter and two rangers. Since we were occupying the spellcasters, none of the other bandits were able to get healed.

      Will appeared from the shadows, his right arm raised above his head, his fingers clawing down. His robes were soaked in blood and his HP was below 50%. Bright neon red lightning emerged from each of his fingertips, raining down on the last serpra ranger. The creature squirmed at the attack. It shivered, then shriveled, its HP draining rapidly, while in turn, Will’s HP grew. He was sucking the life out of the serpra. Holy crap—so my brother was a) still alive, b) a freaking badass, and c) a life-sucking fighter too! The serpra ranger fell to the ground in a shriveled dead husk.

      “You know I’ve never asked,” said Shade, turning to me. “What’s it been like having your big bro back in your life?”

      “Shut up,” I said and jumped off the ledge, creating mana puddles at my feet.

      Serena and Jackson did the finishing touches on the last melee serpra fighter. Serena ripped her sword free from the dead serpra on the floor. Yellow blood sprayed out and splashed into a small puddle at their feet.

      A burst of experience points and messages flashed across my HUD.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Druid) has leveled up (Level 26). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

      

      I smiled. Damn right, I deserved leveling up after a battle like this one.

      Serena wiped her forehead with the backside of her hand. “Oh my.”

      Jackson stood still in a fighter’s stance, his ears alert. His muscles and shoulders relaxed and he stood up straight. “That was the last of them.” He then added. “For now.”

      Kari rushed towards us. “I’m glad everyone’s okay,” she said. “Who the heck are these serpra people? I thought the Storm Mountains were inhabited by the Rorn?”

      Jackson kicked one of the dead serpra at his feet. “The Storm Mountains are a landmass of their own. No one knows how deep these labyrinthine tunnels go and who or what else exists within this mountain matrix. So, deadly creatures in here is no surprise. However, serpra warriors at the very entrance built by the Rorn themselves? That’s not right. Something’s gone wrong in these mountains, but I’m not sure what yet.”

      Shade hollered from the bottom of the cavern. “You guys gotta come check this out!”

      We hurried towards where the cat-thief was calling us from and we found a small bandit hideout, which must have been the serpra’s. There was a fireplace, a weapon rack, and a large wooden chest at the back.

      Shade’s eyes widened with glee. “Clay, help me open this treasure chest!”

      He scurried over to it, his tail wagging behind him. He put both his hands on the grip and lifted it, yet it wouldn’t budge. He pulled again, still no dice. He peered at the lock and pulled out a lock pick. He twisted and turned and said triumphantly, “There you go.” He lifted again. “Ugh, it’s still too heavy. Clay—what are you doing over there? It’s as if you’re not excited about the treasure chest. I wonder what’s inside? Maybe new kunai or revolvers. Or boots to make me super fast. Or a magic keg full of unlimited ale!”

      I went over to Shade. We lifted it together and discovered a chest full of—drum roll please—nothing Shade wanted.

      “What the heck is all of this junk,” he said. “A greatsword, some HP potions, a scroll. This is the most worthless treasure chest I’ve ever seen. I have to say guys, I’m very disappointed. I’ll have to drown my sorrows in drink.” His tail slumped and he fell over, materializing a bottle of ale from his inventory. He took a swig and sung into his bottle. “Oh, this is the ballad of the haunted treasure chest / full of crap nobody wanted / certainly not me.”

      “Geez,” said Serena, walking over. “Your song sucks, Shade.”

      She peered into the chest. “Ooh, sword!”

      She pulled it out and glanced at it, reviewing the stats in her HUD. “Wow, this is actually a pretty fantastic greatsword. It’s more powerful than the one I currently have. Check it out. I sent a screenshot of the stats in party chat.”

      
        
        Luthra’s Greatsword (ATKP 750-1200, +50 Gold Damage, Durability: 8)

      

      

      “Damn,” I said. “Looks awesome. Gold damage diminishes an enemy’s toughness along with their HP.”

      Serena held the sword in front of her and smiled. “Say no more. Equipped.”

      “Nice,” said Will. “Any good warlock stuff in there?”

      “There’s this scroll,” I said, pulling it out of the chest. I unrolled the paper and discovered it was a partial map of the Storm Mountains. “It’s a map.”

      “Does it show the way to Iron Citadel?” asked Jackson.

      “I can’t tell yet,” I said. “But it at least tells us what routes NOT to take.”

      “Clever,” said Jackson. “Learn anything else?”

      “Hmm,” I said, pouring over the map. “Most of these tunnels lead to drawings of shadowy illustrations with scary eyes. So I vote we don’t go those ways. How about we go this way?” I outlined with my finger a route leading deeper into the tunnel in the direction to a half-drawn hallway with an arrow labeled Iron Citadel.

      “Looks good to me,” said Jackson.

      I turned to everyone else.

      “I’m good wherever we go,” said Shade. “But I’m mentally preparing myself for more disappointing treasure chests.”

      “The bigger concern,” said Serena, turning and looking to the shadowy walls of the abandoned mine shafts. “Is what happened to the Rorn who once lived here?”

      The answers—good or bad—waited for us down in the mine tunnels. I took a step forward and led the way.
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      We travelled through dark shadowy tunnels for a few hours until our passageway narrowed and opened up into a bleating hot room with a river of glowing lava at the bottom. The silver mine track continued on the tight passage until the metal bars bent down towards the molten depths below. The mine track had collapsed, leaving a gaping hole right between our pathway.

      “Oof,” said Shade. “Now that’s a gap.”

      I turned to Serena and Jackson. “You two are the only others in the group with fairly acrobatic jump abilities. Can you make it over the crevice?”

      Serena looked down. “Maybe,” she said. “Personally I wouldn’t want to risk it.”

      “Same,” said Jackson.

      Gryph would be a huge help here, but the bird’s earlier grumpiness echoed in my head: I’m not your personal taxi service. I didn’t need Gryph for this.

      “Alright then,” I declared. “I introduce to you a new incarnation of Clay Hopewell: human piggy-back giver.”

      I turned to the group. “Who’s first?”

      I was about to volunteer Serena or Jackson, because if something really went wrong, they had acrobatic moves to get them the rest of the way there. Plus, they’d be good backup for when I was shepherding everyone else over.

      “I’m sick with suspense,” said Shade. “Take me first.”

      Everyone shrugged.

      “No, I’m taking Serena first,” I said.

      Shade made a face.

      “In case I drop you, she’ll be able to jump in and potentially help,” I explained.

      “If he’s lucky,” chimed Serena.

      “What do you mean you’re gonna drop me!?” shouted Shade.

      Kari’s face was full of worry.

      “I didn’t say I was going to,” I said. “If something were to happen, which I don’t think it will as I have quite a big MP pool for my double jumps, remember? Taking Serena first is an extra precaution. Maybe more cautious than I need to be.”

      Shade peered below the wide chasm and the rolling river of lava below. “Yeesh,” he said. “You do what you think’s best, Clay.”

      “Okay,” I said and went over to Serena. “Hop on?”

      “Are you sure you can carry me?” she said, eyebrows furrowed.

      My eye twitched. This was not a question I wanted to answer. It felt like a lose-lose. I gulped and bent over. “Sure I can! I’ve carried Kari and Shade before.”

      “I’m more than four times Kari’s size and Shade is light as a feather. I know, because I’ve thrown him into walls enough times to realize I had to tone down my strength.”

      “Yeah, geez can you stop doing that please, Ms. Serena?” said Shade.

      Serena continued. “I’m pure muscle, Clay. Are you sure you can handle it?”

      Worse came to worse, I would imbue mana into my arms.

      Serena hopped onto my arms and I made a point to hold back any grunts. I seeped mana into my arms to boost their hold on Serena. I then ran to the tip of the broken mine shaft and jumped into the open air. My stomach lurched as gravity pulled me downward. I focused and imbued mana at my feet. We were halfway to the other side now. Death awaited below us. I pushed off the mana puddle and made another one at my feet.

      “Do you see the problem?” I said.

      Serena, whose arms were squeezed around my chest said, “Yeah. You’re too weak to get us across.”

      “Nooo,” I said, making sure the mana puddle below us was firm. “I didn’t get a high enough jump from the ledge. We’re under the ledge now. You can get up there, can’t you?”

      On my next jump I had to concentrate less on the length of the area and more in terms of the height.

      “Uh, I’ll try,” said Serena. “Stay where you are. You may need to catch me.”

      Serena climbed on top of me, the weight of her pushed me down so I was crouching right into my mana puddle. She kicked off my back and grabbed hold of the ledge. She pulled herself up by the one arm and climbed onto the edge. Safe.

      Phew.

      I hopped back to the other side where the rest of the party was.

      “That did not look safe,” said Kari.

      “No,” I said. “It totally was. I didn’t get a good enough jump at the start.”

      “Are you calling Ms. Serena a—what did you say the word was, Will—“fat-ass”?” mused Shade.

      I smiled back at Serena. If you took off the bloodied armor and weaponry, the beautiful slender blonde woman would be the cover model on a fashion magazine.

      “I’m not saying anything,” I said, materializing an MP potion and replenishing my mana supply back to full. “She’s over there safe. Who’s next?”

      No one volunteered.

      The team needed a morale boost for this whole endeavor, so I approached Kari and said, “C’mon now.”

      “Are you going to drop me?” Her little fox tail was frozen and her eyes were wide.

      “No,” I said. “I promise, I won’t.”

      I bent over and she climbed onto my back. Her claws pinched my shoulders.

      I took a deep breath. I let a burst of lightning blast out of my fingers and into my feet. Shocking speed of electricity coursed through my boots. With increased agility, I ran to the edge of the stone bridge and leaped. I created another pool of mana at my feet and jumped even higher.

      Kari was so light and I had leapt with the right altitude, it was easy getting her across. I bent over to let her off and she said, “That went easier than I thought.”

      “You doubted me?”

      The little fox-girl shrugged.

      Serena smirked. “Didn’t have trouble getting her across?”

      “You’re joking?”

      She stuck out a playful tongue at me.

      I grinned and hopped back to the other side, creating mana puddles at my feet the entire time. Three more party members to go.

      I took Shade next. He was light so he was easy. When I got back, Will bowed and said to Jackson, “After you.”

      “If you insist,” said the gruff Rorn. I bent over and I jumped over the large chasm and got him with the rest of the party.

      “Go Clay,” shouted Kari and Serena, cheering me on.

      “Saved the best for last, huh?” said Will, when I landed back on the original platform. I materialized another MP potion and chugged it down. I wasn’t expending much on the jumps there and back, but I didn’t want to leave anything to chance.

      I bent over and Will hopped on, clutching his arms around me. “It’s nice to be saving you for once,” I said.

      “Ha, get me across this chasm first, bud.”

      I cast shocking speed again and then ran to the edge before leaping off. Pebbles were pushed into the air when I kicked off, falling through the open air towards the river of molten lava. The leap had got me high above. I leapt again to gain more height. Then a bit more.

      “Halfway there bro,” I said.

      We were so high we almost touched the drooping stalactites of the cave. They were pointy rocks, nothing more. One of them flickered. That wasn’t right.

      “Clay!”

      I’d wobbled on my mana puddle, falling a step or two, but I regained focus sending mana to the bottom of my feet.

      “Did you see something?” I asked.

      “Are you messing around with me, Clay? Everyone else would’ve been over by now.”

      “I know,” I said, the mana puddle kept us teetering in one spot above the open chasm. “It’s just, something weird happened over—”

      A black blob fell from the ceiling. A loose rock? Then the black shadow burst into seven tentacles and pink gums and a circle mouth full of sharp pincer teeth appeared in the center of the mass. The monster smashed into Will, biting into his shoulder. My brother screamed out in pain. He jerked his elbow into it. I grabbed onto his other arm to make sure he didn’t lose his grip on me. I jumped away.

      “It won’t let go,” shouted Will.

      “Hang onto me,” I said.

      Will blasted the strange multi-tentacled creature with bright red warlock energy. The monster flew back, squirming in the air.

      I didn’t waste any time. I jumped and made mana puddles and landed on the other side of the bridge.

      The rest of the party had their weapons in hand.

      “What the heck are we fighting?” I said.

      “Mate—weirdest thing I’ve ever seen,” said Shade.

      “I’ve read about these in a book once in the Land’s Shield library,” said Serena. “They’re called black stalactites, subterranean octopus-esque creatures. They have an ability to blend in with the rocks and shadows. They also usually nest in groups of three.”

      “So you’re saying,” said Will, shooting out another red energy blast at the incoming black stalactite, “There’s more than one?”

      Above us in the ceiling were countless dripping rocks, shadows, and actual stalactites. What if they were all monsters like the one attacking us now?

      Shade whipped out his dual flintlock revolvers. Bright blasts of smoke and fire burst from the front holes of the pistols as bullets fired into the black stalactite. The bullets punctured the octopus creature, stretching out its black skin like rubber. Then, like an elastic band, the creature pushed its skin outward and shot the bullets right back at us. We all pivoted away from the blast.

      The black stalactite pushed its way towards us. It floated in the air—so it was flying—but the way it interacted with the environment reminded me of a fish underwater.

      “Blood magic pushes it away,” said Will. “But doesn’t do much damage. Meanwhile actual bullets can’t even penetrate its flesh. How do we beat this thing?”

      “I think you mean things,” said Serena, leaping in the air with her sword and unleashing whirlwind blade. Two more black stalactites fell towards her and met her blade’s wrath.

      I threw out a fireball at the one Will was fighting. The blast flew across the cavern and hit the walls, puttering out with no effect. Where had the first stalactite gone?

      “It’s camouflaging,” said Will.

      “Focus on the other two,” said Jackson, who leapt into the air and did an upper cut dragon punch. The attack sent the black stalactite swirling back into the shadows. They didn’t return.

      Now there was one remaining. I had a thought.

      I leapt in the air to meet the swirling cave tentacle head on. Right as its slimy arm wrapped around my own, I burst into a cloud of electricity. I appeared right behind it, with the crackling lightning of a skull shock in my right arm and planted it into the center of the tentacled creature. It buzzed with purple lightning, draining its HP down to zero. It was like an underwater creature then. Weak against lightning spells.

      
        
        +167 EXP!

      

      

      I landed back on the platform. “You see? Boom. We know how to crush these guys now.”

      I materialized a dagger and looted the creature, gaining slabs of black stalactite meat to eat later. I stood up and everyone’s face was pale with terror.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Uh Clay,” said Will. “Look behind you.”

      At least ten or twenty—but most likely a lot more—black stalactites appeared on the cavern’s ceiling.

      “That’s too many to take on,” said Serena. “Especially when half of our attacks are ineffective against these things.”

      “Well, you know what I would do in these situations,” shrugged Shade, before yelling on the top of his lungs, “RUN!”

      We all dashed across the bridge platform towards a nearby cavern passage. I threw out bursts of agility-boosting lightning into Serena’s feet. I boosted Will next. Kari and Jackson buffed themselves as we ran across the cavern ledge. We entered a tunnel, full of blue and pink shards of glowing crystal mana. The shift from the bright orange glow of the lava was startling.

      Shade dashed ahead of all of us, practically galloping down the tunnel. He turned around and his eyes widened. “Hey everyone, quick recommend: don’t look behind you.”

      I looked over my shoulder.

      I should’ve listened to Shade.

      Should’ve, could’ve, would’ve—it didn’t matter now. The sight was etched into my memory.

      The tentacle beasts swarmed like one massive hungry shadow monster, crawling across the walls of the tunnel towards us—multiple mouths drooling with hunger. Eyes craving our flesh.

      I turned forward and ran faster than ever. Note to self: fear was better than all my agility spells combined.

      Shade stopped. “Uhh, guys.”

      Oh no. What was up ahead? The same thought raced through my head: don’t be a dead end, don’t be a dead end, don’t be a dead end.

      “It’s a dead end,” said Shade.

      The tunnel stopped and a huge hole opened up with a black river of water running underneath.

      The octopus monsters were seconds away from devouring us.

      “I think we only got one option here guys,” I said.

      “That’s right,” yelled Shade, “JUMP!”

      The cat-man cannonballed into the rushing river.

      This was not the route we’d planned from the map.

      This was off the grid.

      This was insane.

      My heart was beating like a five-year old with a drum kit: erratic and out of control.

      I jumped into the air, hurling myself into the river below.
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      My body plunged into the cold black water. I blinked. I scrambled. I gasped for air. Then the pressure of the water current sent me swirling further down the black tunnel. My head darted in every direction, taking panicked breaths, not sure which gasp would be my last. I had no sight of the others.

      “Seren—”

      Water filled my lungs, clogging up my breaths. The swirling black river shot me further along. I slammed into a rock. A throbbing pain coursed through my forehead and made the rest of my body shiver. I tasted blood in my teeth. The river was no longer dark. A glimpse of a cavern opening up, rays of light pouring through from way above. An arm grabbed me and pulled me out of the river.

      I gasped, then vomited up water.

      I felt a slap in my face. An HP potion was lifted up to my lips. The soothing liquid flowed into me, seeping through my skin and flesh, closing my wounds, and bringing my health bar back to full.

      Shade loomed over. “I need your help getting the others, Clay. I know you want your ‘I almost died moment’ but it’s gonna have to wait.”

      He yanked me up to my feet and ran back towards the riverbank. We were in a new portion of the mountain. A clearing. I didn’t see too many monsters around. The river we’d jumped into still had a forceful current but it was more gentle here.

      “What the heck are you doing?” shouted Shade, pulling Kari out of the water.

      I shook my head. He was right. I was still dazed from the rapid swirl of the river. I ran to the water. Serena was far up ahead, close to leaving the chamber of the cavern and going who knows where in the mountain. I electric blinked. I was ahead of Serena now. I stretched out my arms and cast frozen ground at the end of the riverbank. The water at the end froze and crackled onto the side of the cavern ground. Serena’s floating body knocked into the ice. I grabbed her arm. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head. Crap. She had gone unconscious from smacking into a rock. Her HP was still high at 80%, but I hugged her and cast healing mist. I dragged her onto the side where she was safe and turned to rescue the others.

      Shade was pulling Jackson out of the water, so the only person left was Will. I scanned the river. Where the heck was he? A floating blob flowed down the river. It was Will, face down, cloak covering him. I jumped towards where he was.

      “Shade, help me,” I yelled.

      Shade came over and we both crouched by the river and reached for his arms. We caught hold of him and pulled him out. His HP had fallen dramatically. His hair was wet and tousled, dirt caked between the strands. His skin was pale. I materialized an HP potion and poured it down his mouth. His HP rose and his body spasmed. He coughed back into consciousness.

      I sighed with relief. Kari and Jackson were tending to each other. Serena was drying off her clothes. We’d made it.

      I turned to where the river was flowing in from. Were the black stalactites not following us through?

      I hopped over to the river’s entrance to the cavern. I crouched on my knees. The shadowy tentacles of the black stalactites were waiting at the edge of the river, but they didn’t swarm into the open. Had their thirst for our destruction abated?

      My shadow loomed across the rocky ground. A ray of light poked through the cavern. We were deep in the mountains now, so the light was poking through from very far above. It was miraculous really. It must have been the reason the black stalactites weren’t swarming the chamber to kill us. They must have been allergic to sunlight. So they’d swarm our hideout as soon as night hit.

      “Everyone,” I said. “Stay away from the river. I’m about to try something.”

      I held up my arm and let crackling lightning swirl around it. My whole arm went purple with powerful electric energy. I then planted my hand onto the river, triggering the spell skull shock. The lightning rippled across the water, deep into the cavern. Screeches and wails echoed forth. I held the spell as long as possible. Then triggered it again. A splash occurred and a whole bunch of dead black stalactite corpses fell into the river and poured into the cavern. The experience points stacked in my HUD.

      I grinned. “Anyone with lightning spells, get over here now! We got easy levels to earn.”
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        * * *

      

      I roasted a whole bunch of tentacles of black stalactite meat over a fire around our base camp. We’d gained about two levels apiece from killing the swarm of cave octopi.

      “Gotta love those easy levels,” said Shade.

      “Would you really call them easy levels though?” said Serena, watching the roasting tentacles. “Yeah we trapped them and killed a bunch with ease, but only by accident after they almost killed us?”

      “It’s a potentially good farming area,” said Will. “But I’m not sure how fast those stalactites respawn and of course, because the Storm Mountains function under dungeon rules, there’s no easy escape from here. So you’re right, we were lucky more than anything else.”

      “Alright, sorry for saving the day and cooking us dinner,” I joked.

      A new message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have cooked a black stalactite skewer! (x10)

      

      

      I pulled a roasted cave octopi skewer and handed it to Serena, while everyone rushed in to help themselves.

      Shade ate an entire tentacle in one bite. “They were awful to fight, but mmmm, they’re yummy,” said Shade, talking with his mouth full.

      “This is very delicious,” said Jackson, admiring the skewer. “Thank you, Clay.”

      “I’m impressed bro,” said Will. “You were such a picky eater growing up.”

      “Well that’s cause neither mom nor dad knew how to cook,” I laughed.

      Will laughed. “Yeah good point,” he said. “I guess I was better at faking it.”

      “Yeah or your appetite sorely outpaced your taste buds,” I grinned.

      Will chuckled and then the conversation died off. Everyone had gone quiet. They must have all been thinking wistfully of their loved ones, lost to the world outside. Their fates unknown, though any betting man would say they were dead or a flesh-eater. Even my little repartee with Will was nice, but it was couched in sadness. Mom and dad were gone. Their food was bad and yet I was sad I’d never get to taste it again. Sad they would never be able to see how much I’d learned. There was so much I still wanted to show them. Tell them. Share with them. But they were gone.

      Jackson was the first to speak. “I’m going to take a snooze. Let’s rest. When we wake up tomorrow, we’ll figure out a way through this haunted mountain and get to Iron Citadel.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement. We drew straws and I got first watch. The fire crackled in the dark cavern of the mountains and I opened up my HUD.

      I brought the druid skill tree into focus.
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      I had plenty of class skill points to spend, carrying over from levels earned in my other classes. I peered over the new available skills at level 28.

      
        
        Solar Bomb: Massive AoE blast of Solar Energy. 1200 MTKP + Solar Damage. Cost: 150 MP.

        Star Storm: Massive AoE blast of Lunar Energy. 1400 MTKP + Lunar Damage. Cost: 150 MP.

        Steelbark (upgrade of Barkskin): Increase toughness by 20%.

        Nature’s Revival: Revive a fallen ally. Cost: 300 MP.

        Regrowth: Heals HP over time. 6 HP per second. Duration: 2 minutes. Cost: 60 Shred (Only available in Feral Mode): Increase ATKP, muscles, strength, and size of hand in powerful slash attack.

        Primal Fangs (Only available in Feral Mode): Teeth grow and sharpen in strength.

      

      

      I liked the look of all the abilities. Solar bomb and star storm were two awesome looking AoE magic spells. They fit in with my apprentice mage skills—but thankfully were more off-kilter elements so wouldn’t ever be as ineffective as, say, fire spells against water creatures. Nature’s revival was a must. Our biggest handicap since Kari learned how to raise people was making sure she didn’t die. Now such a situation was less of a problem. Steelbark would upgrade barkskin making it surpass my similar apprentice mage skill, stone skin. Really though, I liked the ability simply as a stepping stone to regrowth. Regrowth was a healing over time spell which was nice. Then there were the two feral mode abilities: shred and primal fangs. I still wasn’t sure about feral mode. I liked the power it gave me, but I didn’t like the loss of control. What if I initiated a Prophetic Seal spell while in the mode? Such dangerous actions had the power to kill me, wipe my avatar entirely from the game. I pulled my sleeve up and looked at my arm. Faint traces of black swirled from the bold Prophetic Seal and up my arm. It was the curse of this seal’s power. Most moves barely increased its hold over me, but a few kills and last-minute revives meant the curse had spread beyond the initial swirl on my wrist. I pulled my sleeve back down. I didn’t want to think about it anymore.

      Feral mode. The rest of the party hadn’t seen the sheer destruction of feral mode yet. How would they react to such a powerful yet reckless ability?

      I unlocked all the spells. Screw it, why not. We were in a deep mountain dungeon, fighting for our lives. What was the point of hoarding all these skill points?

      I closed my HUD with satisfaction. I peered around the dark cavern. The river continued to pass through. The faint flow of stars and moonlight flickered through the cracks of the mountain to the far away sky above. A shadow poked out from a nearby rock. Then disappeared.

      I stood up.

      I peered down at my sleeping party members. Should I wake them?

      It was probably a mountain monster. A trash mob. It was a good chance to practice my new druid abilities. I headed towards the shadow. I stretched out my arm and let out a moonblast. A bright silver ray of light shot forth from my hand. The spell smashed into a boulder, disintegrating into nothing but a puff.

      A pain throbbed in my neck. I winced from the sting. I was now on the ground. My eyes took in thick boots. I rolled over and felt a punch in my gut. I scrambled to get up, but somebody kicked me down.

      These weren’t monsters.

      They grabbed my arms and pulled them behind my back, locking me up. The handcuffed debuff flickered into my status bar. Crap.

      A bright light appeared in my eyes. It was an angry looking Rorn soldier. There were others behind him, locking up my party members.

      “Well,” said the angry Rorn warrior. “Look what we found here.”
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      We walked in a line, two by two, with the Rorn guards escorting us at the back and front. The handcuffs itched against my wrists.

      “Trapped by the Rorn,” whispered Shade, shaking his head. “Exactly why we never should’ve come down here. You think Arethkar is bad with their genetic experiments, well, let me tell you, they were inspired by the Rorn.”

      “I don’t feel so good,” said Kari.

      “Who was on watch again?” asked Serena.

      If they weren’t all physically challenged by the special Rorn magitech handcuffs, they would have burned their stares into me, but instead I was guilted through their silence.

      “My bad guys,” I said. “They came out of nowhere.”

      “Sure,” said Shade. “I bet you were looking over your skills.”

      “We were in a safe zone,” I hissed back. “Plus, I figured if we ran into any Rorn they wouldn’t be so pissed off. Aren’t they mad at the Haeren kingdoms of Arethkar?”

      “Yeah but they have a thousand year grudge against the Aeri as well,” said Jackson. “We’re generally permanently pissed off. Shouldn’t really expect benign behavior from us.”

      A guard shoved the blunt end of his spear into my back.

      “No talking,” the guard said.

      We continued marching forward into the mountain in silence. Until, a message popped up on party chat in my HUD.

      
        
        Serena: So what’s the escape plan?

        Clay: Right now, we wait. We’re in a tunnel and there’s nowhere to escape to. We need to pick our opportunity.

      

      

      The guards turned and looked at us suspiciously, but then continued marching forward.

      
        
        Clay: Be ready to move when the time comes.

      

      

      No one responded in party chat, but everyone nodded, squirming from their cuffed wrists behind their backs.

      We eventually turned a corner and the dark tunnel we’d been travelling through opened up to a massively large cavern with a bright white subterranean city at its center.

      As we walked along the rocky ridge down towards the underground civilization, a message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        You have discovered Mortem + 100 EXP!

      

      

      The city at the bottom of the ridge was deathly quiet. No one was out on the streets. We passed by crumbling homes. Furtive eyes blinked out from the windows.

      I knew the Rorn hated the Aeri, but more in a knock-your-shoulder-in-the-streets kind of way, than a hide-in-your-home sort of way. Maybe I had it wrong.

      We turned another corner and all the guards tensed, lifting up their weapons. Down the street were a group of ten or so serpra warriors. The snake creatures were chasing after a lone Rorn civilian. He screamed, tears pouring out his eyes.

      “Help me,” he cried.

      The Rorn guards turned to us. “Stay right here.”

      The six warriors rushed to meet the gang of serpra head on.

      “Escape time?” asked Serena.

      I squirmed and took in our surroundings.

      The Rorn squad charged in a triangle formation. The serpra spread out in the streets, going for cover. Their rangers nocked their bows and shot off a barrage of sharpened projectiles. The storm of arrows flew through the air and shadowed over the mountain warriors. The projectiles crashed into them, crinkling ineffectively against their hard iron armor. A few lucky shots made it through the cracks and crevices of the warrior’s heavy armor. None of the soldiers cried out. They kept moving forward towards their enemy. The Rorn made impact with the serpra warriors. They viciously mauled the serpra spearmen with their axes and swords. The Rorn overpowered the melee fighters, even as they took more arrow attacks in their arms and fireball spells to the head.

      “Are we going to bounce, Clay?” said Shade, looking back and forth between the battle and me. “We couldn’t ask for a more perfect distraction?”

      Right as the Rorn warriors were about to deal the death blow to a serpra spearman, a bright light flew across the battlefield and shot the serpra’s HP above 50%. The serpra healers had emerged. The Rorn kept pummeling the spearman, but it was a turning point and the Rorn knew it. With healers mixed in, strong as the Rorn were, they’d have a hard time killing anything, and the harder it took to kill something, the longer they were taking arrow hits in the back and letting the enemy fireballs heat their armor to the point of frying their insides.

      “They’re not going to win this fight,” I said. “We got to do something.”

      “Yeah, escape,” said Shade.

      “Screw that,” I said. “We’re going to help them.”

      “Uhh, do I need to remind you we’re handcuffed?” said Will.

      I shook my head at both of them and kicked my feet off the ground and ran towards the battle.

      “Um, hey,” I said to the Rorn guard leader, locked in a sword fight with a vicious serpra.

      “I thought I told you to stay put,” said the Rorn fighter, gritting his teeth.

      “You did, but I’m slightly concerned you’re going to die and I’m never going to get these handcuffs off my wrist, so I thought we’d come to a reasonable arrangement: you let us go—temporarily of course—and we help you beat these serpra. How does that sound?”

      The Rorn’s face reddened and he kicked the serpra in its chest and sent it back a couple of steps. “That’s the most outrageous bloody thing I’ve ever heard,” shouted the Rorn. “But it’s our only shot. Turn around.”

      I turned my back to him and he unlocked the handcuffs.

      “Here’s the key,” he said. “Now go free your friends and help us out already.”

      I electric blinked back to my party.

      “No time to explain,” I said, uncuffing Serena. “But we came to an arrangement. They free us temporarily and we help save their lives.”

      “You only got “temporary freedom” for saving their lives?” said Shade, aghast. “What kind of haggling is that?”

      “It’s called haggling under life-or-death pressure, so get off me,” I said, uncuffing him next. “Now go sneak around those buildings and mess up the serpra spellcasters.”

      Shade hurried off. Serena glanced at me for directions, but knew what to do. I gave her the nod and she ran toward the melee serpra fighters. After I uncuffed Jackson, he hurried in to do the same.

      I uncuffed Will and Kari last.

      “Alright support squad,” I said. “Let’s run in and go help our pals and—um—well, prison-keepers turned, friends?”

      Will snickered and ran ahead. “We can figure that out later bro. Let’s go kick some ass!”

      We charged into the battlefield.

      Kari threw out protective buffs to Serena and the others. Will turned all the spilt blood on the ground of the battlefield in bright AoE flames. The serpra screamed. Their eyes shriveled. They were no longer focused on the battle.

      “What the heck did you do to them, Will?”

      “Ah, it’s a pretty rare debuff. Only 3% chance it ever lands from my spell. It’s called Dread. It makes the user go temporarily insane. It doesn’t always work in our favor though. Look.”

      The serpra warrior who’d fallen back from the fight was now rushing in with even greater bloodlust.

      “Aren’t you fighting on our side?” shouted one of the Rorn warriors, now locked in a battle with the crazed serpra.

      I threw my hands out and created an icy plane behind the battlefield. Then I took control of the wind and shot air blast onto the serpra warriors, sending them back a few meters. They slid onto the ice and lost control of themselves, slithering and slipping on the plate of ice. Cripple and chill debuffs flickered beneath their status bars.

      “Take care of them while they’re down,” I shouted.

      “Where you off to?” replied Serena.

      “Gotta take out those healers!”

      I electric blinked to the roof above where the three spellcasters were planted. I started an epic spell combo with earthquake, crumbling the ground at their feet. I followed that up with a blazing fireball, heating up the jagged ground. Then for my final move, I unleashed a new druid ability. Star storm. I lifted my arm to the sky and bright lunar orbs flew from above the ground and crashed into a large AoE circle, surrounding the spellcasters.

      Crippled and on fire they were nearly dead. I conjured my ice sword into my hand and electric blinked to the floor. I stabbed the serpra in the chest, killing it. The spellcasters weren’t used to a fight this close and personal. I spun around and crushed the other spellcaster with my sword. They had no weaponry to block my attacks with. They were done for. With the stack of debuffs they were unable to stop me. It was over within a minute. The experience points rushed through my HUD.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Druid) has leveled up (Level 29). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

      

      The group had taken out the rest with ease.

      “Well done everybody,” I said, returning to the center of the street.

      “I can’t believe those snake people are this deep in the mountain,” said Kari.

      Before I had a chance to reply, the Rorn squadron was pointing all of their weapons back at us.

      “Help them out you said,” muttered Shade. “It’ll be great you said.”
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      “Shut up kitty cat,” said one of the Rorn guards.

      “Hold on now,” I said. “Are you really going to point those weapons at us?”

      “Are you not going to stay true to your word,” said the Rorn, looking me in the eye. “We agreed for you to be temporarily uncuffed. I wouldn’t be surprised to hear it was all Aeri trickery though”

      Oof. The man was attacking my elf people.

      I lifted my arms in front of him. “Hey man, if you want to cuff us, go for it. I will let you cuff us voluntarily—“

      “Clay, what are you doing,” said Serena.

      “But why don’t you tell us where you want to go and we’ll go there willingly all the same. Cuffed or not cuffed.”

      The Rorn scratched his nose. “We were taking you to King Galmund. If you promise to come willingly, we will escort you there. King Galmund will determine your fate, which, may still be death for all of you.”

      I smiled and looked back at the party. That was some level 3 bartering right there, if I didn’t say so myself. They all rolled their eyes.

      “Lead the way,” I said.

      The Rorn continued to march around us like we were prisoners, but it was nice to have our arms free.

      
        
        Serena: Do we take this opportunity to escape?

        Will: They haven’t proven to be very trustworthy or kind these Rorn. Why should we continue dealing with them amicably.

        Clay: Look around, you guys. Something’s gone wrong for the Rorn in these mountains. Not these jerk head guards, but the normal citizens. They’re in wartime siege mode. We can help them and—who knows—in turn they’ll help us.

        Will: What, like, when we helped them a second ago and they returned the favor by pointing their blades at our necks?

      

      

      It was an uneasy truth, but I was sticking by my convictions. The Rorn here needed our help and I was prepared to give it, even if they only begrudgingly accepted it.

      The warriors led us through the quiet depopulated city.

      I turned to the warrior beside me. “Aren’t you guys supposed to be super high-tech? Where are all your gadgets?”

      The Rorn’s face turned sullen. “We overspent our crystal mana supply pursuing new inventions. We were so focused on our ideals, thinking we were doing good for all of us, we didn’t realize the mistakes we were making. We ran out of crystal mana and then our defenses fell and the imprisoned Serpra Overlord was able to send waves of minions, further destroying our supply lines.”

      The Rorn sighed with aggravation. I didn’t ask him any more questions.

      We arrived at a grand marble staircase leading up to a large palace.

      “Let me guess: the king’s place,” said Shade.

      “Do not be so disrespectful in front of Galmund,” said the Rorn and continued heading up the steps. We followed behind.

      At the top of the steps was another smaller staircase and then finally a large entranceway with two Rorn guards. Our Rorn captors nodded their heads to the guards as they passed. We passed through a shadowy chamber until we entered a large hall, at the end of which sat an Old Rorn, whose large head was slumped, bored, in his equally large pudgy hand. He had a gray beard, faded blue eyes, and a big bulbous nose. His face was filled with wrinkles, deep crevices into his skin, suggesting he was far older than any feasibly believable number. I didn’t even want to guess.

      So this was King Galmund.

      “Ah yes,” sighed the king. “The newest intruders to our kingdom. What brings you here—cat-man, ugly Aeri, fox-girl, a couple of Haeren, and a traitorous Rorn?”

      “Wow, you sure know how to make friends,” said Shade.

      We all turned to him in shock. A blade was lifted to his chin.

      “Speak out of turn again and I’ll slit your throat,” hissed the Rorn guard, holding the dagger at Shade’s neck.

      “Why are you passing through our mountain?” said the king. Shade’s life or death was nothing but a trifle to him. Nothing to give him pause about.

      The party turned to me.

      “We’re seeking passage to Iron Citadel,” I said.

      The room went silent and I was worried I’d made a major Rorn social faux-pas and was seconds away from getting decapitated.

      King Galmund raised his eyebrows. He readjusted himself in his seat. He chuckled. The rest of the guards, in sickening sycophantic fashion, followed suit.

      “Iron Citadel!?” laughed the king. “What a waste? The place is haunted. You’ll never take control of it.”

      “Well, it’s our plan,” I said. “We helped your guards earlier would you mind doing us a favor in turn and showing us the way to exit the mountains and reach the citadel?”

      The king’s eyes widened at the request. “My my, aren’t you bold? But alas, I won’t be able to grant such a request as you’ve trespassed on our land and the punishment for such action is eternal imprisonment. So it was lovely to chat with you ugly Aeri, but banish them to the cells!”

      The guards rushed towards us, weapons raised.

      “WAIT,” I yelled. “Maybe we can make a deal?”

      The king raised his arms and told the guards to stop. “A deal!? You make me laugh ugly Aeri. I would never agree to a deal with a bunch of overground dwellers like yourselves.”

      I paused. There was still one chance. This was it. The do or die negotiation.

      “The city outside is far from vibrant. Your citizens are scared. Serpra haunt the streets. We can remove the problem for you. In return, you’ll grant us safe passage through the mountain.”

      “You don’t know what it is you’re suggesting, little ugly Aeri boy,” said the king. “Killing the serpra who haunt our streets won’t do anything. The only way to get rid of them is to destroy the Serpra Overlord who spawns them; and I don’t believe you’re up for such a task. Are you?”

      
        
        You increased your bartering skills by 0.3

      

        

      
        New Quest Alert: The Serpra Overlord in the Storm Mountains!

      

        

      
        The powerful Serpra Overlord was imprisoned by the Rorn for centuries. However, since the loss of the Rorn’s crystal mana supply routes, the gates blocking the monster have been powered down and allowed the Serpra Overlord to send its spawned minions into the mountain to terrorize the Rorn. Will you put a stop to the monster’s havoc once and for all?

      

        

      
        Quest Type: Rare

        Quest Difficulty: Super Hard

        Reward: 80,000 EXP

        Accept: Yes/No ?

      

      

      I clicked accept. To decline it would be to sentence us to eternal imprisonment. All of Illyria would then be at the hands of Konrad Takeshimi and the evil Arethkarian high council.

      “We’ll do it,” I said. “It’s as good as done.”

      The king grinned mischievously. “You really don’t know what you’ve agreed to, do you? You’ve only postponed death and torture temporarily. No one who has gone to fight the Serpra Overlord has ever returned.”
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      A Rorn guard led us to a massive tunnel far out from the crumbling city. He planted his spear in the dirt and stood tall at the entrance. “The Serpra Overlord rests at the end of this tunnel here. I’ll stand guard until tomorrow.”

      “You mean, you’ll wait for when we come back?” I said.

      “Erm, I can’t wait forever.”

      “His confidence is inspiring,” said Serena, brushing past the guard into the tunnel. “Shall we?”

      The tunnel quickly grew dark the deeper we went. I conjured a fireball in my palm and led the way through the passage. The ground became muddy and large puddles dotted the ground. The solid ground disappeared and a shallow pool of water rested on either end of the passage for as far as my fireball would let me see. The water kept rising as we went until it was up to our waist.

      “Anyone else getting a bad feeling about this,” said Shade. “Why are we doing this again? Why didn’t we steal a map of Galmund’s royal cartographer and figure out a way through these blasted mountains. Sounds a lot easier than going to fight this Serpra Overlord thing. Yeesh.”

      “Yeah and then have the Rorn of the Storm Mountains AND Konrad Takeshimi’s army chasing after us. I’m trying to keep our list of enemies lower.”

      “Alriiiiiight,” said Shade, his voice echoing across the murky tunnel.

      We continued down the damp passageway. I kept my arms above the water, lighting the way with my fireball. The tunnel widened and the water got shallower. We cautiously made our way deeper into the passage. Out of the darkness was a splash—two serpra spearman, flew right at us with tridents.

      Everyone got ready to fight them. I planted my palm on the tip of the water casting skull shock. The lightning rippled through the currents, draining the HP out of the serpra. As they were occupied in the electric seizures of my lightning spell, Serena sliced her blade cutting off their heads in one swoop.

      
        
        +420 EXP!

        +420 EXP!

      

      

      “We must be getting closer,” I said. “The Serpra Overlord cave is the spawning point for these creatures.”

      The passage opened up even wider, revealing a large grotto with a deep pond of water. Patches of sand dunes poked out of the cove. Bright green fish glowed from beneath the surface of the water, lighting up the whole cave.

      We went to the first sand dune and travelled to the next. Where was the Serpra Overlord?

      “Maybe he left,” suggested Kari. “Has travelled to some other part of the mountains?”

      “No,” whispered Will. “Look.”

      The water ahead of us grew darker. It was shrouded in shadow. The bright green fish didn’t swim any closer. They were afraid to go further. Two large bright yellow eyes, each one the size of my own head, blinked out from the darkness.

      The creature slithered out of the shadows, revealing itself. It was an oversized serpent. Thick as a cross-continental truck and as tall as—well, I couldn’t tell how tall it was, as it remained curled, but it lifted its head so it towered at least two stories above us. Its shadow loomed over us in the forbidden cove. The creature hissed.

      “Does it really want to scare us away?” said Shade. “I mean, I don’t know how often it gets to eat a meal other than green glow fish. I’d figure it would want to lure us in, at least.”

      “No,” said Serena. “It wants to intimidate us so we’re easier to kill.”

      Kari lifted her staff and threw out a bright light of protect magic into Serena.

      “We won’t let that happen will we guys,” said the fox-girl.

      “No way,” I said, “Let’s—“

      The snake’s head dived in towards us like a sprung rat trap, flinging with high velocity speed. I flame dodged away, rolling backwards, leaving a trail of fire. The others jumped to the side.

      The giant snake slithered towards us, riding over Shade in the shallow water.

      “Agghhhh,” screamed the thief, as the snake crushed his lower body breaking his bones. I electric blinked over towards him and pulled his body out from underneath the snake. Kari threw out a powerful heal spell, bringing his legs back to health.

      Serena ran and jumped in the air, swinging her blade above her head. She came crashing down into the snake’s tail with a crushing blow attack.

      The snake hardly blinked and slithered away.

      Jackson punched his fists together, the blue dragon flames appearing around his fists. The brawler skipped across the puddles of the cove and jumped in the air, delivering an uppercut jab to the giant snake. He twirled, going for a second left hook, when the snake swiped its head to the right, swatting Jackson across the cove. The brawler smashed into the ground. His HP fell into the red zone. Kari threw out a healing spell, getting him back into the green.

      The snake hissed once more. It closed its mouth, only to open it again seconds later, its teeth glowing with bright green venom. It hissed, flinging the poison saliva towards us. It was a triangular AoE spell with a wide range.

      “Everyone get back,” I said, electric blinking out of the AoE circle.

      I reemerged in a burst of electricity and saw the green poison burning through Serena’s flesh. I took in the rest of the party. Everyone had been hit by it except for me.

      Serena and Jackson were still fighting the snake head on, even as the shock of pain every few seconds was screwing up their ability to fight competently.

      I cast status cure and then fired it projectile-style with air blast towards Kari. With the healer cured, Kari started curing the deadly poison from the party. First Serena and Jackson, then the rest.

      Will sent out a huge red blast of demonic energy at the snake’s head. The creature shut its mouth and turned to the side. The blast hit into the armored scales, dealing barely any damage.

      “Serena,” I yelled. “Remember our classic formation?”

      Serena nodded and ran towards the snake creature. She shouted, “Protect Thy Allies.” All of the snake’s aggro was now drawn onto her. The snake rushed towards her, diving its clawed face in her direction. Serena jumped straight into the attack. The snake opened its jaws wide. Serena landed on the snake’s large forked tongue and threw her sword right up into the roof of the creature’s mouth. The snake wailed in pain and Serena held the sword where it was, blocking the snake from closing its jaws on her.

      “Um, Clay,” said Serena, squirming in the jaws of the beast. “Can you please hurry?”

      I electric blinked high into the air and mana jumped in the direction of the open jaws of the giant serpent. I placed both my hands together. A bright ball of heat formed between my palms. The ball shot forward in a beam of powerful solar energy, ripping through the creature’s insides. The flesh burned and went from pink to brown to dark black. Serena ripped out her sword and jumped out of the squirming snake’s mouth.

      The critical hit made the snake writhe in pain and it retreated further into the shadows away from the fight. The contours of the snake glowed with a bright green energy. The creature began to morph. The snake shrunk in size (though was still terrifyingly large) and grew arms in the side. When the glowing stopped, the snake creature looked more like a much larger sized version of the serpras we’d been fighting before.

      “My video game knowledge tells me when a monster transforms into another monster—it’s usually a lot more powerful and that shit is about to get real,” I said. “Right?”

      The giant serpra spellcaster disappeared in front of us.

      “Oh man,” said Serena. “I think you’re right, Clay.”

      “Behind us,” shouted Jackson.

      But it was too late. The water in the cave had risen and blasted into us with the energy and destruction of a tidal wave. Our bodies swirled in the rushing torrent of water. I didn’t have a chance to blink or breath. My back smashed into the cave wall. The water crashed back to the cave floor along with my body. I got up, dazed, and spit the dirty cave water out of my mouth. My whole body ached. My HUD informed me as to why.

      
        
        Broken Arm (debuff): You’ve broken your arm! Your ATKP, MTKP, and TGH decreases by 50%.

      

        

      
        Bleeding (heavy) (debuff): You have an open wound. You will lose 3 HP every ten seconds. You cannot regenerate health until you stop bleeding.

      

      

      The debuffs flickered away. A bright yellow light glowed over me.

      Shade stood up, covering a wound in his ribs, looking up at the golden light with awe.

      Kari held her staff tightly between all of us. The fur on her back flew upwards from the force of her AoE healing spell. Bright golden light surrounded the area and all our HP pushed forward back into the green.

      “A shape shifting snake,” said Will. “This is a real pain in the butt, huh?”

      The Serpra Overlord lifted its arms, casting a spell on itself. A light holographic green shield appeared in front of him.

      “What the heck?” I asked.

      “Defensive buff,” Kari suggested.

      “Only one way to find out,” shouted Serena, rushing back across the water towards the giant serpent spellcaster. Serena charge striked—turning into a burst of bright flames, rushing forward at top speed. She ran and leapt, swinging her blade for a crushing blow right between the serpra’s forehead. The monster didn’t blink. It didn’t lift up its hands to block. Serena’s sword crashed into the creature’s forehead with an anticlimactic thud. Then Serena collapsed through the air, falling to the ground. A bloody crevice formed between her head, exposing her sliced brain. She smacked on the ground, falling down to 1% HP with enough debuffs to kill her in seconds. Kari flung a cure spell at her. The spell bounced off Serena’s dead body with zero effect.

      
        
        A Party Member Has Fallen!
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      “Distract and kite the monster until the green shield disappears,” I said. “It’s clearly a mirroring move. I’ll handle Serena.”

      I electric blinked to right beneath the Serpra Overlord. I picked up Serena in my arms and dashed away. Giant energy orbs flew towards me. I dodged them by jumping out from where their looming shadows told me they were going to make impact.

      Shade fired weak bullets at it, taking the small damage to his person, to draw the overlord’s aggro. Once further away from the monster, I laid Serena on the ground.

      It was time to use my new druid move. Nature’s revival. Intuitively I knew I needed to place my hands on her. Gold light poured from my palms and glowed across Serena’s cold pale lifeless corpse. She stayed frozen beneath the golden light. First her cracked skull was repaired as good as new and then blood rushed into her cheeks and she coughed back to life. She gasped as if she’d been drowning. I materialized an HP potion and brought it gently to her lips. Her HP rose to above fifty percent. She reached for the potion and took it out of my hands. She held the jar and pulled away, sighing. “I guess I can now say I know what it feels like to have my giant sword crash down into my forehead. I know what it’s like to be a slime, or a harpy, or any of the countless things I’ve slain. I’ve now slain myself. I’m a self-slayer. Is that a thing?”

      “Um,” I said. The grunts and groans of the rest of the team still taking on the Serpra Overlord echoed behind me.

      “Guys—we need you,” shouted Will.

      The rest of the party were giving the overlord everything they had. Shade was throwing shadow kunai. Will was whipping out orbs of demonic magic. Kari was shooting offensive holy spells. Jackson was attacking different points of the overlord’s ribs, each attack culminating in more damage to the creature’s HP pool.

      “The Overlord’s mirror move is super powerful, but it’s a bit of a risky gambit. The cool down between the move has left the overlord incredibly vulnerable. It’s now or never to kill it!”

      I turned to Serena. “You heard the man.”

      I pulled her up. I snapped my fingers, unleashing a burst of agility-boosting lightning into her boots. She ran ahead of me, while I launched fireballs at the creature’s head. Serena dashed towards the Serpra Overlord, leaping in the air once again. The Serpra Overlord retreated. It glowed and morphed back into the giant serpent we’d been fighting when we’d first entered the cave.

      “Alright guys,” said Shade, grinning mischievously. “I have a million gold coin idea!”

      “I vote no,” grumbled Serena.

      “Too late,” shouted Shade, running ahead and leaping towards the basilisk.

      “What the hell is he doing?” said Jackson.

      “Killing it from the inside babyyyyy,” said Shade, diving head first into the giant basilisk monster, unleashing a twirling twin blade move with his kunai.

      “Oh boy,” said Serena, rubbing her forehead with the palm of her hand, annoyed. “He’s the only person who won’t naturally respawn,” said Kari. “Maybe he’s counting on raise.”

      “I think he’s counting on the gazillion points he has in his luck stat,” I said.

      “Okay, new plan,” said Serena. “Kill this overlord, and save Shade.”

      I threw out my arms, casting a new spell. A wall of flames appeared right in front of the snake’s mouth. Serena darted ahead and triggered blade tornado right before she met the flames. Her attack and mine merged into a spinning swirl of flame and metal, ripping into the gums of the serpent.

      The creature’s HP fell from 20% to 15%. A message appeared in party chat.

      
        
        Shade: Guys, I screwed up! The skin is as tough as it is on the outside! Get me out of here!

      

      

      “C’mon gang,” I said. “We’re so close!”

      I pulled at the air and twisted my arm, triggering earthquake. Beneath the giant snake the ground rumbled and shook and shards of broken rock burst from the puddled water stabbing the sides of the serpent. I threw out a fireball at the move next. The shard burned with extra fiery ember. A burning debuff flickered beneath the serpent’s status bars.

      Serena jumped into the creature’s mouth and held it open with her blade. “C’mon you guys, throw everything you got down its throat.”

      “What about Shade?”

      Serena gritted her teeth. “We’ll bloody revive him if we have to.”

      We all leapt in the air. I put my hands together for a massive fireball. Jackson landed on the creature’s tongue, smashing his fist into it. Will unleashed life drain right inside the snake’s jaws.

      The serpent shook its neck, throwing us off balance. I fell out and back to the ground. Two thumps happened beside me. Jackson and Will. Kari threw out healing spells to all three of us.

      The serpent was down to 4% HP now. Serena pulled her sword out from the roof of the serpent’s mouth and then jabbed it back again.

      “Argghh,” she said, jabbing the sword back and forth.

      The serpent’s head wailed, until it collapsed to the ground, hammering into the puddle-filled area.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Druid) has leveled up (Level 30). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

      

      Right then, two kunai stuck out the side of the snake and Shade pushed himself out. He shook his head and whiskers from all the stomach liquid coating his clothes and body.

      “Woohoo!” shouted Shade. “Look who saved the day!”
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      Serena collapsed into the water, exhausted. “Let him have the win if he wants it,” she said.

      “Huh?” said Shade.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, looking around. I approached the fallen Serpra Overlord and scanned it to see what lootable items it had. The list was larger than I was expecting:

      
        
        New Items Alert!

        -Serpent Fangs (x4)

        -Serpent Scales (x400)

        -Serpent Heart

        -Treasure Chest (x5)

        -Golden Bracers of Hul’Za’Leh

        -Greatsword of Rorgroth the Brave

        -Magic Staff of the Serpent

        -Eldron’s Cloak

        -Holy Staff of Orgon the Healer

        -Steel Staff of Mornburg the Majestic

        -37, 800 Gold Coins

      

      

      “Holy smokes guys,” I said. “There’s some epic loot inside this thing.”

      “Tell me about it,” said Shade, pointing to the hole he’d ripped through the snake’s flesh. “There were at least three full-sized treasure chests in the snake’s stomach. The snake must’ve been really desperately hungry if it was swallowing whole treasure chests.”

      We gathered as much items as our inventories allowed for. The treasure chests were full of gold coins, roughly half a million’s worth. The gold coins filled the chests until, in a snap of fingers, the glittering currency dematerialized into our inventories, leaving the chests hollowed out.

      The weaponry was incredible. It must have been a famous party of adventurers who’d gone and fought the Serpra Overlord and lost. Based on their weaponry they were an incredibly powerful party. Maybe they’d each led different expeditions. Perhaps it was why they had lost to the deadly creature.

      I took in the stats of Eldron’s Cloak and equipped it straightaway.

      
        
        Eldron’s Cloak (DEF: 150, +450 MTKP +25% Bonus Lightning Damage, +40% Lightning Resistance)

      

      

      I equipped the new gear straightaway.

      Jackson looked incredibly pleased with his findings. “These bracers are truly fantastic. They add +100 swiftness, +700 ATKP, and add emerald element attunements to all my attacks. Who the heck is Hul’Za’Leh though?”

      “You don’t know,” said Shade, eyebrows raised. “He was one of the greatest Lirana brawlers of all time. A legend. Half of the tales about him are myths. No one knew how he died. Or there’s different legends of his final battle. Never knew he had died fighting the Serpra Overlord though.”

      “Bro,” said Will, standing at the far end of the cave. “You want to come see this.”

      I walked over with trepidation.

      “Look,” said Will.

      The glowing fish were filling the further end of the cove since now there was no longer a predator to scare them away. Lighting the furthest corners of the lair, revealed large orange bubbles floating in the back.

      “They’re eggs,” said Will.

      But there were more than eggs. There were golden magitech devices floating like buoys amongst the orange orbs. They were powered down devices. They had the obvious markings of Rorn invention.

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “I thought the overlord spawned the serpra.”

      “I did too,” sighed Will. “But—”

      He didn't finish his sentence. There wasn’t enough to paint a full picture, but it was enough to show us the battle between the serpra and Rorn was more complex than we’d ever understood it to be. Had the Rorn created the serpra? Or had they genetically altered them? Or used the overlord to mass produce them? Had this been an attempt create their own mutant army, their own defense against Arethkar’s enslaved shadow wraiths.

      “What do you think we should do?”

      “You know what we have to do,” he said.

      “It wasn’t part of the quest requirements,” I said.

      “You saw the city. It’s barely surviving the waves of the serpra being thrown on it. I don’t think they’d be able to survive many more, even if it were the last of them.”

      “But don’t you think—seeing those devices there—maybe they deserve it,” I said.

      “Maybe King Galmund does. Maybe his scientists too, but do the poor families deserve to be slaughtered at the hands of these mutant trash mobs?” said Will. “It takes one AoE spell. Say the word and I’ll flick my fingers.”

      I sighed, looking at the floating serpra eggs. I turned away and muttered to Will, “Do it.”

      As I walked back to the party, I heard the small bursts and splashes in the water as Will cleared the room of any remaining future threats.

      “What’s happening over there?” asked Serena.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There was no cheering crowds when we returned to the tunnel entrance. The guard was leaning against the wall, half asleep.

      “We’re back,” I said.

      The guard snored, drool falling out of his mouth.

      “Hello? We’re back?”

      The guard awoke and snapped back to attention. “Whoah! You’re back! I mean, you’re back?” He rubbed his eyes. “I see, you decided to not face the overlord. Rather die to the executioner’s axe? Rather spend eternity in the palace dungeons?”

      “Um, no,” I said. “We defeated it. We won.”

      I felt kind of like a jerk bragging to the guard, but I didn’t really know what to do. His response to our feat was so underwhelming.

      “Alright,” he said.

      “Do you not care we saved your city?” Shade asked.

      “So you saved the city. Would you have, had the king not made it part of the deal for your safe passage? If there’s anyone I want to thank, it’s the king.”

      I was about to argue back, but then I stopped myself. He had a weird point. The entire party kept expecting celebrations and adulation for our questing. It was what we were used to, but were we really so heroic in this case? Would we have risen to the occasion had they shown us the way out of here straightaway?

      My head hurt thinking about it. We were on the clock to conquer Iron Citadel. We weren’t solely focused on the fate of a crumbling Rorn city, but potentially all of Illyria. We had to stay focused. Still, the guard’s words had me questioning the idealism of our cause.

      The guard led us back to the throne room.

      King Galmund grinned when he saw us turn up in his throne room. He clapped his hands. My HUD filled with messages.

      
        
        You have successfully completed Quest: The Serpra Overlord in the Storm Mountains!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Druid) has leveled up (Level 31). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Druid) has leveled up (Level 32). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

      

      “My guards will show you to the tunnel passage leading to Iron Citadel,” said the king. “Now begone, before I break my word.”

      We all shrugged. We were used to the Rorn’s lack of concern for the favor we did for them. Or as the guard had put: the favor we had done for ourselves.

      The guard led us back through the city towards a different ridge than the one we came from. He took us to the entrance of another dark passage.

      “Go beyond here, follow the river when you get to it and you will eventually find the exit to the mountain slopes where Iron Citadel resides.”

      We nodded our heads.

      Shade whistled at the Rorn city below us.

      “I’d like to say it was nice knowing you,” said Shade talking to the city. “But I really can’t.”

      The Rorn guard replied: “On behalf of all of us here, we feel the same.”
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      “We will be at Iron Citadel in the next twenty-four hours,” said Will.

      “Good,” I said.

      “May I ask: let’s say you succeed and beat Konrad Takeshimi, what then? Do you ever think about that?”

      “I haven’t really,” I said.

      “I think about it sometimes,” said my brother. “And I’ve decided: if we make it through all of this, I want to set up a restaurant. An old school diner. I want to bring pancakes to the people of Illyria!”

      “Really?” I said. “You don’t seem like a diner guy.”

      “Younger me probably wasn’t,” said Will. “I spent so much of my adult life helping rich people get richer, but never focusing on what I wanted. I feel like serving yummy food to people would make me happy. You could be my chef.”

      My eyes widened. “Wow. So then I can make you richer.”

      Will laughed. “I guess so. You can think about it.”

      We carried on down the tunnel. Will spoke up again. “In the more immediate future, do you have a plan once you capture the castle? What’s your next step? Siege Ryr’s Ascension? Do you think such actions will convince the people of Arethkar to trust you?”

      “When the people of Arethkar see we can win and can overthrow Konrad and his oppressors on the high council, then they will trust us and they will come.”

      Will nodded his head, taking in my words. “Alright, little bro. You’re the boss.”

      A rattling came from up ahead. I put my arm in front of Will to get him to stop moving ahead.

      “Do you hear that?” I whispered.

      Everyone in the party stopped moving.

      Emerging from beyond the tunnel was a metal spider made of gold and brass. It had a bright glowing crystal at the center of it. It clickety-clacked towards us. Another metal spider followed behind.

      “What the heck are those?” said Shade, rubbing his eyes.

      “Rorn spider automatons,” said Jackson. “They’re used for mining crystal mana and other materials. They’re usually accompanied by—“

      Two spheres rolled into the tunnel chamber. They moved past the spiders and paused. Lines on the surface of the spheres appeared and then springing open from within the ball was a taller automaton with glowing red eyes and sharp metal pincers for arms.

      “Initiating intruder assessment,” buzzed one of the pincer automatons. “Assessment: enemy. Attack. Kill.”

      The two automatons moved towards us.

      “Let’s get this over with,” said Serena, charging ahead. She yelled, “Protect Thy Allies.” Her shout sent a reverberating wave into the metal creatures. All their eyes turned on her.

      The pincer robot came at her first and Serena triggered her block-counter ability. The pincer met her blade, only for Serena to make a rapid spin and slash her giant metal blade right into the robot’s side. The automaton collapsed on the ground, the different gears and parts spilled out. It laid uselessly on the tunnel floor.

      “Pff,” said Serena. “Trash mobs.”

      The other pincer automaton came at her. Serena’s blade clashed with the metal arm. She lifted up her foot and kicked the robot in the chest. It wheeled back and fell to the ground. She leapt above it and swung her sword, slicing the robot in half with her crushing blow ability.

      “Well that was easy,” said Serena, standing over the dismembered parts of the automaton, wiping her forehead.

      “Watch out,” yelled Jackson.

      Right behind her was the other automaton, the one she’d destroyed.

      “What the—“ yelled Serena, holding up her blade to block the attack.

      The spider-automatons had repaired the fallen pincer robot and were now heading over to the one Serena had just crushed to repair it.

      Jackson ran into the battle. He leapt in the air and came falling back to the ground with a flaming punch, taking out one of the spider automatons.

      “Always take out the healer first,” grinned Jackson.

      I threw out my arms, casting air blast, sending the fallen pincer robot’s different parts out in different directions.

      With one of the healers down, Serena crushed the pincer automaton with ease, first countering its attack and then responding with a crushing blow.

      The only remaining automaton was one of the metal spiders. “Initiating Self-Destruct.” The spider vibrated. The metal at the top of its head glowed brighter and brighter.

      “Oh crap,” I said. “Kill the spider before it kills us all!”

      We descended upon it with all our offensive power. The robot was dead before it had a chance to explode and cave us in.

      “Phew,” said Shade. “That was close.”

      We looked around the tunnel. The coast was clear.

      “Let’s keep moving,” I said.

      We headed forward. We walked another fifteen minutes before more noise echoed down the tunnel. More automatons? No, there was murmurs and laughter. It was people. We clung to the shadows of the tunnel. Bright orange light of a crackling fire emerged in the distance. The walls of the tunnel disappeared, becoming a ridge over another passageway. In the tunnel below ours was a large regiment of soldiers. They were drinking and laughing. Their shields, flags, and banners all bearing the symbols of Arethkar.
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      I clung to the tunnel walls. I let the shadows envelop me, cloak and protect me, hide me from the nearby danger. The rest of the party did the same.

      I cast moonskin, my skin going transparent in the dark tunnel, the contours of my body only visible to myself and my party members. I stepped out from our hiding spot and took in our enemy’s encampment. There were multiple tents set up, weapon racks, more than one bonfire going. This was more than a regiment. It was a small army. Most of the soldiers appeared of the standard Arethkarian variety: warriors with bulging muscles and magitech armor pumping mana into their veins. The amount of genetic engineering Arethkar did on its people was enough to make you sick. Even the non-Chosen soldiers, while not enslaved, were pumped with different technologies and spells to diminish their personhood and transform them into mindless fighting machines.

      In the center of the encampment was a skinny swordsmen with long black hair. He was barking orders to those around him. This must be the leader of the group. He was Haeren, except he had spindly black demon wings poking out of his shoulders. Ugh. He was a corrupted fragment like the other Arethkarian generals I’d fought: Oren Kaige with the crab arm and Deirdra with the spider body. Now this guy. An underling brought him food. He took a taste before spitting it out. He smacked the small kid across the face.

      “I told you not to bring me the same shit the others are eating,” snarled the man.

      The kid nodded his head vigorously and apologized over and over again.

      “Shut up,” he said. “Be gone.”

      The kid ran off.

      This guy was a total prick. No big surprise there.

      I stepped away from the ridge and back into the shadows. I turned towards the group. A message came up in the party chat on my HUD.

      
        
        Serena: Well?

      

      

      I didn’t even know where to start.

      
        
        Clay: It’s quite a big force down there. They must be heading to Iron Citadel as well.

        Kari: Aw, crap.

        Clay: Worse, they have a douchebag of a general. Some guy with demonic wings in the back. Will—have you heard of this guy?

        Will: General Syrus. That’s not good. He’s one of Konrad’s top generals. He’s a complete psychopath too. He’s been known to kill his own party members if he deems them unworthy.

        Serena: Sounds like a real Arethkarian bastard. How do we proceed?

      

      

      I paused to think. We had two options. We sneak past them, or we fight them. Fighting them meant we would be securing our hold on Iron Citadel. The only problem was we’d be risking our overarching plan and we didn’t really have much of an advantage over them in this current scenario. I wrote back in party chat.

      
        
        Clay: I vote we sneak.

        Shade: My man! You’re speaking my language.

      

      

      We crouched and moved over to the other end of the tunnel. If we stayed hunched over and kept quiet, we’d be able to sneak across the ridge while staying out of most of the soldier’s line of sight. Then we’d continue down the tunnel path we were on, easy-peasy.

      I took one tiny step across the ridge when a voice came from behind.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      My whole body froze.

      It wasn’t any of my fellow party members.

      I slowly turned around, making sure I stayed quiet. Behind us were three Rorn soldiers accompanied by King Galmund himself.

      “Galmund,” I whispered, shocked. “What are you doing here? You followed us?”

      “That I did,” said the king.

      “We had a deal.”

      “Silly Aeri,” said the king. “Why would you ever trust me? A pact between a Rorn and an Aeri is as good a deal as a pact between a fox and a hare. Meaningless.”

      My stomach sank. This was exactly what Will and I had been discussing earlier. How are you going to get the Arethkarian people to trust you? I shook my head. All I was trying to do was make things better for everyone and yet all these people were rejecting it.

      “Whoah, hold on,” I said. “We helped you. We took out the Serpra Overlord for you. Whatever deal you’ve made with Arethkar—how can you trust them? We did the thing you asked for? The deed you needed to get done?”

      
        
        You increased your bartering skills by 0.1

      

      

      “I sent you to the Serpra Overlord to die, Aeri,” hissed the king.

      “And we didn’t,” I said. “Have we not proved we’re strong allies you’d want to work with?”

      
        
        You increased your bartering skills by 0.1

      

      

      The king scratched his chin. Was I potentially swaying him?

      “I’m sorry little stupid Aeri boy, but you’re never going to be strong enough to take on Arethkar. Sure you’ll win a battle here and there, but the war is theirs. Allying myself with you would only be signing up for the demise of myself and my people.”

      
        
        Barter Failed.

      

      

      I sent a message in party chat.

      
        
        Clay: Shade, attack!

      

      

      Shade appeared from the darkness, backstabbing Galmund for an epic critical hit. Blood spurt out of the Rorn king’s back. The squadron went after Shade, while the one healer with them attended to Galmund.

      Back in party chat, I sent more directions.

      
        
        Clay: Guys, let’s try and take out this squadron without alerting the regiment below. C’mon let’s do this!

      

      

      Serena charge striked the Rorn squad. She triggered blade tornado right as she made contact with the group of warriors. The Rorn defended themselves from the attack. They lifted up their shields in unison. Then smacked them into the air. The force of their collective defense, created a reverberating kickback, shooting Serena backwards through the air. She flew across the ridge and crash landed right in the center of the Arethkarian encampment.

      So much for the stealth plan.

      The Arethkarian soldiers got up off the ground and lifted their weapons towards Serena. She got onto her feet and held her blade up. She spun in a slow circle, keeping her blade lifted, threatening the soldiers with her skills if they were to get too close. Even still, the soldiers came at her from all angles. She triggered blade tornado. She became an undecipherable blur of steel, chopping off the limbs of the soldiers attempting to get closer.

      It was a good opening play, but there were still so many soldiers and only one of her. She wouldn’t win the battle of attrition.

      “You guys,” I said, talking to the rest of the party. “Focus on the Rorn. I’ll go get Serena.”

      I burst into a crackle of electricity. I reappeared below in the encampment. My stomach lurched at the sight of all the angry soldier’s faces, so close up. Their fear, anger, and adrenaline all mixed into a terrifying sight.

      I electric blinked through the crowd of soldiers to Serena.

      “Hop on,” I said.

      Serena jumped on my back and I power jumped into the air, creating a stairwell of mana puddles above the fray of soldiers. I carried us back to the ridge where the rest of the party was fighting the Rorn.

      “Let’s hurry down this passage,” I said, as Serena climbed off my back.

      “They outnumber us, but we can better our odds by bottlenecking them in the tunnel over here.”

      We hurried away from the soldiers. The Rorn charging after us. The Arethkarians were climbing up the ridge and following right behind.

      “Alright guys, defensive positions,” I said.

      Serena stepped in front of us all, holding up her blade. Shade and Jackson stood at her rear. Will, Kari, and I stood at the back.

      I threw out my arms and cast flame wall in front of us all. The Rorn were the first to reach us. Serena triggered blade tornado, combining her swirling blade with my defensive line of magical flames.

      I then stretched out my arms again. This time on the ground I created a long plate of ice on the floor. I shot off another air blast, sending the Rorn sliding across the ice and knocking into the incoming Arethkarian soldiers.

      The attacks created enough blood and guts on the ground for Will to trigger his warlock AoE move: blood storm. The blood on the ground erupted in bright red demonic flames, burning those across the battlefield.

      I added more to the stacking AoE attacks, crumbling the ground at the fighters’ feet.

      Kari threw out a +50 ATKP buff onto Serena, right as she shoved her blade into the throat of an Arethkarian spearmen.

      Jackson defended his rear with an AoE punch to the ground, creating an earthquake-like effect, stunning the incoming attackers. He then powered up his fists with the bright blue dragon magic and burned the skin off his surrounding enemies with every punch.

      Shade, on the other end, was sliding around and playing the warriors off each other. He slid between the legs of an incoming attacker and had the spearman stab the eye of one of his allies. Next he pulled out his kunai and threw out a ranged spinning shadow attack.

      We were winning. The Rorn squad was out of sight, either dead or retreated. The Arethkarian soldiers, however, kept on coming.

      Jackson whipped his foot into the jaw of a soldier, sending him flying backwards into the ground where sharp rocks stabbed right through his stomach.

      A bright orb flew across the battlefield and into the deceased soldier’s body. His body lit up and the soldier stood up with a gaping hole in his stomach before the white light sealed his whole body together. He had been revived.

      General Syrus barked orders from the back of the line, screaming at his soldiers. “KILL THEM!”

      “I don’t think we’re going to win this fight,” said Serena, slashing her sword against three Arethkarian soldiers.

      “She’s right,” said Will, casting more AoE blood magic.

      “There’s only one option then guys,” I said. “RUN!”
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      My heart raced. My throat burned. I threw out my arms, casting shocking speed on myself and the rest of the party. I electric blinked ahead, only to spin around and cast earthquake right over the ground we’d passed. My spell tore up the cavern floor, turning it into shards of rock, difficult to maneuver over.

      The tunnel grew brighter and we eventually entered a wide open chamber. Far above was an opening—an exit from the mountain dungeon. The bright white light from beyond shone across the chamber.

      “There’s the exit,” I said.

      “How do we get up there?” said Serena.

      There was no staircase or easy way to ascend. Ridges and smaller cliff faces poked out from the mountain walls. It was a jumping puzzle. All we had to do is jump up from the right platforms and we’d eventually get to the exit.

      I ran ahead and found the lowest platform. It was a small stone step. Nearby was another platform. I stepped across.

      “Follow me everyone,” I said.

      The rock platforms zigzagged along the wall. The platforms became increasingly harder to reach and you had to pull yourself up onto them with the strength of your arms. Eventually I had to power jump to and grab hold of the rest of the party one at a time to get to the next platform. We were halfway towards the exit. It was a scary drop to the bottom. I jumped towards the next platform, creating a mana puddle at my feet. I was almost at the next platform, when a cut rushed across my body. I lost balance on my mana puddle. My stomach lurched. I fell towards the bottom of the chamber. I imbued mana in my back at the last second and cushioned the fall.

      “Clay—are you okay?” yelled Serena, from halfway up the set of cliffs.

      I got myself to my feet. I hated jumping puzzles. Bats swirled at the top of the cavern’s ceiling. They’d start attacking us the closer we got to them and the exit. I turned to the tunnel where we’d come from. Footsteps and angry war cries emanated from the shadows.

      Alright, new plan.

      I stretched out my arms, palms wide. Silver glowed in front of me, taking the shape of a large bird.

      It’s cold, dark, and smelly in here. I don’t like it. Why did you summon me?

      Gryph, we’re in a jam and I need your personal taxi service.

      The gryphon sighed. If I must.

      I jumped on the back of the legendary bird. I held his feathers and he soared into the air. We flew past the party members towards the ceiling of the chamber.

      “What are you doing, Clay?” shouted Serena.

      “Just watch.”

      We flew towards the shadowy darkness of where the cave bats were dwelling. I conjured a fireball in my arms and whipped it at a cluster of sleeping bats, hanging upside down. One shot from the fireball completely ruffled them, shooting them in all directions. They swarmed towards Gryph and me. Through the mass of fluttering wings was one particularly extra giant bat. Above its status bar was the term: [Veteran Cave Bat Queen]. I whipped a fireball specifically at it. Its giant eyes glared at me and it flew after with reckless abandon.

      We soared back to the bottom of the chamber, kiting the bat swarm behind us. The Arethkarian troops were swarming into the chamber from below. They fired arrows at us. Mostly missing and hitting the incoming bats, drawing their aggro.

      “That’s right bitches,” I said. “Time to fight our cave bat army.”

      They’re very much not on our side, Clay.

      Doesn’t matter.

      We flew close to the bottom, the bats zooming behind us, before we curved back up around towards the party. The bats were still chasing after us but many had gotten into fights with the soldiers below.

      “Hop on,” I yelled as we approached the party standing on a lone rocky platform. Everyone jumped onto Gryph’s large wings and back.

      “Hold tight!”

      We soared towards the bright light exit and soon as we hit it a message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Do you wish to exit the Storm Mountains (Dungeon)? Y/N?

      

      

      Oh heck yeah I did. Without a doubt.
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      Whiteness everywhere. Cold nothingness. I blinked and felt frost ripple up my fingers. I shook my head and tufts of snow fell off my hair and eyes. I was on my knees, covered in a blanket of snow. I stood up and large puffs of white coldness slid off my person.

      The entrance to the mountain dungeon loomed behind us, a dark mouth of shadow, ready to swallow whoever dared to enter. Gryph’s swift exit from the dungeon ended with him crashing into a tree and sending us all sprawling into the snow.

      I request immediate unsummoning, said the bird.

      I granted his request and then took in our surroundings. We were somewhere near the top, between the different mountain ranges, in a snowy valley full of tall pine trees and mountain goats. In the distance were large gorilla-like monsters with, [Ice Troll], hovering above their heads. They dragged large clubs around. Note to self: try and avoid those freaky guys.

      Serena brushed snow off her shoulder. “Is everybody here?”

      We did a roll call. Jackson was rubbing his hands to keep warm. He barely wore any armor or thick clothes. It must have been freezing for him out here, so high up in the mountains. Will stood behind looking at the cave entrance, waiting to fight any Arethkarian soldiers who came out. Kari was off to the side with a stick, dragging it back and forth in the snow.

      “Anyone see Shade?” asked the fox-girl.

      Further along, the snowy ground shook until Shade’s head burst out of the snow. He spit out a bunch of white puffs.

      “Why did I land in the most uncomfortable spot?”

      “Bad luck I guess,” I shrugged.

      “You know that can’t be true,” said Shade.

      I walked over to him in the snow and pulled him out.

      Shade wiped snow off his trousers and then pointed down the cliff face. “Alright then gang. Onward?”

      Will sighed, staring at the opening to the Storm Mountains. “I’m concerned about the Arethkarian regiment behind us.”

      “No sweat,” said Shade, tossing his hands in the air. “The bats will eat them alive.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Will. “They’ll cause a long distraction, sure, but there were a lot of soldiers. They’ll get through the bats eventually. Then they’ll be right behind us again.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement.

      “Will’s right,” I said. “So what do we do? Can we seal the entrance?”

      “Given the portal dimension to the dungeon, I’m not entirely sure if sealing the entrance will be enough to stop someone going through, but I think it’s worth a shot.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “Everybody get away from the entrance.”

      I stretched out my arms and unleashed a massive earthquake spell. The mountain shook and rocks rolled down the passage, stacking up on top of each other blocking the entrance to the dungeon.

      “Huzzah,” I said.

      “Yeah we get it,” said Serena, giving me a tickle in the ribs. “You’re magical. Give it a rest nerd.” She gave me a kiss on the cheek.

      “Um, guys,” said Shade. “I think we have another problem.” He nodded his head towards Jackson.

      Jackson’s lips were quivering, his shoulder’s shivering, his teeth chattering. His skin had a light blue hue to it from the cold. A debuff icon flickered beneath his status bars.

      
        
        Frost (Debuff): Brr. It’s cold! Should’ve worn more layers, numb nuts. -20 agility. -15 HP per minute. (Duration: Until Properly Warmed).

      

      

      “Oh man that doesn’t look good,” said Kari.

      I reviewed my status cure spell and frost was not one of the status debuffs I had the ability to cure.

      Serena rubbed her arms. “You know, I’m getting cold too. Do you think we’re all going to get hit by this debuff eventually?”

      “Hold on,” said Kari. She stared intently in front of us, reviewing her HUD. She then lifted up her hands and cast a spell on Jackson. The debuff flickered away and a small little bonfire symbol replaced it. Jackson’s body returned to normal. He looked as warm as a summer’s day.

      “Kari—what did you do?” said the brawler, amazed.

      “It’s a spell I’d purposefully never unlocked,” explained Kari. “I never saw the purpose of it. It’s called Internal Hearth. It keeps one’s body temperature high, despite external conditions.”

      The fox-girl then went onto cast the spell on all of us.

      “Great,” said Shade, looking on at the vicious mountain goats and trolls up ahead. “At least we can rule out freezing to death.”

      “You’re welcome,” said Kari.

      With everyone’s body temperature warm, it was time to roll out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sky above the mountaintop was gray. The wind howled around us, pushing against our face like prickly little knives. Even with Kari’s internal hearth spell, the wind still had a bite to it. Snow blew into our eyes, making it difficult to see. In the distance was the silhouette of a large structure. A castle. Iron Citadel.

      We travelled on foot for another hour as the magnificent fortress came into greater view. Thick stone walls loomed down on us. The structure rested high above the valley, giving it a height advantage. Storm clouds passed around its tallest tower. The ancient Rorn fortress stood in front of us. The castle we’d been searching for. The place that would help us win the war against Arethkar. The war to save Arcane Kingdom Online.

      “Well would you look at that,” said Shade, his tail wagging behind him.

      “The place looks pretty empty,” said Serena.

      We approached the portcullis. Standing in front of the closed gate, creaking gears turned in the distance. The gate raised itself.

      “This is creepy,” said Kari. “How did it do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      I walked through the gate into Iron Citadel. We were in an empty abandoned bailey. Snow blanketed barrels and wagons. How long had this place been unoccupied?

      Weird shrieks howled around us.

      “What was that?”

      Everybody shrugged.

      “The wind, I guess?” said Shade.

      The bailey was only the opening square to this massive labyrinthine fortress. The large keep tower at the back, must have been where the control center was. It was where we’d have to go to officially conquer this place. I stepped in that direction when I noticed footprints in the snow. They formed and made a path but there was no body attached to these footprints.

      “Uh oh guys,” I said. “I don’t think we’re the only one’s here.”

      I conjured a fireball in my hand and whipped it at the footprint. The fireball flew across the air until it burst into a bright explosion midair. Flickering behind it was a specter of a Rorn composed of blue wispy energy.

      The formerly invisible person turned around, eyeing me angrily. Then appearing all across the bailey were more wispy blue spirit warriors. All Rorn. Some holding melee weapons. Others raising nocked bows. A few more had arms at the ready to cast devastating spells. The blue energy composing these ancient spirits caught every detail of them, from their former armor to the wisps of their beard to their angled eyebrows to their hostile faces.

      King Galmund’s words rushed back to me: Iron Citadel was haunted.

      The castle wasn’t empty.

      It was filled with ghosts.
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      We were surrounded. I counted more than a dozen Rorn ghost spirits.

      Serena sprinted into the middle of the bailey. She beat her chest and shouted, “Protect Thy Allies.” The ghosts all pivoted in her direction.

      “Come get some,” she said.

      The ghosts charged her. Serena spun on her foot and initiated blade tornado. The ghosts kept coming towards her, no hesitation. When the spinning blade hit their flesh, the steel swiped through their ethereal bodies. Serena’s twirl slowed down and she faced the surrounding attackers, not a single one of them had taken any damage.

      “Uh oh,” said Serena. “Looks like they’re immune to physical attacks. Spellcasters back me up!”

      I threw out my hand to cast flame wall, but the spell didn’t trigger. In fact, I’d lost control of my body. My feet spun around and I ran to the entrance.

      The rest of the party was doing the same thing.

      “What the hell are you doing?” shouted Serena.

      “Ms. Serena I’m sorry I don’t know,” said Shade.

      “I’ll be back in one second, Serena,” shouted Kari, running away from the battle.

      I checked my HUD and found the answer to our question.

      
        
        Fear (Debuff): Looks like you’ve been frightened. Scaredy-cats run away (Duration: 30 seconds).

      

      

      “The damn ghosts are making us scared,” I said.

      “So?” said Serena backing away from the approaching spirits. “That hasn’t stopped me from fighting them. When did you guys all become such cowards?”

      “Since we got hit with the literal fear debuff,” I said.

      “Annoying,” said Serena. “Can you get over it and come back in please?”

      The duration on the debuff clocked out, but we were now outside the Iron Citadel’s walls once again.

      “What’s gonna stop us from getting hit by the debuff again once we step back in there?” asked Kari.

      “You guys wait out here,” I said. “I have an idea. Shade—if you can sneak in there with stealth, you’ll be able to follow my lead.”

      Shade nodded his head and crept along the walls, clinging to the shadows and re-entering the fortress.

      A clear night sky hung above us. I triggered moonskin and hurried back into the Iron Citadel. Serena was zigzagging across the bailey, kiting a train of hostile ghosts after her. One of the ghosts looked in my direction. Did it see me? The spirit paid me no heed, chasing after Serena. I sighed in relief.

      I headed to the center of the bailey. I sent a message in party chat in my HUD.

      
        
        Clay: Hey guys, I’m gonna try something. You’ll know it when it happens. Take it as your signal to move in.

      

      

      I placed my hands in front of me and triggered the ability, solar bomb. A bright warm light emanated out of my hands. It got larger and larger until it surrounded my whole person. The brightness got so intense I winced and then shut my eyes entirely. It was like I’d set a flash bomb off in the battlefield. I opened my eyes again and the brightness had taken over the whole bailey, like a giant spotlight had been shined onto the area. The ghosts had all taken a serious hit to their HP from the solar bomb. Plus, the brightness of the blast was counteracting the fear debuff.

      I stretched out my arms and cast flame wall near Serena.

      “Try blade tornado again!”

      Serena first drew their aggro with another “Protect Thy Allies” shout and once they were all coming for her, she shifted into blade tornado. Her spinning blade caught the fire of my flame wall, imbuing her attack with a new extra magical layer. The ghosts came at her with reckless abandon. The flaming blade sliced through the ethereal ghost bodies, but the flames left a mark, draining their HP.

      I held out my hand and conjured my ice sword into my grip. I ran into the battlefield. First I threw out a lightning cage spell, paralyzing a group of ghosts. Then I swung my ice blade, dealing magical damage to the ancient Rorn spirits.

      Jackson jumped right into the fray with his two fists flaming with dragon magic. He punched one ghost hard enough, I wouldn’t be surprised if he had broken the space-time barrier and retroactively reshaped the man’s jaw.

      At first, Will looked confused and lost during the battle. Many of his abilities were useless against the ghosts. It was a bad match up for him. Life drain was useless against lifeless ghosts and his AoE spell blood flame was ineffective when the ghosts didn’t drop any blood. He stuck with his basic warlock projectile magic: a ball of flaming red energy. He whipped the flaming spheres into the ghost Rorns’ heads. He threw one with such ferocity, it smashed into one ghost Rorn’s stomach and sent him stumbling backwards into a final death blow by Serena’s fiery blade.

      Kari threw out a holy spell, draining one ghost of its remaining HP. Upon hitting 0 health, the ghost disintegrated into a light blue dust, blown away by the wind and mixed in with the snowy ground.

      We were gaining the advantage on the battlefield, but the brightness of the solar bomb was diminishing.

      A larger ghost rode in from the side entrance. It was a ghost Rorn spirit riding a vicious angry looking mane, while holding up a spinning blackjack above his head.

      The Rorn spirit came at us, only to fall over. Critical hits stacked and the creature died before even getting to us. Shade appeared behind the fallen ghost with his two kunai, covered in ninja shadow magic.

      “You told me to show up when the time was right,” grinned Shade.

      More ghosts streamed in from the top layer of the bailey.

      “There’s too many of them,” said Serena. “Clay—you need to cast solar bomb again before the fear debuff takes over!”

      “Forget that,” I said. “We don’t need to defeat all of these ghosts. If we can get to the control center and take over Iron Citadel, then it’s ours, and these ghosts will disappear. Onward!”

      I left the battle and headed through the bailey into another open courtyard of the fortress. My party members ran behind me. The wind howled around us. The ghosts shrieked. We went through a second gate leading to a long staircase with a tower at the end. This was it. We were almost there.

      Shade ran over and operated a winch, pulling down the gate.

      “Is that really going to stop the ghosts?” asked Serena. “They can move through walls.”

      Shade stopped moving the gate. “Crap—you’re right. Run!”

      We headed up the stairs towards the control center. Lightning crackled from the gray clouds above. A figure emerged. Taller than all of us. It was a hulking Rorn spirit. He was different from the others. He was less ethereal than the others. His skin was material with a murky green hue of a raised undead. His eyes glowed bright blue, leaking out magic. It was the same ethereal substance that composed the normal ghosts below. The bright glowing blue ran across this large Rorn’s body, glowing in his bracers and in his legs and boots. He had brown hair adorned with a complicated hair cut. He had a Mohawk running across his forehead, but a long strand of hair growing at the back of his head, tied into a ponytail. He had an intense beard tied into three hanging knots.

      His status bar appeared in my HUD:

      
        
        Renful

        Level 45

        HP: 5125

        MP: 150

      

      

      “Here’s the thing I don’t like about this whole situation,” said Shade. “Rorn are always pissed off. It’s no surprise an undead ghost Rorn who’s been ruminating on all their grudges for centuries is going to be mega pissed off.”

      “Remember,” said Jackson. “As Clay said, we don’t need to even beat this guy, so long as we can keep him distracted as someone conquers the control center.”

      “Erm,” said Serena. “I don’t know if it’s going to be that easy.”

      Serena pointed to the Rorn’s waist. A set of keys hung on them.

      “I think we’re going to have to beat this guy to get into the control center,” Serena said.

      “Get ready then,” I said. “This guy stands between us and the throne room.”

      The ghosts were passing through the walls and gate behind us.

      “Charge!”

      Serena ran ahead with Jackson and Shade on either side of her.

      The giant Rorn lifted up his right arm, pointing his finger to the clouds. Lightning struck his finger and he swiped his arm across the battlefield.

      
        
        A Party Member Has Fallen

        A Party Member Has Fallen

        A Party Member Has Fallen

        A Party Member Has Fallen

        A Party Member Has Fallen
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      I blinked. Everything around me swayed. My vision blurred. What the heck happened? A bitter metal taste filled my mouth. I wiped my lips with my hand and dark red blood covered my fingers. What the—?

      My HP was at 10%. How was I still alive? Sparks flickered off my mage gear. Eldron’s cloak. The rare mage gear and its increased resistance against lightning damage had just saved my life.

      I materialized an HP potion in my hand. I uncorked it while my head swayed. I only had seconds to live if I didn’t take action. I brought the HP potion to my lips and chugged it down. After my first quick sip, my HP jumped up by 5%. My vision came back, my heart stopped beating at a thousand beats per second. I got a sense of what was happening.

      Renful’s AoE lightning attack had wiped the whole party except for me. It killed the majority of the lesser ghost spirits as well.

      I finished the HP potion and found myself above 50% health. I materialized another when a large shadow loomed over me. A giant ball of lightning was hurled in my direction.

      I electric blinked out of the blast radius.

      The rest of my party was dead. The entire plan was now in my hands. If I died, we were done for. Sure we’d respawn in a couple of hours, but who knew what such a future looked like. The Arethkarian regiment could have taken over the place by then. Our entire mission would be a failure. Arethkar and its enslaving magitech would take over all of Illyria and the world would fall into the fantasy dystopian nightmare we’d all been fighting against.

      Renful launched another lightning ball in my direction. I electric blinked away.

      I scanned the battlefield, searching for my dead comrades. I was looking for one in particular. Kari’s corpse laid in the middle of the stone staircase between Renful and me. I cast shocking speed and hurried to Kari’s fallen body.

      Renful saw what I was doing and whipped another lightning bomb in the direction of Kari’s corpse.

      Crap.

      I halted and stayed out of the range of Renful’s attack. The lightning burst and crackled onto the stone steps. It had no effect on Kari’s motionless corpse. I hurried towards her and initiated nature’s revival. Kari’s small body glowed with a silver light and she coughed and gasped back to life. I didn’t have time to gently nurse her back to health, so I practically suffocated her with an HP potion.

      A shadow loomed over us. Another lighting bomb. I grabbed Kari and held her to my chest and triggered flame dodge, sliding down the staircase, leaving a trail of fire. I placed Kari back down and she looked around. “Clay, what happened?”

      “Renful has a super powerful AoE spell capable of wiping the whole party. We need to revive everyone.”

      Kari nodded.

      “Watch out for Renful’s lightning bombs as well. He knows we’re trying to revive the party, so he throws them right at our party member’s corpses.”

      We split up. I ran for Serena, while Kari went for Jackson.

      Renful threw out another lightning bomb at Serena, giving Kari the momentum to get to Jackson. She threw up her arms and cast raise, bringing Jackson back to life. She then spammed her heal spell until Jackson was back to full HP.

      “This is a real nasty boss then,” grunted Jackson. “I can’t remember last time we were so close to a full wipe!”

      Kari moved forward and brought Shade back to life. A lightning bomb fell towards them right as Shade gasped his first breath of air. Kari jumped back while Jackson picked Shade up and got him out of the blast radius.

      I took the opportunity to run over to Serena and cast nature’s revival. Her body glowed silver until coughing back to life.

      “What happened?” she said in a daze.

      I helped her up. “The whole party but me was wiped by Renful.”

      She rubbed her eyes and took in the deadly boss guarding the Iron Citadel’s control center.

      “He mainly has two moves: ranged lightning projectiles and the deadly AoE attack,” I said. “He lifted up his right arm to summon the attack last time. That’s the signal for us to get out of range.”

      “Got it,” said Serena. “Let’s do this guys.”

      Serena charged Renful for the second time. Strafing in and out of the shadows of incoming lightning bombs as she ascended the steps towards the large ghost spellcaster. Jackson and Shade ran behind her.

      “Protect Thy Allies,” shouted Serena, leaping in a crushing blow into Renful’s left arm. The blow left a mark on his arm, but hardly a deep gash. I threw out my arms and cast water blast. “Combo with my water projectile!”

      Serena triggered blade tornado like a baseball player up to bat, catching my water projectile right as it was coming past her. The blade caught the water magic and sliced into Renful’s stomach. The ability was super effective. The spellcaster jumped back from the attacks. He lifted up his right arm.

      “That’s the signal,” I yelled. “Everyone get back. Kari—if you have any buffs to increase lightning resistance now is the time to use them.”

      Serena spammed charge strike, pushing herself back down the stairs away from Renful’s incoming attack. Shade and Jackson sprinted with all their strength.

      Lightning came down from the sky into Renful’s thick hands and he swiped the air, sending out the deadly wave of electricity.

      Serena, Shade and Jackson became black shadows with the bright purple light bursting forth behind them.

      No notifications for the death of my party members came in and I sighed with relief. The lightning dissipated. Renful stood at the top of the stairs with a dissatisfied face at the sight of our living bodies. He looked dizzy, like he wasn’t standing straight. Holy crap! He was vulnerable. I hadn’t noticed before because I was so occupied reviving the others.

      “He’s vulnerable,” I said. “Go go go!”

      Serena led the charge once again. Shade and Jackson behind her. Kari threw out a spell called lightning channeller which increased one’s lightning resistance by 10%. She buffed Serena first then the rest of the party, including Will and me in the back with her.

      “You know most people learn after sticking their finger near a burning fire to not do it again,” said Shade. “Yet we keep going back in for more.”

      “Shush now Shade,” said Serena. “Sneak around him and get him in the back while Jackson and I occupy the front.”

      Serena drew Renful’s aggro once again with her shout move. I threw in more water blast attacks, fueling her blade tornado. The water blade attack did even more damage this time as Renful was still stunned from his AoE move. The blade sliced through his chest. The glowing arcane blue lines etched across his face, armor and eyes, flickered as Serena’s deadly water-tinged sword chipped away at its strange flesh and HP.

      Shade appeared out of the shadows, leaping towards Renful’s back, both his kunai drawn. The daggers slid deep into Renful’s flesh. The attack pushed Renful out of his post-AoE dizziness. The ancient Rorn threw out his arms in a large attacking swipe. Serena lifted her sword and blocked the attack. Jackson jumped over the sweeping arm and landed a sweeping kick to Renful’s jaw.

      The ancient Rorn spirit jumped back and lifted his right arm to the air.

      Shade fled further behind him into the shadows while Serena and Jackson ran back down the steps.

      Bright lightning crackled down to Renful’s fingertips and he shot his lightning wave across the battlefield.

      Serena and Jackson were safe.

      “You know the drill now,” I shouted. “Keep going!”

      They charged Renful. We were so close to taking him out now. I threw out a water blast, imbuing with Serena’s blade tornado. Renful’s eyes glowed widely, expanding. He lifted his right arm again to do the AoE attack.

      “What’s going on?” said Kari. “He just did the AoE!”

      “Guys, get back!” I shouted.

      Renful threw out his lightning wave ability, crackling across the battlefield. There was no way Serena or Jackson escaped the blast.

      
        
        A Party Member Has Fallen

        A Party Member Has Fallen

      

      

      Renful was at 20% HP. We were so close to killing him. He must have been able to do his AoE move much more frequently the lower his health got.

      “We have to heal the rest of the team,” I shouted. “But we gotta be careful. Look Renful’s not even stunned after using his lightning wave.”

      Kari ran towards Serena’s corpse.

      Renful lifted up his arm again.

      “Kari, get back!” I yelled.

      Will ran after the fox-girl to protect her.

      Renful threw out his lightning wave.

      
        
        A Party Member Has Fallen

        A Party Member Has Fallen

      

      

      I was so angry and pissed off. Renful was so close to being killed. Shade ran ahead and did another back stab, taking out another chunk of HP off Renful.

      I conjured my ice sword and electric blinked towards Renful. I decided if he was going to spam his AoE lightning wave, it was actually potentially safer to focus on finishing him off. Or I was angry and acting reckless. Maybe both.

      I ran and did an upper cut slice across his chest. He swiped and I electric blinked behind him.

      “Clay,” yelled Shade. “We gotta revive the others.”

      I electric blinked behind Renful and stabbed him in the back with my ice sword. The sword went deep into his flesh and I ripped it back out.

      Renful was down to 5% HP.

      “Get back Shade,” I said. “I got this.”

      Shade’s face was full of concern, but he wasn’t going to argue under such an intense situation. He ran back down the steps.

      I slashed Renful again. The spirit spellcaster lifted his arm and I power jumped straight up in the air. One mana puddle after another. The lightning wave happened beneath me. I then lifted my ice sword above my head and fell towards Renful’s large head, doing a crushing blow right between his glowing blue eyes. The Rorn spirit fell back and collapsed onto the ground. Experience points rushed into my HUD.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your primary class (Druid) has leveled up (Level 33). You have gained (1) class skill point for your primary class.

      

      

      Shade poked himself out from behind a rock. “Is he dead?”

      I gave the dead fallen corpse a kick. “Looks like it.”

      My heart thumped from the adrenaline of the battle. I used my newly earned class skill point to unlock berserk. Then I grabbed the keys from Renful’s waist. I hurried over to Kari’s corpse. I brought her back to life with nature’s revival. She blinked and stood up.

      “Where is he?” she shouted. “Let’s finish. This.”

      I smiled. “Ha. He’s done. I finished him off with my ice sword. I got the keys for the control center. Will you revive the rest of the party. I don’t want to waste anymore time.”

      I ran back up the steps and put the newly acquired keys into the keep tower. I entered a large room with a glowing white orb at the center of it. I ran and placed my hand on the orb. I was showered in bright light.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have conquered the fortress of Iron Citadel. See Town Menu to familiarize yourself with your newest piece of land.

      

        

      
        Your conquering skill (Level 2) has gained 1.5 EXP!

      

        

      
        You have leveled up your conquering skill (Level 3).

      

      

      Heck, yeah!

      A bright light filled the room. Soon my HUD was filled with menus and prompts with the stats of the once abandoned fortress. I smiled with relief. We were finally making headway.

      The rest of the party ran through the door.

      “Have we done it?” said Serena.

      I smiled. “We have.”

      We now occupied two strategic positions on the continent. I’d like to see Arethkar mess with us now. We were finally making headway with our goals of saving Illyria.

      A new message popped in my HUD.

      My stomach dropped as I read it.

      
        
        Raylene: Clay, we need you guys back here! Crystal Port is under attack!
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      I pulled up the world map and the fast-teleport button. I was about to press it when I stopped myself. What was I doing? This wasn’t a plan. This was pure impulse and I needed to be levelheaded right now.

      “Clay,” said Serena. “What are we going to do?”

      I took a deep breath.

      “Shade, since you can’t fast travel, you’re going to stay behind and guard the control center while the keep gateway develops. The rest of us will fast-travel back to Crystal Port.”

      Everyone nodded.

      I selected fast-travel in my HUD and dematerialized. I closed my eyes. When I opened them again I was in the control center of Crystal Port’s keep. The place was dead empty. Commotion—yelling, gunshots, explosions—came from outside. The smell of smoke, blood, and gunpowder filled the room.

      Serena and the rest of the party materialized behind me.

      “Well at least the keep is still around,” said Will. “That’s a little bit of good news.”

      “Let’s go check outside,” I said. “We need to find Raylene.”

      We exited the keep. Smoke and flames covered the rooftops of Crystal Port. In the distance beyond the city walls were three floating Arethkarian dreadnoughts. The massive ships were hurling cannons into the city itself. Below the airships was a massive ground army of soldiers with swords, pikes, bayonets, and magic staffs.

      “Oh boy,” said Jackson.

      I sent a message to Raylene in party chat.

      
        
        Clay: Raylene, we’re here. Where you at?

      

      

      She replied a few seconds later.

      
        
        Raylene: Come to the western wall.

      

      

      We hurried down the stone steps of the keep towards the western wall. The streets of Crystal Port were on fire. Citizens were rushing to and thro, screaming. Children were crying.

      One portly man with a moustache pointed at me as we passed.

      “There’s The Chosen who has brought this pain on us,” shouted the man. “Why is our city being attacked? Why is our home being destroyed? Because of you. Because you came here and claimed it as your own. No one cared about Crystal Port until you came. Now we’re all going to suffer for your actions.”

      What could I say back to the man? He was right.

      I turned to the man. “There’s nothing I can say right now to make things better, but I’m sorry. Find shelter, stay safe. We’ll get through this. I promise.”

      The man was taken aback. He wanted to yell at me and direct his anger, but he knew it was wasted energy. We were all in this together now. We had to focus.

      Inside the western wall, Raylene stood amidst all the chaos, directing messengers and ordering troops. A sizable army stood in front of her. Most of it was the troops we’d assembled for our initial siege of Crystal Port with a few new additions.

      “Raylene,” I said, catching up out of breath, but she ignored me when she caught sight of Jackson. They embraced, hugging for longer than felt appropriate. Then realizing everyone was watching, Raylene turned to me.

      “You see the mess we’re in,” she said.

      “We have our own airships, don’t we? Why aren’t we attacking those dreadnoughts?”

      “Those are dreadnoughts, Clay—one blast and our frigates are obliterated.” Her eyes dropped to her feet. “They already have.”

      Crap.

      “Our ground defenses are fine—but we need to stop the airships otherwise the siege will destroy Crystal Port from the inside out, leaving us defending mere rubble. I installed the anti-aircraft turrets as you suggested but their airships have long-range siege capabilities.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Leave the airships to me.”

      A messenger came up to us, out of breath. “The Arethkarian troops are preparing to storm the gates.”

      Raylene lifted up her rifle triumphantly in the air. “Then it’s time we met them on the battlefield.” She turned to me: “I hope you have an answer for those airships.”

      I smirked at her and she nodded before jogging through the crowd of soldiers and out the gate. The soldiers followed behind her.

      I did have a plan. One I’d tested before. I stretched out my hands and triggered the summon bound spirit spell. Gryph emerged in front of me.

      Hiya Gryph, I said via psy-link. I know you hate being summoned blah blah blah, but—

      What is happening here? The innocent are dying. We must stop this, said Gryph looking around with a serious expression. Hop on.

      I turned to the others. “Gryph is in.”

      Everybody cheered as we climbed onto his back. Gryph kicked off into the air and we were soon soaring above the walls of Crystal Port. We flew over top Raylene’s army rushing out into battle against the Arethkarian ground troops, meeting them in the field. Gryph flapped his wings and we headed towards the three dreadnoughts. Shadow wraiths swirled around the hulking metal ships of destruction. Cannons and laser fire came at us. Gryph swerved.

      We need to hold a position, I said to Gryph.

      “Uh Clay,” said Will, hugging the back of the gryphon. “Why have we stopped?”

      “Just watch,” I said.

      I threw out one arm and cast status cure. Over and over. Kari joined me.

      Okay, Gryph spread the spell.

      Gryph flapped its wings, casting twister, sending our collective burst of status cure down below to the left most dreadnought.

      “Okay now let’s add to the rest of the chaos,” I said. “Gryph, get these guys down to the top deck. I’ll meet you guys there.”

      I let go of Gryph and swirled through the air towards the top deck. Even after doing it plenty of times, freefalling through the air still made feel nauseous. I created mana puddles at my feet. The propulsion of my fall kept breaking through the layer of mana. Only after the sixth try was I strong enough to break the rush of gravity. I created a staircase below to the dreadnought. My boots hit the deck right as three newly freed chosen overtook an Arethkarian guard, bashing in his skull with the barrel of the soldier’s rifle.

      They turned to me. Their faces filled with anger and rage.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      I lifted my hands up. “I come in peace.”

      One of the newly freed players held back their angry companion. “I bet he has something to do with our new found situation.”

      “Yeah,” I said, looking around as bullets flew across the deck. All of us toppled over. The ship was swerving off course. Explosions of bullets and cannon fire echoed forth. The ship was now firing against the other dreadnoughts. Perfect. Let the chaos ensue.

      Gryph swooped down towards the deck and the rest of the party hopped off.

      “Jackson, Kari,” I said. “You guys stay here and help commandeer the ship with the newly freed Chosen. Serena, bro—come with me.

      I jumped back onto Gryph and they did the same. We soared away from the chaotic ship deck, flying above the dreadnought they were firing at. I spammed status cure, casting it again and again. Gryph swooshed the spell down below to the deck.

      The dreadnought didn’t know what hit them. Gryph flew down below and dropped us off onto the second deck.

      The Arethkarian soldiers were better prepared than the first ship. They lifted their rifles and shot the brains out of the newly freed chosen.

      “Better to have a pile of dead slaves than a mutiny,” spat a hulking Arethkarian soldier, who I presumed must’ve been the captain.

      I freaking hated this guy.

      “Looks like it’s the three of us on here then,” I said.

      “Stick by me,” said Serena, lifting up her sword.

      Serena ran into the middle of the deck and shouted, “Protect Thy Allies.”

      The soldiers on board rushed towards her. I stretched out my arm and created a blazing flame wall to Serena’s left. The blade soldier then twirled her sword in a wicked spinning move, imbuing flames into her attack. The first wave of attackers fell back after the blade sliced through their armor and took out 10% of their HP, plus left lingering burning damage. Their exposed flesh rippled with red burns, smoke leaking out their armor.

      With blood dripping onto the deck, both from the attacked soldiers and the fallen Chosen, Will clenched his fingers and created the bright red blood flames across the ship. The hurt soldiers stumbled back, taking even more damage.

      I threw out my other arm and let half the deck in front of me turn into a hockey rink of ice. The soldiers slipped and fell.

      A shrill ring burst into my ears. I blinked. I was on my knees. The dreadnought was off kilter, the deck on a slant. Soldiers were sliding down the ice and falling off the railings of the ship into the sky. Further out was a massive plume of smoke and orange fire. Holy crap. The freaking middle dreadnought had exploded. Jackson and Kari must have organized the ship’s takedown from their hijacked dreadnought.

      The giant ship teetered and fell towards the battlefield.

      “Clay!”

      It was Serena. She was falling with the rest of the soldiers. I slid down the teetering deck towards her, but I was too late. Her body smacked into the railing and fell off.

      She fell through the air. I hung onto the airship, imbuing mana into my feet and creating traction with the floor. There was no way for me to jump, increase my altitude and rescue her. I’d have to find her body amidst the pile of corpses and raise her later.

      Or so I thought.

      Gryph flew right beneath where Serena was falling breaking her fall and allowing her to hold onto him.

      Well done, Gryph.

      Yeah, you owe me.

      Gryph flew back up towards the dreadnought and dropped Serena off. I created healing mist and sent off air blast to make a healing projectile.

      The dreadnaught had stabilized from the explosion. My party were the only survivors beside the captain and a trio of soldiers.

      The captain grinned. He grabbed one of his own soldiers and threw him off the deck. He pulled his rifle and shot the other two in the head. This guy was insane.

      “What are you doing?” said Clay. “You’re killing your own men.”

      “I rather they die at my hands than by you Chosen scum,” spat the captain. He ran down below deck.

      “Keep an eye up here,” I said. “I’ll go after him.”

      I ran after the deranged Arethkarian captain, below deck. Red lights filled the narrow hall beneath the top deck. Smoke blew out of broken chambers.

      Dead bodies littered the ground. Most of them had slave necklaces wrapped around their throats. All killed right as the status cure debuff took effect. Anger filled my insides.

      I went down the hatch and found the captain lying on the ground laughing manically. A timer was counting down. Thirty seconds.

      The captain laid between the pipes and gears of the ship’s internal engine room. He held his rifle in his lap. He chuckled to himself. “You Chosen—so arrogant. Well, now you’re going to die and I don’t care if you come back and I’ll be dead. No one will be able to find you beneath all the rubble of our crash to bring you back faster and when you do come back, your army will be destroyed, all those you freed will be back in chains, including all those you love.” He laughed. “Maybe they’ll make a statue out of me. A legend of a soldier sacrificing for the cause.”

      This guy was insane.

      The captain’s cackles echoed in the hall as I ran back out to the top deck.

      Gryph, pick us up now!

      The gryphon swooped down to the top deck of the ship. Serena, Will and I hopped onto the giant legendary bird and soared away as the whole dreadnaught exploded behind us.
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      The battlefield was filled with soldiers fighting between the flaming metal carcasses of the fallen dreadnoughts.

      We flew back to the one remaining airship in the vicinity. Jackson was barking orders to the newly freed Chosen, operating the ship. They were pointing the laser cannon at the Arethkarian army below.

      A message appeared in my HUD.

      
        
        Raylene: Nice work with the dreadnoughts. We need your help down below now.

      

      

      I yelled to Jackson as Gryph landed onboard the deck.

      “Any chance we can leave this dreadnought in the hands of our new recruits? They need our help down below.”

      Jackson made a knowing glance to the three players who had almost attacked us when we had landed on board. Their anger was still present but it looked a lot more under control, ready to be harnessed against our enemies.

      Jackson and Kari ran and jumped on Gryph and we were off again. We soared through the clouds down to the battlefield where full carnage was on display. Blood, guts, and magic on an epic scale.

      The flaming wrecks of the dreadnoughts laid across the battlefield. New section of it exploding from heat and destruction, shrapnel, flying and impaling Arethkarian soldiers.

      Raylene lifted her rifle and headshotted an enemy healer attempting to raise fallen soldiers.

      She turned to me as the rest of the party jumped off Gryph and joined to help her.

      “You know,” she said, reloading her rifle. “I think we might just win this thing.”

      The battle raged on all around us. Bodies and severed limbs littered the battlefield. Shots and spells flew across the muddy blood soaked ground. Healers raised bodies only to be impaled again seconds later. Respawns and revival spells only made war more vicious and gruesome. An endless slaughterhouse as either side pushed to gain better ground on the other.

      “If we conquer the hill over there,” said Raylene. “They’ll be forced to retreat and we’ll be in a good position to push them further back.”

      “Let’s crush these guys!” I shouted.

      Emerging above the crowds of soldiers were two warriors, riding on the backs of scraggly vultures.

      “Ugh,” I said. “Dread Vulture Riders. I guess we know who we’re fighting Gryph.”

      I don’t even like vulture meat, but I’ll eat it cause I don’t like the looks these ones are giving me.

      Gryph and I flew above the fighting soldiers towards the incoming vulture warriors. The vultures were scraggly and had metal armor and magitech adornments which allowed the riders to control them. The riders held long spears above their heads. Their faces were concealed by dark obsidian helmets.

      They flew towards us. I conjured my ice sword as we clashed into another. The vultures stuck their neck out and bit into Gryph’s flesh. The gryphon screamed out in pain. These vultures were tough. A spear came right near my face and I quickly blocked it with my ice sword. Another one came from my undefended side and the only way to escape was to burst into a crackle of electricity, blinking out from Gryph and into the open air. My feet squirmed as nothing held them up. I quickly created mana puddles. The vulture riders were coming at me again. Gryph had escaped their grasp.

      Undo your mana puddle, fall below, trust me.

      I stopped imbuing my feet with mana and fell below. My fall was broken by Gryph’s back.

      What are we going to do, I said via psy-link. These guys are tough.

      Their strategy is to overwhelm us with the advantage they have over us, but we can make it our strength.

      I know what you’re thinking. Let’s do this.

      We flew back into the air and met the vulture riders head on. It was almost an identical strategy to seconds ago except as soon as we collided, I electric blinked right as the spearman were attacking me and so they stabbed each other. I reappeared above them and came swinging down with my ice sword, crushing their heads. Gryph clawed the vultures. We were all one massive coil of feathers, weapons, spells, and chaos. I threw out my arms and cast solar bomb.

      Gryph, get out of here.

      The vultures were chomping into Gryph’s flesh viciously.

      The massive blast went off, finishing the vulture riders.

      
        
        +480 EXP!

        +480 EXP!

      

      

      Bits of flesh and armor scattered across the sky, falling towards the battlefield below.

      Gryph swooped by me, standing in the air on my mana puddle, and I hopped onto him. He squirmed when I clutched onto his feathers. I softened my grip. My hands were covered in blood. Gryph was bleeding. I cast healing mist and hugged Gryph. His health bar went up but he was still weakened and out of it. We twirled down towards the battlefield.

      Gryph, are you okay?

      I’m sorry, Clay. Those vultures took more out of me than I was expecting.

      We landed with a thump into the ground. A group of Arethkarian soldiers charged us, until Will pushed them back with a tidal wave of blood magic. A battlefield dripping with blood was the optimal place for a warlock.

      A nearby spellcaster whipped a ghoulish green ball of light at the fallen corpses, seeping into their cold lifeless skin. The dead soldiers were reanimated, their eyes glowing a bright neon green. The warzone was also a great place for necromancers too.

      Kari flew out a massive AoE cure spell, crumbling the undead back to the ground.

      My head swerved back and forth. It was hard to keep up with the sheer carnage of the battle. I turned back to Gryph, who was lying in pain on the ground.

      I’ll be ready to go in one second, Clay. Let me rest my eyes.

      I shook my head. Gryph was out. He needed rest. I stretched out my arms and unsummoned the bird. He’d fought well, we’d need to survive the rest of this battle without him.

      With Gryph gone, I assessed the battlefield. We were halfway up the hill.

      More soldiers came at us. I whipped out a flame wall to protect myself. Rangers behind me took advantage, shooting their arrow blasts through my wall of flames, increasing their damage against the horde of Arethkarian soldiers. Emerging out of the throng of soldiers were a unique four who stood out from the rest.

      One had a massive head with tentacles for a mouth. Another was full of dragon scales on their skin with a massive tail stretching out from behind them, poking out of their armor. Another one had all metal automail limbs, but they weren’t powered by the normal manatech but through shadow magic. The last one had green skin and a flesh eating plant for an arm.

      “A lady with a flesh-eating plant arm?” said Serena, incredulous. “Arethkarian magitech really does know no bounds.”

      The man with metal arms crouched and held his right arm. The palm of his metal hands swirled open revealing a large blaster gun. The energy charged from within.

      “Heck no,” shouted Raylene, summoning a massive turtle to the battlefield. “Everyone get behind. Time for Iron Shell!”

      The turtle hid itself within its shell and it glowed until it had a metal sheen surface.

      The automaton man’s cannon blast clinked into the turtle’s armor.

      “You have a tank spirit too, dontcha?” said Raylene, reloading her rifle. “Get it out here. It will help us move forward. We can push this mutant quartet back.”

      “Good thinking,” I said, and threw both my arms out and summoned Swampy, the swamp crab.

      Oh hello, Clay. Long time no see, said Swampy via psy-link.

      Hey Swampy. Sorry to summon you to such grim surroundings. We need your help though. Can you climb up this hill with us behind you?

      Got it.

      The massive swamp crab waddled up the hill. Bullets clinked off of its armored shell. Raylene’s turtle followed right beside Swampy.

      We moved up the hill when a soldier shouted incoming. It was the woman with the flesh-eating plant arm. The arm hissed and writhed in the air like it had a mind of its own separate to the body it was connected to. The hiss turned into a shriek with massive globules of spit flying out towards us along with a more pervasive mist.

      I lifted my hand and cast air blast. The wind swept the spit and poisoned air away, but it was too late. The venomous vapor was impossible to fully escape. Its effects were rapid and fast. Soldiers around us went green in the face and puked up blood and then their own insides.

      Nausea overwhelmed my senses. A status debuff came up in my status bar.

      
        
        Advanced Bio (Debuff): Looks like someone’s gone messing around with your insides. -30 HP per minute (duration: until you’re dead fool)

      

      

      Oh man. Advanced Bio wasn’t in the list of curable spells from status cure. Acids bubbled in my stomach and my body swayed. Flesh and guts rose up through my throat and out my mouth and onto the mud soaked ground. I was about to fall, unconscious from the sheer dreadfulness of what was happening to me, when a bright blue and white glow wisped around my entire person. My internal organs worked properly again. I no longer felt like throwing up.

      Kari gave me a thumbs up as she threw out the same spell to the others.

      “Holy crap,” I said. “That was horrible. Let’s please take out this plant woman first.”

      “On it boss,” shouted Raylene, firing her rifle and knocking the plant woman over. A stun symbol flickered beneath the plant woman’s status bars.

      I threw out my arm and blasted lightning cage. The purple sparkling lightning cascaded across the battle and wrapped itself around the plant woman. Shots from all over trickled the paralyzed woman’s HP down very quickly until she fell over dead.

      But death was a confusing state in this vicious battle. It was all around us, haunting and so close. If enough people targeted you specifically, you were dead. Except there were tons of healers. The plant-woman was back in action seconds after dying.

      I knew how to remove her strategic importance though.

      I lifted my arm and pressed my Prophetic Seal and triggered the code: //run: restore_corrupted_file. A blast of black magic shot out of my palm like a cannon right into the plant woman. The blast hit her like an electric shock. When the spell was done, she was nothing more than a soldier missing an arm.

      “What have you done to me?” she screamed.

      Another barrage of bullets silenced her. The Arethkarian healers didn’t bother to bring her back either. She was useless to them now.

      Swampy and the turtle kept trudging up further with us behind. There were still three more of the mutant squad, holding us back. We were gaining ground and they weren’t retaliating. My Prophetic Seal had made them more cautious on the battlefield.

      “Behind!” a soldier shouted.

      The dragon scaled warrior breathed out a long radius blast of fire from her mouth.

      I didn’t waste any time like I had with the plant woman. I lifted my arm and blasted //run: restore_corrupted_file. The man fell to the ground, the dragon scale disappearing from his skin. He was nothing but a shell. A volunteer for a failed experiment.

      Two more mutant corrupted fragment warriors stood in our way. Robot-dude and Tentacle-mouth.

      They charged us and I lifted up my arm and blasted //run: restore_corrupted_file. The blast obliterated the two of them to mere useless warriors. Swampy impaled the former robot dude with his pincer. The giant turtle crushed Tentacle-mouth’s into a squashed corpse.

      “Looks like we’ve captured the ridge,” shouted Raylene. She moved forward to take in the battlefield. “Oh.”

      Her words sounded defeated.

      I moved around Swampy and took in the hill we’d conquered. Below the other side was more Arethkarian soldiers. A lot more. Rows and rows of them. Even further were the distant silhouettes of dreadnoughts hovering in the air, coming closer.

      My heart sank. We were expending all our effort in this fight and we were going up against a mere drop in the bucket of their military power.

      “There’s no way we can win this,” said Raylene. “We have to fall back.”
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      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I have the Prophetic Seal. We’re the best summoners on the continent. We have a dedicated crew behind us. We can win this.”

      Raylene shook her head. “Look at that.”

      Will placed a hand on my shoulder. “She’s right,” he said. “You can’t win every battle, Clay. You’re going to lose some. The key is knowing when you’ve lost and then protecting everything you can still save.”

      I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to believe it.

      We were surrounded by death in this field. The Arethkarians marched forward towards us. Thousands of soldiers. They were more than ten times our size in sheer manpower.

      I didn’t want there to be anymore suffering.

      With a deep sigh, I yelled out to our soldiers: “RETREAT!”

      We headed back towards the walls. The army pulled back. We streamed through the gates of Crystal Port. The look of defeat was on every soldier’s face.

      I sent a message to Shade in party chat.

      
        
        Clay: Shade—how’s the development of the keep gateway. How much longer is it going to take?

        Shade: We still got another thirty minutes. How’s the battle?

        Clay: Not good. Message me as soon as gateway is done.

      

      

      I turned to my party and the crowds of soldiers, desperate for hope.

      “Spread the word, help citizens, we need to defend the keep. We need to survive another thirty minutes against the impending army before we can escape to safety. We can do this everyone. C’mon!”

      They all nodded and got to work. Having a task, a pragmatic goal was better than simply running away. It reinvigorated everybody.

      Families, children, citizens were told to emerge out of their hiding spots and hurry to the keep. A passage lined with guards was created to provide comfort for the hurrying civilians.

      I walked over to Raylene who was overseeing the defensive measures. “Raylene—Shade says it’s going to be thirty minutes until we can get everyone through the keep gateway to Iron Citadel. Do you think we can last?”

      Raylene stared out at the battlefield beyond the walls “It’s not impossible, but it won’t be easy. Without us fighting back offensively on them, they can rush the city and they have the military might to do so.” She shook her head. “You focus on getting as many civilians safely to the keep and I’ll focus on keeping our defenses up, sound good? See you in thirty minutes, hot shot.”

      I ran down one of the less populated alleys of Crystal Port. The street had been turned to rubble during the dreadnought siege. Roads were a pile of broken rocks and dirt. Smoke billowed out from burning shops. I knocked all the doors running up and down the street like a mad man.

      “The city is evacuating,” I shouted. “Hurry to the keep. Last minute escape measures have been procured.”

      I was out of breath at the end of the street, back where I started. A small head poked its head out of a broken doorway. It was a little kid.

      I ran towards him. I crouched down. The boy’s eyes were filled with tears.

      I sucked in a deep breath. I needed to remain calm and friendly to the kid. I didn’t want to freak him out even more.

      “How’s it going bud?” I said. “Do you want to come with me to the keep?”

      He cried and tried to speak but it came out as gibberish.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Do you have siblings or family in the building?”

      “Mom…” the little boy said. “Dad…”

      My heart panged. “Take me to them,” I said.

      The boy brought me into the dilapidated home. Pots and pans were all over the floor, the table leg was cracked and lopsided. A puddle of blood was on the floor. I followed it and found a pale corpse of a woman impaled by a fallen ceiling panel right through her stomach. Half of another body—the father—was further on crushed by the roof caving in.

      At the sight of his dead parents, the little boy cried even harder.

      I crouched down to him. “I’m going to help your parents now, but I’m going to need your help. Will you help me?”

      The kid wiped snot and tears out of his face and nodded.

      “Good,” I said. “So first off, I need you to stop crying, alright?”

      The kid blinked a couple of times and put on a strong face.

      “Alright,” I said. I turned to the mother, a Haeren woman. I put my hands out and let nature’s revival do its course. The woman’s body glowed and went transparent. The woman gained sentience, wiggling her body out from the impaled wood. Once removed from the sharp broken wooden beam, the woman’s stomach patched itself. She stopped glowing and she blinked, entirely conscious and back to life.

      “Mommy!” shouted the kid, rushing up to the woman and hugging her.

      The woman turned to me. She was shocked. Unsure what was happening. Death had struck her with as much surprise as revival.

      “You…saved…me?”

      I nodded my head.

      “Let’s help dad,” said the kid.

      The father’s body had been crushed by the roof. I turned to the mother. “If you help me drag his body from underneath, I can then cast the revival spell.”

      We lifted up the fallen cracked beams and the woman pulled the crushed corpse of her husband from underneath. She had tears in her eyes. The boy wasn’t crying as much but he still looked on with fear.

      I leaned over to the Haeren man. I recognized him. It was the man from before. The man who had yelled at me. No one cared about Crystal Port until you came. He had a patch of brown hair and a thick moustache. He looked kind of goofy, but I imagined he made a good father to his kid and a good husband to his wife. It was weird. Only three weeks ago these people were Arethkarian. Now they were civilians I was hoping to save. Their humanity—or, maybe that wasn’t the right word, given we existed in a world with fox-people and humanoid cat species, so more likely, their personhood—was no different than it had been before. These were people trying to live their lives and survive. Arethkarian, Laergardian, it didn’t matter. Not that I ever thought it did, but these people were good and two weeks ago I may have called them bad, complicit, evil. Everyone was trying to survive. No one consciously thinks of themselves as the bad guy. Arethkarians weren’t all bad, and neither were Laergardians all good. I wasn’t just fighting for those I love, but for everyone on either side of the conflict.

      The father coughed awake. The woman and child comforted the man as he looked around in desperate panic. Revival was disorienting. Reviving to find your whole life turned into a warzone was even more reality-shattering.

      His eyes bulged with recognition at me.

      “It’s…you…” he said. “You…saved…me?”

      “And I’d do it again,” I said. “And if you’re wondering: yes I’m still a piece of garbage for getting us all into this mess.”

      A huge explosion rocked the house from the outside.

      “We have to go,” I said. The family blinked with hesitation. They were frozen with panic, so I shouted, “NOW.”

      They got up and headed towards the door. I shuffled them out and saw a new dreadnought floating beyond in the sky. The outer wall of Crystal Port had been smashed to bits, creating an opening for Arethkarian soldiers to pour through. The city streets had become a skirmish zone: spells, laser blasts, arrows, bullets all zooming across the cityscape.

      “Hurry,” I said, guiding the family through a narrow alley. My ears were ringing from the explosions and blasts. The ground at our feet trembled.

      We got to the steps leading to the keep. The family hurried towards the open doors. I shuffled them through the doors and looked out at the city. More fires, more smoke, more bodies. The first city I’d conquered and it was going down in flames. Seeing a place—a home for many—burn to the ground like this, had never been my intention when I’d set my sights on Arethkar. Maybe my brother was right: I was too naïve. Too idealistic.

      A message appeared in my HUD. It was from Shade. The keep gateway was done.

      I hurried into the keep grounds. They were all standing by a large portal, dozens of people, families, citizens, newly freed Chosen.

      Raylene hurried into the room. “We’ve lost the wall. Are we ready to retreat?”

      I nodded my head. “I want you to take these people to Iron Citadel. Get them food and shelter. Also, start planning defenses for the area. We won’t be able to teleport anywhere after this. Iron Citadel is our last hope.”

      Raylene nodded, then paused. “Wait, what are you doing?”

      “My party will stay behind a little bit longer,” I said. “There’s people still streaming into the keep. Citizens. Children. The wounded. We have to stay here and save as many people as possible. We will meet you back at Iron Citadel soon.”

      Raylene nodded. She had a questioning glance on her face, like she didn’t fully agree with my plan. She thought we should all leave together right then. She turned to Jackson. Another long look. She then moved to the gate and barked orders at her soldiers as well as the civilians.

      “Alright everyone,” she said. “We’re moving out. Iron Citadel, here we come!”

      In a matter of seconds, the keep was empty again. We stood at the portal of the keep gateway. Serena, Will, Jackson, and Kari. My party.

      A hand appeared through the doorway of the keep, clutching at the walls. A wounded soldier.

      “Is it too late?” asked the soldier, limping into the hall.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s still time. Head through the portal over there.”

      I was relieved to still be here to guide people, even if it was just this one extra soldier we saved.

      “Let’s go out there and gather as many more survivors as we can,” I said.

      The party nodded and we headed out. The city was covered in smoke and fire. We rushed down into the streets. The roads were abandoned. There weren’t even Arethkarian soldiers streaming through. They must have been given orders to stand their ground.

      What the heck was going on?

      We turned a corner. Flecks of ash floated in the air alongside a flurry of rain.

      Then I saw it. The reason everyone had retreated.

      Walking in the middle of the street all by his lonesome was a striking figure.

      Konrad Takeshimi.
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      Konrad Takeshimi walked down the empty street of Crystal Port. He looked like a ghost. He had a silver hue. His gray beard, his rimless spectacles, his faded eyes—all had a peculiarly ghostly sheen.

      A rustle made me jump. Three orphan pickpockets ran out of a house and up the steps towards the keep. They’d been hiding from Konrad and were waiting for a distraction before they bolted away in escape.

      I was happy to be their distraction.

      “Should we turn back?” said Kari, in a quiet voice.

      I didn’t have to answer to know it was too late.

      Konrad was right behind us. He was in line of sight of the running orphans. The man lifted his arm and shot out a spell. I wasn’t sure what it was. It headed towards the kids, running up the steps. One of them tripped. The others turned back to grab the kid, but the spell went through. An expanding circle of nothingness captured the fallen boy, expanding until nothing was there.

      “RUN!” I shouted at the kids.

      They blinked with terror at the sight of their friend who’d been gobbled up out of nowhere. Then they charged away in sheer terror towards the keep.

      “What the heck?” said Serena.

      “Warp,” said Will. “Another OP chronomancer skill. I have a move to cancel if it comes up again. Also, make sure to not look him in the eyes. That’s the best way to avoid getting hit with petrify.”

      Konrad blinked back to the front of the street where we’d first spotted him.

      Serena and Jackon charged him head on. He lifted his hand and snapped his fingers. Both Serena and Jackson ran at a slower pace, like they were wading through mud.

      Kari threw out a slow removal buff to Serena.

      Konrad lifted his arm and a bright green blast emerged from his fingertips and went straight through Serena, dropping her HP to zero.

      
        
        A Party Member Has Fallen

      

      

      Jackson squirmed. His body was moving too slowly to do anything. Konrad lifted his hand again and shot a green blast at him.

      
        
        A Party Member Has Fallen.

      

      

      Holy crap.

      Kari threw out a raise spell at Jackson. I electric blinked to Serena’s corpse and triggered nature’s revival. We rushed away from Konrad.

      “I don’t think we can defeat this guy,” said Serena. “At least, not yet. Not here.”

      Konrad lifted his arms up high. He was readying a new move.

      “Oh no,” said Will. “Everyone needs to run. He’s about to cast an AoE version of Warp.”

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “I’ll cancel the move and then follow behind. Now go.”

      We ran back the way we came. We turned down the alley towards the steps of the keep. Jackson and Kari went ahead of me as I stayed by the corner. Serena grabbed my arm. “Clay—c’mon we gotta move.”

      “No,” I said. “I need to stay and make sure my brother’s alright.”

      The two spellcasters stood on either side of the street. Konrad readied his AoE spell while Will closed his eyes and let a sparkling black orb appear out of his person.

      “What is happening?” said Serena.

      “It must be a cancelling-move.”

      The orb grew and grew and then the wind howled—like a gasp—and then went quiet.

      The move had been cancelled.

      Konrad dropped his arms. His face didn’t show any emotion. Not anger, not frustration.

      Will stood there. I didn’t understand why he wasn’t running towards us.

      “Will,” I shouted, appearing from the alley. “C’mon. Let’s go! What are you doing?”

      Will shook his head. “You can’t keep going on like this, Clay,” he said. “You can’t save everyone. You can’t save everything. You can’t save every city and town. You have to choose your losses.”

      “What are you saying?” I shouted, tears forming in my eyes.

      Serena hand’s tugged on my arm.

      I shook her away and ran towards my brother. I’d drag him back with us if I’d have to. I hadn’t lost him once only to lose him again.

      When I appeared in the alley, Konrad’s eyes widened. I didn’t know why, but for whatever reason he wanted me. He thirsted for my death.

      He lifted up his arm, revealing the spiraling black mark of the Prophetic Seal. He pressed down on the mark.

      Will ran out to me and when I reached to grab his arm, he pushed me. Shoved me to the ground.

      A black blast shot out from Konrad’s palm in our direction.

      Will stepped in front of me, shielding me from the blast. He didn’t even face the blast. He stood over me, smiling a forced grin. “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.”

      Tears filled my eyes. “Will! Goddamnit! NO!”

      “Goodbye, Clay. Take comfort knowing this is truly goodby—“

      Will was gone.

      I stood in horror at the empty space on the street. No spell or item could undo what just happened. Will’s consciousness had been permanently destroyed from the game. Never to return.
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      Konrad continued towards me. His face remained emotionless.

      Someone’s arms yanked me up to my feet. Serena. She was pulling me forward, away from the man who’d just killed my brother.

      I could barely think. See. Feel. Hear. It was like someone had messed with my brain and I was only experiencing every third second. I kept moving further and further away. The keep got closer. I kept turning around to see whether Will was behind us. I kept confronting an empty space every time. Nothing followed behind.
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        * * *

      

      Emerging from the keep gateway, I fell to the floor of Iron Citadel’s control center. I breathed in and out, heaving massive breaths, between sobs.

      Serena rubbed my back.

      Kari and Jackson rushed over. “What happened?”

      I waited for Shade to say a stupid line and hand me a beer, but he didn’t. Even the goofy cat-drunk was aware something wasn’t right.

      “Where’s Will?” asked Shade.

      Serena shook her head. Shade didn’t press the matter further.

      The brief silence was interrupted by Raylene, kicking the door in.

      “Glad to see you’re all—“ she barked and, noticed the missing member of our party. “I’m sorry, but we don’t have any time to rest. Things aren’t going to hot here at Iron Citadel. There’s a small Arethkarian army surrounding this place. So much for our safe haven.”

      For a brief second, I heard Will’s voice, arguing back with her. Airships cannot reach Iron Citadel making it a perfect defense against the Arethkarian armada.

      He knew so much. So much more than I ever did. I was so happy to see him again; I had made zero preparations to say goodbye so soon. A hardness formed in my heart. Cold. Anger. I clenched my fists. I dug my nails into the palm of hands. I gritted my teeth.

      “Clay?” said Serena.

      I looked up. Everyone was staring at me. They were waiting for me to lead. To decide what to do next. I suddenly didn’t want the responsibility. I didn’t see the point.

      Serena put her hand on my back. “I know the last thing you want to do is think and strategize our next move—but we really don’t have a choice. Once we get out of our current predicament, you’ll have all the time you need.”

      I shook my head. “I’m fine,” I said. “A distraction sounds perfect. What’s happening out there?”

      Raylene nodded. “General Syrus must’ve gotten a message from Konrad and the other generals at Crystal Port. They’re trying to put maximum pressure on us. General Syrus’ band is camping beyond our gate.”

      “Do we have any idea how many soldiers they’re working with?”

      “I sent a scout out to investigate,” said Raylene. “It looks like they’re around two hundred soldiers; about double what we’re working with. They’re the ones with the advantage.”

      “But we’re fortified,” I said.

      “Yes, but we’re also sitting ducks,” said Raylene. “What happens when their number of troops doubles again? Or quadruples? We need to remove their foothold from the area.”

      I rubbed my eyes. Crap. This wasn’t good.

      “But listen to this,” said Raylene. “I’ve been looking over the control center prompts. There’s a few special upgrades which can help us.”

      Raylene informed me of what she knew. We began to form a battle plan. Once our strategy was formed, I turned to the rest of the party.

      “I don’t know what to say, guys,” I said. I let my arms fall at my side. “This is our last shot. There’s nowhere to teleport if we lose this battle. Everything we’ve worked for—” A picture of Will formed in my head. “Everything we’ve sacrificed—it all comes down to this. Are you with me?”

      Serena lifted up her sword far above her head. “You know it.”

      Jackson pounded his fists together. “I wouldn’t miss this battle for anything.”

      Kari cheered, “Someone’s going to have to heal you guys!”

      “Mate, we’ve been to the bottom world and back, fought massive sky squid, won tournaments in the desert—what’s a bunch of genetically altered super powered soldiers, oh man, I hope things work out.”

      Everyone turned to Shade with disappointed faces.

      “I mean I’m sure it will. I’m throwing in all my recent class skill points into luck to give us better odds.”

      “You were gonna do that anyway,” said Jackson.

      The cat-man shrugged. “I got your back Clay, don’t worry. Let’s go mess these guys up. Let’s go!”

      Someone coughed to the side. It was Raylene. “Ahem, I realize I’m not part of the main crew, but you really didn’t think you were going to be all heroic without me and my Desert Faction.” Raylene cocked her rifle and winked at me. “Let’s do this, hotshot.”

      We all headed for the door of the control center and out into the wintry night. We moved in determined silence towards the gate. Our last stand was now.
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      I crouched behind the eastern wall of Iron Citadel. I clung to the shadows in stealth mode. My knees dug into the snowy ground, soaking my pants. The rest of the party was behind me.

      The rattling of the portcullis being raised echoed across the cold winter night.

      The ragtag mix of ex-Arethkarian soldiers, newly freed Chosen, Solimini mercenaries and Raylene’s Desert Faction marched out through the gate. They poured out forming a long line across the mountain plane.

      The Arethkarian troops stepped out of the shadows across the field of snow. Bright fiery torches lit them up. Their faces hid behind the metal magitech armor seared into their veins. Were they even people anymore? It didn’t look like they would ever be able to remove the armor, from which their eyes glowed out in red beams of anger now. They didn’t go home to their families. They were soldiers 24/7. Steampunk orcs. They only existed to fight and destroy.

      Raylene rode out of the gate on her massive summoned turtle. The soldiers made room for her. She raised her rifle above them and shouted, “Charge!”

      The troops ran across the snowy field and within seconds the blanket of white snow was covered in red. Rifles fired, magical imbued arrows flew across the air, impaling the soldiers necks and eyes. Brawlers ripped used arrows from bodies and stabbed them into incoming enemies with their fists. A swordsmen decapitated an incoming thief, only for the thief to be raised back to life, head-reattached to neck within seconds. Carnage. Just like the battle of Crystal Port. Hopefully the similarities ended there. We needed to win this.

      With the battle underway, I turned back to my party members and nodded. Time to move out. Stage two of the plan began now. We hurried across the snow, running through the trees, making wide berth around the battlefield.

      Groans and cries and whimpers echoed across the night alongside the swoosh of spells, the echoes of gunshots, and the sharp clangs of metal cracking through flesh and bone.

      We stopped running. Each of us hid behind a tree. I moved out from behind and entered hunter’s stance. My body cloaked into the darkness of the night. I took my arrow and dipped it in poison. I nocked it in my bow and imbued it with my mana. I pulled back the string and winced my eyes, taking a sniper’s aim at General Syrus’s head. My hands shook. One shot and the battle would come to a swift end.

      The general held his scythe in one hand and paced from behind the battle, dictating orders to messengers and the like. He wouldn’t deign get his hands dirty until it was absolutely necessary.

      Well, I’d save him the trouble then. I released the arrow. It shot through dead of night like a whisper in the darkness. It headed straight for Syrus’ head. I grinned, waiting expectantly for his head to explode with blood and poison to ripple through his veins.

      But nothing happened.

      A shadowy oversized fist right near Syrus, caught the arrow in midair, snapping the wood in half.

      Appearing all around Syrus was a quartet of people. The Shadow Hunters we’d fought on the Dead Plains.

      Oh, boy.

      The whole gang was there: Big Fists, Big Feet, the Twins, and Sharp Limbs.

      I grinned. I already knew their weakness.

      I spammed status cure and then shot out air blast through the forest at the incoming shadow hunters. They’d be nothing without the power of their shadow magic. Before my blast hit them, a gust of air came my way. A mage stood behind them, manipulating the air.

      “Your tricks won’t work this time,” laughed the mage.

      Crap.

      “We have to take out the mage before we can defeat these guys,” I shouted.

      “Well, I can think of one way to hold them off,” shouted Serena in reply. She emerged from her hiding spot and ran across the snow to meet the shadow hunters head on. “Protect Thy Allies,” she screamed, as her aggro-enticing blast rippled across the snow.

      The shadow hunters charged her. She spun on her foot and let blade tornado rip.

      I stretched out my arm and cast flame wall in front of her. Her sword took on a flaming hue and sliced into the powerful shadow hunters coming at her.

      Kari threw out protect spells and heals onto her.

      Jackson ran straight into the battle to take heat off Serena. Blue spirit dragons formed around his fist as he jumped into the battle with a massive punch to the Aeri shadow hunter’s jaw.

      General Syrus was behind the battle line and he jumped in the air and flew further away to a different part of the fight, far away from us. The plan to have a short and quick skirmish was over. This was going to be bloody and drawn out.

      A message popped up in my HUD.

      
        
        Raylene: We need help on the front.

      

      

      I wrote her back straightaway, while staying focused on the fight happening right in front of me.

      
        
        Clay: Unleash the reinforcements!

        Raylene: Aye, aye, captain hotshot!

      

      

      A howl echoed across the mountain. A blue swirl emerged out of the Iron Citadel. It was a regiment of ancient Rorn spirit warriors! The spirits leapt into battle, swiping their ghostly war hammers and battle axes into the Arethkarian soldiers. The ghosts we’d fought when conquering Iron Citadel were actually a positive feature once you controlled the place. The ghosts were an optional defense upgrade. They were coming in handy now.

      “Clay!” shouted Serena, reminding me of the much closer battle happening in front of me.

      I electric blinked right behind the battle line Jackson and Serena had formed. I stretched out both my arms. The ground at the feet of the shadow hunters crackled. I threw out a fireball to heat up the crumbling ground to add another debuff to the AoE attack. The ball of flame was put out by a gust of air. The mage behind the shadow hunters smirked, but the grin was short-lived. His face went pale. His body crumpled to the ground. Shade stood behind him with his two ninja kunai drenched in blood.

      “Back stab!”

      Shade hurried back towards us. “Clay! Unleash the debuffs!”

      I spammed status cure until I was surrounded by debuff curing crystals. I then summoned as much wind power as possible and let air blast shoot across the battlefield, sending the status cures onto the shadow hunters.

      Their shadowy forms flickered away and their normal bodies emerged beneath the shadows.

      “Remove their slave bracers,” I said. “Then they’ll be permanently debuffed.”

      “Why won’t you just fuck off,” shouted the shadow hunter leader.

      “Look,” I said, speaking calmly, to hold back the anger. “I’ll give you one last chance. Join us. Use your natural power to help fight Arethkar with us. Free the fellow players who’ve been enslaved. Don’t you care about all those people?”

      The shadow hunters all shook their heads. “How many times do we have to say no?” spat the leaders.

      My shoulders dropped. “Fine,” I said, feeling the anger bubble up and consume me. “I don’t give a shit about you then.”

      I triggered berserk mode.

      I’d finish them myself.
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      My mind was separate from my body. My body raced across the snow. My hands bulging, my finger nails growing until they were like the claws of a bear. I tore off the slave necklace on one of the shadow hunters, crushing it in my grip and then tossing it aside. The shadow hunter lifted its arms to block my wild swings. I jumped at him and took a bite into his flesh. My teeth were larger, stronger, more powerful. My molars grounded through their flesh. I spat blood out and turned on another shadow hunter.

      I felt the eyes of Serena and the rest of the party watch on in horror. Let them. There was no convincing the shadow hunters of their wrong deeds. They’d straight up told me. Multiple times. I wasn’t going to change the world with my deeds alone. Some people were evil and you didn’t kill them due to rage, but you killed them to stop them from wreaking havoc on the weak; even if it damaged your own idealism. I was fine sacrificing such ideals if it meant protecting those I loved. Will’s pragmatism was finally rubbing off on me.

      Time sped up. All the shadow hunters laid at my feet.

      I charged into the battle, running my clawed hands through the warzone, leaving a corpse-filled path of destruction. I didn’t have full control. I was operating on feral mode’s anger, its sense of destruction. I did feel like I was carving a path through the enemy ranks though. I was searching for something. Then I saw it: General Syrus.

      He grinned maliciously at me and charged me with his scythe. “I knew you Chosen were nothing but filthy animals and you prove my point. I’ll cut you down now, you disgusting vermin low-life.”

      I lifted my arm. What was I doing? I didn’t have control over my hands. My other hand pressed down on the Prophetic Seal.

      Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap.

      This was the one thing I feared about feral mode.

      My arm blasted out a black beam of magic right into General Syrus’ stomach. He fell into the snow. His demon wing gone from his back. He squirmed below.

      Okay feral mode was smarter than I expected. It knew to take out his corrupted fragment abilities.

      I ran up to the fallen general.

      I heard people shouting my name from behind me.

      I held my arm and pressed down on the black mark. I was initiating a new spell. Run://delete_file.

      No.

      The black beam burst into General Syrus and the warrior was no more. Only an imprint in the snow was left of him and then a gust of wind blew by and destroyed that too.

      I ran back towards the battle. I attacked soldiers. Bullets and swords wounded me.

      I didn’t have the defenses for this. Unless feral mode had amped my toughness. I think it did a bit. Or Kari was running behind me, healing me.

      I don’t know. I was on a path of destruction. Running my clawed hands through enemy soldiers.

      I didn’t care anymore. I let the anger envelop me. I wanted to destroy these Arethkarian soldiers. They killed my brother and done so much wrong. I’d let my anger for it all consume me. It was easy.

      Everything swirled around me. Blood, snow, wind.

      People were shouting my name even louder now.

      “Clay!”

      “Clay!”

      “Clay!”

      Then I heard nothing and everything went black.
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      I woke up to white curtains. I was in bed. On the other side of the room was a crackling fireplace. I lifted myself up and pulled back the blinds. Below me was the mountain valley surrounding Iron Citadel. There was a whole group of mages scouring the land, reviving fallen soldiers. So we won then. I smiled.

      The door creaked open, followed by a small gasp. “Oh, you’re awake?”

      It was Serena.

      “How long have I been out?” I said.

      “The evening and most of this morning,” she said. “We were all worried about you. That feral mode is something else, huh?”

      I scratched the back of my head. I didn’t know what to say.

      I cleared my throat. “What happened with Crystal Port?”

      “Gone,” said Serena, shaking her head. “We lost Zeratha’s Isle too. That’s a whole lot of extra crystallized mana going Arethkar’s way. Not that they need any more.”

      I clenched my fists. So Konrad had taken Zeratha’s Isle too. Add it to the list of everything else he’s done. Anger seethed through my body. My stomach panged. My arms ached. I thirsted for revenge. For justice.

      Serena tilted her head and opened her mouth to say something, but no words came out. She was frozen.

      Another voice came from behind me.

      “I sense a great anger bubbling within you.”

      The ghost-girl Betina, the guardian of dreams, was floating behind me.

      I didn’t reply. The rage burning inside me didn’t have a name, it didn’t wish to be articulated into words.

      “Your desire to stop Konrad has grown,” she said. “You don’t just want to stop him. You want to kill him. You want him to suffer.”

      I nodded.

      “Good,” she said.

      I tilted my head, confused. “You want me to kill him?”

      “Oh yes,” she said. “I don’t want you to merely stop him. I never did. I want him to suffer as I have suffered.”

      I’d never heard her speak this way. “Why do you hate him so much? You said you were going to reveal everything to me.”

      “Don’t you know?” she grinned, manically. “Konrad Takeshimi turned me into what I am today. He is my father – and together, Clay, we’re going to finish him.”
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        Pick up book 6 today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WANT A FREE EBOOK?
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        Author’s Note

      

        

      
        Thank you for reading my book from start to finish! I hope you enjoyed Clay’s further adventures in book 5 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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Join The Chosen (Jakob Tanner’s Reading Group) on Facebook today!

      

      

      If you’re looking to connect with other fans of A.K.O. and want to stay up to date with all my book news, join the Arcane Kingdom Online facebook group here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Join the LitRPG Group on Facebook!

      

      

      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Join the GameLit Society for more GameLit and LitRPG!

      

      

      If you want to hang out with other GameLit fans and authors, consider joining the GameLit Society Facebook group here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        More LitRPG/GameLit Groups

      

      

      

      If you’re looking for more places to chat about LitRPG and GameLit, consider joining these facebook groups and forums as well.

      

      LitRPG Books (Facebook Group)

      

      LitRPG Forum (Facebook Group)

      

      r/LitRPG (LitRPG Subreddit)

      

      r/GameLit (GameLit Subreddit)

      

      r/Progression Fantasy (Progression Fantasy Subreddit)
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