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Summary: 
                Now on Book 2!

Once upon a time, Helen loved life. And then, by her mid-20s, Helen was over it. Forget love. Forget work. Forget getting dressed or remembering the definition of deodorant. Helen was livin’ the life of a recluse and was darned proud of it.

So when an unseen force shattered the planet into millions of pieces and unleashed monsters from the sky, Helen was comforted by the idea that at least now everyone’s life sucked.

That is until she joined a party. A party of people who cared. A party of people who tried. And suddenly, the idea of dying a dumb apocalyptic death to satisfy her own nihilism lost its appeal. For the first time in a long while, she had a reason to live.

Now, as she’s portaled to places around the globe, battling cryptid monsters, winning quests, and seeking her visa to the new world, Helen is still the same depressed recluse as before, only now she has a pair of blades and way too many people counting on her. 

But maybe, just maybe, she can help them survive and find the kind of happiness that only comes at the end of the world.

–

Hey everyone! I’m a video game writer, formerly the lead on stuff like The Division and Starlink (including the Star Fox DLC!). That’s right: tactical shooters and kids games. What a combo. So now for something that’s completely my own.

What you can expect:

> System apocalypse LitRPG
> MC who, despite mistakes, will crawl through hell to win
> Dark humor mixed with brutal action and occasional emotional devastation

Chapters drop Monday and Wednesday @ 11 EST. Get 5 chapters ahead and Discord access with Patreon. Cheers!

            











Chapter 1


                There’s a crazy lady in the grocery store. She shuffles down the ice cream aisle in dirty bunny-ear slippers, her oversized bathrobe sloughing off her right shoulder. Her hair’s stuck in a sloppy bun, she smells like she thought deodorant was exchangeable with Febreze, and she’s wielding a large wooden spoon. There’s no tag on it. Maybe something she brought from home? She’s just whacking it around as she mutters to herself, using it to punctuate words only she can hear. People give her a wide berth as they walk past. It’s shocking no one has notified whoever you notify in situations like this.

I’ll be honest: this isn’t me at rock bottom. I’ve been at rock bottom. This is just another Sisyphus slide on the way down.

To be fair, I wouldn’t have stumbled out of my apartment looking like a crazy lady if I thought it’d been at all a reasonable hour. I figured I’d be contending with the typical 2am crowd: craving pregnant women, teens riddled with late-night munchies, the junkies, the sex workers. 

But no. It’s early morning on a crisp Spring day, just a half hour “L” ride from the heart of Chicago. And the grocery store is full - I mean absolutely overflowing - with contributing members of society who are visibly distressed at the sight of me.

I thought it was a step up, honestly. I’d been fused to the sofa for clearly much longer than I’d estimated and I wanted ice cream and I thought, you know what? Be proactive, Helen. Stop nursing your depression. You get up off that sofa and you get some ice cream, girl.

Of course, now that I’m here, I’m not sure what the verdict is. Is this worse or better? Like, if I could afford a therapist, would they be more or less disappointed in me? I mean, this has to be worse. I’ve normalized my complete decay so thoroughly that I’m willing to show it off in public. That’s a bad thing, right?

And no, I have no idea where I got this spoon. My kitchenette has a hot plate and a microwave. It’s not the place for a fancy wooden spoon.

I’m beginning to think this foray into the real world was a mistake. In fact, I don’t want to be here so badly that my brain has blue-screened, meaning I can’t decide on an ice cream, and there’s this mom and her toddler heading my way. I’ve been hearing the little munchkin for some time now. She keeps saying bye to everything she passes. “Bye cereal.” “Bye tall man.” “Bye pink coat.” And look, I can stand the glaring. I can stand the unsaid insults. Yet this toddler’s impending narration of my slovenly state is more than I can handle. “Bye monster woman.” “Bye icky smell,” I imagine. I can only take so much.

So I grab a tub of something, anything, and sorta skip-shuffle down the aisle. It’s hard to hurry in slippers. I have half a mind to just ditch the dessert and return to my private shame as quickly as possible, but I’m here, the toddler’s too short to catch up, and I’m going to see this through, goddammit. 

As I sidle into a line, I pat my bathrobe pocket and am pleasantly surprised to see I had the forethought to bring a wallet. Wouldn’t that have been embarrassing.

The floor quakes. Just for a moment. I’m not drunk, and I don’t remember taking drugs, though I guess the not-remembering is part of the whole self-medicated equation. Either way, I’m damned sure the earth just moved. 

The elderly woman in a hijab at the register glances up. A college kid nearby mumbles something to his partner who gives a tired shrug. So I didn’t imagine it. Maybe it was just a particularly rumbly loading truck.

A minute later, I stuff a stupidly long receipt into my pocket and head for the door, ice cream in hand. No bag. I’m not paying for that crap. I manage to fit the bottom half of the spoon in there too. Big pockets for the win.

On the way out, I pass the floor-to-ceiling windows. I don’t look, however I notice a bagger cartoonishly open-mouth gawping at whatever’s outside. It doesn’t really hit me to wonder about that until I’m out the door myself.

The automatic door swings open. I’m so consumed with how relieved I am to be leaving that I smash right into someone. 

“Shit, sorry,” I start to say, but the words die in my throat.

Again, I’m painfully sober. I know what I’m seeing is reality. I don’t have to pinch myself, I don’t wonder if it’s all a dream. I know the difference. I can feel the chilled wind, I can smell the superficially deodorized sweaty stench wafting up from my robe. This is real, it’s happening. Although it’s also, quite literally, impossible.

Everyone outside is frozen where they stand: the cart attendant, the woman in front of me, a couple loading groceries into the back of a minivan, me. The world has become so utterly incomprehensible that we’ve become paralyzed. We’re all just standing there. The only movement is the mess left behind by a dropped six pack, a clutter of cracked bottles spilling fizzy beer into the cracks in the pavement.

So what’s got us bugged out like broken NPCs? Well, let me paint this picture for you. Usually, when you exit the supermarket, there’s a pair of guard rails, then a parking lot that stretches maybe twenty cars deep. To the left is a street that leads to an underpass, to the right a Home Depot. At the far end sits a couple of other stores: a Payless, a Caribou Coffee, and a sandwich shop that’s traded hands so many times that it’s hard to keep track. After that, you’ve got an obligatory copse of trees that at this point are still pretty bare from winter, and then the old brick apartment buildings begin. 

However, now it’s different. There’s the guard rails. And there’s about a third of a parking lot.

That’s all. 

A jagged line cuts across the lot and then there’s just sky. Hazy, dull blue, early morning sky. There’s nothing else. If this had been caused by an earthquake, there’d be a gap, and then the rest of the city would be on the other side. Instead there’s… nothing. The world ends in a line of crumbled pavement with a bent light pole sticking out and a sedan teetering on the edge, ready to plummet off a cliff that has no right to be there.

The woman in front of me lets a grocery cart slip from her grasp. 

It’s like a pin drop in a quiet theater. It’s the only moving thing in the lot, and we all observe it with the keenest interest I’ve ever seen anyone put in a grocery cart. The wheels creak and whine as the rogue cart trundles away off the concrete curb and down the lot. Gaining speed, it sails past a trio of cars, jumps a bumpy lip of ragged pavement, and pitches off the edge into oblivion.

No one moves.

The automatic door swings open again, smacking me in the rear. Absentmindedly, I move aside as the mom with the toddler pulls up beside me. The little girl brandishes a floppy stuffed bunny from her seat on the grocery cart, oblivious to the physics-defying abyss. 

“Excuse me-” the mother says, but her voice dies too. She gasps and loses her grip on the cart.

No one moves again. The cart rolls down the lot, and we all just watch.

The toddler giggles from the cart’s seat, “Byeeee stinky lady,” and disappears over the edge.

            






Chapter 2


                I’d like to say that I shot out my hand like a hero and snatched the grocery cart before the toddler sailed off the cliff that now marked the new end of the world, yet I’m sorry to report that not a single person in that parking lot even made the attempt. The little tot just grinned, gleefully insulted me, and careened off the edge.

The mother’s scream shakes me out of my trance. She shoulders past me and flees across the lot, making a kind of keening wail that I didn’t even realize humans could make. I don’t think. Nothing in my head is working. But I find myself chasing after her because my lizard brain apparently doesn’t trigger for children but heartily believes women shouldn’t be flinging themselves off of cliffs.

Just before she makes it to the edge, I grab her arm and wrench her back. Interestingly, I’m still cradling the ice cream because my lizard brain also feels protective of desserts. 

In that moment, I glance down. As it turns out, the world isn’t actually gone. Not completely. Hundreds of feet down, there’s a big expanse of brown earth with countless holes carved into it, like someone has taken a galactic ice cream scoop, balled up a few chunks, and set them free, gravity be damned. The Payless and all the other stores are floating on their own little rock somewhere off to the left. I can actually see my apartment, though it’s getting farther away by the second.

It’s weird. I should be panicking. But when met with the inconceivable, your brain does this thing. Or maybe it’s just my brain. Who knows. Either way, the mind has a way of just compartmentalizing. We smother the cognitive dissonance of two contradicting factors and just pretend it’s normal by living equally in two worlds: one where life carries on as usual, and one where the world just so happens to be a cadre of floating rocks, drifting away like a loose bouquet of balloons.

So I’m standing there, staring at the new Chicago bluffs, having stoically watched a toddler Dukes of Hazard it over the edge, and I’m wondering: is my ice cream melting?

I know, I know, I should be horrified. But it doesn’t make sense. So I’m not. I’m really, very concerned about my ice cream.

“My baby, my baby,” the mother cries. I can’t keep a hold on her. And I almost let go. I can’t seem to remember why I’m holding her in the first place.

Then, a miracle. There’s a pop, like ears popping on an airplane, and her child materializes out of thin air. She stands just a few feet from where she plunged. She seems shocked, her pigtails a little windblown, but otherwise she’s perfectly fine. 

The mother envelopes the toddler in a hug so strong that she nearly tackles her to the ground. “Oh my god, Rachel? Oh my sweetheart, my baby.”

“Mr. Bunny!” the little girl whines. It seems her stuffed animal didn’t make it.

The mother sobs. Just big hacking heaves with snot and everything. The shock of the little girl’s vacation to the afterlife hasn’t worn off yet, so I have no idea how to react. It’s getting awkward. I’m really not a fan of the mushy stuff, and kids are nothing if not mush-factories. Honestly, one day, I hope to want kids. Or more accurately, I want to be the type of person who wants kids. Someone stable, less selfish, cherishes emotion. You know, parent material. But maybe that’s over. My pool’s a little limited now, I guess.

I peek down at the rest of the world again. The chunk of land with my apartment on it continues to drift. There are other pieces too. I spot the silver shimmer of what must be Lake Michigan on a couple of floating islands just beyond. The water spills over the broken edges, pouring onto the churned up dirt below. 

Bye fishies.

And then the weird factor turns up to 11. I’m about to return to the crowd gathering in front of the grocery store, thinking that maybe someone has some idea of what’s going on. Maybe someone’s got a cell phone, and Twitter (or X or whatever the hell it is now) is like “oh yeah we predicted this” with that “Everything is Fine” house-on-fire-sipping-coffee meme. But I’m only just turning around when a voice emanates from, well, I think inside my head.

Greetings to the people of planet “Earth”. We regret to inform you that, due to your negligence, your world has reached the point of infestation. As a result, we have divided your world into 14,850,000 quarantine zones. Each zone averages 25 square kilometers, though sizes may vary. We see that there are “five” ocean biomes which have been removed as a courtesy. 

In approximately twenty of your “Earth” hours, each quarantine zone will be reconstituted. If you wish to avoid reconstitution, please report to a portal station. There is one station per zone. As a complementary service, we offer instant revival to all underaged humans. Be aware that this service is not offered to others. Death is permanent. Life is ephemeral.

You will now be accorded a series of statistics based on your physical, mental, and emotional attributes. Be advised that these starting numbers may be improved with experience. As you progress, you may also earn skills. All other features will be withheld until reconstitution.

Have a wonderful “Earth” day.

A countdown appears: 19:59. For a split second, it doesn’t show up as a number. It’s a mess of unrecognizable characters. Then, before I can even register it as foreign, it morphs into a readable countdown. It’s smack in the center of my vision before it shrinks and moves to the upper right corner of my eye. I’m already feeling the onset of an ocular headache, so I look away and it disappears. When I look up and right again, it pops back up.

Then more alien symbols appear. Again, they instantly morph into the standard English alphabet before shrinking and moving to the bottom right. I shift my eyes to the bottom right, and the list returns.

Strength: 4

Fortitude: 3

Dexterity: 5

Wits:7

Resolve: 6

Charm: 5 (-2 hygiene)

Available Attribute Points: 0

These must be the stats they mentioned. So what they’re saying is I’m smart, physically weak, and potentially charming if I managed to shower like a regular person. I have to laugh at the “resolve” though. Resolve to what exactly? Other than that, it’s painfully accurate. 

I flick off the unseen forces that did this. Aliens. It has to be aliens, right? My first guess would have been filthy rich people, but not a single one of them is creative enough to tear up the world into their own live action game. Plus, if one of them is responsible, they absolutely would have signed their name at the end. I wonder what Elon Musk is thinking right about now. I bet he just fired someone.

Which brings me back to aliens. What did they say again?

Just like that, a transcript of the androgynous voice appears. I scroll through it. With my eyes. This is so weird. Okay, focus. Let’s see. World’s been infested. Sounds great. We’re on a floating island about 25 square kilometers. That’s almost 10 square miles, so we must be standing right on the eastern edge of that. We have twenty hours to find a portal which I guess will take us somewhere else? We can earn skills. Super vague. Thanks, voice. And finally, if we die, we die. Unless we’re a Thelma and Louise lovin’ toddler. Sadly I’m in my 20s, so no cliff-diving for me.

What’s infested mean? Despite the wording, the voice sounded rather bored with the whole ordeal, but - and I could be projecting here - I felt it had a bit of a sardonic edge to it. Like when a backstabbing friend starts dating an evil ex, and you tell them how happy you are they’re together because the inevitable emotional explosion will be epic. You know, hypothetically.

So I have to assume an infestation is a bad thing. Did they infest us or did that just happen naturally and they decided to make a game of it? Is this a game? I’m only assuming because of the stats. I’ve played my fair share of role-playing games - the video game kind, not pen and paper. I’m not that cool. Either way, the concept’s familiar for the average gamer. 

As for everyone else? Who knows. My cousins still call my Xbox the “Nintendo cube” so they’re probably confused as hell. They’re lawyers. I went to law school too, for a time. Doesn’t matter now, does it. Suck it, lawyers.

When I turn back around, everything has changed. The supermarket is complete pandemonium. I can see through the windows. All of the cool, calm, judgy citizens of yesterday are now indiscriminately swiping entire arm loads of food off the shelves and into their carts. 

A pair of older women wield their baskets like cudgels against the deli counter man before diving over and stealing a ham. Some guy’s got a goddamned birthday cake under one arm. Most of the employees have joined the chaos. Others are hiding under their stations, frantically fiddling with their cell phones like the world still works.

I don’t know what I expected. I suppose if you’d put “people riot” on the multichoice test, it’s what I would have chosen, but it didn’t pop into my mind as an option. Of course, I can’t hear much through the windows, and it’s pretty windy given the lack of everything, so this is all being acted out like a silent film. It’s like an anarchist interpretative dance.

Anyway, enough observation. I realize that if I’m going to make a multi-mile hike in search of some alien portal, I’m going to need supplies too. I don’t mind paying for it, although that doesn’t quite seem like an option anymore. Despite all the violence, there’s really no rush. I need, what, a couple bottles of water, a few premade sandwiches, maybe some bandaids and gauze in case things go south.

Man, look at me. Look how calm I am. My therapist would be proud. Or horrified. Yeah, probably horrified.

I saunter inside. The sound of the developing riot explodes in a cacophony of screaming and smashing with an underlayer of what I think is Motown’s You Can’t Hurry Love warbling from the grocery store’s speakers. I station myself next to the firewood by the window to take it all in, figure out my best options. Now that I’m clinically aware of my low strength and fortitude, it seems like I should wait for the chaos to die down a bit. 

I peel the lid off my ice cream as I observe the crowd. Looks like I got chocolate chip. Not bad. I’ll probably have to lick it like a… Wait a minute. There’s a wooden spoon sticking halfway out of my pocket. I can’t believe my luck.

With my comically oversized wooden spoon, I scrape off a lopsided shaving of ice cream. Yummy.

And this is it. This is the moment it strikes me. I’m standing there, in a bathrobe and crud-caked slippers, with a wooden cooking spoon I got from who knows where, scooping up chunks of fatty chocolate chip, watching a Black Friday revival with the world broken off behind me. After all that desperation to flee the store, I just voluntarily walked back inside. I didn’t even think about it. 

And it hits me that I’m not anxious. I’m not sad or ashamed. Not even a little. It’s like everything that was building in my head that led to me going on this ill-advised dessert-based mission is manifesting itself in front of me. Finally, the world matches up with my mind, and it’s perfectly in sync. Like an orchestra all tuning to the right pitch.

I’m not the crazy lady anymore. We’re all the crazy lady.

It’s so beautiful.

            






Chapter 3


                As people flee with their loot, the disorder begins to dwindle. According to the countdown, only ten minutes have ticked by. However I know time will be precious in the end. If they gave us twenty hours, they expect this to take somewhere close to that, so I need to get moving. I ditch the ice cream, pocket the wooden spoon, and snatch a fabric tote from the front. Then I’m off to score some loot of my own.

Thankfully, it doesn’t start out too hard. Despite having to dodge a few elbows on the way in, I manage to snag a bagful of sandwiches and cold pasta salads without much trouble. Some apples would be a nice addition. I peek my head into the produce section and immediately duck a flying head of lettuce. Nope, nevermind.

Okay, first aid supplies next. The “health and beauty” aisle is exactly what you’d expect of an American free-for-all. Half the contents of the shelves are now strewn across the tile. Packages have been ripped open, painkillers spilled left and right. I can’t help but notice that the cough syrup, condoms, and nicotine patches are gone. Good work, people.

I swipe bandages, gauze, and antibiotic cream from the shelves and a bottle of tylenol from the floor. With that, it’s time to get water and bail.

This is when the trouble hits. There’s a guy in a baseball cap and a stained Cubs sweatshirt piling every drink possible into a pair of carts. He’s got beer, gatorade, tea, smoothies - everything. 

He hasn’t stockpiled the water yet, so I cross my fingers that it’s still fair game. But the second I reach for a bottle, he whips around and knocks my hand aside.

“Watch it!” he yells.

I scramble backwards, hands up. I’m not usually confrontational. If this were any other situation, I’d slink out of the store, heart racing, and return home to curl up on my sofa, thinking about all the much cooler ways I could have handled it. But it’s the apocalypse. Or… actually, I’m not sure what qualifies as an apocalypse. Whatever. Fact is, I need that water.

“Um, hey there,” I say, hands hovering uselessly in the air. “Is it okay if I just reach by and-”

“That’s mine!” He tucks half a dozen bottles under his arm and dumps them in the seat of the cart. They’re within reach, but he’s right there, he’s angry, and each of his limbs could fit at least two of mine. And I thought yoga was helpful. I should have tried bodybuilding.

“Can I just have one bottle?”

“No, go away.”

He returns to stockpiling as though the matter is over. He’s still eyeing me though. Wow, his forehead is really sweaty. He’s barely holding it together. 

I tentatively lower my hands. “You know there’s like a portal to find…”

He stops to glare at me. “It’s the end of the goddamned world. Does it look like I give a shit?”

I don’t know how to reply to that. I wonder if I’d be able to talk my way through this if my charm attribute were higher. I bet if I took a shower and put on real clothes, this guy would listen to me. Story of my life. 

He’s got a point about this whole ‘end of the goddamned world’ though. I’m being far too reasonable.

I point. “Hey, your fly is down.”

“Huh?” He looks.

I snag a six-pack of Guinness and bolt.

I have to reiterate how impossible it is to run in slippers. I’m doing this shuffle-waddle dance down the aisle, my robe swinging free behind me like the world’s least cool cape. And what’s worse is when I successfully make it to the exit, I have to wait for the stupid automatic door to slowly yawn open.

I glance back at my assailant. His head is on a swivel, eyes bulging, fists clenched. He hasn’t spotted me, although he’s sure as hell trying. Luckily, I don’t think he’ll ditch his dragon hoard of beverages to hunt me down.

I don’t wait around to find out. The second I make it outside, I gasp for air. I must have been holding my breath. My heart thunders against my chest. I can’t believe I did that. I know it doesn’t seem like much, but I’ve never challenged someone like that and I’ve certainly never nicked anything before. What a world.

That’s strange. There’s something blinking in the lower right corner of my eye, like the world’s glowiest eye floater. As soon as I try to look at it, another jumble of text materializes in front of me.

Skill Proficiency Increased: 

Deception 3

The heck does that mean? I have skills? 

Skill Proficiencies:

Alcohol Tolerance: 10

Cycling: 4

Debate: 6

Deception: 3

Driving: 4

Drug Tolerance: 5

Performance: 6

Persuasion: 5

Research: 7

Rock Climbing: 4

Swimming: 5

Writing: 6

…

My top skills appear in the center, but when I scroll down, the list of low-level and not-available skills is exhaustive. There’s everything from vehicle maintenance to cheesemaking. Oh hey, I’m a 2 in sewing. That’s nice. Apparently there’s a slew of hidden discoverable skills too. 

I wonder what having a level 10 means. Am I just being commended for my uncanny ability to down tequila or have I unlocked some god-tier immunity to alcohol poisoning? I’ll definitely have to test that out. You know, for science.

I feel strangely vulnerable being seen like this. Just a glance at my profile is probably worth ten trips to a therapist. According to the… what should I call it, AI? System manager? DM? I’ll go with system. Okay, according to the system, I am pretty much a debate aficionado who knows how to drink and get around creatively. I glance down at my beer. Painfully accurate, once again.

I wonder what it would have thought of me before…

Welp, enough navel gazing for now. It’s time to move.

Dumping the beer in my overstuffed tote, I think about what’s next. I should probably make a brief stop at the Home Depot. Maybe grab a better weapon. Am I going to need a weapon? The implication is there, and I don’t think a wooden spoon is going to cut it. I could probably use a bike too. Oh, maybe an electric bike. I’ve always wanted one of those. And maybe an extra set of clothes. Do they sell clothes? I’m clearly very well-versed in home improvement stores.

But wouldn’t you know it. I look to my right and the Home Depot is gone. Less than ten minutes ago, when the zones had first broken apart, at least half of the store was still there. Now the entire thing has sloughed off the edge. Because - and I could be wrong here - the edge is closer. The parking lot is now only three cars deep. The light poles are gone, the teetering sedan is MIA. Even the minivan that couple was loading has disappeared.

I’m no mathematician - seriously, I crammed for tests, graduated, and erased all but simple addition from my memory - however I believe our little floating island is shrinking. Fast. I’d give it about twenty minutes before the whole supermarket is flying free, along with everyone inside.

Hopefully they’ll figure it out before that happens. Or I could warn them. I should warn them, right? I can make it quick. I’ll jump up on a counter, shout that the world is shrinking, and run away. It’s the right thing to do.

On the other hand.

It’s a risk. I have what I need, and I’m not equipped to deal with an altercation. Even ignoring the baseball capped drink-hoarder, people are on edge. They’re scared. They don’t want to be told that their situation is even worse. You know how they say “Don’t shoot the messenger”? They say that because of how many times people shoot the goddamn messenger. 

I hesitate there on the front curb of the grocery store, my bag of loot hanging loose over my shoulder. If I were playing a game, this would be an easy choice. Be the hero, right? Everyone loves a hero. But I’m not a hero. I’m a small dishevelled 26-year-old who just wanted ice cream so I could give myself a treat before heading off to a job I hate in order to pay rent I hate for an apartment I hate. 

A clump of pavement breaks loose and tumbles off the edge. I look at the store, look at the cliff, look at my bunny-eared slippers, look back at the store.

It would have been an easy decision, once upon a time. Not a decision at all really. But now… I don’t know. In the end, you can only count on yourself for survival.

I crack open a beer and sip the fizz bubbling out the top. Through the window, the muted chaos ensues.

Yeah. You can only count on yourself.

            






Chapter 4


                A little later, I’m heading west down one of the major roads that flows out of Chicago. Other than distancing myself from the shrinking perimeter, I don’t have a real aim yet. I know I need to find a portal station. That much is obvious. Though I’ll be honest: my brain isn’t firing on all cylinders. Every new data point that’s hit me in the last twenty minutes or so has just coalesced into one long, high-pitched, tinnitus-style eeeeeeeeee. Also I’m kinda tipsy. Oops.

Is it strange, I wonder, to feel more comfortable when society’s impending doom is no longer impending? The battle for sanity is over. Now it’s just the battle. This must be what doomsday preppers love so much about the end-days. The charade of life is over. No more subtlety, no more pretext. The struggle is the struggle, and that’s all there is. There’s something calming about that. It’s cathartic, I suppose. I’ve been given a purpose, an easy answer: Find the mysterious portal station, and don’t die in the process. It’s simple. Clean. All that pretense just stripped away.

So, west it is. The rest I’ll figure out as I go.

I don’t usually travel this way. It’s nicer than my neighborhood. It’s cleaner, with freshly watered flowers and shimmery glass windows. Every storefront has a bespoke display sans the prison-worthy metal bars. It’s actually rather surreal. With the end of the earth out of sight, the world looks and feels normal. The weather’s fine. Birds are still tweeting, the sun is still shining.

The power is still on too, though I have to figure that’ll cut out sooner than later. Without a nearby plant, the substations are probably just running on fumes. Then again, I’m completely pulling that out of my ass. It could be magic. Whatever the case, once that goes, I think the suburbs will get a whole lot nastier.

For now, there’s only one sign that anything is amiss, and that’s the looting. Like I said, I’m in a more upscale area now - think $8 lattes and yoga over cheap beer and sweatpants. But that doesn’t stop people from a little mid-apocalyptic burglary. 

Every time I pass a row of stores, I spot people hurdling through shattered windows, hauling armfuls of supplies back to their idling sedans. I have to say it’s weird seeing people in this neighborhood ignore the pilates club and spa to raid the Jimmy John’s. That’s the real sign times have changed.

I imagine it’s worse on whatever floating rock’s got the bulk of Chicago. All those millions of people. Here though, it’s oddly quiet. If anyone is screaming or yelling, I can’t hear it.

It’s strange to think I’ll never go home again. Not like my apartment was anything special. Years ago, I rented a place right by the lakefront. The living room windows captured the glistening blue water like a magic portrait, unchanging save for the occasional sailboat. If that had been my life this morning, I’d be handling this a whole lot differently. Lucky me to have a life so shit.

I’m just a few blocks now from the Des Plaines River. My countdown is at 19 hours and change. I’ve been walking for a couple miles at most. How in the world am I suppose to cover 10 square miles in less than a day? I don’t even know what the portal station looks like. The voice didn’t give us any clues. For all I know, it’s hiding in a port-a-potty. 

And what happens if we don’t find it? “Reconstitution.” I don’t know what it means. Of course, seeing as one of the options is death, I have to imagine it’s at least mildly worse.

This is ridiculous. I can’t wander around aimlessly for 20 hours. There has to be another way.

There it is. Screaming. I hear screaming. Guttural, bone-chilling, apocalyptic screams caught in the wind. I whip my head around. Where is it coming from? I see maybe a dozen people on this block. They’ve got their heads up. They’re looking around. They hear it too but-

A young woman tears out of an alley. Her hair is matted in blood, red streaks running down her face. She trips, spins, keeps running. I’ve never seen anyone run like that. No rhythm, no effort, just sheer terror driving her forward at a pace she can’t keep. 

People begin to take her lead. They half-walk, half-jog away, glancing back, trusting her fear without knowing what horror lurks behind them.

Someone peeks into the alley. He throws his hands up and… holy shit.

A flurry of black wings peels around the corner and descends onto the man standing there. In an instant, his body is enveloped in a swarm of frantic fluttering. His legs give out. They’re limp, his feet dangling at useless angles, but he doesn’t fall. Something holds him in place.

His body jerks and swings. Blood spatters the pavement. They’re eating him alive.

The tangled blur of leathered wings continues to feast as more flying creatures burst from the alley. Then the monsters break apart. They’re like bats, only three times the size. One of them tackles a fleeing woman to the ground, wings beating, claws raking her back. Another sinks its talons right into her head as its teeth tear strips from her scalp. 

The rest flow into the street. They’re coming.

I don’t know when I started running, but the world is moving past me, and I can’t. Fucking. Run. In slippers. I kick one off, little bunny ears flapping. The other I can’t shake loose. I’m going to die. I’m going to die because I left the apartment this morning in stupid, stupid slippers. I can’t run faster than countless flying monsters. I can’t run faster than everyone else. I’m the little antelope calf in the documentaries limping in the back of the herd. I’m easy prey. Any second now, I’m going to feel the sharp pain of daggered talons and it’ll be over. They’re going to get me. Oh god, I’m going to die.

Think. Think. Think. I need to get off the street. What do I always say when someone’s fleeing a rolling boulder or a flying arrow in movies? Stop running in a straight line. Get out of the way, asshat. I need to get out of the way.

I feel a rush of air at my back, the steady beat of wings whispering against the hairs of my neck. It’s right there, it’s right there, it’s right there.

I throw myself to the right and crash onto my side. Black flashes past me. It missed. It missed! But I feel it near. It’s making another pass. 

My head pulses in pain. I hit something. I don’t know what. Wincing, I glance up, and some crazy lady stares back. It’s my reflection. It’s my face reflected in a glass door. 

A door!

God, please be open. I scramble to my feet, my hands fumbling for purchase. I find the handle and pull. The door flings open. I dive inside. Then I whip around, grab the door, and yank it closed, straining against whatever stupid mechanism that keeps it from slamming.

Like a vacuum, the door seals shut, and all the screaming and screeching and flapping and crying goes silent. I turn the lock.

I take a long, deep breath. I can feel my pulse in my chest, my temples, my stomach. I’m too young to have a heart attack. I think.

Where am I? The room is small. Fluorescent lights illuminate a stark black desk in the center with dimly-lit corridors on either side. A sign across the desk reads “Vantage Crossfit”. Behind the reception is a white wall with letters in all caps: “BE BETTER HUMANS.”

It’s like fleeing from hell right into purgatory.

A mass thuds against the door. Shit. The monster is back, wings and talons thrashing against the glass. I can see it clearly now. And I’ll say this: I’m not a fan. Not a bit. There is no reason for this unholy abomination to exist, and I want it gone.

It has a pair of wings, each made of veiny charcoal skin stretched across its bones like a bat, but bigger. Much bigger. It’s got a wingspan of maybe six feet across. It bashes the door with feathered birdlike legs, the kind that bend backwards at the knee, with viciously pointed talons. And then there’s the body. It’s a fish. An oily black, scaled fish with beady red eyes and a gnashing jaw filled with rows and rows of needle sharp teeth.

As I stare in horror, there’s a dizzying tingle in my head. Instinctively, I focus on the monster, and words appear.

Flying Piranha (Lv 2)

Native to nowhere, this bizarre figure is an amalgamation of three standard Earth animals: the Indiana Bat, the Ferruginous Hawk, and the Redeye Piranha. It has no predators and its only prey is you. There is no historical or mythological significance to this enemy type. It is simply among the first creatures your planet chose to dish out. Don’t worry: We’ll be responsible for the rest.

The glass wobbles. It’s not going to hold.

Slipping the wooden spoon from my pocket, I drop my bag and raise the only weapon I’ve got over my head like a baton. More text appears in the center of my vision, but I ignore it, and it swipes off to the side.

I feel like an idiot.

I don’t think I’m ready to die.

            






Chapter 5


                The glass explodes in shards as a ball of hellish fury flies toward me.

In a way, I’m proud of myself. Usually, we first-world-country folk never learn whether we’re the fight or flight type. Years ago, I had the opportunity to visit the Skydeck Chicago. It’s a restaurant at the tip top of the Willis Tower, about 1400 feet up. The food’s alright, but no one’s there for gourmet dining. They visit for the views. 

Anyway, so I was there, sitting in the midst of a crisp night sky over a sea of glistening city lights. And this woman in a sequined silver dress suddenly leapt onto her chair, stilettos digging into the seat cushion, and let out the shrillest scream I’ve ever heard. The restaurant froze. We turned. We looked.

Her partner was blue in the face, hands clawing at his neck. He was choking. And she just kept screaming. She took a big gulp of air and screamed again. And again. Even after a waiter saved her partner’s life, she kept on screaming.

I think about that a lot. She didn’t try the Heimlich. She didn’t get help. She didn’t say will someone dial 9-1-1. She was utterly and totally useless. A relationship won’t survive something like that.

Anyhow, anyone who hears that story believes they would have done better. But do they know? Sure, I had to call the EMTs one too many times, but what if they weren’t an option? What would I do if death were inches from my face?

As it turns out, I stand my ground.

I stand my ground, I swing my baton, and I swat the bastard square in the jaw.

He cares not.

The floor smacks me in the back of the head. Teeth, hundreds of teeth, chomp down at my neck. I flail my spoon in defense. By some miracle, the beast bites down on it and wrestles with it like a dog. Pain lashes my chest. Its so sharp and sudden that I nearly black out. 

Then the monster pinwheels off of me and flops to the floor as a sharp crack destroys all living sound. My ears ring. The monster lies still.

The room darkens as a figure saunters into view.

A young teen stands over me, arm crooked, her handgun pointed loosely toward the ceiling.

“Oh my god, are you okay?”

When I try to answer, my voice falters. I can’t get enough air out of my lungs to make it work. A blur of words materializes on my screen. They don’t make sense. I’m tired. Really tired. I need to close my eyes. Just for a moment.

When I open them again, my surroundings have changed. I’m lying behind the desk with a pile of Vantage Crossfit sweatshirts under my head. I move to sit up, but my chest tightens. God, it hurts. 

I look down and holy mother, that is a lot of blood. My robe is a sopping wet blanket of pungent, coppery blood. The front is peeled open to reveal a bandage stretched across my chest. Although the bandage is clean, the rest of me is a complete horror show. I can barely see my skin. I had no idea how much blood can reek. It is a bad time to have a good sense of smell.

If I could escape, I would, but it hurts too much to move. I’m stuck lying in a sponge of my own ooze.

A blinking light in the lower right corner of my eye draws my attention. Another notification probably. Immobile, I focus on it.

Text forms in front of me.

1.

Wooden Spoon

A lightweight one-handed blunt weapon

Ability: Basic Attack

[This weapon is not an official reconstituted item. Abilities for this weapon cannot be earned during this stage. All non-reconstituted items will disappear upon use of a portal station.]

Well, no one had to tell me the wooden spoon is useless. I pretty much learned that one on my own. 

There’s that word again: “Reconstitution.” It keeps popping up. The voice in the beginning of all this mentioned that most features will be withheld until after “reconstitution.” And now it seems that items we get before the big R don’t really offer much.

So what are we doing now then? The tutorial? The pre-title intro? If features as pivotal as “looting” are restricted, then these first twenty hours can’t be all that representative of the overall experience.

When you think about it, it’s pretty damn unfair. Unleash a bunch of otherworldly monsters but withhold weapons, abilities, and other features to help us fend them off? With no respawns? It’s almost like this pre-level area is meant to be some kind of culling period. Like it’s testing us to see who’s even worthy of playing.

I wonder how many people will make it. Anyone who can’t figure out the game or stays in denial is at a severe disadvantage. The elderly, the sick, the infirm, are all toast. And what about people in completely insurmountable terrains? Think about it. I have to find a portal in the suburbs. What about if you live in the Amazon? Or you’re in the middle of climbing Mt. Everest? Those people are screwed. 

And then there’s the authority figures. People who won’t or can’t abandon their posts. Can you imagine the president dropping everything to look for a portal? Maybe he’ll just assign his secret service to find it. The dude probably just had a heart attack.

Okay I’m getting severely off track. If saferooms exist, I can have my existential crisis there. Right now, I need to focus on the present. 

With a thought, more notifications form.

2.

Enemy Defeated: 

Flying Piranha (Lv 2) [Shared with ?]

Exp: 5

Earned: 25g

Exp to next level: 5/10

3.

Title(s) Earned:

Cooking Mama: Fight an enemy with a cooking utensil. 

Reward: (1) Kitchen Certificate

Damsel in Distress: Be rescued and escape certain death.

Reward: Persuasion +1

4.

New Skill Unlocked!

Melee Weapon Handling

You can now wield a melee weapon. Improve this skill to more effectively draw and maneuver close-combat weapons, increasing your speed and accuracy and ensuring that you exact the maximum damage possible with every hit.

[Bonus Proficiency: None]

5.

Skill Proficiencies Increased: 

Persuasion 6

Huh, the stat modification is nice, but what’s a kitchen certificate?

Wait. Cooking Mama and Damsel in Distress? Can other people see these? Least feminist titles ever.

I’m conflicted. Does the system want me to become powerful or feel bad about myself? 

“Are you awake?”

The text fades, and my eyes focus on the girl behind them. She’s young. Way too young to be wielding a gun and saving my ass. Maybe twelve, thirteen years old? 

And if that badassery wasn’t embarrassing enough, she also looks straight out a preteen fashion magazine. Her mink-brown hair rests over her shoulder in a loose fishbone braid that I could never manage myself. And in lieu of an unwashed bathrobe, she’s decked out in a light pink knit hat, a matching shirt, a short denim skirt, and a fuzzy white vest now dotted with tarry ichor and blood.

She’s the popular kid of my teenage nightmares. At the same time, she also ensured I wasn’t one of the red shirts that dies in the cold open. And as far as she knows, I’m a murder hobo in a bathrobe. The least I can do is give her the benefit of the doubt.

She’s sitting on the counter, legs dangling, chowing down on a sandwich. “I got you clothes,” she says, nodding at a heap to my right.

With an unseemly groan, I force myself to sit upright. There’s a pair of running shoes, a sports bra, black yoga pants, a zip-up hoodie with the Vantage Crossfit logo, and a sage-green cropped muscle shirt that says “Nice Snatch.” Ugh. Must be a Crossfit term. At least I hope it is. I really, truly, cannot understate how much I hate Crossfit.

“Thanks.” I nod toward the bandage. “You did this?”

“Yeah, it was nasty. I think I saw your ribs.”

“Damn.” I prod my chest a bit. It’s sore but it definitely doesn’t feel like I have wounds carved down to the bone. 

“I’m glad you’re alive,” she says. “I didn’t think the bandages would work. The ones in your bag. I used like five of the big ones. They all soaked through. It was super gross. But they almost totally healed you. Like magic. I put another five on. And now I have a 4 in healing!”

“And one of my ham sandwiches,” I point out.

She pauses, looking sheepish. “Do you want it back?”

“I do not.”

“Phew. I’m starving.” She takes another bite and continues to talk with her mouth half-full. “A lot of the kids at school are vegetarian but I read that as long as you take beef out of your diet, it’s actually more environmentally friendly to eat meat. Most of the fruits and veggies we eat are flown in which is like mega bad for your carbon footprint. Also, I just really like bacon.”

“Sure,” I say.

“Anyways, there are still more of those creepers outside. I took out a few before I found you. I don’t think they like loud noises, so they’ve been keeping clear of here since I started shooting. But they’re still around. If we want out, we’ll have to fight.”

“Yeah…” I say, eyeing the gun on the counter. “So where’d you get that?”

“Oh, this? It’s Chicago. Girl’s gotta carry, right?”

“Uh-huh…”

“I’m kidding! I broke into Mr. Lahey’s car at school. It was like an open secret that he had one in his glove compartment.”

“That doesn’t seem safe.”

“No, gun safety was not his thing. Or teaching. He was the worst. But now he’s dead and I have his gun.”

“Fucking christ,” I blurt. Usually I have a halfway decent poker face, but this conversation is beyond me. I don’t know how to handle children. I don’t know how to speak to them. Teens, in particular, frighten me. And now one is talking about death with a cavalier attitude that rivals mine, and I have no idea what I’m supposed to do. Is that how kids talk now? Am I that old?

What’s worse is I’m on the floor, unshowered and half naked, and given the position of the bandage and the fact that I wasn’t wearing a bra, she’s almost definitely seen my breasts whereas I don’t even know her name. I’m almost hoping another flying bat-fish monster appears.

“Are you… okay?”

“Sure,” she says. She dumps the crusts of her sandwich back in the container and dusts off her hands. “I’m a Level 3, by the way. We should party up before we leave. Share experience.”

That is not an idea I like. Complications, no like-y.

“But aren’t you…” I try to think of a way to put this. “Aren’t you essentially immortal? The system said minors respawn, so I figured they couldn’t level.”

She looks away. “The cut off for respawns is twelve.”

“Damn.” I’m about to ask how she knows, but there’s really only one way she found that out, right? She said she was at school. Now she’s not. And she’s alone.

I can’t do this. 

“Look. Um…”

“Luci. With an ‘I’.”

“Look, Luci with an ‘I’. I’m truly thankful you saved me, but I am in no shape to take care of anyone.”

“Oh.”

“You seem like a nice girl. I just think, you know, you’re handling yourself alright. I’ll just get in the way. I mean, look at me. I’d be minced meat if you hadn’t saved me. You really don’t need my dead weight around.”

She nods slowly. She starts to chew on her thumbnail. Then she leaps off the counter. “No.”

“No… what?”

“No to all of that.” She crosses her arms. Her boot taps against the floor. “I saved you. You owe me. I need to go back home for some things. We’ll get my dad’s car. Then you’re going to drive me to the Lookout Towers. It’s the highest apartment building in the area. We’ll use it to find the portal. Once we’re there, you can go off and get eaten like everyone else.” She pauses. “I mean, what were you planning on doing?”

“I didn’t really have a plan…” I say hesitantly.

“Well now you do.” She finally stops tapping her foot and huffs. “They have showers in the locker room. Go get changed. I’m not hanging around someone who smells as much as you.”

I guess I mentally agree, because before I have a chance to say anything, I receive another two notifications.

 

1. 

Party Member Added: Luciana Martez (Lv 3)

 

2.

Title(s) Earned:

Party Duo: Belong to a party of two.

Reward: (1) Meal Voucher

Mama Bear: As a woman, add a minor to the party.

Reward: Childrearing Proficiency 1

 

Okay, the system is definitely fucking with me.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    I feel the need to point out that, as a former Chicagoan, it’s called the SEARS TOWER. But I feel like that also points to my age, so Helen - like all the youngin’s these days - calls it the WIllis Tower. The traitor.

Also, the choking story is 100% true. I wonder how they’re doing nowadays.



                







Chapter 6


                Watery blood runs down the shower drain. It takes far too long to scrub it all off. I’m reminded of that line from Macbeth. What was it? “Out, out, damn spot” or something like that. My fiancé was a big Shakespeare nerd. I tried to appreciate it for his sake, but half those plays were more dense than a legal brief. 

I remember liking Hamlet though. I suppose it’ll never be performed again, but who knows. Maybe we’ll all be forced to play a hellish permadeath RPG, and then everything will just snap back to normal. In which case, I don’t think we’ll be itching to put on dramas where the entire cast goes crazy and dies.

I wonder what the game will be like once it really jumps into action. So far, there isn’t much to know. We have stats, skills, and titles. Just basic RPG mechanics, really. No inventory, at least not yet. Apparently, abilities and “other features” will come later. 

As for the nature of the game, it’s really anyone’s guess. All we’ve seen are toothy winged fish. Once the zones are reconstituted, we could end up anywhere from reliving the Wild West to romancing steampunk vampires. Or maybe it’s not a game at all. Maybe we all teleport to some tropical paradise and live out our days downing mojitos. 

Although judging by the dry introduction, the system seems a little more… I don’t know… sadistic? It sounded pretty damned pleased that a good chunk of the world’s population was about to die. What did it say again? “Death is permanent. Life is ephemeral.” Yeah, tell me about it.

I wish I knew more. A start screen or menu would be great right about now.

A list of words pops into view.

Menu

[Status]

[Equipment]

[Inventory]

[Quest Log]

[Map]

[Settings]

Hot damn, a menu. What else is this game hiding behind random thoughts? Huh, there’s no “Party” tab. …Or is there? 

Party.

Party tab. Party menu. Party member.

I run through a list of synonyms in my head before I give up. If there’s a tab for checking out your party members, the system’s not showing it to me. I’ll have to ask Luci if I want to know what she’s got.

I concentrate on “Status” first.

Helen Gables

Lv 1

Health: 16/16

Stamina: 20/20

Strength: 4

Fortitude: 3

Dexterity: 5

Wits:7

Resolve: 6

Charm: 5 (-2 hygiene)

Available Attribute Points: 0

Wallet: 25g

After that is a list of sub-menu options.

[Skills]

[Titles]

[Class Abilities]

[Class Bonuses]

I flick through each section with a thought, but it doesn’t tell me anything I don’t already know. I’ve already seen my skills, and fuck you for the titles, thank you very much. The skill proficiency system is rather vague. I’m unsure what the grades really do other than make me feel strangely judged. I mean, if I get an 10 in driving, am I the new Baby Driver or can I do over the top Fast and Furious stunts that literally defy the laws of nature? 

The “Class Abilities” and “Class Bonuses” tabs are empty. Nice to know there will be classes though. I assume that’s a feature they plan on introducing later.

That’s enough for my “Status”. Onto the next.

The “Equipment” section simply reveals that I’m naked. Touché. 

The “Inventory” lists my vouchers and certificates. It doesn’t seem like I can put anything else in there for now.

Onto the “Quest Log.”

New Quest! ONWARD

The planet has been infested and broken into various quarantine zones. In twenty hours, each zone will be reconstituted. Use the portal station to avoid reconstitution.

Objectives:

- Find the portal station: In Progress

Rewards: XP, Gips

[Other possible objectives and rewards may be hidden]

It’s nearly verbatim of the game’s introduction, though now that I’m seeing it in this form, there’s something about the wording that feels off. I scan it again, and then once more. Nope, I can’t put my finger on it. 

And finally, there’s the “Map.” That’s a relief. I didn’t mention this earlier, but my sense of direction is appalling. I got lost in New York City within minutes, and that shit’s on a grid. A grid. No joke. I stepped out of my hotel, turned a corner, realized I’d forgotten my wallet, and had to look at my phone to see how to get back.

A transparent Google Maps-style overlay appears in front of me. The more I concentrate on it, the more opaque it becomes. It shows the greater Chicago area, even the bits that flew off, with a red square around the part that still exists. I trace my path back east to find the grocery store where I began. It’s now well outside the square. I can’t tell how far. Half a mile? I’m actually rather surprised that our little island has shrunk so fast. It seemed slower.

I blink away the map and switch off the water.

When I step out of the shower, my charm attribute settles on a nice clean, hygienic 5. No negative modifiers to be seen. I towel-dry my hair in the mirror, staring at my six new scars from the monster’s attack. It looks like I’ve had them for years. They’ve gone from pink gouges to worn stark-white lines. They’re long and wide, tearing across my chest from the top of my ribs to my waistline. Three of them carve across my right breast before digging deep into the skin below.

It’s a miracle I’m alive. And another miracle that I’m not laid up in some hospital with months of physical therapy in front of me. But… damn. I’ve been in this game for less than two hours and my torso is already a tapestry of trauma. Another few days and any OnlyFans career I’d hoped to have would be for Freddy Kreuger stans only.

It doesn’t feel real. How could it? To be honest, none of this is hitting me the way that it probably should. The planet fractured. Someone’s child almost died. A swarm of monsters ate a man alive. 

Yet all I can think is… well, yeah. Life is surprising and cruel. To me, it feels like the world split into five million pieces a while ago. Sometimes it’s hard to remember that people still have shit to lose. They have lives, loved ones, passions, hobbies they’ve built, jobs they care about, goals they’ve worked toward. And in less than one day, all of it will be gone.

Dammit. My heart starts racing, anxiety scrabbling at my walls. 

Nope. Not thinking about it. Stop thinking. 

I didn’t think to bring my meds. There’s still time to loot a pharmacy, I suppose, but as soon as I hit the portal, poof! No more pills for me.

Okay, for now, I can do this without them. I just need to take a few breaths. Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out. 

There we go. Just bury it. Bury it deep. Bury it until… forever I guess. Ugh.

I pull on my new Crossfit-branded yoga pants, sports bra, muscle shirt, hoodie, socks, and shoes until I look like the country’s most idiotic faux-fitness buff. 

But the outfit is not complete. No, it is not. I duck into the gym for a moment, and then return to reception. Luci is sitting against the wall, picking blood flakes off her vest.

I pound the end of an aluminum barbell shaft into the floor and smirk. “What do you think?”

“Nice fit!” she says. I think she’s actually being sincere. “You must be pretty strong.”

“Oh, yeah, no. This is the light-weight kind. Believe me, I’m no weight-lifter.”

She jumps to her feet and hands me a backpack with yet another gym logo on it. She’s holding an identical one. “I put your stuff in here. I hope you don’t mind. There’s water and some protein bars too.”

I sling the bag over my shoulder. “Smart girl.”

“You know it,” she says with an eager grin. Damn, it’s a beautiful smile. Infectious, really. She’s a cute kid. “I’m sorry I said you smelled. I didn’t mean it.”

I laugh. “Yeah, you did. Don’t worry about it. The shower was great.”

She nods toward the door. “There are still bats out there. Do you know how to use that?”

“The barbell? I’m planning on hitting things with it.” 

Luci side-eyes me. 

“Well, it’s better than a spoon,” I say. “What about you? You seem pretty good with that gun.”

“Right? Like, it’s totally weird. My mom took me to a range a few times, but I think I’m better now. It has something to do with my level, I think. We don’t have guns in the house, but my mom gets worried about other people having them. Like she reads in the news all the time about kids accidentally killing people because they don’t know gun safety. She said in America, you should know how to shoot. Papi and Tío Elias were always against it though.”

“Wow. Too bad you can’t take it when we teleport.”

She looks at her gun, frowning. “What, really?”

“That’s my guess. You should’ve gotten a notification when you first picked it up.”

“Oh. Things were kinda hectic.” She chews on her lip and then shrugs. “Well, I’m good at learning stuff. I’ll find something else.”

“How many bullets do you have left?”

“Eight. And another ten in the box. I can’t get the last two in the magazine. It’s super hard.” 

“Okay.” I know nothing about guns, so I’ll have to take her word for it. Hopefully we won’t have to use them anyway. Until we get weapons with real abilities, I want to avoid as much combat as possible. Which is easier said than done. Those bat-fish monstrosities came from nowhere. 

“Luci, did you see any of those things between school and here?”

“No. Not until I got to this street.”

“They’re probably trolling the more populated areas. That’s good. And they’re not big fans of loud noises, right?”

“They didn’t like the gunshots. Neither do I. They’re so intense.”

“Okay,” I say slowly, an idea forming. “I think I have a plan then. Which way’s your house?”

She points toward the back of the club. “That way. Like a twenty minute walk.”

I check the countdown. We have about 18 hours now. If we get to her house, grab a car, head to the apartment building, spot the portal somewhere within a ten mile area, and drive there, I’m guessing that’ll take three hours max. That’s assuming that only crazy bat things stand in our way. 

Could it really be that simple? Maybe I’m missing something.

“Alright. Follow me.”

We file past reception, past the gym and the locker rooms, until we reach the fire exit in the rear of the building. There’s a slim window facing into a small employee’s lot. There isn’t much to see - a few cars and a line of dumpsters - but I’m pretty sure I spot the telltale blur of wings above.

The push bar across the door reads: ‘Hold for twenty seconds to sound alarm.’

I rest my hand on the bar, my heart hammering like an overzealous metronome. Behind me, Luci has a determined grimace and a white-knuckle grip around her handgun. She’s poised to go. I have to remember that she made it here on her own, even after whatever horrors happened at her school. She killed three monsters. She saved my life. I don’t need to worry about her. If anyone’s going to survive this, it’ll be her, not me… which isn’t exactly comforting. 

Stop it. No time to think. Just do.

“You ready?” I say.

She nods. 

“Okay, let’s go.”

I push against the bar and hold. It’s the longest twenty seconds of my life. Finally, the building erupts in a deafening alarm. 

“Go!”

            






Chapter 7


                The door bursts open, and we shoot into the lot. The alarm blares behind us. It’s not nearly as loud as I’d hoped.

“This way!”

I sprint down a line of cars, trusting that Luci is close behind. The sun glints off the windshields at exactly the wrong angle. I can hardly see. But I can hear screeches carrying on the wind. A shadow passes over the pavement. I look up just in time to see it.

With two hands, I whip the barbell shaft up and over my head. 

When I chose my new weapon, I imagined wielding it like a quarter staff, spinning it around like a martial arts hero. Instead, it’s like whacking a broom at a bird that got loose in the living room. Ungraceful, kinda cringy, but still rather effective.

I feel it connect. The shaft follows through the hit and smacks down on the pavement. I nearly fall over with the weight of it. It’s just 15 pounds, but my arms may as well be made of noodles.

The monster wobbles to the side. It doesn’t fall. It beats its wings, stabilizing, just as I manage to pull up my weapon for another go.

I don’t wait for it. I just swing it again, aiming high. No connection. It’s a complete whiff. The bat-fish dodges upward, well out of the way. Goddamn flying monsters. I need something long-range for this. Why isn’t Luci shooting?

There’s no time to look for her. The monster brandishes its talons like a hawk and goes in for the kill.

It’s fast. Too fast. I throw myself to the ground, my shoulder scraping against the pavement, as I fling the shaft in defense. Again, I feel the impact. The shaft connects. The momentum carries the monster through the air and smashes it down into the ground. Then all I see is teeth. It’s landed inches from my face, wings flapping, jaw snapping. It smells like rot. 

I scramble backwards. The monster doesn’t pursue. One of its wings is broken, the bones arched in the wrong direction. 

I take a moment as I climb to my feet, the end of the barbell dragging across the ground. My sweaty palms struggle to get a solid grip. Carefully, I curl my fingers around the bar, steady my aim, and thrust the end into the core of its scaly flesh.

It pierces right through. The monster shrieks, its little beady eyes bulging, before flopping over dead.

1.

Enemy Defeated: 

Flying Piranha (Lv 2)

Exp: 10

Earned: 50g

2.

Level up! You are now Lv 2. 

Exp to next level: 5/20

Attribute points available: 3

3.

Class Discovered: 

Satsuma Striker

Triggered by: Damaging an enemy with a staff.

More than four hundred years ago, a poor village of Okinawans found themselves at war against the invading Satsuma Clan. With nothing but the folksy bo staff as a weapon against three thousand well-armed Samurai, the Okinawans didn’t do great. But maybe you can! Strike against superior enemies with this historic fighter class.

The “Potential Classes” tab is now available via the menu.

[A class must be chosen post-reconstitution before reentering the field. Classes may be researched via the Index. Discover classes during this stage to expand your list of choices.]

Discovered Class Bonus Unlocked: 

Rebel This!: Do 10% more physical damage against higher level enemies.

[Discovered Class Bonuses apply whether you ultimately choose this class or not. Discover more classes during this stage to increase your bonuses.]

The shaft slips through my fingers and clatters to the ground.

It’s dead. I killed it. I can’t believe I killed it. It was the monster or me, and I kicked its fishy ass.

“Hell. Yes,” I say, my heart pounding in my ears. I’m so hyped up on adrenaline. I feel juiced. My body is all jitters, like little ants crawling through my veins. I can’t stand still.

“Dang, nice moves,” says Luci.

“Thanks,” I reply. “Maybe next time, if you want to use that gun of yours…”

“Oh. Yeah, sorry about that. I was scared I’d hit you.”

“You weren’t scared before.”

“Before?”

“In the gym.”

“Well, yeah, but it was different then, obviously. I didn’t know you. Now it’s like, ‘Oh no, don’t shoot Helen.’” She lifts her chin. “Super old-timey name, by the way. What’s up with that?”

“I… I don’t know. Look, just try shooting next time.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

She eyes the monster, the handgun visibly shaking in her hands. A pool of dark ichor oozes into the parking lot cracks. A thin trickle inches her way. 

She looks so out of place. We’re in an employee lot for a Crossfit gym, surrounded by sparkling clean sedans and ivy-laden brick buildings. Her chestnut brown hair is tucked into a perfect braid. She’s wearing an outfit like she’s auditioning for Teen Vogue. God, it looks like she even reapplied lip gloss. And contrasting that, she’s carrying a gun while trying to avoid her studded ankle boots from getting monster sauce on them.

Meanwhile here I am, the adult of the pair, chastising her for not ruthlessly gunning down an otherworldly horror because she was afraid she’d hurt me. 

Ugh. This is exactly why I didn’t want to party up. I’m not cut out for interaction. Not anymore.

“It’s fine,” I say dismissively. “I got it.”

“Okay. Sure. So, did you level up?”

“Yup. Level 2.” 

Nodding wordlessly, she shifts her weight onto one foot, the other sliding around like she’s dancing some nervous ballet.

Good job, Helen. Parental guardian of the year.

“Come on.” I pick up the barbell. “We gotta go.”

We hurry out of the lot and head down an alley heading south. A long brick apartment building lines the left-hand side. There are no windows, just garage doors padlocked to the concrete. A vent blows out hot air perfumed with laundry detergent. On the opposite side is a row garages and driveways sitting in the back of squat wood slat houses. Little tufts of green weeds poke up from the seams. It’s all so ordinary. 

No. No, it’s not ordinary. It looks ordinary. Yet the atmosphere has changed. Screams carry on the wind. Sirens blare. I even hear the unmistakable crack of a gun - which despite what people may think of Chicago is not part of our usual ambience. Though it’s hard to tell, it seems like most of the errant activity is happening behind us, back where it’s more populated.

We come out onto a one-lane residential road curtained by tall leafy oaks. I can’t see or hear any of the monsters, but I suggest to Luci that we stick to cover anyhow. We have no idea whether they work by sight or sound, so the best we can do is try to mask both. So we stay off the roads and weave between the houses instead.

“Where is everybody?” Luci asks.

We’re a little more than halfway to her place now. The area is starting to look very much like a suburb, with wide mowed lawns and massive churches. So many churches. I bet they’re packed right now. When an ethereal voice starts telepathically issuing warnings that the world is about to end, people are gonna want to talk to God.

“Like, we’re supposed to be looking for this portal, right?” she continues. “People should be, I don’t know, out looking.”

I shrug. “People do weird things when they’re scared.”

Luci kicks a loose pebble down the road before hopping up onto a curb. We trek across the lawn, passing a dirt-encrusted Big Wheel and a driveway blanketed in chalk scribbles.

“Are you scared?” she asks. 

I nod. “Yeah. Not as scared as I should be though. I have a way of putting off emotions until later. Once the dust settles.” I unhinge a wooden gate into the backyard. “What about you? Are you scared?”

“Hardly,” she scoffs. Liar.

We remain quiet as we hop the fence into another yard. A dog barks next door. It’s sudden and sharp. Luci jumps, her face turning pale. Then she sets her jaw and tightens her grip on the gun.

I wonder what she’s been through. Did she lose someone at her school? Is there anyone left? Should I ask? Or would that make it worse? I don’t know how to deal with kids, and I certainly don’t know how to deal with trauma.

I used to be good with that kind of thing. I was a good listener. I liked giving advice. Unfortunately, in the last couple years, when someone came to me with a sob story, all I had to offer was a half-hearted “that’s rough” followed by a joint and a game of TowerFall.

Turns out nihilism doesn’t make for great counseling.

We reach another main road. There’s a stoplight just a block down, though it looks broken. A convertible sits empty in the intersection, the driver and passenger doors both hanging open. No wait, there’s someone in the passenger seat. They’re not moving.

“Come on,” I say, and I head across the street toward a row of houses. Looking over my shoulder, I check to make sure Luci is following. She glances toward the car but says nothing.

The weather is rather cool for May, but by the time we reach Luci’s neighborhood, I’ve got my ash-gray hoodie tied around my waist and a pair of faint sweat splotches tucked under my armpits. I blame the barbell. I picked the lightest one in the gym, and it’s still a bitch to carry around. I need a better weapon. Unless I can up my strength, then big and blunt doesn’t really suit me. I have three attribute points to distribute, so I guess I could put them there. 

What a weird thought. Who needs the gym when you’ve got an otherworldly game-centric apocalypse. What I’d love is something smaller and more stabby. Maybe a hunting knife or a dagger. I wonder how heavy a pair of scimitars would be. Now that would be badass.

A few minutes later, Luci points down a woodsy road. “That’s mine. Two houses down. The gray one.”

I nearly choke. Apparently little Luciana Martez lives in a three-story country-style house, like the suburban version of an old plantation manor. It’s stunning, complete with a winding stone driveway, three-car garage, and a porch that borders at least two sides. The steep-slope roof alone is taller than most houses. 

Once upon a time, I dreamed of buying a place just like it. Maybe if I’d gone through with law school, I could have.

“The fuck do your parents do for a living?” I blurt. “Sorry, language.”

“You’ve been swearing this whole time.”

“Yeah, well.”

“My mom is an oncologist. My dad does some kind of corporate stuff. I don’t know what.”

“Do they work around here or…”

“Downtown.”

“Oh.” I wonder how far the rest of the city is now.

“I tried calling them,” she says. “But no service. No internet either.”

“Huh. Any, um… any siblings?”

“Liam. My little brother. He has leukemia. He’s at Lurie’s.” She pauses. “It’s a hospital for kids.”

“I’ve heard of it. Sorry.”

“It’s whatever. He’s seven. He’ll be okay.”

Luci fishes keys out of her backpack as she heads up the driveway. A fist-sized stuffed rhino swings from the ring. I lag behind. I just met the kid an hour ago. It feels weird following her into an empty house.

“You coming?” she says.

At the same time, I’d love to check out the interior. Might be the last time I get to see how the 1% lives. “Yup.”

I follow her up the steps. A porch swing sways with the breeze. On the door frame are little notches and numbers. It must be Luci’s height chart. I remember my mom doing that, placing a ruler on my head and marking my bedroom wall with a pencil. Though somewhere around three feet, my chart stopped.

As Luci presses the keys to the lock, the door creaks open.

She looks at me. “Someone’s here.”

            






Chapter 8


                Someone’s inside the house. 

Can’t be a monster. Not unless they’ve got enough manners to use the front door. It could be looters. For every game-savvy player just interested in the essentials, there’s likely at least five dumbasses who think now’s a great time to pawn a Tiffany lamp. I try to get a glimpse through the porch windows, but they’ve got some kind of glass that distorts everything inside. 

Luci visibly swallows as she nudges the door open. I follow her into a bright, window-lit foyer stretching a full three stories up. It’s quiet. Just birds chirping and the faint song of a wind chime from outside. 

She slips her backpack off her shoulder onto the welcome mat, gaze focused on the strip of hallway leading past the front staircase.

The floorboards creak. Luci hasn’t moved. She glances my way. I shake my head. The sound came from up ahead.

She looks down the hall again, then back at me. Her expression is clear. She wants me to go first. Since I’m the adult, I suppose. I make a similar expression. It’s her house. If she wants in, she can go first.

A man pokes his head into the hallway.

“Luci?”

A grin breaks across Luci’s face. “Tío Elias!”

She bursts towards him.

Not a looter then. They’re quite clearly related. Same auburn hair, same long nose and dramatic eyebrows. He looks my age, maybe a bit older. Judging by the pressed black slacks and collared shirt, he’s got himself pretty put together. 

His eyes beam behind thick square frames. Then his face sours. He takes a step back.

“Whoa, chispita. Where did you get the gun?”

“Uh, school?” she says, slowing to a halt. 

He puts his hand out. Her eyes downcast, she places the barrel in his palm. He checks the chamber before placing it on the console behind him.

“And who is this?” he asks, looking at me. Looking very disapprovingly at me, I should say.

“That’s Helen. We’ve been helping each other.”

“Hmm. Well, Helen. Thank you very much for bringing my niece home. I’m sure you have somewhere to be.”

“Right,” I say. So that’s how it is. It’s not like I mind being let off the hook. His method of dismissal is just a little grating for my tastes. I almost want to fight back on principle.

“Wait, Tío. I want Helen to stay. She’s in my party. We’re going to the Lookout Towers together.”

“Party?”

“Yeah, like grouping up? To find the portal?”

“Portal? Luci, you’re not making sense.”

Luci looks back at me, her eyes pleading. Shit. This is not what I signed up for. I could just shrug, say you’re on your own, and peace out. But dammit, I like the kid. As much as I want to avoid any and all “adult” conversations, I can’t leave her with a guy who doesn’t get what’s going on.

“Hey Luci,” I interrupt. “You said you needed to get some things, right? Why don’t you do whatever you need to, and your uncle and I will talk.”

“Okay!” she says way too easily. “It’s great to see you, Tío.” 

With that, she flashes me a smile I can only describe as short for ‘good fucking luck’ before bounding up the stairs.

What did I just volunteer for? Wait, why am I doing this? I should have taken the out when I had a chance.

Once Luci is out of sight, I drop my backpack and carefully balance my barbell against the wall. “So… Elias, right?” 

“You let her have a gun?” he snaps.

“I didn’t let her. She just kinda had it,” I answer. “You have seen what’s happening, right?”

Turning around, he waves a hand dismissively as he heads off down the hall. “It’s not my concern.”

“It’s sort of everyone’s concern.” I chase after him into a kitchen. It’s not worth describing, suffice it to say it looks like what you’d imagine in a Home and Gardens magazine. Big and ostentatious. Glass cupboards to show off pristine glassware. A party host’s kitchen.

He grabs a pitcher from the fridge. “Would you like some iced tea?”

No, what I want is a beer but now doesn’t seem like the right time to test boundaries. “Sure,” I say. “So, do you-”

The fridge whirs loudly as ice clinks into a pair of glasses.

“So, do you remember, a few hours ago, there was that voice. It said the world’s been infested. There’s a portal. We’re all going to die. That kind of thing?”

“The prank,” he says.

“You… you think it was a prank. Like, a telepathic prank.” God, I am so bad at confrontation. Give me a podium, a stack of research, and a few hours to prepare, and I’ll argue a guy into renouncing his own mom. But the second I’m face-to-face, impromptu with someone, I’d rather fling myself off a building than argue. “I don’t really know what to tell you, other than it wasn’t a prank. Some force bigger than either of us has taken control, and if we don’t do what they want us to do, we die.”

“That’s crazy talk.” He pours the tea, ice crackling, then slides a glass across the island.

“Okay…” I need to think. Evidence. I need evidence. Oh, I’ve got it! “Just humor me for a sec. Think of opening up a map.” I take a sip. “Oh my god, this is delicious.”

“My brother’s recipe. Two black, one green.”

“I love it.”

“We’ve been-” Shards of glass skate across the tile as his tea crashes to the floor. “What the- What’s happening?”

I take another sip, smack my lips contentedly, and place my glass on the counter. Now I’ve got him. “You have the map open?”

“Why… why is this… what is…”

“Yeah. Um. Sit down. Let me explain.”

It takes me about twenty minutes to relay what’s happening. It’s clear that a lack of logic isn’t his issue. He’s smart. Reasonable. He’s just a little too rational. He lives in a world where things make sense. A world of order. 

Elias is intimidatingly put together. When I ask him if he’s got any vices, any at all - gaming maybe - he literally says “reading.” Reading. As a vice. 

He is - or was, I suppose - an accountant at a fancy firm right in the Loop. Lucky for Luci, he was visiting a client in Oak Park when the planet broke apart. I’m happy she’s got a loved one in the area, even if that loved one is a bit of a square that clearly dislikes me and all my loser influence on his precocious niece.

“So, open up your stats for me,” I say. “Think ‘Status’ and then ‘Attributes.’ You should have a bunch of points distributed across the list. That number will increase as you level up.”

“Yes, I see them.”

“Okay, so how many points total?”

“Thirty.”

“Seriously. Huh.” I wonder if everyone has thirty. That has some bizarre implications. I mean, you’re telling me Donald Glover and I have the same number of points? Do you think they made him dumber, uglier, less athletic, or less charming? Poor guy. 

“So what’s your highest?” I ask.

“Strength.”

“Really? Not wits?”

“My wits are 8. My strength is 9.”

“You’re kidding.” I glance at his arms. I guess his sleeves do look a little tight around him. Would it be weird if I asked him to take off his shirt? “What’s your fortitude?”

“It’s 5.”

“That’s the highest between us, so you’re the tank for now. That means you’re up front taking aggro. Pretty much your job is to wave your arms and say ‘Over here’ and then whack the baddies as hard as you can. If there’s a baseball bat or a fire axe in the house, those would be good choices. And if you level up, put your stats in strength or fortitude. You may need to even out your weaker stats later, but you can burn that bridge when you get there.”

“I’d rather avoid violence.”

“And I’d rather be drinking, but here we are.” He does not find this amusing. I continue. “The monsters we’ve encountered so far prefer populated areas. But it’s hard to think we’ll get through this without needing to fight.”

“Alright. What about Luci?”

“She’s got a lot of dexterity and a good handle on guns. I don’t think she’ll be able to hold onto the gun in the long-run, but for now, it’s her best bet.”

“She’s not keeping the gun.”

“We’ve told you what’s out there, right? Flying monsters?”

“It isn’t right.”

“And?”

“She’s too young. That gun has a 10-pound trigger pull. She shouldn’t even be able to use it.”

Huh. How’s he know that? “But she is able,” I reply. “She needs protection.”

“She has me.”

“And what if that’s not enough?”

His shoulders sag. After a moment, he relents. “Alright. She can keep it. For now.”

“Great. Last thing. Have you gotten a notification about discovering any classes? If you have, you should have a tab in your menu that lists them.”

His eyes shift. It’s strange watching someone else navigate the menus. “I’ve discovered one. ‘Skeptic.’”

I smirk. I don’t know how it translates to combat, but it feels right that this guy earned it. “What’s it say?”

“It says it’s a survival class. There’s a bonus. ‘Closer Look: Identify common and uncommon items.’ Then it says I can see more at the Index. What’s an Index?”

“No idea.”

“What about you, Helen?”

I pause. “What about me?”

“You said I should perform as a tank. Luci will manage long range. What about you? What is your plan?”

“Oh. Um. I don’t know. I’ve been hitting things with a barbell.”

“A barbell.”

“Like a light-weight aluminum one. It’s not great, I’ll admit. My strength blows.”

“You haven’t at all thought about yourself in this,” he says.

“I guess I’ve just been winging it.”

“Helen, if you’re going to stay with us, I would like that you do more than ‘just wing it,’” he says. “Luci has taken to you. She seems to trust you.”

“Yeah. Well. Maybe ‘Good Judge of Character’ isn’t among her skill proficiencies.”

He narrows his eyes but doesn’t press the issue.

Once I’m done running him through his stats and sickeningly long list of skills, he heads upstairs to speak with Luci. Meanwhile, I help myself to a tour of their little estate. Report cards on the fridge, smiling photographs on the wall, souvenir postcards on the kitchen pinboard - they paint a picture of a beautiful, loving family. 

I feel like an intruder. Not like my family was the worst. We were perfectly functional. We just didn’t get along. I’d always been eager to make a family of my own. For a time, I really thought I could.

And here comes the anxiety attack again. Maybe I should stop by a pharmacy.

Okay. Let’s just breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

A new line of text filters into view, first in alien gibberish as always, then English.

1.

Party Member Added: Elias Martez (Lv 1)

2.

Title(s) Earned:

Party of Three: Belong to a party of three.

Reward: (1) Dining Furniture Certificate

Third Wheel: Be the only unrelated member of a 3+ party.

Reward: (1) Drink Voucher

Third wheel. Har har. Very funny.

I suppose that means Elias still wants me in the group for now. I’m not sure how to feel about that. This whole day has just been so weird that I suppose bashing bat-fish monsters alongside a teen and her uptight uncle wouldn’t make it any weirder. 

A few minutes later, Elias returns downstairs, now dressed in blue jeans and a blue-green flannel shirt. He throws a backpack onto the kitchen island.

“Welcome to the party,” I say.

“I don’t like this.”

“Yeah.”

“Luci shouldn’t have to be involved.”

“Agreed.”

He runs a hand through his hair. With a resolute sigh, he pulls a trio of thermoses from the cupboard and fills them from the tap. “I’ve been thinking.”

“Generally a bad idea.”

He ignores that. “It’s been assumed that we have twenty hours to find this portal station.”

“Right.”

He throws the thermoses into the pack. “I don’t think that is true. I’ve been reviewing the map. I believe our countdown is shorter.”

My heart skips a beat. “Okay… How much shorter?”

“If you look at your map,” begins Elias, leaning on the counter, “you see the red box highlights the zone that remains active, yes?”

I think about the map, and an overlay opens over the kitchen. “Yeah, the part that hasn’t fallen off the edge of the earth.”

“Where were you when the event happened?”

“I was at the grocery store on Keller and Maple.”

“You spent how long in there before you noticed that the zone was shrinking?”

“Ten, fifteen minutes?”

“So within ten minutes, let’s say, the eastern edge closed approximately fifty feet. Let’s assume the same happened on the western edge. That is ten feet per minute. At that rate, it would take a little less than a week for the area to collapse completely. It’s now been two and a half hours. Where do you see the red line?”

“Looks like Keller and Erie. That’s about a mile.”

“It’s .71 miles. And assuming the western end is the same, that’s just under one and a half miles in two and a half hours. That isn’t ten feet per minute any longer. Without rounding, that’s fifty feet per minute.”

Holy shit. “That is a lot of math,” I reply.

He gives me a dull glare. “It means the region is shrinking faster. If it remains consistent at its new rate, we have twelve hours. But if it continues to pick up speed…”

“How much time?” I say with an inkling of dread.

“Three hours. Just over three hours, really, but I would estimate three hours to be safe.” Removing his glasses, his brow furrows as he shakes his head slowly. “I don’t understand though. Why would they say we have twenty hours?”

Oh my god. I smack my forehead. Literally smack my forehead. I’m so stupid. “I knew it! I knew something was off with the description.”

“What do you mean?”

“Check out your quest log.”

His eyes shift. “Alright. Here. It says, ‘The planet has been infested and broken into various quarantine zones. In twenty hours, each zone will be reconstituted. Seek and report to a portal station to avoid reconstitution.’”

“See how they worded it? Twenty hours until the zone is reconstituted. It says nothing about having all that time to escape.”

“That isn’t fair. Why would they trick us? That isn’t fair.”

“Yeah, none of this is fair. I think that’s the point.”

“What do you mean?”

“I just think… I don’t know. If the folks running this whole shebang felt indifferent toward us, they’d be more upfront about the game screwing us. If they liked us, they’d apologize or make it better. But if they didn’t like us, then this is kinda how they’d act, right? I mean, they haven’t even told us the rules yet. This is like the cold open of a game, only it’s still permadeath. They don’t even have Level 1 monsters. They all start at 2. Doesn’t that feel a little bit personal?”

“But why? What did we do?”

“Who knows. Humans are pretty shit. We clearly did something to piss someone off. And I think it gets worse.”

“How? How can it get worse?” There’s a light quiver to his voice. Poor guy. It would really suck to start the apocalypse with something to lose.

“Well, first, we don’t know where the portal is,” I say. “For all we know, it’s dropped off the world already. But my guess is it’s somewhere toward the center. Or at least we have to hope it is. The problem is that the world is getting smaller. Denser. More populated. And guess who loves populated areas?”

“The monsters,” he replies. “That isn’t fair.”

“Yeah. I know. It’s going to be a bloodbath.”

            






Chapter 9


                Lucky for us, while both of Luci’s parents drive to work, they have a third bumble-bee yellow mercedes waiting for the apocalypse in the garage. Elias is reluctant to use it. He rightfully doesn’t want us to scratch up his brother’s fancy wheels. Of course, since in three hours the car will be nothing but a pile of scraps on the pockmarked hunk of earth floating below us anyhow, he acquiesces. If anything, our joyride will keep the car ticking a little while longer.

The poor guy. He looks horrified. I think he’s seriously fretting over Luci. Without her folks around to protect her, it looks like Elias has taken it upon himself to keep her safe. They seem to have a good relationship. When I was Luci’s age, my uncle was chasing me around the living room threatening to pierce my ear with a safety pin. True story. No way in hell I’d trust him to tank for me. And here’s Elias, a 28-year-old accountant, ready to take on the end of the world. 

Honestly, when we first talked, I thought we were screwed. Worst party member ever. He didn’t even know what a party member was. However, his ability to take action, even when it’s completely counter to his worldviews, is admirable. 

In fact, at this point, I could probably bail, and they’d be just fine. On the other hand, we’ve got the same goals, and while I’m not positive teamwork really makes the dream work, I feel like ditching them only to run into them again at the Lookout Towers would be hella awkward. So for now, the more the merrier.

We haul the garage door open to let some light in. The sounds of a bright and beautiful suburban day serenade our little party as we get ready: leaves gently rustling in the wind, the trill of songbirds, the porch chimes, the crack of distant gunfire. No sirens anymore. I wonder what the police are up to now. I probably don’t want to know.

It doesn’t take long to throw the essentials together. Despite the revelation that the twenty hour timer is a ruse, we’ve decided to keep to the plan: head to the top of the apartment building, check out the view, and bolt for the station before things get too hairy.

Across the street, an old woman casually walking a beagle throws a dirty look our way as Elias hurls a tire iron into a growing stockpile of weapons in the trunk. I smile and wave. 

So far, we’ve got two wooden baseball bats, a fire axe, an entire toolbox, a few hangers for some reason, and a crowbar. I also sneak some bug spray and a lighter into my pack. 

Yeah, I know, it’s kind of childish, but now that I know there are classes to discover, I want to experiment. What will happen if I use fire? Will I earn a pyromaniac class? A firebending class? I mean, if there’s magic in this reconstituted world-ending game, that’d be a pretty cool class to have, right? Elias is correct. I haven’t thought ahead, and the barbell doesn’t suit me. So useful or not, I’mma try it out.

Luci has already taken position in the passenger seat, the handgun in her lap. She’s switched out her gym bag for a backpack covered in iron-on patches: a mix of rock band logos, anthropomorphized fruit, and dabbing forest critters. Yet another reminder of how it takes less than ten years for the next generation of kids to make exactly zero sense. 

I was actually rather surprised to see that she didn’t switch out her outfit for something a little less blood-spattered. When I mentioned it, she said that nothing we take matters anyhow. I’m starting to worry how practical she’s getting.

As for me, I ditch the barbell for a pair of kitchen knives that I strap to my leg with a half-assed belt of elastic and duct tape - which earns me two notifications.

1.

Dual-Wielding Knives

A pair of one-handed slashing weapons

Ability: Basic Attack

[This weapon is not an official reconstituted item. Abilities for this weapon cannot be earned during this stage. All non-reconstituted items will disappear upon use of a portal station.]

2.

New Skill Unlocked!

Handcrafts

You can now craft small objects by hand, for utility or decoration. Improve this skill to create more constructive and durable products.

[Bonus Proficiency: Dexterity]

I wonder what class I’ll get with these. A stabby class would be cool. Something up-close-and-personal. Something dextrous. I like the idea of being quick on my feet, maybe even more than the idea of wielding fire. It feels roguish and mischievous. Shadowy. I’ve been feeling shadowy lately. And while I’ve never knifed anything, I feel like that could be me too. A crazy lady with knives is way better than a crazy lady with a spoon. Plus, my dexterity attribute isn’t the worst, and I still have three attribute points to allocate.

Speaking of…

I open up my Status. Apparently, Luci already distributed her six additional points before we even met: three in dexterity and three in resolve. Once Elias levels, he’s going to stash his in strength and fortitude. So here I am.

Helen Gables

Lv 2

Health: 16/16

Stamina: 15/18

Status: Mild Fatigue [Stamina affected. -1 Dexterity]

Strength: 4

Fortitude: 3 

Dexterity: 5 (-1 fatigue)

Wits:7

Resolve: 6

Charm: 5

Available Attribute Points: 3

Wallet: 75g

Fatigue? Was there a notification for that? Shit. Now that I think about it, I do feel tired. I barely slept. If I’d known the world was going to split in half a million pieces, I would have popped a sleeping pill or something. Instead, I laid in bed for hours staring at the ceiling, woefully cognizant of the empty space beside me, before I gave up. Eventually I lugged myself to the couch to scroll through my phone, browsing recordings of happier times. At one point or another, I must have dozed off. So maybe I got a few hours in. Nothing solid.

Ugh. It’s hard to do this without knowing anything. I could just keep the points in reserve, but I only have a level’s worth, and I need something that can give me a leg up over the flying piranhas. I’ve been surviving by the skin of my teeth. If I want to make it to the portal alive - and I’m pretty sure I do - then I need to use what I have.

Charm I can rule out. If it’s anything like charisma, then it’s a great attribute outside of combat but not so hot for smashing monsters into pieces. Unless these are D&D rules. Whatever. Maybe I can get it later. Right now though, I’m not going to survive with a winning personality. 

Strength and fortitude aren’t my strong suits. However, with the starting points so close, I could turn that around. I don’t know if I’m going to stick with Luci and Elias, so I can’t necessarily rely on Elias being the party tank. But if I’m soloing, a tank class isn’t really the way to go either. Plus, I’ll be honest. I don’t like tanking. It feels too out-there for me. Too brazen. So I’m putting those stats aside. 

Resolve I have yet to figure out. It likely means I’m either great at resisting debuffs, like poison or confusion or whatever, or it means I have superior health and stamina regeneration. Or I’m just unnaturally determined.

That leaves wits and dexterity. Due to Elias’ superior skeptism, we know that survival-based classes are a thing. I don’t know how great they’d be in combat, but they’d probably be helpful for scouting, tracking, identifying, etc. Wits would likely be handy there. I wonder if they have artisan classes. Maybe once I teleport, I can retire as a starving artist. Either way, whether soloing or in a team of three, we probably can’t afford that kind of specialization. 

My guess is that the wits attribute also determines magic ability, although that’s not so much a guess really as a heartfelt desire. I can’t hinge on that, so adding to my wits will have to wait.

By process of elimination and my new affinity for kitchen knives, I’ll have to choose dexterity.

I lob three points in dexterity, instantly making it one of my highest stats, matching with wits only due to the status debuff.

Huh. I don’t feel any more dextrous or agile. I suppose I’ll have to get moving to feel the difference.

Incidentally, my stamina meter jumps too. I now have 24/24 stamina points. I guess it makes sense to tie stamina to dexterity. Move with precision, you save energy for endurance.

If health and stamina are dictated by specific attributes, then the most likely case is that health is directly related to fortitude. I should tell Elias to aim his stats in that direction. It’s more important that he can take a hit than land one. 

Elias drums his finger on the car roof, surveying the garage for what I assume is more weaponry.

“Hey, we should get going,” I say, stifling a yawn. God, I wish I’d gotten more sleep last night. “Time’s ticking.”

“Alright,” he says. “Alright.”

He continues to stand there, the gears clearly turning in his head.

“Elias.”

“In a moment.” He slams the trunk shut, then raps his knuckles against the passenger seat window.

Luci props open the door. “What’s up?”

“I have something to say,” he begins. He takes a deep breath. “If we’re going to do this… If we’re going to do this right, Luci, I need you to follow my instructions. To the letter.”

“Tío,” she protests.

“No. I know you’ve been through a lot already. You’re strong and smart, but you’re young. Until we reach your parents, I’m responsible for you. Understood?”

“Yesssss, sir,” she whines.

“And Helen.” He pauses. “Don’t screw this up.”

I give him an awkward double thumbs up. You know, like an idiot. “I’ll try not to screw this up.”

He eyes me but says nothing.

Then I slump into the backseat where I can privately review all of the ways I will most definitely screw this up.

Despite this entire venture being based on my ability to drive, Elias has elected to take the wheel. He says it’s because the car belongs to his brother, but I think we both know he doesn’t trust me. Fair enough. I’m actually a pretty shit driver. Not in the “running over old ladies” way, but in the “I missed the ramp and now I’m panicking and forgot to check my blindspot and almost accidentally brake-checked that guy” kind of way. 

Let’s be real. Anxiety is a weakness of mine (le shock!), and while flashbacks and overthinking are my real kryptonite, 60 mph death machines aren’t real helpful either. Meanwhile, Elias has a full grade above me, so the keys are his.

Once he starts the car, we all get a new message.

1.

Title(s) Earned:

Road Tripper: Ride in a human-made vehicle before it is reconstituted.

Reward: Driving +1

2.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Driving 6

“That’s ominous,” I say.

Luci grins. “Ooo, I unlocked the driving skill! Maybe I should drive!” 

Elias just looks at her.

The car drives like a dream. We end up retracing the path that Luci and I took: past the large houses, past the churches, past the wide lawns.

And then we reach the main streets, the two-story houses giving way to old apartments and corner stores. In the hour we’ve been gone, things have changed.

It begins in a trickle. An abandoned car here. A trail of blood there. They look like props. Like somewhere nearby, there will be a camera rig and a film crew.

A block farther, we cross the street where Luci and I met. Where the monsters first appeared. More cars crowd the road - some crashed, some deserted. Store windows have been shattered, broken glass glinting on the sidewalk. Trash blows down the road like tumbleweeds. 

And there are bodies. In the time it takes us to drive across the street, I count five. Five bodies. 

My memory flashes with images of the monsters eating that man alive, of teeth tearing strips of flesh from that woman, of people fleeing, blood spraying. All I felt was fear. Fear and relief. Relief that it wasn’t me. Now, looking at the aftermath… I don’t know what to feel. It doesn’t seem real. I know, I was there. I saw it happen. But what I’m seeing now aren’t people. They’re just bodies. Bodies and blood.

“Whoa,” says Elias. “Don’t look, chispita.”

She gazes out the window. “It’s okay.” Her voice lowers to just above a whisper. “I’ve seen worse.”

Two blocks farther, and the state of the pretty little town rapidly declines. More dead. More destruction. When we turn westward toward the Lookout Towers, cars clog the street. Again, some are crashed, others abandoned, and others… I don’t know how to describe it. It’s like the doors have been torn from their hinges, the roofs ripped off like the jeep in Jurassic Park. The classic, obviously. Not the Chris Pratt ones.

The mercedes rolls to a stop, the street jammed in front of us. We’re only two blocks away from the Lookout Towers. The apartments definitely stand out as the tallest point. On a road crowded shoulder-to-shoulder with brownstone bistros and boutiques, the pair of stylish glass high-rises lord over it all.

“I don’t think anyone’s in the car in front of us,” says Luci.

A flash of black swoops past the window.

Elias ducks reflexively, fingers white-knuckled around the wheel. “What was that?”

“Flying piranha,” she answers. “Did you hear me? I think we need to walk the rest of the way.”

“With that out there? Luci…”

“It’s fine. It’s just a couple blocks. We can make it. Right, Helen?” She looks back at me expectantly.

“We can do it,” I say with admittedly much more confidence than I feel. 

“Chispita,” says Elias. “If you want to stay in the car, that’s alright. Helen and I can do this ourselves.”

Hey, wait.

“Like hell,” she sneers.

“Luci!”

“I’m not staying in the car. It won’t keep me safe anyway. You know they can go through glass, right?”

He takes a steady breath but remains quiet.

“Elias,” I say, interrupting whatever’s going through that head of his. He thinks way too much. “Is there a way to get to the stuff in the trunk from here?”

He nods to the middle seat. I lower the back, revealing a little hatch that opens up into the trunk, though it’s impossible to see in there. I reach in and fumble around for the first thing I can grab. One by one, I fish out each item. It’s like a horror-themed grab bag. Yup, there’s the axe. The tire iron. Oo, a crowbar. And a couple of baseball bats.

Elias threads one of the bats through the neck of his backpack and into the water bottle sleeve before arming himself with the axe. Smart move. I knew the guy would be resourceful. I do the same with the crowbar. Luci takes the second bat.

“So what’s the plan?” she says.

“Well, to me, it looks like everyone in the zone had the same bright idea as us,” I say. “I’m guessing that’s why we’re at a standstill. That and, you know, monsters.”

Elias nods. “The front will be crowded then.”

“Crowded with corpses,” I add. Elias glares. “I’m just saying, if those bats saw a mob trying to push into the towers, they would have a field day. But yeah, either way, it’ll be hell to get in the front.”

“Then we go through the parking garage.”

“Maybe. It’s probably secured. It won’t open for just anyone. Unless they have retail parking.”

“Hey,” says Luci.

“Most do,” he says. “Especially the newer apartments like this one.”

“Is that something we want to gamble on?” I ask.

“Hey,” Luci says again.

He sighs. “Do we have another choice?”

“I don’t think so. Not unless we ditch this plan altogether.”

“Hey!” Luci shouts. “How big would you say the flying piranhas are?”

“Um, like wingspan-wise?” I reply. “Six feet, give or take.”

“Okay.” She points out the rear windshield. “Then what in heck is that?”

            






Chapter 10


                Four cars have joined us since we rolled to a stop. A black terror descends upon the last of them, its wings stretching wider than the street itself. It crashes onto the roof, talons piercing through the steel like its cardboard. Folding its wings into four distinct peaks, it unhinges a jaw of needle sharp teeth. Then it leans over and bashes its head straight through the windshield.

Its whole body quakes and quivers, the car lurching beneath it. In a matter of seconds, the monster tears through the passengers, chunks of people exploding around it like a backed up woodchipper and raining down on the street in hunks of viscera and blood.

With its head still fully inside the car, its body flips down onto the hood. It claws forward, talons curving around the dashboard, and wriggles itself further inside for whatever juicy bits are cowering in the backseat.

Again, there’s a dizzying tingle in my head. When I focus, a description appears.

💀 Flying Piranha Matriarch (Lv 10)

While not a single one of its inspirations comes from a matriarchal structure, this enemy does. The matriarch is no different than its brood, other than it is larger, meaner, and far more tenacious. Do not get in its way.

Level 10. With a little skull, no less. Christ. I almost got my insides eviscerated by a Level 2. Of course the description tells me absolutely nothing of use. The system controlling this stage is the worst. No tutorial. No guide. No codex. No nothing. I mean, who’s a girl gotta kill to get a list of weaknesses here?

“We need to go,” I say, latching onto the door handle. “We need to go now. While it’s busy.”

“While it’s busy?!” says Elias.

Luci nods. “Let’s do this.”

“Good. Grab your shit. We’re gunning it for the garage. Go!”

I slam down on the handle. The door doesn’t budge. What the-

With a click, the door unlocks.

“Sorry,” says Elias.

I’m going to murder him.

Take two. I slam down on the handle, and the door flies open. We burst onto the street. All I can see are the towers in front of me. I’m dead focused. There’s no point in looking back. There’s no dodging that thing. There’s certainly no fighting that thing. If it spots us and feels like scoring an easy meal, we’ve got zero options. 

Well, there’s one option. Sadly I don’t think I have the willpower to slit my own throat. Maybe that’s a skill you learn later on in the apocalypse.

Luci sprints ahead, her studded boots pounding the pavement like she’s been running since birth. I’m not far behind. My legs stretch in front of me, and I’m soaring. My feet feel like springs, launching me from one step to the next. My God, I’ve never run so well. I’m not faster, necessarily. Just better. It’s like I never knew where to put my feet before, and now my whole body is working in tune. 

When I think about my stamina, the numbers pop up in the lower right corner. I can see them ticking down, but I’ve got a lot to spare. I could keep at this for a while.

I don’t glance back to check on Elias. Sorry, bud. Mama’s gotta not get eaten.

I have no clue where the matriarch is now, but her brood is still hunting the skies. Across the street, a pair of flying piranhas hook onto some woman and tackle her to the sidewalk. Another swoops low, plucking a goddamned limb off the side of the road before soaring off.

As I reach the apartments, I’m hit with a pungent mix of diesel and rust-scented blood. The towers sit on an intersection now clogged with crashed cars and too many dead to count. It’s a horror show, people smothered like jam between sheets of metal. 

The entrance to the towers is even worse. A minivan has rammed through the doors and straight into the front desk, pinning some poor overly dedicated employee to the wall behind him. Another car is smashed into the rear of the minivan, and another three cars are piled onto that one. On top, around, and under the cars are bodies. So many bodies. Some picked apart by claws and teeth, others trampled or crushed by people just like them.

It’s way worse than I thought it’d be. All of this just to get a good view? That can’t be the only reason.

Just as we hit the corner, Luci doubles over and vomits. I get to her in time to wipe wet strands of hair from her face. I glance behind me. With his fire axe in hand, Elias jogs toward us. Just a few seconds away now. 

A block behind him, the monster matriarch is still searching the cars, bashing in windows and peeling off roofs like they’re cans of tuna. She’s only got a few more snack packs to rip open before she reaches the intersection. 

I don’t think we’ll make it through the front entrance. Given time, we could. It’s an obstacle course, but it’s not impossible. There are actually a couple people climbing over the cars right now. However, if we follow, I doubt we’ll make it inside before the matriarch closes in. If she spots us in her periphery, she’s not going to want to keep snacking on steel.

I hug Luci around the waist. “Come on.” 

Together, we hobble around the corner. A sign points to the parking garage. I can see it from here. There’s no door. Just an opening. Hallelujah. If there’s a secured residents section, it must be down the ramp.

Elias comes around the side of the building. When I point to the garage, he gives a tired nod in response. Just another thirty seconds and we’ll be tucked safely away inside.

A flying piranha dives toward him.

“Watch out!” I scream.

He whirls around.

It’s like I can see it in slow motion. The monster pops out from behind a pillar, rearing its talons directly at his head. Elias can’t defend himself. Not in time. He doesn’t have the seconds or the space to get a solid hit in. Even if he just one-hand flails the axe in the right direction, the monster will already be on top of him, and the swing will go wide. His face will be a bloody pile of ribbons before he gets another chance.

But I have seconds, and I have space. 

I don’t think. There’s no time to plan. As fast as I can, I yank a knife out of my makeshift sheath and fling it. 

In the split-second that the knife flies, I have this picture in my head: the blade piercing the air, narrowing in on the target like a dart, before it punctures a wing, knocking the bat clean out of the sky before pinning it to a car.

Unfortunately, kitchen knives aren’t throwing knives, and I’m not a knife thrower. 

The blade cartwheels through the air and plonks against the monster’s head.

Plonk.

The knife clatters to the ground.

Still, it does the job. The monster veers off course, missing Elias by mere inches. For a moment, it hovers just a foot from his shoulder, rearranging its stance for a second go. 

It’s all the time Elias needs. He lands another hand on his axe, hefts it over his head, and slices downward. 

It’s like the man was a born lumberjack. The axe cleaves the beast, lopping off its oversized fishhead while the rest of its body flops to the ground. 

Elias stands arced over the handle of his axe, his form silhouetted by the noon sun, an untucked flap of flannel shirt billowing in the wind, the blooded blade cutting into the sidewalk with finger-length cracks splitting from the center.

It’s kinda hot.



1.

Enemy Defeated: 

Flying Piranha (Lv 2) [Shared with Elias]

Exp: 5

Earned: 25g

Exp to next level: 10/20

2.

Title(s) Earned:

Girl Power: As a woman, save a man from certain death.

Reward: (1) Styling Voucher

3.

Classes Discovered: 

Night Watcher

Triggered by: Saving a party member with an attack.

Once immortalized by the Dutch painter Rembrandt van Rijn, the fearless men and women of the Night Watch stand vigilant, protecting the innocent and keeping the peace. That or they’re just a bunch of racist neighborhood dads with itchy trigger fingers. Stay alert, move quickly, and maybe you too can save the day with this versatile rogue class.

Discovered Class Bonus Unlocked: 

Saving Hit: Do 20% more damage on the first hit to an enemy targeting another party member.

 

Sicarii

Triggered by: Damaging an enemy with a knife or dagger.

Named for the daggers (sica) they carried, these terrorists of the ancient were a splinter group of Jewish zealots during the years leading up to the First Jewish Revolt in 66 CE. Their purpose? Kill any and all Romans or Jews collaborating with Rome. But, following a defeat in 73 CE, their leader convinced the entire group to commit suicide rather than surrender. Operate in stealth, kill quickly, and escape unnoticed with this undercover rogue class. And don’t unalive yourself.

Discovered Class Bonus Unlocked:

Disappearing Act: For five seconds, move 50% faster following a stealth-kill.

Yet another insulting title. Still, the classes are pretty damn awesome.

Elias pushes his glasses up his nose before scooping up my knife. “Are you alright?” he asks, hurrying over. He offers the knife, handle first.

“All good,” I say, stashing the blade in my sheath. I say sheath, but it’s really an elastic band velcroed to my thigh with little knife-sized pockets made of duct tape. Did you know you can make anything out of duct tape? My 14-year-old self sure did. What a bad year for eyesight. So cringe.

Luci tucks lightly vomit-crusted hair behind her ear. Somewhere along the way, she lost her knit hat. “I’m okay,” she says. She still looks a tad queasy. 

“That was something,” says Elias as we head into the parking garage. “Luci, you killed three of those?”

“Yeah, so,” she replies.

He pats her on the back. “Your mama taught you good, chispita.”

“Oh. Well. You know it,” she says, though not with her usual gusto.

Upon entering the parking garage, we’re met with a long, straight ramp descending to the first floor. By the time we’re halfway down, whatever light the day offered has all but disappeared. The bottom is nothing but a pitch black pit. 

“Creepy,” says Luci, her voice echoing. She slides her phone out of her backpack pocket and flips on the flashlight. 

“They should have a backup generator,” Elias says. He looks at me for some reason. I shrug.

“You don’t think the flying piranhas live down here, do you?” says Luci as she whips the phone’s flashlight upward.

The wide halo of her light flashes across the ceiling. I swear for a second I see monsters hanging by the thousands. But as far as we can see, there’s nothing but vents and piping.

“Ten cuidado,” says Elias. “If they’d been here, the light could have woken them.”

No shit. In the split second between her statement and the big reveal, I think I lost ten years off my life. I check my health and stamina, half expecting them to have reacted. They didn’t, of course. If I had a sanity meter, I’m sure it would’ve taken a hit.

Elias takes out his cell phone too, using the flashlight to guide our path, as Luci continues to survey the area. As dark as the parking garage is, the phones aren’t much to go on. The lights are wide but they’re not enough to reach the far walls. We have no idea what’s in front of us. 

I’m sure it’s just cars.

            






Chapter 11


                Sometimes, finding the stairs in an unfamiliar parking garage is annoyingly convoluted. You’ll finally spot a sign that points toward the exit, only for it to be the car exit, not the people exit. Or maybe it’s an exit out of the garage, not into the building. Or maybe there aren’t any signs at all, and you end up following a row of doors into an oversized garbage room.

Well, let me tell you, it’s much more annoying in the dark. All we have are the lights of Luci’s and Elias’ cellphones to guide us. I didn’t leave my apartment with my own, which I’ve been regretting for a while now. Worse yet, there’s this cloying, humid heat building in the underlayer of the Lookout Towers. I don’t know if it’s just the lack of air flow or something else, but it’s gross and rather uncomfortably damp.

We’ve only been down here a few minutes, though that’s a lot of time to spend wandering aimlessly around a stifling, pitch black parking garage. I don’t like wandering around in the dark in the best of times, and I’m certainly not a fan when there could be a colony of flying piranhas dangling unseen above our heads.

“I found something!” says Luci.

Sadly, it’s not the stairs.

Illuminated in the pallid yellow glow of her cellphone’s flashlight is a pillar of thick, ropey vines exploding out of the pavement and straight up into the floors above us. The vines are rich with thorns about as large and pointed as shark teeth. Little leafy tendrils snake out from between the cracks, flowers speckling the vines. They’re rather gross, their mottled clam-yellow petals curling away from cushions of powdery pollen. They emit a sour, earthen odor, like fruit you forgot in the back of the fridge.

Ignoring the part where this jungle monstrosity is in a parking garage, the whole thing doesn’t look right. It’s not just the flowers. The vines are desiccated, all withered and shaded like a yellowing bruise. It appears to be dead. Still, I can hear it rustling, as if it’s growing directly beneath us.

I try to examine it like I did with the other monsters but nothing comes up. Must be more of an environmental hazard than an enemy then.

“Careful, chispita. Stay back,” says Elias.

I can almost hear Luci roll her eyes. “I’m not going to touch it.”

“This could be the infestation they spoke of,” Elias says.

Luci moves the flashlight, its glow passing over the vines, and that’s when I see it. Where the light touches, the vines are still. But just outside the halo, in the liminal space between light and darkness, the vines undulate like tangled snakes slithering towards freedom. Towards us.

Something tickles my foot.

“Back up, back up!” I say, shuffling backwards. “Point the phone down. At our feet.”

She does. A dozen thorny vines wriggling towards us suddenly freeze.

“Oh my god, they’re moving,” she says.

Nope. No thank you. “We need to find the stairs.”

With newfound urgency, Elias waves his phone around the garage. “This way,” he says. I don’t know if he’s found something or is just making an executive decision, but so long as it’s away, I’m all for it.

As we charge across the lot, Luci keeps flashing her phone behind us, warding off whatever vines may be following. I don’t see any. It doesn’t stop the paranoia though. Every crack in the pavement becomes a vine, every shifting sound a warning that it’s coming. I don’t even know what the vines will do if they reach me, only that I won’t like it and I sure as hell don’t want to find out.

Finally, Elias’ light catches a glass wall. Behind it sits a pair of elevators and a stairwell door. We rush toward it. Elias leads the way, ushering us inside. 

The second the door swishes closed, I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. Elias pans the flashlight across the glass and out into the garage. 

For a split second, I swear I spot one of those piranha monsters tangled in a vine, pale petals pinned on its teeth. It wouldn’t surprise me, that the bats are attracted to the plant’s putrid blossoms. But the light passes over it. There’s nothing more to see. Just cars.

“Come on!” says Luci, opening the door to the stairs. There’s a pad for the keyfob, but luckily the lack of power has rendered it useless.

We head inside.

Luci immediately charges up the darkened stairwell, her light bobbing up and down with each step.

“Luci, slow down! I can’t see you,” calls Elias as he mounts the stairs at a much more cautious pace.

“Aw, come on. Can’t catch up, Tío?”

“We don’t know what’s up there.”

She leans over the railing and pouts at him. “Fiiine.”

Inside the stairwell, the heat from the garage has dissipated. It’s cool and airy with a faint garbage-y smell. Like rotting fruit. Whatever those flowers were, they let off a hell of a stink.

One staircase up, there’s a door leading to the lobby and a sign labeling this stairwell as the “West Tower.” I glance through the window into the lobby, but I can’t see anything.

Something rumbles above us. The stairwell quakes. I latch onto the railing as flecks of dust drift down from the ceiling.

After a few seconds, the tremor settles.

“Um…”

“Was that an earthquake?” says Luci, waving her light around. 

“Chicago doesn’t have earthquakes,” I reply.

“That’s not entirely true,” Elias says. “Although there are no fault lines beneath the city, we often get seismic activity from fault zones to the north and south. The quakes just aren’t significant enough to feel.” He pauses. “Nothing earth-shattering.”

I stare at him. “Really? Puns?”

“Oh he hasn’t even started,” Luci scoffs.

Before he has a chance to reply, Luci takes off up the stairs again. With a shrug, I follow. Between creepy plants and a giant bat matriarch, I’m okay with chancing a quake or two. So long as the building doesn’t collapse on top of us. Or plummet off the side. Or buckle beneath a coil of constricting vines.

“How many stories is this building?” I ask after another flight up. I’m just a few steps in front of him, my body casting a long shadow in the halo of his flashlight.

“I’m unsure,” answers Elias. “I recall a billboard boasting about its height. The next tallest building is thirty stories, so I would assume it’s at least a little more than that.”

It shouldn’t take too long then. The less time we’re here, the better. The countdown, which now sits just under 17 hours, is largely useless. According to Elias’ calculations, the zone will collapse in just under three hours, however the Lookout Towers have even less time than that. If we can’t spot the portal station from up high… I don’t know. As my fiancé would say, it doesn’t bear thinking about. He was weirdly formal like that. A proper English guy. I wonder what he’d say about all this. I wonder what he’d say about me. 

A few minutes later, we’re already on the ninth floor. My muscles are stiff - more from tiredness than any level of exercise. Thank the system for high dexterity. I should be sluggish. Instead, my feet are fast and sure.

Luci’s about a floor ahead of us. She keeps scampering ahead, her head off in the clouds. So far, we’ve seen no sign of the vines. We still keep checking behind us, just in case. 

Luci yelps.

“What, what’s happening?” Elias says, bounding up the stairs.

I race after him to find Luci standing by the door to the tenth floor, her light directed at her feet. The door is just barely ajar, held open by a bloody lifeless arm.

Elias pushes his niece behind him. “Careful.”

“I’m fine. It just surprised me.”

Grasping the railing, she begins to head back up the stairwell.

“Don’t go too far,” Elias warns.

“I won’t,” she calls.

Once she’s a few steps up, he flashes his light in the gap of the door, illuminating the hallway. I can’t see from my angle. 

“More vines,” he says quietly. “A lot.”

“Bodies too?”

He swallows. “It’s difficult to count.”

“Shit.” I sigh. “Well. Onwards and upwards, I guess.”

“You want to keep going?”

“What’s the alternative?”

He shakes his head, his face knotted with concern. Luci is already a floor ahead again, though the light on her phone seems to have a slightly more frenetic weave to it. With a deep breath, Elias gestures for me to move on.

We climb. One flight. Then another. Just as our nerves begin to settle, the building quakes. The stairs jitter under our feet, then quickly still. 

“Luci?” Elias calls.

“I’m okay,” she echoes back.

I glance at Elias, predicting another bout of protest, but he doesn’t say anything more. There’s simply nothing left to say. Every hour is a new horror. First Chicago floats away, then a voice tells us the world is ending, then looting, then monsters, then shrinkage, then man-eating vines, then earthquakes - all the while, a countdown we can’t trust ticks toward our impending doom. 

Our choices are few: Give up or press on. So up, up, up we climb. 

I can’t say I’m not worried. We’ve seen so much death already. More than I’ve seen in a lifetime. I’m not young or egotistical enough to think I’m invincible. All I can do is hope I’m lucky. And if I’m not lucky, I hope it’s painless. Perhaps a graceful swan dive off the face of the earth. Better than anything with teeth. 

Until then, I just need to bury the fear. Bury it deep. I’m good at that. I’ve had practice. For years now, I’ve been carried by that pesky little will to survive. What’s another few hours?

Do we even have a few hours?

Opening the map, I check to see where the perimeter is. The zone is definitely smaller now, with the Lookout Towers just short of a mile from the eastern edge. To the south, I can see the street where Luci’s house is. It’ll probably be swallowed by the end of the world within the hour. Whether or not our vantage point from the top of these towers will actually point us toward the portal, it’ll definitely be a view to remember.

And if we do see the portal? And we make it? Then what?

“Hey. Elias. When you killed that piranha, did you get any discovered classes?” 

“I’m sorry?”

“Discovered classes. Do you get any?”

“Oh. Uh, yes. I did. I discovered ‘Varangian Guard.’”

“Yeah? What’s it say?”

He takes a moment to rifle through his menus. “They’re ‘booze-soaked, swaggering Vikings with an affinity for axes.’ It appears to be a ‘tank’ class.”

“Huh. What’s the class bonus?”

“It’s called ‘Palace Pillager.’ I earn 20% more coins from fallen enemies, given that I’m intoxicated.”

“Damn, really? We gotta get you drunk.”

I glance back at him. He does not look amused.

“Okay, got it, no liquor then. Luci, how about you?”

“Huh?” She stops, turns, and hops down the steps to meet me, her flashlight swaying into my face.

I shield my eyes. Just twenty minutes ago, the girl vomited. How does she look so glamorous? Did she reapply her lipgloss again? And mascara, by the looks of it. When did she even do that? Man, I must look like an utter mess in comparison. Me and my ‘Nice Snatch’ shirt.

“Have you discovered any classes?” I ask.

“Oh! Yeah, totally. I got a support one for helping you. It’s healing-based I think. The bonus is that if I use some kind of healing thing on you, it works faster. And I got a ranged class before that. ‘Iron of Scythia.’ The bonus is I do more damage from a distance. It’s pretty basic. But wouldn’t it be cool if I got a bow and arrow? Like Katniss!”

“I’m into it,” I say. “You might want to experiment a little. See what other classes you can get.”

“Gotcha,” she says, picking up the pace again. 

Once she’s solidly ahead, Elias comes up beside me. “Are you sure now is the appropriate time to experiment?”

As if to emphasize, he flashes his light behind him, checking the stairs. The vines still haven’t penetrated the stairwell. Not yet anyhow. I can hear them though. Just phantom noises, my concerns mimicking what I fear.

“We don’t really have a choice,” I say. “I think, at least according to the descriptions we’ve gotten, we choose classes after we go through the portal. So the more options we have by then, the better. Plus those discovered class bonuses are clutch.”

The building trembles again. I can’t help but think we’re running out of time.

Elias shakes his head. “I don’t understand how you’re adapting so well. You and Luci.”

“We get the rules, I guess.”

“No. It’s more than that.”

“Maybe.” I glance up the stairwell, tracing Luci’s steps. 

“Go on. What are you thinking?”

“Well. People react to chaos in different ways, I guess. Some shatter into a million pieces before shit even gets started. Some stay in denial. Some slow-burn their way through, working through each part step by step until they make it to the end. And some compartmentalize and have a big ol’ breakdown later. You seem like a slow-burner. You’re steady. I’m a bright and beautiful flames that’ll explode later.”

“That’s certainly not the analogy.”

“Yeah, well.”

“I don’t know what Luci is,” Elias says. “She always handled her brother’s leukemia so well. Perhaps that prepared her.”

Or she’s just good at covering. But I keep the thought to myself.

We pass the fifteenth floor. Almost halfway there. As tired as I am, it’s astounding how easy it is to soar up these stairs. For the first time, I’m not entirely upset that I’m combatting the apocalypse in yoga pants.

A new notification flashes into view.

Title(s) Earned:

Stair Novice: Climb 200 steps.

Reward: (1) Lesser Stamina Draught Voucher

Oh look, my own alien Fitbit.

“Will Luci…” Elias lowers his voice. “Will Luci be okay?”

I sigh as I dismiss the notification. My attention turns to the staircase, the shadows playing on the wall. This is not a conversation I want to have. 

The poor guy. He’s just as in over his head as I am. Only Luci isn’t my niece. I can bail whenever I want. For Elias, if Luci’s parents don’t make it through whatever zone they’re in, he’s on the hook. Possibly for life.

So, will Luci be okay? I think about our interactions, her expressions, her clothes, her humor, the gun, the vomit, the fighting. It depends on the definition, I suppose.

I know what happens when the world breaks around you. When everything you believed your life to be crumbles into unrecognizable pieces, and all you can do is fall apart with it. When you try to put yourself back together, but you can’t scrounge up all the fragments of the person that you once were. When you finally glue all those fragments into the shape of a person, but it’s not the person you wanted to be. And everyone around you keeps wondering when you’re going to be whole again, and you can’t explain to them that this is it. This is you now. There’s nothing more to glue together.

And there’s that pesky anxious heart, tick tickin’ away again. Just need a few deep breaths… Steady goes it…

Damn, this day is really getting to me.

“Tío Elias, Helen, there’s a problem,” Luci shouts as we reach the seventeenth floor.

We rush up the steps to meet her. There, the stairs stop. There’s nothing but a heap of rubble, just chunks of concrete in an impassable pile. I don’t see a way through.

“What do we do now?” she says.

I pat the knives in my makeshift sheath. “Guess we’re taking a detour.”
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Chapter 12


                The stairs have collapsed in on themselves, the eighteenth floor crashing into the one below. It must have happened before the quakes, otherwise I think we would have heard the crash. Something’s rocking the infrastructure, and I imagine that something is inexplicable and viney. We backtrack to the sixteenth floor in search of another way up.

“We might have a good enough view already,” I say, “so long as we find a window.”

“And if the hallways don’t have windows?” asks Elias.

“Easy,” says Luci. “‘Knock, knock, heya strangers, can we come in to inspect your view? We’re looking for portals.’”

I pointedly eye the fire axe. 

“You want me to use the axe,” says Elias.

“It’s life or death,” I say. “If no one answers, a little breaking and entering isn’t putting us on the naughty list.”

Mumbling something noncommittal in spanish, he opens the staircase door. Humid air erupts from the doorway, carrying an acrid, earthen aroma. He aims his flashlight down the corridor. I imagine the hallway used to feel sleek, with fancy art deco carpet and gold-hued decor. Now it’s choked with vines.

A few units down, the Jack and the Beanstalk pillar we saw in the garage has busted through the floor and the ceiling above. Sinewy barbed coils laden with sickly yellow flowers snake across the carpet and under the doors.

The vines are everywhere. On the far side of the hallway, away from the glare of the light, a few creepers wriggle forward. 

A chill runs up my spine. “Awesome.”

“Hey, you see that?” says Luci. She waves her cell phone toward a space just past the viney column, spotlighting a heap of concrete slabs. Above it, the ceiling has caved in, a pair of broken rebar sticking out. “It’s a way up.”

“If we can reach it,” says Elias. He inches toward the nearest vines crawling across the carpet. His phone remains poised, arresting the plant in the beam of his flashlight. Cautiously, he taps his foot on a thin, thornless tendril. Nothing happens. It doesn’t react. He leans in, adding pressure. Again, nothing happens. 

“Do you see anything?” he asks. “Any movement?”

“Not that I noticed…” I reply.

“Nada,” says Luci, keeping her light trained on the pillar.

When he lifts his foot, the plant is perfectly intact. As desiccated and brittle as the vine looks, I would have expected that much weight to smash it into threads.

“It’s hard,” he says. “Solid. Like wood.”

“So… it’s safe to walk across?” asks Luci.

Elias crouches and prods the vine a few more times. Once again, it fails to react. Finally, he pokes at a thorn with the tip of his thumb. 

“Ow,” he cries, yanking back his hand. A pinprick of blood blossoms before dripping down the side of his finger. I stiffen at the sight of it. As it turns out, I can stroll past a street basted in blood with just a light case of nausea, but watching it get spilled, no matter the volume, is another matter.

“Smart.” I hand him a bandaid from my pack. While I’m at it, I take out the lighter and bug spray. So long as we’re testing things out…

“Don’t,” he says. “I believe we can walk across. As long as we stay clear of the thorns and keep a light on our path, we should be safe. We don’t know what it will do if we upset it further.”

I scan the hall. The hole in the ceiling on the far end is a viable option, and the vines still haven’t reacted to our experimentation. But I remain unconvinced. I know an evil death plant when I see one, and I can’t imagine this little green horror is going to let us scale an entire apartment building with just a self-inflicted fingerprick. 

Blood continues to ooze from Elias’ thumb. Tucking his fire axe under one arm, he attempts to apply the bandaid himself. After a moment of struggle, his niece helps.

“Gracias, chispita,” says Elias, sounding touched.

“No problem! I’m leveling up my healing skills. Today, bandaids. Tomorrow, surgery!”

“That can’t be how that works.”

“Why not? It does in video games.”

The man says nothing. He just takes a long, steady breath and massages his uninjured thumb against his temple. I get it. If the world seemed reasonable and ordered to him beforehand, this would all be rather jarring.

“Okay, let’s get this over with,” I say. I keep the lighter and bug spray in the pocket of my hoodie, ready to go. If shit’s going down, I’m gonna make fire.

Elias takes the lead, axe in one hand, flashlight in the other. I follow, with Luci picking up the rear to thwart any potential creepers with her phone. All this for a goddamn view. If there wasn’t a dinosaur-sized, winged piranha lurking outside or a vague timer ticking down to our inevitable demise, I’d say let’s scratch this and find something else. Sadly, the next best plan I’ve got is to steal some bikes and wander the streets until we fall off a cliff. So I guess we’re committed.

I barely breathe as we traipse down the corridor. It’s too quiet. If anyone’s alive in this luxury apartment complex, I can’t hear them. Without the hum of central air or the idle chatter of residents, there’s just us. Our breathing, our footsteps. And behind that, the very hushed, very subtle stirring of restless vines.

Elias squeezes between the wall and the column of vines, his light splashing on the unsettling growth. He stumbles as the sleeve of his flannel shirt snags on a thorn. With a jolt, he tears himself free and steps through. Once he’s on the other side, the pillar goes dark.

“Turn the light. I can’t see it,” I say.

“I need the light here,” he says.

“Elias, it’s moving!”

For a painful few seconds, I’m left helpless mere inches from this monstrosity. I’m alone in shadow, but I can sense it. I can feel it, the light feather of tendrils tickling my shoulder. It moves onto my collar bone. Then my neck. Oh my god, it’s on my neck.

“Elias!”

The light flashes in my eyes. Ten feet ahead, Elias stands on a chunk of ragged concrete, his back safely against a disjointed slab wedged between the ceiling and the floor. Before I can feel any relief, I notice his look of horror. 

Keeping still, I follow his gaze. There, sloped across my shoulders and behind my neck like a fucking boa is a braid of ropey vines. One of the strands has started to slither down my back, another just about to curl around my throat.

While my body is screaming to get it off get it off get it off, I slowly, carefully curve my fingers around the vine and pry it from my throat.

It won’t budge. It feels as light as a leaf against my skin, but it’s rigid. Solid, just like Elias said. Panic rises in my chest. I’m stuck here. I’m going to lose it. I’m going to faint.

“Helen,” says Elias, his voice forcibly calm. “Helen, you have room. Lean to the left, toward the plant, and you’ll be able to get through.”

“I can’t,” I say. “What if it moves. What if-”

“The light is on it now. It won’t move.” He threads the axe through his belt and holds out his hand. “I promise.”

Breathing down air in stilted gasps, I choke back the bile rising in my throat. I can do this. I have to. With my gaze firmly fixed on Elias’ outreached hand, I shift slowly to the side.

It’s not perfect. As I slide free, my neck stings as a thorn drags across my skin. I wince. Carefully, I lean forward, and the vine sloughs off my body to the ground. 

I don’t hesitate. The second I’m clear, I sprint across the floor and grasp Elias’ hand. He pulls me onto the concrete slab to safety.

“Damn, that was close. Goddamn nightmare fuel,” I say, patting my neck. It doesn’t feel like the plant drew blood. Probably left a pretty visible mark though.

Before I can turn around, Luci’s already right beside me. The three of us are wedged onto the concrete slab, a little too close for comfort, with the Martez’ lights basting the horrific corridor in a soft honeyed glow, sounds of slithering vines rustling at the edges. It’s like we’re stranded on a life raft floating in a swell of man-eating seaweed.

“Are you both alright?” asks Elias.

“Yeah, never better,” I answer.

Luci nods breathlessly. “Can we get out of here?”

In answer, Elias wedges his fingers into a crack in the concrete and easily hoists himself up into the hall above. He takes a moment to prop up his cell phone, warding off the vines, before reaching down to help us.

“Luci, hand your phone to Helen so you can climb,” he says.

“But-”

“Luci.”

“Don’t worry about it. Get your ass up there,” I say, plucking the phone from her grip. 

Clutching her uncle’s hand, Luci scrambles up the broken floor to safety. Her studded boots disappear over the edge, and then it’s just me. I swallow, my heart drumming against my chest, the vines writhing in the darkness. Then Elias offers his hand and hauls me to the floor above.

We’re free. Relatively speaking.

With the pillar of vines on the opposite side of the cave-in, our end of the corridor is sans plant. The staircase we’ve been scaling - if it’s even usable from here - is at the other end, past the death plant, and I’m not wild about making that sojourn again. On our side of the chasm, the hallway turns, hopefully leading to another more accessible staircase.

However, before we do any more climbing…

After returning Luci’s phone, I stretch out my arms, high over my head, then around in a couple of wide arcs. “We’re seventeen floors up. How about we check out that view?”

“We should climb higher,” says Elias.

“Ah, you’re just nervous about busting in doors.”

“We should knock,” says Luci, approaching one of the units.

“Can’t hurt,” I reply.

We all stare at the closest door. 

“Aaaand all the adults in the party are introverts. Amazing,” Luci says dryly. Without further hesitation, she knocks. When no one answers, she puts her ear to the door, then looks at us and shrugs. “Your turn, Tío!”

Despite Luci giving the orders, Elias throws me a dry glare. His idea of a bad influence and my idea of a bad influence are clearly not aligned.

“Step back,” he says. 

Luci gives an excited clap. Ten bucks she never imagined her uncle doing this.

Pocketing his phone, Elias adjusts his grip on the axe. He plants one foot back. Then, hefting the axe, he slams the blade into the wood. 

With a sharp crack, the door explodes into splinters. Strips of daylight stream into the hall. Another whack, and the door is pretty much obliterated, blanketing the area in plant-arresting light. It occurs to me that this would have been a great idea earlier. 

Elias rips chunks of wood from the frame until the door is little more than a jagged border. He does it with such ease. There’s gotta be something supernatural about high-number attributes. I can’t imagine what anything past ten will look like. 

Since no one has come flying toward us in the rage, it seems like we’re alone. Elias steps over the debris and into the apartment. We follow, leaving the dark behind.
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Chapter 13


                I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. It is weird walking into a stranger’s house. Luci’s was strange in that I, as an adult, should not be following random thirteen-year-olds into their homes. But once inside, the place looked straight out of Instagram. Tidy, trendy, adorned in all the right decor. It was like I was viewing some real estate open house.

This place, however, is a real, lived-in apartment. It has a smell. Not potpourri and Lisol. More like… I don’t know, cologne and maybe milk? The entrance leads straight into the living room with floor-to-ceiling windows ahead. Even with the semi-transparent shades, the apartment is awash in warm light.

The living room is messy and authentic. There are hoodies and undergarments draped across a sagging blue-gray sofa, a pair of sticker-laden bass guitars leaning against a desk, rolling paper and sprinkles of weed strewn across an Ikea coffee table, several band posters haphazardly taped to the wall. A rogue roomba rebounds across the laminate floor, dragging a trail of toilet paper.

Definitely neater than my apartment.

Text pops up in front of me.

1.

Title(s) Earned:

Fledging Criminal: Break into a non-party member’s home.

Reward: Lockpicking +1

2.

New Skill Unlocked!

Lockpicking

You can now bypass locks without a key or permission. Improve this skill to increase your speed, lessen noise and conspicuous movements, and bypass more advanced locks. Does not work on arcane or enchanted locks.

[Bonus Proficiency: Dexterity]

“Ooo, lockpicking!” cheers Luci. “Dad says you used to be really good at that, Tío Elias.” 

Elias’ face reddens. “He did?”

“He let it slip once.”

Elias shifts his gaze. “It was a hobby.”

Smirking, I tuck that information away for later. Maybe our resident good guy isn’t so clean after all. 

Propping the fire axe by the door, Elias shakes out his hand. He winces as he prods his bandaged thumb, the bandaid soaked in blackened blood.

“You okay?” I ask.

He folds his hand behind his back. “I’m fine.”

“Anyone home?” Luci says as she skips past her uncle. She ducks her head into a bedroom, sniffs, and backs away. “Ew.” 

“Elias, that doesn’t look fine,” I say.

“It will pass.”

I dig the roll of gauze out off my backpack and waggle it at him. 

He sighs. “You won’t leave this alone?”

“Nope.”

“Fine.” He peels off the bandaid, flinching as it comes loose. 

“Holy mother…” 

What was once a harmless pinprick is now a festering, swollen gash, caked in blood and oozing viscous, yellow pus. The veins extending down his thumb have turned black, like ink.

“Well, that’s gross.” Unraveling the gauze, I fumble with where to start. “Do you want to maybe wash that first?”

In answer, he heads to the kitchen. It’s little more than an L-shaped counter and an island, both buried in clutter: keys, a thermos and gym towel, an open box of Wheaties, a glass pipe, and a palm-sized Batman figurine. Whoever owned the place seems like the kind of guy I would have loathed most of my life and then drunkenly banged last year.

“I have a… status condition,” says Elias with more than a hint of shame. He flips on the faucet, water rebounding off a stack of dirty dishes. Running cold water over the wound, he strains unsuccessfully to bite back a grimace. Sweat beads on his forehead and under the rim of his glasses.

“Me too. Fatigue. Go figure.” I lean against the counter, eyeing a cheap drip coffee maker in the corner. Too bad there’s no power. “What’s yours?”

“Hunted.”

“Yeah, that seems worse. Is there a description?”

“It reads, ‘The floras have your scent. They will ignore their own weaknesses to reach you.’”

I eye the entranceway, half-expecting there to be a pile of vines now braving the sunlight. “You know, in every sci-fi movie, there’s always a guy who touches stuff he shouldn’t. I’ll admit I really didn’t think that guy would be you.” 

“Hey, guys?” says Luci. She’s only a few feet from the island, her ear pressed against what I assume to be a bathroom door. “I think someone’s here.”

Elias elbows the faucet off. The water stops. We listen.

Someone inside the bathroom is… grunting.

Dabbing his hand with a paper towel, Elias moves around the island and the kitchen table. Luci moves aside as he tentatively approaches the door. 

Just as he’s about to knock, the toilet flushes and the door swings open.

A guy bursts from the bathroom, arms stretched high, a self-satisfied grin smeared across his face. 

He nearly bowls Elias over before he catches himself on the doorway. He’s imposingly tall. And big in a big-boned sort of way. He looks about early forties. Scruffy dirt-blonde hair, fit but with a bit of a paunch, kinda square face, wearing a faded black t-shirt with the sleeves rolled to his shoulders. A thick pair of wireless Beats headphones covers his ears.

He reminds of an over-the-hill Dane Cook.

“Well hey!” he says, yanking down the headset. His smile is lazy and glowing, stretching all the way to his bleary eyes. On his shirt is a skull adorned with a tiara, with a long tongue waggling between its boney teeth. “I thought I heard someone come a-knocking! Sorry ‘bout the stink. Didn’t know I’d have company! What brings you to mi casa, my man?” 

“Uh…” Elias says wisely.

 The guy bounds out of the bathroom and wallops him on the shoulder. At six-foot-something, he’s at least a head taller than Elias. “Not a dude of words. No worries. I haven’t seen you around here, have I? Oh whoa, there’s more of you. It’s a whole party in here. What’s up? But also, real serious, what are you doing in my apartment?”

Elias just stands there. I just stand there. Luci bursts out laughing.

“Bruh, I love that t-shirt,” she says. 

“Why thank you. You’re a little button, yourself,” he replies. In my periphery, I notice Elias does not seem to care for that one bit. “Hey, you have a gun.”

“Yeah. So this is gonna sound sus, “ she says, “but we’re here to look out your windows. We didn’t think anyone was home, so we kinda let ourselves in. Is that okay? We thought maybe we’d see the portal.”

“Well damn, you came to the right place then!” He struts across the living room. “Whoa, my door. That is insane.”

I have to know what strain this guy is on.

“Follow me!” our host says, swinging his arm in a wild arc. The grinning skull on his shirt leers at me.

Luci skips after him toward the windows on the far side of the room. Just as the guy grabs onto the beaded cord, he spots Elias’ hand. The paper towel looks like it just mopped up a painter’s palette, all soaked in splotches of red and yellow and black.

“You got a problem there, amigo?”

I rush forward with the gauze. “Just a flesh wound, right?” I say, catching Luci’s look of concern.

“If you say so.” 

The guy yanks open the shades as I quickly dress Elias’ wound. 

A quick line of text materializes.

 

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Healing 3

 

Huh. Guess a lifetime of using bandaids doesn’t count for much. Honestly, the system could have been at least a little more generous with divvying out points for our past. Of course, generosity clearly doesn’t seem to be their forte.

As the shades disappear, sunlight floods the room. I wasn’t sure what seventeen floors up would get us, but the view is pretty good. It faces east, back toward downtown Chicago. With so many lowrises between here and the city, the guy must’ve had a great view of the skyline. Probably little slices of the lake too. But, you know, not anymore. After less than a mile of apartments and shops, it just ends, like paper, the edges torn away.

Bye Chicago.

Bye world.

So, what else do we have. A little closer in, I can see the roofs of the squat, two-story stores lining the street we used to get here. Behind that is a thin road, followed by a square block of tree tops. Likely a park. I can’t see anything farther that way. 

The other Lookout Tower sits kiddy-corner of this one, obscuring most everything to the north. To the south, it’s another few blocks of retail, apartments, and then houses. Black smoke billows from somewhere beyond. No sign of anything portal-y.

Down below, it looks like there’s a large rooftop terrace that attaches the two apartment buildings. I press my face to the window, though I can’t make out much. Thankfully, this unit has a sliding door that leads to one of those juliet balconies. You know, not so much a balcony as it is a mildly protruding half-wall of glass that real estate agents call a balcony. 

“It’s a sweet candy view, ain’t it? Had to have the ‘rents chip in, but the city, it is my muse,” the guy says. “After this, I think maybe I’ll try heavy metal. Rock just won’t have the same taste, man.”

“Is it cool if I open it?” says Luci. 

“I got ya, little lady.” Unlatching the lock, he slides open the door. Fresh wind blows into the room, uninhibited sunshine baring down on my face. I step forward, clutching the wall, and peer down.

Ohhhhhhhh shit, dawg.

“Is that it?” Luci gasps, leaning over the railing. “Did we find it?”

Right there on the rooftop terrace, maybe ten floors up from the ground, is a stark white circular disc about thirty feet across. There are cracks in the terrace spidering out from the disc, with little bits of refuse wedged underneath. It’s as though the portal had been dropped from the clouds, crushing whatever fancy outdoor grills and picnic tables the Lookout Towers once had. Inside the disc are three concentric circles.

And there are bodies. Honestly, at this point, one should assume every description comes with “and bodies” at the end. If I wasn’t desensitized already, I’m sure as hell getting there.

Maybe that’s the point?

But yes. Back to the bodies. I count four of them, each an adult, each bloodied and battered. Three of them are prone just outside of the disc, another a few feet away. There are more than a few weapons scattered about the terrace as well. Baseball bats, guns, knives, a garden hoe, a fire extinguisher. 

The disc itself is spattered in blood.

“The ride gets off here, my people,” the guy says. “Damn frisbee came down this morning. I just got off my night shift. ‘Bout to hit the hay. Scared the bejesus out of me. After the big announcement though, I thought I was a lucky s.o.b. Everyone scurrying around trying to find the portal, and it’s just an elevator ride down.”

“So that’s the portal. We made it,” Luci says breathlessly.

“Yeah…” Propping my elbow on the half-wall, I turn to him. “So why are you still here?”

“It weren’t for lack of trying.” He pauses. “You all want a beer?”

“Oh, def-” I start before catching Elias’ stare “-initely no. Yeah, no. I think we’re in a bit of a rush. So you tried and then…?”

“Sure, yeah, it was right in the beginning there.” He takes a seat at the kitchen table, feet propped up on a chair. “Right after the big announcement, the whole building stormed the portal. I didn’t check my stats or nothing. Just joined the parade. When I got down there, there was a big crowd. People pushing and shoving. I didn’t even make it outside. Just watched from the windows. Couldn’t see much of anything. Only the heads of the first bunch as they went up on the portal.”

“What happened?” asks Luci, captivated. 

“There was a light. No sound. Not that I could hear anyhow. And a bit of a shake. Like an earthquake. Then… screams. I never heard nothing like it. It was no Def Leppard concert, I’ll tell you what. Worst sound I ever heard. Then came the stampede. No one wanted to be there anymore. Everyone’s running. I made it up the stairs, came all the way back up here before I knew what happened. Smoked my throat raw. Gotta calm the nerves, you know?”

My heart drums against my chest, my mouth dry. Of course they wouldn’t make it so easy. “What scared them? The flying piranhas or the plant?” I ask.

“The plant? You mean the vines? Yeah, Frank mentioned that. The monsters go ape-shit for that stuff. Haven’t seen it myself. But nah, that just sits in the dark I hear. What gets ‘em is the giant bat bitch.”

“The matriarch,” I confirm.

“Yeah. Watch for a spell. You’ll see. You can’t just step on the portal and whiz away to heaven. It takes a full minute to rev up. I timed it. Sixty seconds. Soon as it starts, the lady comes calling. Her and the little ones. Those rings on the portal, they light up. Then a big circle appears Star Trek style and out you go! I’ve seen some people make it through, no doubt. Not all whole though. There was a dude who got his legs nibbled off by a pack of those monsters. Blood spewing. Dude was a major boss though. He crawled his li’l torso up there and got zapped up, blood and all.”

Elias clears his throat.

“But in that minute when the portal’s getting its motor started, most people get picked off,” he continues. “Poor Mrs. Frolova got swept off her feet and tossed like a chicken bone right over the ledge. She was my neighbor. Seventy years old and could still drink me under the table.”

He makes the sign of the cross over his chest.

No one speaks. 

Finally, Luci frowns, hands on her hips. “This is bullshit.”

Elias gapes at her. “Luci!”

“I’ve seen people die. I can say ‘bullshit’ if I want,” she snaps. “Which is exactly what this is.”

She storms over to the sofa, deflating into the cushions. Elias stands behind her, his grip tight around the fire axe. 

“She alright?” the guy asks.

“It’s been a long day.” Turning back toward the window, I gaze down at the alien disc. So close, yet so far. Indeed, this is some certifiable bullshit. “Have people tried fighting it? The matriarch?”

“Oh man, yeah. Plenty. First was this one guy from the fourth floor, Frank. His friends and him went up and down the floors getting people to join his party. Turns out you can have five folks in a party at most. I think they went down with seven parties total. And… yeah, a few people made it.” 

“A few?”

“Like… six? But they were all super low level. Others have made it on just pure luck. Like the mama bat just didn’t show or she was so busy chowing down on one of their pals that the rest of the party made it through.”

“Right. So, has anyone done it without losing people?”

“Yeah, once. That I’ve seen. I haven’t watched all of ‘em. But this party. Man. Bunch of cops. I bet they used to be army too. Totally ripped. The one I talked to - he was Level 12. No idea how. He and his guys were searching the place for anyone over Level 10. Then they killed the monster dead. Bang bang bang.”

“Wait, what? We saw her. She’s still alive.” 

“Oh she came back. The bitch does not give up easy. That’s why I’m practicing my jumps.”

“Your jumps.”

“Yeah! I used to be in cross country. High jump. Been a couple decades now, but my jump skill’s still at a solid 5. I’ve been doing jumps for two hours now. I’m at a 6. In twenty hours, I’m gonna jump right over that bat.”

He puffs out his chest. This is a confident, enthusiastic man right here.

I’m about to crush his dreams.

“Right,” I begin. “Um. So. First, that is a wild idea. Second, I don’t think we have twenty hours. We have two. Tops.”

“Not anymore,” interrupts Elias. He hesitates, glancing at Luci. “It will be two hours until the entire zone is gone. However the Lookout Towers sit east of center. At the rate the zone is shrinking, we don’t have two hours. We have one.”

“Oh.” The guy’s shoulders slump. “Huh.”

“Yeah, oh,” I agree. “Maybe if we-”

My body lurches to the side as the apartment quakes. In silence, a shadow swoops past the window.

The portal is activating.
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                    Here’s another based LitRPG worth your time, this one from CyberCinder called Rise of the Worthy.

Like mine, it’s a system apocalypse with a first-person present POV female protag. I’m telling you, if you like the tone and style of my work, I’m pretty damned sure you’ll like theirs too.
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Rise Of The Worthy [LitRPG System Apocalypse]





The system fears your very existence. Prove it right.

Fifteen years ago, the apocalypse rained magical coins from the sky. Anyone who picked one up disappeared. Some never came back. Everyone who did was never the same.

Shelby Thestalos never thought she’d become one of them. But when a molten corpse clutching a Class Coin throws her into the thick of it, she takes up the coin and join the ranks of those who travel between Earth and the unnamed other world.

With her newfound Gambler class and nothing else, Shelby will brave the dangers of the other world and come back stronger. No matter how much the system doesn’t want her to.



What to expect:

-slow-build from weak to overwhelmingly strong.

-coin-based power system where spending experience is just as important as earning it.

-a long series delving deep into the other world’s mythos, how the apocalypse ruined Earth, the system, and much more.

Daily uploads for as long as I can justify it.















                







Chapter 14


                Once upon a time, I lived in New York City. Before then, I’d never seen someone die.

My first year at Columbia Law, I lived on campus, just a few blocks northwest of Central Park. It was an adjustment, to say the least. I’ve always been a city gal, but Chicago has nothing on the Big Apple. New Yorkers don’t faze easy. They’ve seen everything. And as a newbie, I had to learn quick. 

In just my first semester, I witnessed more streakers than I can count, way too many furries, a group of men bicycling in diapers, three people casually strolling down the street wearing live boa constrictors, two subway goats, one subway stingray - allegedly stolen from the aquarium, and at 10am every single day, a man perched on a bench in front of my favorite cafe eating an armful of tomatoes. He just cradled ‘em like babies and ate ‘em like apples. There was not one morning that I didn’t see him.

NYC is a weird, weird city.

So by my second semester, I mastered the art of not caring. You see a crazy old man with more beard hair than clothes aggressively berating passers-by about his best friend Buddha, you move on. 

Which is how I ended up mere inches from death.

Sometime in April, after the Bookstore Crawl in Brooklyn, I was coming up out of the subway. There was a woman at the top of the stairs. Wild, brittle hair like a bird’s nest, a tattered floral sundress sloping off her shoulders, bare feet. She was flailing her arms, screaming that the helicopters were spying on her. 

I glided past her in my newfound unfazed New Yorker way, oblivious to the foot-long shard of glass in her hand. I mean, I noticed it, but more as a prop piece than a weapon. Like me with my wooden spoon. Just something that got picked up along the way. I remember wondering how she wasn’t cold. That was it. Just, ‘Gee, she must be cold.’

Then I heard an older woman behind me say, “Ow! Fuck you!”

Her last words.

I turned around, and a triangle-shaped hunk of glass was sticking out of this woman’s windbreaker, right there in the stomach, like some avant-garde urban art piece. It took time for it to register. For another few seconds, the woman kept walking. Then she faltered, slumped to the side, and collapsed onto the sidewalk. Another passenger put pressure on the wound, but by the time the paramedics showed up, she was dead.

The other woman, the killer - she didn’t seem to notice. She was still yelling about the helicopters out to get her.

And here’s what I did. The amazing reaction I had to this horrendous moment.

A nervous giggle bubbled up in my throat. I couldn’t help it. 

I laughed.

No, it was not funny. Not one bit. But that was my reaction anyhow. Nervous laughter.

It turns out a bout with trauma has not corrected that.

I watch as a pair of strangers step onto the portal. It’s like a target, its white rings marked in red.

A moment later, the flying piranha matriarch rises from the streets, her leathery wings beating in strong, steady strides.

The two men stand on the portal, oblivious to the monster surfacing behind them. Then, one of them whips around, shotgun in hand. 

It’s too late. Before he can even think to take aim, the matriarch twists her head and chomps. His torso snaps free. Severed legs topple to the floor as his head rolls off the portal. The matriarch throws back her fishy maw and lets the rest of him sink down her gullet in three nasty gulps. 

The stranger’s partner doesn’t move. Maybe he’s hoping the portal will whisk him away before the monster notices. Maybe he’s just frozen in fear. Either way, it’s over fast. With a beat of her wings, the matriarch sinks her talons into his torso and casually flings him off the building. The illuminated rings inside the portal dim as the monster returns to the streets for another snack.

I laugh. It’s quick. Just a breathy, guttural chortle that escapes my lips before I manage to cut it off. Really, it sounds more like a horse neighing than a laugh.

Still, it’s enough to get a couple glares.

“That’s horrible,” I say. Then I yawn. Fantastic work, Helen.

The apartment owner raises his eyebrows. “You’re messed up.”

“You’re messed up,” I reply. 

Luci, the back of her head just barely poking above the sofa, doesn’t move. She says, her voice barely above a whisper, “So what, we’re just going to die?” 

Damn. Well if that’s not a way to ground someone back to earth…

Elias replies, “No, chispita. We will figure out a plan.”

“I’m not asking you.” She shuffles onto her knees and peers over the back of the sofa, those big brown eyes looking into my very soul. “I’m asking Helen.”

“I don’t- No, of course we’re not going to die,” I say. “Elias is right. We’ll make a plan. We already have a few fights under our belt. And we’re armed. And…” 

My eyes catch on something: Elias’ bandage. My breath hitches in my throat. 

An idea begins to take form. 

“And I think I’ve got something. But first,” I turn to our host. “I’m gonna need some caffeine.”

1.

Party Member Added: Ron Cook (Lv 1)

2.

Title(s) Earned:

Party Animal: Belong to a party of four.

Reward: Debate +1

3.

Skill Proficiencies Increased:

Debate 7

Well that seems pessimistic.

A few minutes later, the coffee table has been shoved aside. I’m posed in front of the sofa with Luci, Elias, and our new friend Ron the bassist in attendance. Elias, despite his practiced posture, looks as tired as I feel, his expression of hard consternation marred by the dark wells growing under his eyes. Ron is super glazed. Just happy to be here. Luci… I don’t know. Her perfect cupid face is splotchy red, like she’s moments away from tears. But she’s looking up at me with such hope. Such trust.

Nursing a can of disgustingly sugary Red Bull, I relay my genius plan.

“Power leveling,” Elias replies, his voice flat.

“That’s part one, yes,” I say. “With only Level 2 baddies to go around, we won’t get very high. From what we’ve seen, it’s 10 experience points per monster, with levels going up consecutively by 10. Level 1 takes 10 points to master, Level 2 takes 20, Level 3 takes 30, and so on. So Ron and Elias, you need to kill ten monsters each to hit Level 5. Luci needs seven. I need eight. That’s a sum of thirty-five, but as a party, we can assume it won’t distribute perfectly. So let’s say we need to kill forty flying piranhas total.”

“That is a metric hellton of bats, man,” Ronnie notes.

“But the matriarch is a Level 10,” says Luci. “With a skull. That has to be bad.” Her knees are tucked to her chin, her pretty auburn hair draped in a fraying braid across her shoulder. Between Ron and Elias, she looks so small.

“I know. We can’t match her level. But we’ll fare better with four players half her level than we would at just 1’s and 2’s.”

Luci nods sagely to this. So does Ron, but I don’t think he gets it.

“We should recruit more people then,” says Elias. He doesn’t say ‘as cannon fodder’, but the implication is there.

“There’s no time,” I say. “We either spend our last hour leveling or we spend it hoping we can find people in their apartments who are, for some reason, higher level and rearing to go. It’s not a good option.”

“We should at least warn them though” Luci says. “We know where the portal is. There are still people out there searching.”

“Yeah, a bunch of folks went out with spraypaint and megaphones and stuff already,” replies Ron. “Wonder what happened to ‘em…”

Elias runs a thumb over his bandage. It hasn’t soaked through again, but it’s just a matter of time. “What about the vines?”

“I’ll get to that,” I answer. “Our main goal is to level up our best stats. We won’t be rounded out at all, but this is just one major fight. We focus on our best skills, and we hammer those home. For me and Luci, that’s dexterity. For Elias, that’s strength. For Ron, fortitude. Sorry, Ron. You’re the official punching bag. We also need to form a rough strategy and battle order. Probably with Ron drawing fire, Elias and me as second hitters, and Luci picking off the party crashers.”

“I’m following you,” Elias says, “but I don’t see how we’ll be able to find forty enemies within an hour, much less kill them.”

“We lure them.”

“Alright. How?”

I grin. “With you.”

After another all-too-brief explanation, I expect there to be pushback. The plan is clinically insane. But, to my surprise, everyone just follows my instructions as if I actually know what I’m doing. It’s the lawyer side in me. I’m persuasive, even when everyone in the room knows damn well I’m lying. Either that or my deception skill is working overtime.

Elias, I believe, doesn’t think the plan will work. Not entirely. While he keeps his mouth shut, the man has a terrible poker face. His bushy caterpillar eyebrows can’t help but arch in complete incredulity, his forehead a mess of consternated wrinkles. I swear, before we reach the portal, that luscious mink-brown hair will be nothing but gray. 

Still, he doesn’t argue. He understands that impossible odds call for impossible plans, and he obviously doesn’t have any better ideas - although I’m sure he’d be fine just using Ron and me as a sacrifice and then hurling Luci onto the portal at the last second. It’s clear his goal is to get Luci to the finish line, everyone and everything else be damned. With Luci already at a Level 3, her survival at least seems plausible.

As for me, I would like to survive. It actually comes as a surprise how much I’m willing to do to ensure it. I wouldn’t call it a character arc or anything. If death arrived by wishing it, I’d be dead one hundred times over. But my survival instinct is a persistent little bitch. And honestly, I want to know what the hell is going on, and I can’t find out if I’m dead.

It’d be nice if the others survived too. I know. What a big ol’ heart I have. But I like Luci, and Luci likes Elias, and Ron… well, Ron is a person that I know now. So there’s a sliver of my shriveled raisin of a heart that wants them to live. That’s all it is really. Truly heroic stuff.

Whatever else there is to these relationships, I block from my mind. There’s enough on my plate already.

So, on we go. We pack Ron’s bass in a gig bag, grab his battery-powered amp, tear up some rags, scrounge his fridge and recycling for every last Stella bottle, raid poor Mrs. Frolova’s apartment for a handle of Russian vodka, dig in Ron’s coat pockets for more Bic lighters, resupply the bandages and divvy them out, and wrap our arms and torsos in leather and duct tape which temporarily increases our fortitude, but only by 1.

After our preparations, we bullet down the staircase opposite of the one we used previously. With luck on our side, we make a clean getaway to the first floor - all the vines strictly sequestered in the hallways and parking levels - and head out the back door toward the parking garage entrance.

This is where we set up shop. And by set up shop, I mostly mean line up a row of precisely four molotov cocktails. That way, if things get too hairy and Ron can’t get to his bass guitar on time, we have fire. Lots of uncontrollable fire.

We have a few major issues though, some I think we can address, some we can’t. One of the issues is that Luci only has eighteen bullets. Elias begrudgingly wedged the last two bullets into the magazine, giving her a total of ten before she needs to reload. Apparently a clip is supposed to make it easier? I know nothing about guns. Whatever the case, she’ll have to conserve her ammo. Once she’s clean or the fight gets too close, she has a baseball bat.

Also, my knives were a dumb idea from the start, so I have a machete now - which of course earns me another useless notification about non-reconstituted weapons. Who knows why Mrs. Frolova had a machete, but god bless her.

The sun beams down on us, the sky clear and sadly monster-free. They’re mostly trolling the car-choked street to the south. Since that’s where the matriarch hangs out, that area’s off limits. If we had time, we’d just wait for a few of the monsters to meander over. Unfortunately, time is not on our side. According to Elias’ calculations, we’re down to forty-seven minutes before the Lookout Tower plummets into oblivion.

Seriously, fuck whoever designed this.

Just inside the parking garage, Elias edges down the ramp. He insisted on doing this alone.

“You got this, Tío!” Ron cheers.

“His name’s Elias,” I correct. “Tío just means ‘uncle’ in Spanish.”

“Oh dang! I didn’t know I could speak Spanish!”

Luci bounces from one foot to the other, alternating between watching her uncle and scanning the skies.

“He’ll be fine,” I say. “Ron and I can keep guard if you want to keep an eye on your uncle.”

She swallows, nodding.

Elias’ figure shrinks into the darkness as I turn away. Given that this was my bright idea, it’s killing me not to watch, as if my sight alone could will him to succeed. I clutch the machete with a death grip and listen as best as I can.
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Chapter 15


                The skies remain hauntingly clear. Around the corner of the building, I can hear something going down, but I can’t tell what. I’m sure I don’t want to know. It smells like a barbeque.

We’ve chosen a decent spot as any. We’re under an overhang, just to the side of the parking garage entrance. Behind us and to our right are thick walls of concrete. That means the only openings for attack are the road in front of us and the walkway to our left. Nothing from behind. Nothing from above. Those are key. 

In front is a thin two-lane road. There are six cars abandoned in the lanes leading into the intersection, so not too crowded. On the opposite side sits a ten-story apartment building, an alley, and then some kind of warehouse. My guess is that whatever monsters we draw will likely come from the intersection to the south, though it’s possible they can swarm from the alley, the north, or up and over the warehouse. 

I remember the monsters exploding from the alley earlier, the way the entire throng descended on that man, his legs dangling from their jaws like strings of spaghetti.

We’re better positioned now. We have weapons. We’re together. We know what’s coming.

It still doesn’t seem like enough.

“So once Tío Elias gets the plant to chase him, how does he get it to stop?” asks Luci. She shifts back and forth, tracing her toes along the sidewalk. Her brightly patched backpack sways against her back. I’ve noticed that she dances when she’s nervous. I default to laughing. She defaults to ballet. We both have our thing.

“Well. His ‘Hunted’ status gives the vines the ability to ignore their weaknesses in order to reach him,” I say. “When we were in the garage, the vines didn’t give chase until we were close and out of the light. And they’re reasonably slow. Needing proximity to aggro is pretty standard, and I wouldn’t call their speed a weakness. Just a trait. That leaves their weakness to light. I’m guessing that’s what his ‘Hunted’ status allows them to ignore. So once he lures the vines out of the garage, he’ll just have to outpace them until they give up.”

“And if the plant is up here, the piranha-bats will come?” she asks with a heavy amount of skepticism.

“I think so. I’m guessing that’s why they’re here, in this area. I thought it had to do with the place being populated, but it’s pretty quiet now and they’re still sticking around. I think the plant is here to attract them. I mean, it’s the one thing I know about bats. They like fruit and flowers. And fish like plants, right? Otherwise why would the plant be here at all?”

She shrugs. “Because it’s evil and everything sucks?”

“True. Very true. But there’s also a sorta logic to it. They put the portal where most people would go to look. The plant’s there to attract monsters to defend it. And I’m guessing the portal itself makes some kind of noise only the monsters can hear. Something that drives ‘em nuts. Which is why they attack the second it’s activated.”

“Uh-huh.” She purses her lips. “That’s a lot of guessing, Helen.”

“Yeah,” I reply with a laugh. “But look at it this way: Your uncle agreed. And I think we both know he’s not the impulsive type. If he’s doing it, he believes it’ll work.” 

“For sure,” says Luci. She doesn’t seem convinced.

Smart kid. 

Elias has been gone for a couple of minutes now. For all I know, he’s suffocating beneath a coil of vines, those thorny tendrils tightening around him like a python constricting its prey. 

But hopefully not.

Beside me, Ron makes practice swings with his baseball bat. Back in the apartment, Ron insisted on hammering nails into it, but not a single one of us was cool with that idea. Even if it had the possibility of being more effective, there’s a ten to one chance this battle will end with Ron clobbering at least one of us in the head. So we told him we didn’t have time.

Our strategy is this: Ron takes the front, attracting the monsters. If they go for him, he takes the first swing. Elias is back-up. He swings if Ron misses and steps in as tank if there are too many to handle. I’ll keep an eye on the field as best as I can and give directions. I’ll also take all the rebounds. So after Ron or Elias hit, I’m up next. 

And finally, if we’re busy and another comes in, Luci shoots. Although she’ll probably end up with less experience than the rest of us, we can’t afford to have her wasting bullets when a solid melee hit will do. 

And as a last resort, if the monsters overwhelm us, Ron breaks out the guitar. If they truly hate noise, that should hopefully disorient them enough for us to regroup.

Most importantly, we call our shots. The last thing we need is friendly fire.

I know. It’s not much. We haven’t drilled. And there’s no Plan B. But these are only Level 2 monsters. So long as we keep our cool, I think we’ll be okay. At least for this part of the plan.

A shadow passes overhead. My heart stutters. When I look up, squinting against the sunlight, I spot straightened wings gliding along the breeze. 

It’s a seagull.

Luci points. “There he is!”

Inside the parking garage, Elias tears around the corner, materializing into the daylight. He charges up the ramp, his arms pumping like pistons, the blade of his fire axe swaying a little too close to his face, enough to be reckless. Elias doesn’t look up. He doesn’t wave. He’s in a dead, terrified sprint.

That’s when I see them. He was supposed to kite one vine, maybe two. Instead, dozens of vines slither out of the shadows. They wind serpentine up the ramp at an alarming speed, tumbling over one another in a writhing tangle. They nip at his heels, mere inches away.

We dodge clear of the entrance as he shoots out of the garage. He races past us, the vines giving chase.

“Tío Elias!” shouts Luci.

“Can’t!” he yells back. It’s all he can manage. He sprints across the street, jumps the curb, and peels down the alley, out of sight.

“Well. Shit.” I glance at Luci. “He’ll be fine.”

The vines ignore us as they stretch across the road in a twisted braid. A few of them settle, the others squirming over them to reach their prey. 

On the vines that remain still, frail finger-width tendrils split from the surface. It’s like watching a photo time-lapse. In jilted motions, the ends of the tendrils bulge into swollen buds. The buds burst open, spilling sallow yellow petals that peel back into flowers.

At once, the road erupts with an earthen odor, musty and rotten.

Seconds later, the monsters come calling.

And we’re already a man down.

Ron leaps into the street, poised for action. “Here we go!” 

“Hey, back on the sidewalk!”

He either ignores me or doesn’t hear me. Instead he does his best baseball hitter squat, both hands on the bat, ready to strike. He looks constipated.

Two flying piranhas peel free of the intersection. Another descends from the warehouse in a narrow dive.

“Two o’clock!” 

I raise the machete in my right hand. My left hand just kinda hangs there. It’s at this exact moment I realize how perfect a shield would have been.

The warehouse piranha lands first. Ron steps back, leans in, and swings. 

He overstretches, the momentum spinning him in a clownish pirouette.

The monster dodges. With a flap of its wings, it skips over the attack and realigns for another go. 

There’s no time for Ron to follow up. He’s going to die. It’s only the first monster, and he’s already going to die.

“Luci!” I shout.

“On it!”

The gun pops. She knocks it right in the mouth. Teeth shatter as the monster pinwheels out of the air.

I don’t even see where the corpse lands before the other two monsters close in. One of the bats swoops low, its wings beating in a flurry toward Ron’s back. The other aims high, mouth wide, ready to chomp right down on his head. In my peripheral, I spot a third plunging over the stoplight.

Shit. Ron is still recovering from the first encounter. He whirls around, unable to see what’s right above him. What can I do? It’s out of my reach. By the way, real fucking awesome that they pitted all of us beginners against enemies that fly.

Luci aims for the monster and fires, the echo of the gun ping-ponging against the buildings. It’s deafening. The creature jerks as inky blood spills from its flesh. But it’s not enough. It doesn’t relent. Its jaw unhinges like a snake.

Ron flails and swats his bat overhead like a blindfolded kid whacking at a piñata. By some miracle, it connects. A windshield cracks as the monster pitches through the glass.

“Woo, I leveled up!” He looks off to the side, completely ignoring the other monsters about to rain hell.

Oh my god, he’s reading his notifications. The idiot.

“Ron!”

The low-flying bat rears its talons. Finally, an opening.

“I got it!” I lunge, swiping my machete in a downward arc. Holy mother, I’m agile. Too agile. My feet spring free of the sidewalk. I’m in the air. I did not mean to be in the air.

To my surprise, I don’t flail. I’m narrowed in, knees bent, blade high. Like a goddamned ninja. From above, I bring the machete down. It slices through flesh, unzipping the monster straight down the middle. My feet punch the pavement. A split second later, two putrid chunks splat beside me.

Like a goddamned ninja.

God, the smell is foul.

Four notifications hit. I skim the first three.

1.

Skill Proficiency Increased: 

Melee Weapon Handling 2

2.

Enemy Defeated:

Flying Piranha (Lv 2)

Exp: 10

Earned: 50g

3.

Level up! You are now Lv 3. 

Exp to next level: 0/30

Attribute points available: 3

There’s also a description of a new discovered class. But unlike my idiot partner, I mentally shuffle three points into dexterity and dismiss the rest, my eyes peeled for the next enemy.

It doesn’t take long. The second wave is already here.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Alright friends, we got another awesome LitRPG for you. This time: horror!

It’s another fiction with a badass fem MC and lots of delicious violence. If the first few chapters don’t pull you in, then I don’t know what to tell ya. Check it out!
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The apocalypse is a horrorshow and Earth is the stage.

After a system-induced plane crash, Zoe and the other survivors flee into a dungeon. With no skills or understanding of the system, they face off against monsters and horrors. Now, Zoe must grow in power and adapt to the apocalypse while fighting the whims of alien gods.



- Weak to OP Female MC 

- Slow burn power up 

- Evolving abilities 

- Action, monsters, blood, and guts 

- Story gets very dark 




















                







Chapter 16


                Another three enemies tear across the intersection.

I step back onto the sidewalk, the roof protecting me from any overhead attacks. “Ron, adjust your fortitude!”

“Huh?”

“Your fortitude. Just think about adding three points to fortitude!”

“Uhhhh…” 

Too late. The mutant fish furiously bat their wings as they gun for our hapless tank.

Luci fires. The nearest of the trio spins out of formation, but the other two are nearly here. Another black blur forms in the alley. It’s very possible we bit off more than we could chew…

“More fortitude! Rock on!” whoops Ron. “Now what?”

“Now snap out of the menu and don’t look again until we’re- shit!”

One of the piranhas swoops low. Its teeth narrow in on Ron’s ass. Again, my body acts as though it has a mind of its own, like combat is just a familiar dance that my brain has long forgot. 

In one step, I reach forward and lash my blade across the monster’s belly. Black ichor pours from the cut. Quicker than I ever thought possible, my arm wrenches back, and the machete thrusts into its flesh.

I whip the monster to the concrete, step on its wing, and peel my blade from its body.

Damn, that feels good.

Beside me, Ron smacks down a monster overhead with a solid, satisfying thud. It’s dead before it hits the ground. 

Another rich waft of briny fish floods my nostrils. The stench is so thick that it nearly supercedes that rotting earthy smell of the vines. Ugh. It’s like low tide on a hot summer day. Ladies, you know what I mean. Remember your probiotics!

The piranha from the alley blinks into view. And it’s not alone.

“Swarm incoming!” I shout.

A whirlwind of wings flutter toward us. I have no idea how many there are. Three? Five? Ten?

Also, where the hell is Elias? If he’s dead, I’m gonna kill him.

A shot rings through the air. Then another. A monster falls to the ground with a splat. The rest are undeterred.

Ron stands firm, a bulwark against the storm quickly descending upon us. Say what you will, but the man understands his position. Even if I had the guy’s fortitude, I’m not sure I could stem the tide of a teeming swarm of flying piranhas quite like he does. He’s brave. Fearless. Or just stupid and/or high enough not to understand how much trouble he’s in. Either way, he’s a great tank.

Swinging like a Little Leaguer, Ron knocks one of the monsters out of the air, then twirls the bat into another monster’s jaw. Inky black spatters Ron’s face. Grinning, he bounces on his heels and rears up for another swing. He looks utterly gleeful.

Then, one of the flying piranhas splits from the group. For the first time in this fight, it isn’t aiming for Ron. It’s aiming for me.

I center myself and stare down the horrifying maw headed my way. Its veiny wings pulse. Its teeth gnash. Its oily skin shimmers. Yeah, I’m definitely not tank material.

Panic bubbles. My mind races. I try to visualize my first kill with the machete: the way I sailed through the air, how the weapon felt in my hands as I sliced through its fishy flesh. With a steady breath, I get ready to soar.

Something falters. Just as I’m about to leap from the sidewalk, I second-guess myself. I wonder about the position of my feet, the length of the jump, the grip on my blade. 

It’s like singing along to a familiar song, only to forget the lyrics mid-sentence. A tendon along the bottom of my foot spasms. Instead of jumping like a ninja and carving a perfect line through the monster’s body, I lurch like a moron and nail it with my head.

It’s like headbutting a door. The prick’s harder than it looks. 

I try to regain my balance, but something hits me in the shoulder. I’m not sure what happens next. I see wings. I hear shouting. And then my arms scrape along the pavement, and my chin smacks against the ground.

My eyes blur, my head rattling from my jaw to my skull. Biting back the pain, I start to move.

Then my leg shrieks in agony.

Dozens of teeth sink into my calf. It’s fire. Throbbing fire. I can’t see, but I can feel the monster biting and tearing away at my flesh like I’m a KFC drumstick. 

I try to shake it free. Turn over onto my back. Hit it with my machete. All I feel is searing pain. My muscles won’t cooperate. I scream at my body to move. Just move. Fucking move!

A bullet cracks.

The weight on my leg disappears, yet the agony remains. The pavement is at my back now. I’m facing upward. Did I turn over?

More weight on my leg. Another monster come to feast.

There’s a clash of shadow above me: the muddy cloud of Ron’s body, a sliver that I’m guessing is his bat, and a flurry of fuzzy wings.

A voice filters through the fog. “Helen!”

My eyes focus. Luci is kneeling by my feet, her hands working over me as she wraps a roll of gauze around my leg. Or at least the tattered remains of one. Christ, I can’t look. 

“Ron, ohmygod, on your arm!” she cries.

I glance up to see a flying piranha solidly fixed to Ron’s bicep. Ron yelps and bashes the butt of his bat into its face. One hit, two hits, three hits, and the squirming mass breaks free. It flops to the ground. Ron squishes the fucker with a final stomp.

“Ow,” whines Ron. He rubs at a fine line of teensy little puncture marks. That’s all the monster did to him. I’m a horrifying shredded mess, and he’s a cute li’l cotton pincushion. So that’s what fortitude looks like.

Luci fixes the gauze in place and gives me a hopeful thumbs up.

Seconds later, godsent relief floods through my calf. It’s like running cold water over a burn. The agony eases. The heat subsides. Only prickles of pain remain as my flesh heals. I can actually feel it: the muscles regrowing, tendons snapping in place, and skin knitting back together. Soon, my leg aches like a week-old surgery. I’m gonna have a hell of a limp, but I’ll be okay.

Overhead, a pair of piranhas soar over the warehouse.

Luci helps me to my feet. “Ready?”

Flimsy but standing, I grit my teeth. “Ready.”

The next few minutes fly by in a blur. Before long, we’ve downed a total of eleven monsters, with Luci and me at a Level 4 and Ron right behind us. That’s fourteen more to go between the three of us and however many Elias needs, if he’s still kicking. And there’s still nearly forty minutes left on the clock.

We catch a small break, during which Ron adds another three points to fortitude. His strength is hot while his dexterity is for shit. He misses half the swings he takes, but the ones he lands are almost all lethal. Hit or miss, the man’s a stellar tank.

With Luci’s dexterity and long-range weapon handling, she’s a great shot. Her fingers work in a blur, and she recovers from recoil like a seasoned pro. One after the other, she picks monsters out of the sky. Although not every hit is a kill, nearly every hit lands. And she’ll only get better.

No matter the result, the girl is pure class. While the forty-some-year-old Ron is whooping and cheering after every blow, Luci is calm and laser-focused, her pink miniskirt and fuzzy white vest fully caked with fetid black blood.

And me? So long as I shut off my brain, I’m a ninja. The second I try to involve my brain, I stumble like a newborn calf. I think it’s because my feet and fingers are dextrous, but I - myself - am not used to moving like that. I need the experience. I need to train. Plus my melee weapon handling is at a whopping 3. Until that improves, I try to stifle my thoughts and embrace the no-fucks crazy lady of yore.

Saying all that, I have an inkling that a rogue class may really suit me. It’s quick and cutting, subtle and yet audacious. And with stamina to match, I don’t have to worry about losing energy. And I’ve never been a high-energy person, so I must say that’s appealing.

Plus I’ve got a new class:

Machete Mambi

Triggered by: Damaging an enemy with a machete.

In the 19th century, Cuban guerrilla soldiers, known as the mambises, were great believers in the machete. Armed with guns and broad blades, the liberators of Cuba bled the forces of their oppressors - although disease-ridden mosquitoes had a pretty good part to play too. But don’t count on yellow fever helping you out! Cut down your opponents with this brutal fighter class.

Discovered Class Bonus Unlocked: 

A Degüello!: Perform two attacks in quick succession with any slashing weapon.

Overall, our party is a hot mess, like a circus during its first dress rehearsal. All show with no finesse. If it weren’t for the stat bumps and the fact that the monsters are all Level 2, we’d be roadkill. Instead, we’re doing so much better than I could have possibly imagined.

Which, obviously, is the thought that triggers Elias’ timely arrival and the furious swarm of flying piranhas at his back.
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                    Sorry for the extra-short chapter. I swear the wordcount will be more consistent going forward!



                







Chapter 17


                Elias is two blocks north, his figure shadowed in a cloud of wings. There have to be at least half a dozen of the monsters, maybe more. They blur into one another, a squall of glinting teeth and hellish fury.

I don’t see any vines behind him, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t there. 

“Ron, you’re on! Luci, grab a bottle!”

Tossing the machete to the sidewalk, I snag a Stella bottle from the line-up, ignore the stiff ache in my leg, and limp-jog down the road to face the mob.

Luci steps in beside me, bottle in one hand, lighter in the other. Her handgun is tucked in the waistband of her miniskirt. Probably not safe, but what are you gonna do.

She looks up at me, the loose hairs in her braid dancing in the wind. “You first?”

“Not yet.”

The monsters are too close to Elias. One of them clings to his shoulder, its teeth firmly locked around his flesh, talons scrabbling at his back.

The swarm nears. Elias is only a block away now. Soon, we’ll have no choice but to throw and hope for the best.

I spare a glimpse at Ron. He’s just about ready.

As I fish a lighter from the pocket of my hoodie, I take a deep breath. I’ve only ever seen this in movies. If the internet worked, I’d at least have been able to watch a tutorial or look up a WikiHow or whatever. This is not something you want to just wing, though I don’t really have a choice, do I? 

I flick my thumb over the wheel, willing it to spark. Once, twice, and ladies and gentlemen, we have fire. I barely have to touch the flame to the cloth before the whole thing ignites.

Just one more second…

Behind me, there’s a sudden snap. Electronics crackle, the amp buzzes. And then, finally, there comes the crooning lick of a bass guitar.

A series of boomy notes reverberate down the street. The monsters don’t know what to do. In a chorus of horrible screeches and burbling chirps, they rear up, their wings flapping in place. Just for a moment. Just enough to give Elias the room he needs.

“Elias, out of the way!”

I don’t have to ask twice. The man dives off the road. Wrenching back my arm, I hurl the bottle. 

It happens so fast. One moment, I’m setting it free. The next, there’s an explosion of heat as the swarm fractures into a plume of gorging fire. Flapping wings disintegrate into blazing tatters, spitting licks of fire and smoldering sparks. As the monsters fall, they scream. It stinks, an acrid mix of burnt fish and leather. One by one they flutter in fire until they drop in a heap of sputtering flames. Glowing whirls of ember wither in the wind until almost nothing is left but cinder.

I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.

1.

Enemies Defeated: 

Flying Piranha (Lv 2) x4

Flying Piranha (Lv 2) [Shared with Elias] x2 

Exp: 50

Earned: 250g

2.

Level up! You are now Level 5. 

Exp to next level: 10/50

Attribute points earned: 3

3.

Title(s) Earned:

Firebug: Use fire to eliminate an enemy.

Reward: (1) Lesser Liquid Fire Voucher

Pyromaniac: Use fire to eliminate 5+ enemies at once.

Reward: (1) Lesser Liquid Fire Voucher

4.

Class Discovered: 

Cultist of the Mystic Fire

Triggered by: Damaging an enemy with fire.

Fire. A giver of life. A destroyer of worlds. Across time, humans have worshiped and feared fire in equal parts. Will you provide kinship and warmth like the Albanian fire deity, En, or will you instill fear like Amon, the Grand Marquis of Hell, that cometh like a serpent of flame? Will your fires call back to kind memories like the Watra of Carpathia? Or turn away witches like the midnight bonfires of Sweden? The choice is yours. Wield the power of flame with this powerful sorcerer’s class.

Discovered Class Bonus Unlocked: 

Fire Piercer: Ignore 25% of an enemy’s fire resistance.

And there we have it. A fire magic class. 

Hmm. I kinda thought I’d be happier about it, but I’m really feeling partial to the rogue classes I’ve discovered.

Luci taps her polished fingernails against the glass bottle. “So…?”

“Throw it. There are a few still flapping around in there.”

She breaks into a smile. “Awesome.”

Another flaming bottle crashes into the pile of dying embers. The road erupts in fire. There’s a shriek as a threadbare wing reaches up from the ash and collapses.

“Aw, there was only one,” Luci says.

“Next time, my little pyromaniac.”

She laughs. “Look who’s talking!”

On the curb, Elias tears the bat from his shoulder and smashes it into the ground with the butt of his axe. Then, smothering a few rogue sparks singeing his jeans, he stands and hobbles over.

He’s a little worse for wear. His flannel shirt hangs in shreds, marred by talons and teeth. Splotches of blood - some his, some theirs - stain his clothes and face. Even his glasses have a few flecks of black on them.

More than anything, he looks tired. His shoulders hunch as he drags his fire axe against the ground. He looks over his niece, his eyes rife with worry.

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t here, chispita. Are you alright?”

Her cheeks redden. “I’m good, Tío. I’m a Level 4 now.” She pulls out a bandage to dress Elias’ new wound.

“That’s great, Luci.” He looks like he’s about to say something else when his attention strays to the road behind us. “Helen?”

I turn. Ron is tangled in a violent dance between three monsters, swinging and swatting his guitar in wild spins and leaps. He’s managing to keep two of them at bay. The other is hooked on his arm and gnawing on his triceps like they’re dinner.

“Shit. Uh…” I remember that Elias can’t come any closer, unless he wants to aggro the vines again. “Luci, stay here.”

“Yes, ma’am,” she answers with a salute. Her uncle flinches as she whips out her gun.

Pocketing the lighter, I take off down the street.

Again, I marvel at Ron’s ability to stand strong. He may not be the smartest apple in the bunch, but the giant doesn’t quit. He’s more than six feet of pure power and will. He’s whirling around with a monster clomped onto him, and I don’t think he’s even noticed. Meanwhile, most of my fights end with me flat on my back, screaming. And not in a good way.

I close in on the battle, but I can’t figure a way in. While my dexterity is good enough to slash a monster off his back, there’s not a heck of a lot I can do when he’s revolving like a carousel.

Finally, Ron manages to clobber one of the bats with a flailing kick. The other he bashes with a headbutt before pummeling it with three overhead whacks, crushing the monster into a fishy pulp.

“Right arm,” I say. 

“Oh, dang!”

With a meaty hand, he pries the piranha free. A strip of his own skin comes with it. Ron whips the monster into the ground and stomps on its head.

“Choo choo! Level 4 train, baby! And a class!”

“You add three to your fortitude?”

“Yes?” His eyes dart across an unseen menu. “Yes.”

Grabbing a bandage from my pack, I patch him up, then nod toward the intersection. “Another coming. You got this?”

“I do, I do,” he says with a mad grin. He hefts the guitar by the neck. The stickers blanketing the sides are spattered with blood.

I give a thumbs up and race back over to Luci and Elias.

“Okay, what’s the status? What level are you?”

“Level 3,” answers Elias. “We have thirty-five minutes remaining.”

“Thirty-five,” I repeat as I try to do the math. “So we need three more for Ron, two… five for you…”

“We’re cutting it close,” he interrupts. “We should go with what we have.”

“You sure? We’re doing pretty good. A few more minutes and we can at least get Luci to 5.”

“I am. I’ve considered our options, and we-”

A pair of monsters emerge from the alley. Discussion is a luxury we don’t have, and my opinion on this isn’t precious enough to argue. When in doubt, agree with the person who’s most stubborn.

“Okay, let’s do it,” I say. “Back exit. Take ‘em down, Luce. I’ll grab Ron.”

Gunfire echos behind me as I dash back down the road. I pull Ron from the action, scooping up the final two molotovs as he grabs the amp, the guitar cable wrapped in his fist.

Ready to go, we bolt around the corner toward the rear of the building. We can’t brave the West Tower again without losing Elias to the vines, and so far as we know, there’s no plant in the East Tower. So we gun for that one, our fingers crossed. With just a little over half an hour left on the clock, we spill into the back stairwell and head upstairs to the final battle.

Here’s how we stand. Elias is at a Level 3. Not great but certainly better than before. Apparently he added exactly one point to fortitude and the rest to strength. 

Luci is just five points shy of Level 5 with stellar dexterity. Unfortunately, she only has four bullets left. Since we don’t know how dexterity affects damage - if at all-, it’s hard to say how effective her skills will be against the matriarch.

Ron is Level 4, his fortitude at a soaring 12. We decide he should allocate the last of his points to the resolve stat since that seems to affect health regeneration, and Luci likely won’t be able to focus on healing. He also discovered a bard class and a title for being the only person in the zone to use a stringed instrument as a bludgeon.

And here’s me:

Helen Gables

Lv 5

Health: 20/24

Stamina: 38/38

Strength: 4

Fortitude: 6 (+1 armor)

Dexterity: 14

Wits:7

Resolve: 6

Charm: 5

Available Attribute Points: 0

Wallet: 550g

No “fatigue” status condition, so the caffeine did the trick, at least for now. In addition to upping my dexterity, I also add three points to fortitude. Maybe not the smartest move, but I’ll admit: I’m scared. Any time a flying piranha got to me, it only took a few seconds for it to carve straight through my skin and muscle, right down to the bone. It’s freaky as hell. One minute you’re soaring through the air like a ninja, the next you’re on the ground, blood pooling out of you like a backed up drain, and there’s a rabid monster going in for the kill, its teeth painted red with your own innards. 

It doesn’t matter how fast I’ve become. Those are not images that instill confidence.

And yes, I know the matriarch is likely several times stronger. A fortitude of 6 isn’t going to stop that giant maw from snapping me clean in two. Still, maybe it’ll make the little guys snag on some tissue before they dig too deep. Whatever the case, upping my durability eases my anxiety just the teeniest bit. Enough to keep me from feeling like I’m going to faint. For the most part.

I also nabbed a few titles, along with more vouchers, whatever they are. More importantly, I have two new class bonuses, bringing me to a total of five. Under the “Class Bonuses,” it lists:


	Rebel This!: Do 10% more physical damage against higher level enemies.




	Disappearing Act: For five seconds, move 50% faster following a stealth-kill.




	Saving Hit: Do 20% more damage on the first hit to an enemy targeting another party member.




	¡A Degüello!: Perform two attacks in quick succession with any slashing weapon.




	Fire Piercer: Ignore 25% of an enemy’s fire resistance.



Not like it matters right now, but I’m curious as to why the classes are so history-based.At first I thought it was kind of touching, but the more I think about it, the more tasteless it seems. They just shattered our entire world, and now they want to give a history lesson? It’s like a caricature of our past or some half-hearted montage of humanity’s latest hits. A mocking swan song before we die.

We climb to the tenth floor in silence. The lights of Elias’ and Luci’s cell phones carve a path through the darkness, our feet thudding in step as our hearts race. Ron pipes up a couple of times. I don’t really hear the words. I’m occupied by thoughts that burst like fireworks, exploding one after another before slipping from my mind in dissipating sparks.

I try to make them stop, but they’ve been building for a while. And of course, when I need to control my mind the most, the walls begin to crumble.

My thoughts mostly sift into one repeating phrase: I shouldn’t be doing this.

Our power level session went so much better than I could have imagined. We’re stronger. We’re whole. I even had a little fun. I think everyone did. Except maybe Elias. Yet that felt surmountable, even before we got started. It felt possible.

Let’s be honest though. The fight against the matriarch isn’t. Not for all of us, anyhow. At least one of us will get hurt. At least one of us might die. I’m nervous about my own life, of course. Oh, you silly old survival instinct, you. That’s enough to make anyone freak. But I also have a full party of people counting on me which is… not what I would prefer. I just wanted some goddamn ice cream. This? This is too much.

In fact, this is exactly why I didn’t want to join up with Luci. I can’t handle the weight of it. For once this morning, I wasn’t feeling anxious, and now the anxiety of expectations keeps bubbling up inside me. As we climb the stairs, my mind rattles. I want to stop. I want to curl up in a ball and admit defeat. Instead, I force one foot in front of the other, and I climb.

I shouldn’t be doing this.

If something happens to one of them… 

No, no I won’t do this. Not again. They don’t matter. None of this matters.

Just push out the thoughts.

Breathe in, breathe out.

Focus on the fight. The matriarch. The weapon in my hand.

I’m just a crazy lady with a “Nice Snatch” shirt and a machete I stole from an old woman’s apartment. There are no expectations. I can do this.
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                    Okay, final shout-out for a week or so. This one’s from my new writer friend, kernoel77, about a young woman living a double life: one foot in the real world, one foot in the realm of fantasy. Very cool premise, right? Includes action, adventure, and heart-melting romantic moments. Seriously, Fiona’s big heart turns my own into a li’l puddle on the floor.
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When Fio found a broken gateway back to her home world, the last thing she expected was to become one herself.

Unfortunately, she is now faced by the keepers of the gates. Creatures that seemed so elusive and uncaring before, and now want to tear the gateway from her soul, taking its power for themselves.

But Fio can’t give up either of the worlds she lives in. Both hold her families and friends, and if that means she has to go through the keepers to hold onto her freedom, so be it.

She’s always worked well under pressure.



What to expect: strong lesbian MC, double life between “normal” planet and fantasy world, themes of found family, cute and sad character interaction, queer people. Basically expect action adventure, meets found family and lesbian fluff, meets a bit of family drama.

 Read now!









                







Chapter 18


                This is it. We pad down the tenth floor corridor in silence. No plants. No monsters. 

Luci’s light reflects on a trail of browning blood dampening the carpet. We follow it until we reach the door to the terrace. There’s a bullethole puncturing the glass, cracks splintering from the center like a pointed star.

Pushing forward, Elias opens the door and steps outside.

The final boss arena.

It reeks of blood. Luci retches again, though nothing comes up. I feel the bile rising in my own throat too.

Prior to this morning, it must have been a very nice common area. I can imagine the concept art as a centerfold in the developer’s pamphlets: planters overflowing with freshly trimmed boxwood, brand new built-in grills, a seating area warmed by outdoor fireplaces and shaded with artsy overhangs. I might have even seen it on a billboard, once upon a time.

Now the grills and seats have been crushed. The boxwoods spill from shattered planters, the potting soil mixing with pools of blood. The brick tile, once clean and inviting, is hidden beneath chopped up fish, dismembered wings, and human gore.

All because of that giant white disc, presented like a trendy new centerpiece.

Once again, alien symbols appear in front of me, then transform letter by letter into readable text.

Quest Updated! ONWARD

You have reached the location of your quarantine zone’s designated portal station. Use it to avoid reconstitution.

Objectives:

- Find the portal station: Complete

- Activate the portal station: In Progress

We edge outside, awkwardly piling together in between the door to the East Tower and the portal. With a shiver, I untie the hoodie from my waist and zip it up. The air feels much colder now than on the ground. Chilled gusts tear across the rooftop. Without any buildings around us, there’s nothing to buffet the wind. 

There’s about ten feet of room on either side of the disc, giving us space to move without triggering the matriarch’s wrath. Still, it doesn’t seem right to get too close. Even though it’s dormant, the portal emits a low-pitched hum.

Besides, more danger lurks on the opposite side of the dais. I can see the door to the West Tower. Vines spill out from shattered glass, shifting and winding in the shade of the building. Three feet in, where the sunlight hits, the vines end in poised, motionless fingerlets.

“Elias, do you still have that ‘Hunted’ status condition?” I ask.

“Yes,” he answers, eyeing the plant. “You don’t need to worry. It attacked only when I was within arm’s reach.”

“And your thumb?”

“It’s fine.”

We dump our bags and extra weapons along the wall. At this point, all we have left are an extra crowbar, another baseball bat, and the bug spray. On second thought, I tuck the bug spray into my waistband.

The amp lands next to Ron with a thud. He plugs the cable into his bespeckled bass and rests a finger on the switch. I get the impression that his high has worn off. He’s still maintaining a beach-worthy chill, but that lazy smile of his has hardened into something with a bit of edge. A bit of grit. Like he’s ready to put the piña coladas aside and step on stage for his next gig.

“We doin’ this?”

“We should go over our strategy first,” Elias says.

No one replies.

“That means you,” says Luci, elbowing me.

“Yeah, sure. Um, well…” I answer. Off to a good start. Inspiring confidence. Definitely showcasing some leadership abilities. “Ron and Elias will activate the portal. It’ll take one minute to work. No matter what, Ron needs to stay on it since he can take the hits. The rest of us don’t need to join until either the matriarch is dead or there’s a few seconds left.”

“Um, let’s see, what else. Ron, you’ve got your guitar. So when the matriarch launches her first attack, that’s when you play. If it looks like the noise is really flustering her, keep going. But I kind of doubt it’ll do more than hold her up a second. In which case, wait for Elias to attack, then start bashing her with everything you’ve got. Elias, remember, you’ve got the first hit. Make it count.”

“I will.”

“So after that, Ron, you try to keep her focused on you. Elias and I will try to attack from her flank. Luci, just shoot when you can.”

“Anything I should aim for?”

“The head I guess. Maybe where the ears are? That seems to be their best sense. Wait… do fish even have ears?”

“Fish have inner ears in their skull,” replies Elias. “Behind the eyes.”

“And you just have that trivia rattling around in there, huh.”

“Her hearing is also a weakness,” he continues. “If she reacts poorly to gunshots, it may work in our favor to keep her hearing intact.”

Ron chimes in. “Remember the little dudes. Usually they just pick at the leftovers, but I seen ‘em come in if the old bat takes too long.”

“Good point. Maybe save your ammo for the mobs,” I say.

“Once you’re out of ammunition though, you need to focus on staying out of the way,” adds her uncle. “Do not come onto the portal until you must. You can’t afford to take a direct hit.”

“What about Helen?”

“I got some good melee practice in. I can dodge,” I say. “I’ll be okay.”

“For sure,” she replies, which I’m beginning to think is code for ‘I don’t believe you.’ She draws the gun from her waistband, tightening her hand around the grip. She seems eager. Determined. Like me, her method to maintain sanity seems to be go-go-go. No time to think. No time for solace. If she sits still, she may never get up again. “So that’s it then? Are we ready?”

“Yeah. Maybe. I mean yeah,” I say. Like a champion. I balance the remaining two molotov cocktails on an intact planter. “These are a last resort. It’s windy, and we don’t want the matriarch dripping fire on us. She’s probably less susceptible than we are. And try to be careful of the vines. Especially Elias.”

“Of course,” he replies.

I let out a long, steady breath. “Okay. Let’s um… Yeah, let’s do this.”

Ron lifts the amp. “Right on.” 

“Wait. I have something to say.” Luci steps in front of us. God, she’s small. Five feet, maybe ninety pounds at most. Her lips are cracked, eyes underlined with smudges of mascara. She’s not reapplying her make-up anymore. When did she stop? It seemed important to her. It should be important to her. She should care about make-up and homework and the environment or whatever thirteen-year-olds are about. This shouldn’t be her life. 

I shouldn’t be doing this.

Luci turns and looks up at each one of us. “I just want to say thanks. If we don’t make it-”

“Don’t say that,” interrupts Elias.

“Why not? Come on, Tío, I’m not stupid. This is crazy. And deadly. It’s crazy deadly. And we’re here together, and I want to say… When it started… at school… I thought I’d be alone. I thought, ‘I’m going to die alone.’ My friends, Mom, Papa, Liam… I think maybe… maybe they’re all dead.”

“Luci.”

“No, stop. I’m not making some big speech so you’ll feel sorry for me. Or so we can all cry or whatever. I’m just saying, everyone’s maybe dead, and maybe we’ll be dead soon too, but at least I’m not alone. And I hope that if I make it, I hope I’m not alone then too. That’s it. That’s all I have to say.”

When she looks up at us again, her eyes are clear, jaw set.

I wait for Elias to stumble into another well-meaning protest, but instead, he simply nods.

Ron raises his hand. “Do I have to make a speech?”

“No,” Elias says. To the point, as always.

“Okay then,” I say. “Ron, you’re up.”

“But he said I don’t-”

“The portal. Go activate the portal.”

“Ohhh, gotcha. Yeah, rock on.” He does a couple of quick jumps and shakes out his broad shoulders. With a loud exhale, he grabs the amp again and hauls it onto the disc.

It takes a moment to start. Ron saunters to the center and sets down the amp. He drums his fingers on the body of his bass, eyes on the sky.

Then, a white-blue ring of light bursts from the portal, its glow bright even in the blaring sun. The deep, resonate hum grows as the floor begins to tremble. It’s like thunder beneath our feet: a faint, unsettled rumble that builds and builds until the entire terrace visibly quakes. 

It stops. The light dims. The hum quiets. And somewhere below, a monster rises.

Quest Updated! ONWARD

You have now activated the portal station. Remain on the portal for :60 to teleport. 

Objectives:

- Find the portal station: Complete

- Activate the portal station: Complete

- Survive activation: In Progress

       - (Optional) Kill the Flying Piranha Matriarch

A countdown flashes: 00:59. 

I look toward the north, waiting for those colossal wings to emerge from the streets. 

It’s the most painful two seconds of my life. I wish I hadn’t had the entire stairwell to contemplate death. Maybe if I’d just bolted straight from our power level sesh to the boss fight, I’d be so juiced on adrenaline, I wouldn’t care about consequences. Instead I’m standing, waiting, thinking, hurting. Cold fear squeezes the air from my lungs. I try to breathe, but every inhalation is too short, too little. I grasp my machete so tight that my hand aches. 

I shouldn’t be doing this.

I can’t imagine how Ron feels. He’s the target. The bait. Elias has one foot on the portal, ready to pounce. To think, this morning he was sorting some rich guy’s books. From financial transactions to axe-wielding. What a life.

00:58

00:57

And then it happens. Before I see her, I sense her. The air pulses, steady gusts of wind rippling across the terrace. Then the sound, the rhythmic beat of leathered wings strumming the air. Then her presence, that stifling feeling when you know someone is watching.

The world closes in around me as she appears. 

She’s here.

She moves fast. One moment, the peaks of her wings blink over the wall. The next, she’s above us, casting the terrace in shadow. Her wings are enormous, over twenty-five feet of wrinkled membrane stretched thin over rigid bone. The oily scaled flesh of her body undulates with every beat. It’s disgusting. She smells foul, like trash rotting in the heat. And she’s massive. The actual meat of her, the fish, is the size of a damned grizzly, her talons long enough to impale two people at once.

She hasn’t opened that protruding jaw of hers yet. I don’t think I’m ready to see it. It’s taking every ounce of my will to stand my ground.

I focus, examining the creature.

💀 Flying Piranha Matriarch (Lv 10)

It’s the same as before. For a boss, it’s rather unceremonial. I was really, really hoping for a health bar. At least something to tell us if we’re winning.

Her pupils sway inside red orbs the size of my hand. She twists her head, one eye doing god knows what, the other pinned on Ron.

Then she swoops in, her raptorial talons hooked and ready.

Poor Ron. I can see the jitter in his shoulders, the fear in his eyes. Still, he waits. He waits until the last second. Then his shaky fingers pluck the guitar.

The speaker explodes with a deafening, boomy note. As my ears ring, I hold my breath. We have no idea if loud noises will affect the matriarch the way it affects her brood. And we have no idea what harm she can inflict if it doesn’t.

Thankfully, we don’t have to find out. Not yet. She pulls up with a flap of her wings, a gale billowing around her.

It’s just like we planned. She stops. Ron spins clear. And Elias charges in.

He lunges onto the portal, carrying the axe with him in a whirlwind of motion. The blade sings through the air. It strikes.

I thought he’d aim for the head, that he’d try to land a solid shot before it all goes to hell. But he’s smarter than that. So smart I could kiss him.

I’ve never seen such beauty. Such grace. He’s not like Ron. Not just a hulk of brute force and wild hope. He’s as deft as he is strong. In a single swing, he slices clean through both of her twiggy legs. Black blood sprays as her clawed feet clatter to the floor. Just like that, no more talons. 

I can’t believe it. How did I not think of that? Without her talons, we can win this. We might actually win this. Now all she’s got is her teeth. 

Her teeth and her wings. Beyond flight, I hadn’t considered her wings a threat. But she’s furious. And in her fury, she contorts her body. She’s nearly vertical, her wings whipping frenetically across the platform. She smacks the amp. It bursts into pieces, ripping the cable from Ron’s guitar.

Elias dodges off the portal, but Ron isn’t fast enough. Her right wing whacks him in a wide backhand. It’s like his two-hundred pounds are nothing but a fly. For a second, I can’t tell where he went. Then he smashes into the wall behind me and crumples to the floor, unconscious.

The timer resets: 00:60

“No!” Luci runs to his side.

Dammit.

Ron’s not getting back into the action anytime soon, Elias is on the ground, and I can’t get onto the portal while the monster is still writhing like a harpy. I glance at the molotovs. It isn’t time. Not unless I want to burn Elias alive.

The matriarch rears her head and lets out an ear-splitting screech. Her eyes roll around until one of them lands on Elias. The rhythm of her wings steadies as her jaw yawns open.

Now.

I leap onto the portal. The white-blue ring flares, nearly blinding me. I’d completely forgotten about it. For a second, all I can see are rings bursting bright with every blink. But the bitch doesn’t see me. Fist clenched around my machete, I cut into the dance.

00:59

Unlike Elias, I don’t have a plan. While I’d love to chop off her wings,that’ll take more hits than I can muster, and I can’t imagine how many holes I’d have to poke through that skin before it takes effect. I don’t know if I have enough strength to pierce her skull. But it’s possible I’ve got the speed.

I’m stupid fast. Faster than my brain can process. So again, I let my body carry me. 

I’m in the air, machete overhead. At the peak, I execute two quick thrusts, right to the head. I feel the blade sink several inches deep, then stop short as the point pokes her skull.

Dink dink. It’s like trying to hammer a nail through steel. At best, I leave a pair of pinhole-sized dents.

A set of notifications appear. I brush quickly through the words, searching for something that resembles hope.

1.

Title(s) Earned:

Bullet Biter: Damage an elite with a melee weapon.

Reward: Melee Weapon Handling +1

Feckless: Allow a lower level party member to take initiative against an elite.

Reward: Cowardice +1

Reckless: Damage an enemy at least five levels higher than you.

Reward: (1) Clothing Voucher

2.

New Skill Unlocked!

Cowardice

You can now cower, hide, and retreat from combat. Improve this skill to lessen your profile, allowing more practiced fighters to take the lead.

[Bonus Proficiency: Resolve]

3.

Skill Proficiencies Increased:

Melee Weapon Handling 4

First off, how is cowardice a skill? Secondly, how can it insult me for both not attacking a high-level enemy and then also for attacking a high-level enemy? Bunch of assholes, these guys.

I swipe away the text. As I land, the machete carves a line down the matriarch’s flesh. Murky black blood weeps from the wound as I rip out the blade. At least I did some damage.

She hardly reacts. She quivers, those awful oily scales rippling across her body, then continues her attack on Elias. 

You know how I said she’s the size of a grizzly bear? She doesn’t have the head of a grizzly bear. Like a fish, her head is pretty much just an extension of her body. And she’s a monster, so of course her jaw unhinges like a snake. The resulting maw is abominably large. A toddler could stand upright in there. And those teeth. Hundreds and hundreds of nightmarish epidural-sized needles stacked maybe three, four rows deep.

I don’t care what Elias’ fortitude is. He may as well be a pincushion. And he only just hit the floor. There’s no way he can roll away in time.

Luci’s gun pops, and the matriarch’s eye explodes. The monster recoils, her jaw snapping shut, as she headbutts the ground.

Another threat I didn’t account for: her body. 

Elias throws up a hand in reflex as the full weight of her crashes down on top of him. A split second later, her wings carry her up again. Elias groans. I can’t see him, not fully, but I notice his right elbow angling in a way it very much shouldn’t be.

The matriarch whips her body in my direction, too fast for her size. I dodge back, missing the hit by a hair, and swing the machete. It shaves off an inch of flesh. A mini fish filet splats on the floor. The monster doesn’t notice. I’ll have to do it another hundred times for her to care.

00:53

00:52

Eight seconds. That’s all we’ve managed. Eight seconds.

A wing crashes down. I juke, whacking at her with the machete. My blade scrapes against the skin. Another flesh wound. I slice at her wing another couple of times before she lifts from the platform, but the cuts don’t even draw blood. If I could reach her other eye, I would. Either she’s purposefully keeping it out of range or she’s just getting lucky. 

Meanwhile, my left arm feels strangely weak. I look to see a gash carved deep into the shoulder, red streaks of blood painted down to the elbow. When did that happen?

I glance at my status.

Health: 16/24

Stamina: 27/36



And only two more seconds have passed on the clock.

This isn’t working. I’ll either have to duck and dodge for another fifty seconds or sushi chef my way to victory, neither of which is a great option. I don’t think I can make it. One miss, and I’ll be dead on the floor. Maybe Elias can get in a couple one-handed hits. Maybe Luci can get another few shots off. Maybe Ron will wake up.

Or maybe, only one of us will make it out alive.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    So, okay the chapter length gets a little bit out of control here, but when you think about it, boss fights almost always take longer than you think, right? In fact, yeah. I did this on purpose. Totally on purpose.

More importantly, I just launched my Patreon! So for those who want, please consider donating. You get six chapters in advance, starting today, as well as my undying appreciation. Otherwise, keep enjoying - because you are appreciated no matter what.



                







Chapter 19


                I wonder what we look like from Ron’s apartment. 

It’s a gorgeous, sunshiny day. Clear skies. The scent of barbequed flesh in the air.

There’s a chunk of land floating in the ether. Chicago is gone, the skyscrapers likely sloughing off a circle of disintegrating edges as we speak. My apartment is gone. Whatever my life used to be is gone. Earth’s core and several thousands of miles of sediment sit somewhere below us, scooped clean of the humans that once inhabited it.

On this crumbling chunk of land, there stands a new luxury apartment complex. And on the terrace of this new luxury apartment complex bellows a writhing, furious fish pinioned by wings the size of a 70-million-year-old pterosaur. A middle-aged bassist in a graphic Hot Topics-style t-shirt lies still, guarded by a gun-toting teenager dressed in a mini skirt, a fluffy white vest, and studded boots. 

Nearby, a young accountant in flannel hobbles to his feet, a fire axe in one hand, the other arm dangling uselessly from a dislocated elbow. And on top of a bizarre white disc dances a 26-year-old recluse with a machete, her muscle shirt reading “Nice Snatch.”

If I survive this, I’m going to ask someone to draw it. Maybe hang it on my wall as a poster. If I can get a wall. And if posters still exist. 

00:48

00:47

I duck under a flailing wing and slash another shaving off the matriarch.

Unless Elias can lop off her head with an off-hand strike, this strategy is not sustainable.

But I have an idea. I just have no clue how we’ll do it.

Earlier, it struck me as odd that we had to use Elias’ status ailment to lure the monsters onto the road. They’re obviously attracted to the plant’s odor. That’s why they’re here. That’s why we did it. But then why weren’t they in the garage? In the beam of Elias’ light, I spotted exactly one opportunist gnawing on a flower. One. And it was tangled in vines, like a mouse in a trap.

The vines won’t penetrate the light. And unlike normal earth bats that we all know and love, the monsters won’t go into the dark. While they can’t help but follow that musty scent, they instinctively know not to get near the vines. 

The plant doesn’t just entangle humans. It attacks monsters too.

That means we don’t have to kill the matriarch. The vines can do it for us. The wall bordering the West Tower is choked with them. Vines spill out of from the doorway, squirming in the shade, itching to kill.

As I see it, there are two ways of doing this. Either we push the matriarch toward the wall, or we lure the vines into the light. The best possibility is if we can manage to get one of the thorns to draw blood. With that ‘Hunted’ status ailment on the matriarch, the vicious jungle monstrosity will do the work for us.

Now to formulate a plan with the others while dodging a very angry flying piranha.

Elias shuffles toward the portal. “Helen.” His voice is weak, my name caught beneath wheezing breathes. He might have a broken rib. Maybe a collapsed lung. His glasses are askew, one of the lenses cracked. It’s a miracle they’re staying on at all. “Helen. We need to use the vines.”

That son of a bitch. “Yeah, I was thinking that too. How?”

The matriarch changes up her attack. Beating her wings in long, wide strides, she starts to rise.

“I can lure them again.”

“You have nowhere to run.”

She dives, her stumped legs thrust forward. She forgot she doesn’t have claws. I use the opportunity. Just as her talons would have raked open my head, I stick the machete up into her belly. 

It’s a solid hit. Deep. But I should have gone for a few fast superficial cuts instead. Her flesh closes in like a suction cup, embedding the blade in a position I can’t reverse.

The machete tears from my grip as she jolts upward. I try to grab onto it, but she flies to the far side of the portal, taking the machete with her.

Title(s) Earned:

Bad Hook: Lose your weapon to a fish.

Reward: (1) Bait Voucher

Awesome. Thanks.

“Do you have an alternative?” asks Elias.

“Yeah, maybe.” The matriarch revs her wings for another go. “Can you handle the portal?”

“My health is below half. It’s not recovering.”

That ‘resolve’ stat again. Elias is at 2. Probably not enough to stitch ribs back together in under a minute. Maybe we shouldn’t have put so many points in his strength. Lesson learned.

“Okay, then we’re ditching the portal. Go back with Luci and Ron.”

“Alright…” he says.

“And I need your axe.”

He hands it to me, though he looks skeptical. “Do you want-”

“It’s fine.” The monster descends. “Go!”

He staggers away. As the matriarch plunges toward me, I pivot to the side and swing the axe up into the monster’s face. The blade carves a chunk off her jaw. Again, not enough for her to care.

A description for Elias’ tank class pops up. I dismiss it as I sprint across the portal toward the West Tower. I swerve beneath a flailing wing when I hear the pop of Luci’s gun.

Luci stands at the opposite end of the terrace, feet grounded, gun pointed at the sky. A flying piranha drops to the floor as another two rain down in a dual assault. It seems the brood is here. I was hoping we’d have more time.

Elias readies himself beside her, crowbar in hand. He’s not the stalwart figure he was a minute ago. His arm sags, his shoulders heavy. He has another few swings in him at most. 

Behind them, Ron rubs his eyes. He’s awake. Barely.

They won’t make it. Not unless I can get the matriarch out of the picture.

And just like that, I feel my pulse rise again as I watch another three people fight against their inevitable, all-too-early ends. Anxiety tugs at my heart.

I shouldn’t be doing this.

The monster hovers over the portal, readying another attack.

With a deep breath, I force myself to move. 

I step off of the portal, wincing as the countdown resets. In front of me is a strip of sunlight, maybe six feet deep. Then there’s a three-foot ribbon of shade containing what I can best describe as the birth of nightmares.

My skin crawls at a glance. Along the wall, countless vines slither over one another like a snarl of snakes, their thorns shredding each others’ yellow blooms, crushing tattered petals and putrid pollen. And something else. It takes me a moment to understand. Blood. Red streaks smearing from one vine to the next. 

As the plant moves, I catch glimpses of skin. Human skin. Fingers. Legs. Hair. All buried beneath the tangled vines.

I can see it. Feel it. The horror of thorned coils pulling me into the dark, constricting around me like a boa, piercing my skin, crushing my bones, smothering me in vines painted with their other victims’ blood.

Why did I volunteer for this again?

Wind ripples at my back. Shit.

I spin around as the matriarch dives from above. Her jaw gapes, ready to split my head right from my neck. It’s so much worse from this angle. I can see her tongue. I didn’t know fish had tongues.

I dodge, but it’s clumsy. Thankfully, with my dexterity, it’s enough. I hit the ground as her jaw snaps above me.

She rears up. Although her body is too far for the vines to reach, her wings arch over her like a canopy. The tips dip into shadow, right into the plant’s lair. This just might work.

The plant takes notice. Dozens of vines pierce through the twisted mass and spear the air. They’re fast. But the matriarch matches their speed. Her wings heave upward, and the vines stop short against the sunlight. With no prey left to hunt, they drop back into the writhing tangle.

As the matriarch reorients, I scramble away from the plant and hop to my feet.

On the other end of the terrace, a plume of fire explodes over the edge of the building. Someone must have thrown a molotov. They’re getting desperate.

I try luring the matriarch two more times. With each try, she grows wiser. She nips at me from the sunlight, her wings pinned back, away from the vines. 

What’s worse is I’m getting slower. When I realize the hefty axe is draining my stamina, I drop it and focus solely on dodging. It’s what I should have done in the first place. Now it might be too late.

The countdown flashes into view.

00:59

Elias is back on the west end of the portal. Ron too. They don’t think I can do this. Which is fair since I don’t think I can do this either.

I scoop up the axe and lunge onto the dais, waving my arms to bait the matriarch. She swoops. I evade. Yet as she rises again, her red eye swivels. She has another target in mind.

“Helen,” says Elias, readying his weapon. A crowbar against a 25-foot-wide monster. It looks ridiculous. “We need to switch positions. I can aggravate the vines.”

“No way. You still have nowhere to run once they target you. That hasn’t changed.”

Above the portal, one of the smaller flying piranhas attempts to join the battle. He flies into formation with the matriarch. Like a little baby bird tailing its mother. It lasts about half a second. With a beat of her wings, the matriarch whacks him like a tennis ball. A blur smears through the air. Somewhere above us, a window shatters.

Enraged, the behemoth spins and screeches helplessly at the air where her brood used to be.

“The matriarch isn’t getting close enough to the vines,” says Elias. “She knows where they are. I’ll lure one of them out into the light. We can push her into it before she notices it’s there. You just need to distract her.”

“Sure, but you have nowhere to run.”

I hand him the axe. He wordlessly exchanges it for the crowbar. Now I have the dumb crowbar. Great.

“Then what’s your plan?”

Luci plucks another bat out of the air. Three bullets down. One left. 

00:44

00:43

00:42

The matriarch readies another attack. Beside us, Ron clutches his bass guitar. He seems recovered, for the most part. At least enough to get in another few hits. His weapon, not so much. The neck is broken, so Ron’s clinging to just a few inches of wood, the rest dangling by the strings.

By this point, I feel like my heart’s about to explode from my chest like the chestburster from Alien. I want to tell Elias I have a better plan. I should have a better plan. I just need to think, but with every second that passes, I’m growing more and more sluggish - in body and mind. All that comes to my head is that one debilitating thought.

I shouldn’t be doing this.

“Okay. We’ll keep the portal going,” I say. “Just don’t… don’t get caught.”

He nods, promising nothing. “The moment I attract a vine, I’ll shout. Do everything you can to push her back.”

“I will.” I say it with confidence. I think I have a way, but god only knows if it’ll work.

His eyes flick toward Luci. “And if I don’t make it-”

I don’t bother with platitudes. “I’ll keep her safe. Go.”

Axe in hand, he heads toward the other end of the dais. 

I should stop him. We can come up with another arrangement. We can hit the monster ‘til we bleed. We can set the bitch on fire and go through the portal, third degree burns and all. We can-

“I gotcha!” sings Ron. 

I hit the deck as the matriarch plunges. The guitar smacks her across the jaw. Her head twists, though her body steams forward, bowling over Ron like a rampaging bull.

He’ll be fine. I think. He’s got the fortitude. But the monster doesn’t let up. She bats her wings in short bursts, hovering just above him, as her jaw peels open. I don’t care what the man’s fortitude is; She’s going to eat him whole.

No, no, no.

Fear lances through my muscles, freezing them in place. The world slows, and I see it all: Elias walking to his doom, Luci one bullet shy of the end, Ron inches from the finish line. And all the while, the matriarch’s marbled red eye stares. 

I will myself to move. It’s less of an attack. More of an anxious lurch. But my stats carry me. I lunge and jam the crowbar right into her eye.

She wrenches back, shrieking in fury. I duck beneath her thrashing wings and come up on her other side.

Elias shouts. “Now!”

This is it. Maybe I can’t shove the monster all the way into the plant’s mass, but I can make her trip up a few steps. There’s a weapon that I’ve been dying to use. 

I can do this. I have to.

00:31

00:30

00:29

My fingers fumble for the lighter as I nearly backhand the bug spray from my waistband. By some miracle, I grab both. I aim the can, flick the wheel, press down on the pump, and spray.

From my trembling hands spits a stream of fire. Blind and singed in flame, the matriarch reels, her wings flapping carelessly. In frantic flutters, she flits across the portal, back towards Elias. 

It’s working. I can’t believe it’s working. I step in, over Ron, keeping the fire-laden aerosol on a steady broil.

Elias is nowhere to be seen, but there’s now a vine curled across the end of the portal. The monster is hovering just above it. Her wings graze the thorns. It’s not enough. She’s so close.

Then her body sinks, just the tiniest little bit, and a thorn pricks her belly - right next to where I left the machete.

It’s instantaneous. The moment it has her blood, a vine whips around her leg. Another flies over the top of her body and lassos her around the middle. She bucks, wrestling against them, wings pounding against the portal. The plant drags her towards it - slowly, too slowly.

Overhead, another hapless bat runs afoul of her wings. Luci’s gun cracks as a second flops out of the sky.

00:25

00:24

I ditch the fire and kick the matriarch in the mouth. Ron smacks her with the guitar before a wing pummels him flat. Thrashing and shrieking, the monster gnashes her teeth, but there’s no one left for her to fight. In her weakened state, the vines tug her closer and closer to the shadows. The eastern half of the portal is clear. She’s trapped.

We did it. Holy shit, we did it. 

A pair of notifications appear, noting our victory. I swipe them away for later. We’re not out of the woods yet.

More enemies swarm from the streets. I yank the crowbar from the monster’s eye and get ready to fight. Ron - the big unstoppable brute that he is - clambers to his feet.

Now to clean up the mobs.

Luci hops onto the platform, armed with a baseball bat and a molotov. “Tío Elias, come on!”

I spin around. He’s there, facing away, sitting on the floor only a couple of feet from the portal. But he isn’t moving toward us. He’s hunched over, whacking at something with his axe. When he looks over his shoulder, his expression is knotted with pain. God, he looks like he’s about to cry.

Oh no.

There’s a vine, just a single vine, looped around his ankle and winding up his calf. It isn’t pulling him - its focus centered on a much bigger fish - but it isn’t letting go either.

His voice breaks. “I can’t do it. It won’t break.”

No. No.

00:21

00:20

I thrust my arm in front of his niece. “Luci, stay there.”

“I don’t-”

“Stay there!”

Holding my breath, I leap from the portal. I reach Elias’ side and swipe the axe from his weakened grip.

“It won’t work,” he says. “They’re like steel.”

“Yeah and you have a broken rib.”

The vine is wrapped tight, cutting the circulation from his leg like a tourniquet. His entire calf is turning blue, blood seeping beneath each thorn. That part, we can worry about later. For now, I just need to snip the end tethering him to this hellhole. 

With an overhead swing, I smash the axe down onto the vine.

The blade doesn’t even leave a scratch. He’s right. It’s like trying to cut steel. The shit is this plant made from?

“It’s no use. They made it impossible,” he says. “Make sure Luci teleports.”

00:15

00:14

I glance back at Luci. Ron is fending off the bats for now, but we won’t make it another sixty seconds. If we go now… Elias is right. Everyone can make it. Everyone but him.

“Elias-”

“Please. Make sure she teleports. I’ll keep working on this. I’ll… get myself free.”

“You suck at lying.”

00:12

00:11

My heart thunders. I can feel it in my chest, in my ears, in my goddamned feet.

I shouldn’t be doing this. What happened to focusing on myself? On my own survival? Why do I even care?

I watch Luci. Just an hour ago, Elias asked if Luci would be okay. Will she be? If I leave Elias behind, will Luci break? Will it be my fault?

I can’t do this. I can’t be responsible. Not again.

I swallow the choke rising in my throat.

My eyes meet Elias’. 

“I am so sorry,” I say, as I heft the axe and bring it down as hard as I can, right in the muscle above his knee.

Elias screams. Then he passes out.

It takes two quick hacks before the leg finally splits from his entangled calf. Probably not what they had in mind with the ¡A Degüello! class bonus, but… Actually fuck that. It’s probably exactly what they had in mind.

The rest is a blur. A bloodbound blur. So, so much blood. Luci cries. I probably cry too. My head swims as I yell for Ron. For the first time, the guy works fast. He virtually teleports to my side. A trail of glistening blood in our wake, we lug Elias’ unconscious body to the portal where Luci has ditched the baseball bat and is holding a beautiful long flame against a beautiful white cloth.

00:02

00:01

Her eyes red with tears, she silently tosses the final molotov.

Fire engulfs the matriarch as a light rises around us.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    So here’s the thing. I seriously meant for Helen to get to the portal in, like, 5 chapters. Now I’m at nearly 40,000 words and uh… yeah. Plans, am I right?

Anyway, I really hope you’re enjoying the ride so far!



                







Chapter 20


                As the light dims, a series of notifications appears.

1.

Quest Updated!

ONWARD: Complete

(Optional) Kill the Flying Piranha Matriarch: Complete

Congratulations! You have discovered and successfully traveled through a designated portal station. Your planet’s challenges were no match for your tenacity. Due to your efforts and the efforts of countless others, your species has the chance to live on. Please use an Index console and attend our Meet & Greet Orientation for more details.

Rewards: 125 xp, 250g, Meet & Greet Invite

2.

Level up! You are now Level 7. 

Exp to next level: 15/70

Attribute points available: 6

3.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Melee Weapon Handling 6

4.

Title(s) Earned:

Elite Trapper: Use the environment to trap an Elite enemy.

Reward: (1) Trap Voucher

Elite Hunter: Kill an Elite enemy.

Reward: (1) Spa Voucher

Puddle Jumper: Teleport via an official portal station.

Reward: (1) Hotel Suite Voucher

Savior of the Stupefied: Teleport via an official portal station with an unconscious party member.

Reward: (1) Recovery Room Certificate

Repo Man: Intentionally dismember a teammate.

Reward: (1) Slashing Accessory Voucher

5.

Classes Discovered: 

Mountain Man

Triggered by: Trapping an enemy.

What’s a budding civilization without a few fur trappers? With a pelt on his belt and freedom in his hand, the North American “Mountain Man” was instrumental in blazing trails, driving economic expansion, and killing beavers before usually meeting untimely deaths at the hands of the Native Americans from which they stole. Live the life of a hunter-explorer-survivor with this versatile ranger class.

Discovered Class Bonus Unlocked: 

Trading Post: Sell consumables and accessories looted from enemies for 20% more.





Black Hand

Triggered by: Intentionally injuring a human participant.

In the early 20th century, this secret military society recruited and trained nationalists for a possible war between Serbia and Austria. Organizing spies and saboteurs, they allegedly helped plan the assassination of the Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand, an event that ultimately led to World War I. And yes, the government knew about them, depending on who you ask. Sneak, hunt, and kill your own with this deadly rogue class.

Discovered Class Bonus Unlocked: 

Sabotage: Attacks from behind do 20% more damage to human targets.

7.

Region Power Unlocked!

Call of the Matriarch: Beckon allies within a 1km radius to your location. For the next 10 minutes, a beacon will highlight your location. During this time, all allies will receive a 25% speed boost so long as they are heading in your direction.

As I read the notifications, the world slows to a halt. That’s new. I’m tempted to give the notifications another read, maybe another five reads, if only to keep the world frozen. I don’t want to see what I’ve done to Elias. I don’t want to know if he’s dead. Judging by the titles, he’s only unconscious. For now.

But it seems I don’t have a choice. The second the system understands that I’m finished, the text evaporates and life continues its cruel, unrelenting crawl.

I’ll be the first to admit when I’ve made a mistake. Hell, I even admit to mistakes I don’t make. I’m a guilt-hog, consuming blame like it’s dinner. And this… this is a big one. If this was a game, I’d reset. I’d level up early. I’d break into a gun range or a police station. Get some kind of weapon. Take this seriously. And if I ended up in a party, I’d formulate a more thorough plan. I’d drill. And I most certainly wouldn’t let one of my teammates do something as stupid and self-sacrificing as using a status ailment to trap a monster.

I know. I know I should be grateful we made it. We all made it. I didn’t think it was possible. And I am grateful. But it’s hard to feel that appropriate amount of gratitude when each of us looks like the final girl in a horror movie.

Every inch of me is drenched in dirt and gore. Luci too. It spatters her legs, chest, arms. Her hair is matted, strands glued to her face with sticky blood. Ron - well, for some reason Ron looks mostly fine. Just some specks and splotches, like he’s had a few mishaps with an ink pen. And Elias? I can’t even look at him. He’s bathed in his own blood. And it’s still gushing. He doesn’t have much time.

Luci kneels beside her uncle. She’s hyperventilating, tears carving streaks through the blood caked on her face. Her hands move frantically across his chest and legs, like she’s trying to find somewhere to stem the flow. 

“I don’t know what to do. They took my bandages. I don’t know what to do.”

I glance around for my backpack, but of course it’s not here. We’re in a room the size of a walk-in closet, and everything we brought with us is gone. No weapons, no bags. We have the clothes on our backs. That’s all.

One of the walls is a sliding door, the kind you’d see in a train cabin. A window takes up the upper half. Before I have a chance to look, Ron pounds on the door. 

“Yo! Open up! We got a man down in here!”

I slide past him and smack a button on the side.

It jams. Are you fucking kidding me?

I hit it again, harder, and the door begrudgingly creaks open. 

We’re inside of a train station. To our left and right runs a wide sterling gray platform. An announcement sounds as a tram, rounded and sleek, closes its doors and zips away in a blink. On the other side of the track is a wall lined with rooms like ours. 

At least fifty feet above us is an arched glass roof emitting warm, pinkish sunlight. It’s historical, yet futuristic. It’s clean and polished. Ordered.

But it’s wrong. So wrong. There’s no inoffensive music. No chitter chatter. People aren’t lugging suitcases or sipping bland 7-11 coffee. No. This is the aftermath of a massacre. The hall echoes with wailing, crying, screaming. People spill out of their little portal rooms, clutching their loved ones and dragging their dead. 

Where in the hell are we?

“Ron, grab Elias.”

“He’s dying,” cries Luci as Ron hooks him under the armpits. She lets his body slip through her grasp. “He can’t die.”

“He won’t,” I say. “He’s not going to die.”

I step out onto the platform. 

Just as I’m about to holler for help, the air ripples like water. For a moment, all I see are smears of murky colors. Then the air calms, and a person appears.

He - as I’m pretty sure it’s a “he” - is not entirely human. I don’t think. I mean, he’s close. He’s got all the same features, but they’re distorted. He’s got a stocky, muscled build. And he’s short. Maybe a few inches shorter than Luci. His nose and mouth and cheekbones are bizarrely wide, like someone stretched the scales on their character generator a little too far. 

His most defining feature is a thick brow ridge that shadows his round green eyes like a canopy. It reminds me of a Neanderthal. Less hairy and less wrinkled than in National Geographic, for sure, but a Neanderthal nonetheless. An early human.

Of course, his apparel is anything but. No loincloths for this guy. Instead, he’s wearing a horrifically revealing unitard and an open hooded robe that only goes down to his knees. The unitard is red and branded with a sandy-yellow triangle while the robe is sandy-yellow and branded with a red triangle. I think it’s a uniform.

I can examine him, but the description is rather slim. 

Avimo - Clinical Physician (Lv 50)

“Greetings. I got a crit health alert in the- Oh, yeah, there he is. Oof. Missing leg. Least it’s just the one.” 

Good god, his voice is deep. And raspy. He sounds like he smoked a hundred cigarettes this morning.

“Your boy needs to go to the med center. You can pick him up in two hours and twenty minutes. Earth-standard. So 14:50. That’s the last time on the list. You’ll see the times stamped around the city. Big list this go-around. Vole-standard obviously, then Handor, then Loxilil, then Earth. ‘Course you can always check your HUD.”

“Wait-”

“Nah nah,” he says, waving a finger in my face. “Sorry, honey. One question leads to another and another. You want answers, you’ll get them. Just not from me. Busiest day of the initiation, this one. You can guess why. Now once your boy’s done, your party host will get a notification. Just check the map or the Index to find the center. There’s just the one.”

Before we can say anything else, he and Elias ripple away.

“What? What’s happening?” Luci says through gasps and tears. She’s still kneeling in his blood. 

“It’s okay. They’re going to take care of him,” I say, not knowing who’s ‘they’ or what their definition of ‘taking care of him’ would be. “He’ll be okay.”

My eye catches on another tram heading our direction. It seems to be the only way out of this place. Part of me wants to stomp my feet and stand here obstinately until someone tells us just what the hell is going on, but aside from the Neanderthal nurses teleporting in and out, there’s no one to go full-Karen at. There’s a clear, scripted path forward, and honestly, I don’t have the energy to see if I can break it.

“Come on. We should go. There’s another train coming.”

When Luci doesn’t reply, I take her arm and pull her up. She says nothing, but she lets me guide her. I can feel her shaking.

A gush of air blasts past us as the tram whips down the track. It stops on a dime, and the doors open.

Ron puffs up his cheeks and lets out a long breath. He looks at me with the most serious expression I’ve seen so far, his brain clearly mulling over something very important he’d like to say. “This is intense.”

A dude of words, that one.

As I guide Luci into a seat, I glance down the tram. It’s at least the length of a football field. A pair of metal back-to-back benches runs down the middle in a long stripe. People trickle in, some in groups, some alone. Not everyone looks like they’re from Chicago. It’s a diverse city, so it’s hard to tell, but I spot a cluster of Buddhist monks, a woman in a traditional saree, a trio of Japanese men in business suits. Some people are still in their work uniforms, from doctor’s scrubs to Panera polos. There are young people, middle-aged people. Literally one obviously senior citizen.

They all look like they’ve seen hell. All except for one boisterous bunch of guys. They saunter inside, elbowing each other and talking in excited, booming tones. I want to strangle them.

Luci rests her head on my shoulder as the doors close. I think about putting my arm around her. I should. Maybe. I don’t know. It feels awkward. 

I wish Elias was here.

The scenery outside begins to roll by. Apparently, we’re moving, but I don’t feel it at all. Not the momentum as it gets going, not the rumble beneath me. It shouldn’t surprise me that these guys can mess with physics, seeing as they split the Earth into five million parts. Still. Shit’s unnatural, and I don’t like it.

In mere seconds, the tram exits the portal station, and the world opens in front of us.

“Hey, yo, you seeing this? Guys, are you seeing this?” says Ron, his face smushed against the window like a child.

Luci lifts her head, and I take the chance to move closer.

We are high up. High enough to get a bird’s eye view of the area as the rail spirals down and around. It’s clearly by design. A good way to give us the lay of the land. And what a beautiful land that is.

Below us is a city divided into six floating islands: one large circle in the middle and five petal-shaped islands surrounding it, each tethered by bridges and walkways. I don’t know where this city is floating though. Unlike our crumbling chunk of land, there’s no Earth-sized dirtball underneath. There’s nothing at all. Just clear sunset-pink sky. And there’s no sun, so god only knows how it’s lit.

The islands are rich with clusters of ornate buildings and spindly veins of residential roads, interspersed with greenery, grand market squares, canals, and fountains. While I’m no architecture buff, the buildings look like they’ve been stripped from an Italian painting. Maybe renaissance period or baroque. They’re large and ostentatious with pointed arches, overly detailed friezes, and stained glass windows that probably each cost more than a house. 

Saying that, the city is still distinctly modern. It’s threaded with monorail tracks and weird Saturn-like rings I can’t begin to explain. The buildings, even the tudor houses, are far too tall to be structurally accurate. There’s no quaint cobblestone either. The roads are paved in a congruent gray and dotted with lights that look and float like bubbles. 

There’s some of that batshit new-age architecture too. You know, those museums and art galleries that are designed more for magazine covers than any level of practicality. All weird angles and jutting edges.

Then there’s the center island. It’s a series of terraced marble-white discs, beginning low, and then stacked higher and higher toward the middle. They’re connected by tapered ramps, like little spiderweb strings. There are tall windows, glistening skylights, one-story overhangs that looks like mushrooms. It’s like the kind of project they make in Dubai or China when there’s too much money to go around. 

In the middle of the discs, looming over the city, is a sculpture - the tallest one I’ve ever seen. It depicts a female figure in a long garment and a hood draped over her eyes. She extends her arm across the city, holding a globed lantern illuminated by an active blue flame.

I hate to say it. The view is jaw-dropping. Just astonishingly stunning. Insultingly stunning. Not like I want to hop right into another battle for our lives, but this is… I mean, my mind can’t take it. Seriously, it’s like dragging a hospital wing’s worth of bomb victims to Disney World. 

I jolt as a voice suddenly speaks inside my head. It’s the same androgynous voice from before. Despite the enthusiasm of the text, they recite it with that same tone of casual disdain.

Entering Pharos!

Welcome to the city of Pharos, aka Rotapa, aka Quez. With a mix of Handor, Loxilil, and Earth structures, this city is one of seven hub cities designed and constructed as safe havens for this iteration’s participants of the Global Initiation. We understand what trials you must have had to endure to be here and appreciate your dedication. 

You may attempt to reach out to other individuals from outside of your quarantine zone upon reconstitution. Survivors from other zones may file for a city transfer at an administrator’s office. Refer to the Index for further details.

As you may be aware, all words - spoken or written - have been translated to your language of choice. Be advised that not all words translate accordingly. This will continue until otherwise specified. If you desire to customize your settings, the option is now available on your menu and the Index.

Furthermore, hub cities are intended for recuperation and preparation. As such, levels, skill proficiencies, and titles cannot be earned unless you are inside a designated training facility.

Warning: All hub cities are non-combat areas. Any and all criminal activity will not be tolerated and will be strictly met with fines and/or imprisonment. Days spent in confinement will count toward your visa, so it is advised you remain in accordance with the law.

The tram erupts in murmurs. It seems we all got the welcome package.

“Hey, you hear that?” I snort. “They appreciate our dedication.”

“Dude, this is intense,” Ron repeats. “It’s like, boom, we all speak American.”

It doesn’t seem worth it to try and correct him.

With a thought, I pull up the transcript. There’s a lot to unpack here. More than anything, it pretty much confirms these guys are from another world. Handor? Loxilil? They must be other planets. Or maybe other dimensions. Or maybe various iterations of simulations, like Stephen Hawking’s theory on holographic projections. 

No, no. Judging by everything that’s been said, I’m pretty sure they’re planets. What a way to learn there’s other intelligent life out there, huh.

That medical guy, was he from one of those? Or maybe another planet they haven’t mentioned? How many inhabitable planets are there? Are we all humanoid? And we’re all going through this at the same time? I suppose it’s nice to know we’re not the only ones being screwed.

Putting aside the science for a moment, I’m hung up on one specific detail. This city is one of seven. Seven cities. Seven cities to fit each and every person who survives the first stage of this game across three different planets. That’s insane. It’s too much to contemplate, and it’s certainly too much for me to feel at the moment. What did that one guy say? “A single death is a tragedy. A million deaths are a statistic.” Was that Mussolini or Stalin? What does it matter? What does any of it matter?

Ugh, I have a headache.

I look down the line of the tram, at everyone talking, speculating, hugging, mourning.

I have that feeling again. Maybe it’s not the right feeling, but it’s the one I’ve got. That funny feeling when everything is such a royal mess that it all just condenses into a steady, low-pitched buzz, like Ron’s idling amplifier. It’s a derealizing hum, the commencement of an altered state when everything is so unreal that the world begins to look and feel like a show. 

It’s a defense mechanism, I suppose. But it helps. It allows me to see things from a distance. I can see what I need to do. What I want to do.

And what I need to do and what I want to do is wait for the tram to reach this beautiful, Disney-perfect city and get a goddamned drink.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Behold! A kickass isekai with a vengeful queen for an MC. Very well-written and deliciously dark.

Check it out!
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Soul Weaver [A Grimdark Power Progression]





I am a Queen. 

Well, I was a Queen before the aristocracy betrayed me and I was abandoned to die. 

As I died, I used my soul to reach across the worlds for another that would resonate with my own. And I found one. A little, tiny beat that matched the thrum of my soul.

The soul waned and I grabbed ahold of it.

My enemies think they have won. That I am dead and gone for good.

But I will return. One day I will return and rain fire upon those who betrayed me. 

To do that, I will first have to bring this new world to its knees. I know nothing of this world, but I do know one thing.

It isn’t ready for me.



Readers can expect: a fast pace, no filler arcs, the worst of humanity, action, world-building, magic, wuxia-based power progression, a gladiator slave arc, and a ruthless path to revenge. The main character, Lilith, is an anti-hero that borders very closely to being a villain.

*There is a System, but it is completely different than the general understanding of what a System is. The System will be expanded on as the story goes forward.

*The world of Soul Weaver has A LOT of secrets and plans that are not made available to the reader upfront. Try to enjoy the path to the answers - there’s going to be a lot that you don’t understand at first because there’s a lot Lilith doesn’t know about the new world she’s in!



Soul Weaver is the first volume of The Chronicles of Lilith Reiter, a multivolume series that will be very, very long. Writing this story is cathartic for me and Lilith is a character I created almost a decade ago, but never got around to creating a story around her so I’m really enjoying bringing her story to life. Hopefully, you as a reader can enjoy her path back to glory as much as I’m enjoying writing it.



Updates: I will update with new chapters about 2-3 times per week. If I have more time, I will update more frequently. While we’re in Rising Star I’m trying to update as fast as I can! :D















                







Chapter 21


                After spiraling downwards into the city, we come to a stop somewhere in the middle of one of the extended petals. The doors slide open.

We’ve arrived in a large open plaza. The kind that feels like it should be hosting a daily flea market but is instead hosting hundreds of trauma victims. Lining the plaza are stacks and stacks of ornate buildings, from squat Victorian houses to clock towers, all laden with every manner of advertisement: garish signs, projected holograms, striped awnings, balloons, and one honest-to-god waving inflatable tube man.

I hesitate to leave, only because I have no idea what the hell is going on, but there are dozens of those pre-homo sapiens shunting people outside. In case their authoritative ‘don’t mess with me’ stances aren’t enough to tell me their positions, they’re all wearing the same brown wrestling singlets and wielding weapons that looks a lot like police batons.

“All passengers must exit. Come on, out you go.”

Ron rubs his hands together. “We going?”

“Seems that way,” I answer. “Luci?”

With the back of her hand, she nudges hair from her eyes. Her palms are still wet with blood. “Yeah.”

The moment we hit the plaza, we’re met with another wall of text.

New Quest! NEW HORIZONS

You currently have (1) day on your visitor’s visa. Reconstitution commences in (15) hours and (32) minutes. Upon reconstitution, all 5,850,000 Earth regions will become available. Visit a region and complete its requirements to extend your visa. You may NOT visit regions or party with members from Handor or Loxilil until otherwise stated.

Until then, relax! Explore the city and all of what it has to offer. All establishments take vouchers and/or gips as currency, however some may provide quests as an alternative. Please note that the Five Houses District is only open to veteran participants.

Objectives:

- Visit an apparel shop: In Progress

- Visit a weapon shop: In Progress

- Visit an item and accessory shop: In Progress

- Visit an apothecary: In Progress

- Visit a dining facility: In Progress

Rewards: XP

 

New Quest! LEARNING THE ROPES

We are pleased to invite you to the official Meet & Greet Orientation. Here, we provide participants with information for this iteration of the Global Initiation. This includes orientation items such as “Planet Grievances,” “Your Visa,” and “Class Choice.” This is also a chance to learn from representatives from the Global Initiation team including system chairmen, your planet’s delegates, game designers, and House ambassadors.

Participant (Helen Gables), your orientation is in the Pinelock Center, Showroom 6, and will begin in (70) minutes. If you cannot make this time, you may file for another appointment at an administrator’s office. Rescheduling may not be feasible, so we recommend you do what you can to make your appointment.

See you then!

Objectives:

- Attend the Meet & Greet Orientation: In Progress

Rewards: (1) Voucher

 

“So this is really happening,” says Luci. “Like, it’s not over.”

“No, no I think we’re in this for the long haul.” I sigh. “Are you… okay?”

She doesn’t answer. I’m not sure she heard me. I think she might be in shock.

When I turn to regard Ron, he’s just standing there slack-jawed. I can’t tell if he’s in awe or just zoned out. Either way, he seems good. I look around until I catch the eye of a security guard. 

Marlap - Pharos Security (Lv 50)

Also Level 50. Huh.

“Hey, what are we…”

“Nope. I’m here to get you off the train and make sure you don’t cause trouble,” she snaps. Then she spots Luci and her tone softens. “Though you might want to find yourselves a nice hotel before they get booked up. You’ll want to be rested for your orientations. Check your map. The Hotel Universal is just a short walk toward the center.”

I don’t have a chance to ask follow-ups before she returns her attention to the tram. Clusters of survivors shuffle past us. Nearby, a guy from that boisterous group is squaring up against someone who seems about one idiot away from snapping.

I shrug. “Well, I guess we’ve got our orders.”

A fight breaks out somewhere on the other side of the square, and a line of security guards rush in to intervene. 

Luci leans close. “A hotel?”

“Yeah, we’re going to a hotel. Come on.”

Following the map overlay, we weave through the foreign city toward the hotel. According to the map, we’re in the Novice District which seems to be a commercial sector for newbies. There are dozens of shops that look like they’d work for the “New Horizons” quest. Most of them are quaint little storefronts, from 1950s-style barber shops to 18th century bookstores, though now and then they’re punctuated by some cheap, mass-produced stuff. You’ve got your sad strip mall stores with fading signs. You’ve got your boring concrete blocks with square windows and mannequins that scream H&M. 

And then there’s the alien-inspired shops. My favorite type is the twisting three-story glass tower. It keeps showing up and it looks severely out of place. I’m not even sure how to enter.

In all, it feels like they had seventeen different city planners take screenshots of our planets and then throw some dice to see who decides what. How’s that saying go again? “A camel is a horse designed by committee.” I always liked that one.

Soon, we reach a perfectly normal four-story terracotta building with illuminated marquee letters stating “The Hotel Universal.”

It feels a little shameful to waltz into a hotel in the state that we’re in. I acknowledge that I began today in a bathrobe at a grocery store and that this entire situation was forced on us against our will, but still. I’m reminded of a time, back in college, when my friends and I went white water rafting in Montana. We splurged on a three-star hotel and returned soaked, dirty, and reeking like a swamp to the horror of the absolutely scandalized staff.

This is worse.

Swallowing whatever dignity I have left, I lead our party inside. Thankfully, unlike that three-star hotel, this lobby is small and unassuming, complete with a humming coffee vending machine and a dusty magazine rack. In the middle is a front desk, and at the front desk is a receptionist. And that receptionist is a bonobo in a suit. 

That’s it. That’s the description I’ve got. It’s a four foot tall, black furred primate in a blazer and tie. He looks very dapper.

Phinny - Manager of The Hotel Universal (Lv 50)

“Hi,” I say.

“Hello!” he says back.

Ron gapes. “You’re a monkey!”

“Great ape,” the bonobo replies cheerfully. He sounds like a 1940s Hollywood actor with that pseudo-British Mid-Atlantic accent they all put on. With one arm, he hoists himself onto the counter. His feet are bare and - like the great ape that he is - shaped very much like hands. One of them is casually rolling a coin across his toes. “How can I help? You can call me… Wait, hold on a split. Yeah, you can call me Phinny. You looking for one room or three?”

“Um. Three?” I glance back at my party members. Ron gives an enthusiastic thumbs up. Luci nods. “We have vouchers. They’re in our inventories. I don’t know how…”

“Perfect! I can handle that.” His eyes flick back and forth as though he has a HUD of his own. Now that I think about it, there’s no computer or register. Weird.

Inventory item removed: (1) Hotel Suite Voucher

Inventory item added: (1) Hotel Key #302

“There you are. Check-out is at noon. If you want to continue your stay, you can use another voucher or pay. It’s 50g a night.”

“Cool.”

“This your first day?” he asks.

“Yeah. Isn’t it… I mean, I don’t know how this works. Isn’t it everyone’s first day?”

“For the Earth fellas, yeah. Loxilil’s been here a couple weeks. Handor a little longer than that. You’re Earth then?”

“Um, yeah. We’re from Earth.” Going to add that to a list of things I never thought I’d have to say.

“Gotcha. Sorry, you all look the same. Having all three of you running around at once is a bit of a mindshag. I hear Handor hit their infestation rate a couple centuries back, but the Volese wanted to wait ‘til another couple planets crossed the line. Their planet was not happy about that one. Whole thing was a nuclear wasteland. Barely any participants.”

“The planet?”

“Oh sheesh, you haven’t been to your orientation yet.” He makes a zipping motion across his lips. “Can’t keep my gossip glutton mouth shut, can I? That’s what husband #4 calls me. Bit of a mouthful. Hey, we’ll talk once you’re caught up though, yeah? Stairs are on the right. Enjoy your stay!”

“Uh-huh.” 

I try to think of something else to say, but my brain can no longer form a coherent sentence. Ron looks like he’s about to konk out, and Luci is pale and wide-eyed, like a deer caught in the headlights. I almost don’t want to leave her in a room by herself, though maybe it’s a good idea to give her some time alone to decompress.

We head upstairs and separate into our designated units. The hotel room is perfectly standard. It’s got all the accouterments: a queen-sized bed wrapped tightly in sterile white sheets, too many decorative pillows, abstract wall art. There’s even a corded phone, though it isn’t plugged in. There are no outlets. There’s a globe of light just hovering in the corner. I have no idea how to turn it on or off.

There’s a bathroom, thank god, with a normal sink and an almost-normal toilet. It doesn’t flush. I close the lid and whatever I left in there disappears. Did it… did it teleport? Are they using teleportation for toilets? Surely not.

The shower is equally bizarre. It’s a transparent tube. I step inside, and - I want to say a laser? Maybe? - a laser sort of rolls down over my body and then I’m clean. No more blood. No more monster ichor. It feels nice, but it’s over in five seconds which is far too short for a shower. Honestly, how am I supposed to sit and sob in a shower with lasers in it?

To top off the absolute surrealism of this experience, I dump my tattered leather “armor” into the trash and squish my clothes into something that looks like an opaque microwave labeled “Laundry.” It bings, and my clothes come out not only clean but folded.

I think I hate it. On any other day, I’d love it. It’s bizarre, overly-efficient alien technology. What’s not to love? But after everything I’ve experienced today, I just want one, just one, completely normal thing. Give me something mundane. Something tediously average. Preferably with alcohol.

When I return downstairs, Luci is already waiting. She looks a little rejuvenated, though it could just be the lack of bloodstains. On the way up, Ron mentioned his orientation doesn’t start for another couple of hours, so he’s taking a nap. Luci’s orientation starts ten minutes before mine, though she’s in a different conference room. Same building though, apparently. According to the invite, we need to head to a convention center in the Recreation District, which is on the island to the left of ours.

There are three ways to get there: walking, rail, or boat. The rail is the same as the tram only it’s underground. Phinny says the boat is really just a matter of style. There are canals running through each of the petals, so if you feel like being waterbound, then there you go. 

There’s also an unavailable fourth mode of transport, and that’s teleportation. However it’s only an option for higher-level individuals, meaning seasoned participants and people like Phinny.

Luci and I choose the rail. We have to walk to the station, but the rail drops us off right outside the convention center. Inside the city, we can pin a destination on the overlay, and it works a lot like Google Maps - which is fantastic because as a city specifically designed for traumatized people who have no idea where they’re going, this place is convoluted as hell. 

The underground station looks like something out of a 1970s sci-fi flick. The ceiling is arched and patterned like a waffle iron. When we settle into a railcar, we each get an alert.

Inventory item removed: 5g

Wallet: 895g

Again, it’s impossible to sense when we’re moving. I pull up the map, and it’s changed to reveal the rail stations. Each stop is named after a district with wonderfully helpful suffixes like “1” and “2.” Judging by our little dot on the map, the underground rail is much slower than the tram. I don’t mind. Everything has been moving too fast as it is.

In lieu of muffled announcements, the upcoming stops pop up in our heads, which I do not appreciate. 

Next Station: Novice District 2

I nudge Luci. “Two more stops.”

“Okay,” she says softly. She stares at her lap. She’s digging her fingernails into her arm, leaving a pattern in her skin of little crescent moons.

“Look. Luci.” I take a deep breath. God, this feels awkward. “Your uncle is going to be fine, you know. They have laser showers. They can make him better.”

“I know.”

“Is it… is it your mom and dad? If they’re in a different city, we can look them up tomorrow. And your brother, Liam, right? I think he’ll end up in the children’s center. He can file for a city transfer. I bet you can even see him.”

“Yeah.” She straightens her back and looks up at me, resolute. “It’s okay. Really. You don’t have to worry about me. My mom says I’m a rubber ball. I’m good at bouncing back. You know, when your little brother has leukemia, you get used to taking care of yourself. I just need a breather, and I’ll be back before you know it.”

I pause. “You don’t have to be. You don’t have to be okay if you don’t want to be. This is really fucked up.”

“So’s life, am I right?” She gives me a joyless cheesy grin.

It’s incredibly forced, but I laugh. “Yeah, so it is.”

After a moment, she asks, “Do you have anyone?”

“Oh. Me? Um. No, not really. My dad passed a few years ago. And my mom… We haven’t talked much since. If she even tried to make it to the portal, I’d be shocked.”

“No friends?”

“No. God, no. Not anymore.” Her eyes widen, appalled. Oof, gotta tone that shit down, Helen. “I suppose there are people I hope are doing alright. But no one I need to check up on, if that makes sense. The last few years… Well, it’d be like looking at Instagram and you see someone you know going through some shit, but it’s been so long that it’d be weird to reach out, so instead you’re just sad.”

“Why can’t you message them?”

“You lose touch. You’ll…” I stop. I almost say ‘You’ll get it when you’re older’ which seems a little tone deaf for an apocalypse.

Next Station: Recreation District 1

Luci pouts. “I really wish they’d get out of my head.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Look everyone, I did a thing! I’m on a podcast! I’m a podcast, Morty!

Check out the CritRPG Podcast here!



                







Chapter 22


                One thing I’ve never liked about subways is how terribly disorienting they are. You descend into one part of the city and pop up in another without knowing which way is what, like one of those green warp pipes in Mario. 

It’s especially strange when you’re traveling from the outskirts of a city. One second, you’re trapped in an alleyway behind a brick apartment and some weeds, the next you’re lost amid a forest of looming skyscrapers as busy pedestrians shoulder into you. For the directionally-inept, like myself, it’s very difficult to process.

We ascend to street-level to find ourselves in another plaza. This one is in the shape of a semicircle and lined with bulbous structures rich with summer tones like turquoise, lavender, and orange. Not a single building looks normal. They’re all dysfunctionally round. It feels as though I’m standing inside a corporate gift basket, squished among the melons, flowers, and questionable cheeses.

At the flat end of the plaza sits the convention center. At least, my map says it’s the convention center, though it doesn’t look like any I’ve ever seen. 

Have you ever used an apple wedger? You know, that handy kitchen tool that slices the apple into eight perfect segments with the core isolated in the center? That’s what this looks like. Eight waxy red wedges blooming from a singular white pillar, like an apple freshly cored by a soccer mom.

Outside the building, it’s an unorganized shitshow. Thousands of people - some showered, some still very bloody - crowd the entrance, which seems to be lodged in the central core. Level 50 security guards shout over the chaos as they attempt to direct people inside.

We join the surging crowd as more survivors file in behind us. Like herded cattle, we shuffle forward, noise buzzing around us. A few minutes later, the entrance passes overhead, and we make it inside.

Given that the center of the building is a thin cylindrical core, there isn’t much to the lobby. It’s a plain round room surrounded by eight towering doorways leading to each of the showrooms. In the center is a transparent globe. I think it’s some kind of receptionist desk, but it’s hard to see through the mass of people. Above the globe is just fifty feet of empty space.

“Hey Luce, I’m headed that way!” I shout over the noise. “I’ll see you after?”

“Yeah.” She stands on her tip-toes and searches the room. “I think I’m over there. Showroom 8. See you after.”

“Good luck!”

She throws her arms around me and squeezes. Before I have a chance to react, she pulls back and washes away in the crowd.

I filter into the current heading toward door number 6. When I pass through the doorway, I trip on a set of steps, then pass through another doorway where, finally, the throng disperses into the showroom.

The event space, dare I say, is horrifyingly corporate. It’s wide and brightly lit with harsh, fluorescent lights. Twenty rows of eighty seats each face a raised platform. On the platform is a podium and a retractable banner that says “Welcome”. 

At the back of the room - I shit you not - is a buffet table, complete with little plates and napkins, charcuterie boards, trays of pastries and tea sandwiches, heated chafing dishes, and - my favorite - a single glass vase with a single peach carnation.

A year after I ditched law school, back when I thought I could get my life back on track, I spent three months interning at a paralegal office, and we had a meeting in an event hall just like this, albeit one-tenth the size. A week later, I had a nervous breakdown and ended up in a psych ward, but that’s another story.

Either way, if the aliens in charge didn’t legit tractor beam this shit up in the middle of some annual company meeting, I would be shocked.

I don’t know how much time we have until the whole thing starts. There don’t seem to be any of those official-looking Level 50s ready to pounce on the podium, so there’s still some time. Half the seats are taken. A lot of people are still filing in. Only a few people are taking advantage of the food. 

I meander over to the buffet, and my mouth instantly salivates. The ice cream from the grocery store is the last thing I ate. For all I know, this is the last normal food I’ll ever see. 

Stomach rumbling, I load up a plate with strawberries, pineapple slices, a club sandwich, and a small chocolate danish. It feels strange to just stand there and chow down - which, given how I started today, is a real blow. I was so perfectly shameless back then. Now I’m trapped in some corporate charade, and I couldn’t feel more out of place.

I grab a chair at the end of a row and bite into a strawberry, immediately squirting red juices down my front. When I dab a napkin on the mess, it just smears the dots into big splotches. Great. Just great. At least the hotel has a magic laundry microwave. Until then, I guess I should just enjoy the fact that I’m not still caked in blood.

 Over the next ten minutes, the rest of the seats fill in. A small cluster of Level 50s enter the room. Finally, the lights dim as a spotlight shines on the platform and a woman steps up to the podium. 

Like the other Level 50s I’ve seen - aside from Phinny the primate -, the woman has a large nose, wide mouth, and a short forehead. But again, her ancient human aesthetic stops there. Sunwashed blonde hair travels down her shoulders in a cascade of ringlets, and she’s wearing a sparkling leotard with out-of-control puffy sleeves. I’m pretty sure this is what qualifies as fashionable in this world. For all I know, she’s some kind of celebrity.

She stands with her shoulders back, her glossy lips curved into a practiced smile. Her eyelashes are outrageous. They have to be fake. Even her nails are manicured. If someone told me the apocalypse would be full of cosmetics and corporate speak, I would have just let the matriarch eat me.

“Good afternoon, everyone! Welcome to the official Global Initiation Meet & Greet Orientation. We are so pleased you have made it this far and would like to congratulate you on your courage and tenacity. So far, our numbers show that nearly 8,000,000 of your fellow man have arrived at this point, with an estimated total success rate of almost 21,000,000. Well done!”

The Level 50s all smile as they give an obligatory clap. Their audience gapes at them. Most look bewildered. Some look downright furious.

“So without further ado, let me introduce myself! I’m Crin, the Co-Head of the Global Initiation Committee and proud vassal to the House of Pinelock, this center’s namesake. Today, we are going to give you a brief history on the Global Initiation, what it means to participate, and how we are here to help you be the best you can be!”

“Now, let me be clear. Due to the amount of time allotted and the fact that I’m sure you all are very exhausted, we’re going to keep this as brief as possible. If you’d like to know more, please refer your queries to the Index or visit one of the many libraries designed for your perusal. This iteration’s residents, designated by their ‘Level 50’ title, may also assist, if they are so inclined.”

“So, who are we, what is the Global Initiation, and what happens to you and your planet now that it has begun?”

A holographic projection appears beside her. It’s hard to say exactly what it is. There’s a lot of rings and a lot of domes and something that looks akin to an engine. Maybe a spaceship? Or a space station?

“We are the interplanetary conglomeration known as the Volese Assimilation. That’s right! You are not alone in this universe. But contrary to the prediction of your theorists and television shows, we all belong to the taxonomic family of primates known to you as hominids. Sorry, no little green martians, everyone! It’s just us.” 

She chortles at her own joke. No one else does. 

“Anywho,” she says, gesturing to the image floating beside her, “This is one of our many homes currently floating amongst the stars. I believe this is the… the Synergy 2?” 

She glances at her Level 50 cohorts. One of them shrugs. 

“Well. They weren’t always our homes. Once upon a time, we had a planet to call our own. You see, tens of millions of years ago, we humans evolved on a distant planet known as Vole. As our species is wont to do, we evolved and we created a vast civilization that spanned the globe. Sadly, as our species is also wont to do, we made the planet less and less hospitable to life.”

“Thus, we formed an evacuation plan. We built spaceships, and we created what I believe you would call an ‘Ark,’ a container housing every species of flora and fauna that we could gather.”

“But before we left, the strangest thing happened. Great monsters rose from the depths. Terrible creatures, amalgamations of species we’d long forgotten about, began to tear down our cities and destroy our people.”

“Thus, we fled to the stars, and we searched for another world to call our home. However, we didn’t trust ourselves. If we found another planet, would we destroy it as well? Was human civilization destined to end in ruin? Was our greed, our competitive spirits, our violent natures fated to destroy us?”

Around me, people shift in their seats. There’s a guy toward the front who keeps popping out of his chair, only for someone to pull him back down. He’s clearly chomping at the bit to rush the stage, though who knows what he’d do once he got there. He probably doesn’t know either. 

I have to admit this all seems pretty galling to force us into a lecture about humanity’s faults when they just made us run through a gauntlet of horrors. Galling and kind of incredulously funny. Like Gal Gadot singing “Imagine.”

An image of a galaxy appears.

“Thus we began the Grand Experiment,” our host continues. “We implanted thousands of habitable worlds with thousands of hominid subjects - as well as planet-customized evidence of natural evolutionary processes. We didn’t want you thinking you were dropped here supernaturally, of course.” 

Ouch, creationists.

“And yes, that means your planet’s history has been a little bit, shall we say, fudged. For instance, our records show that you actually had dinosaurs until only three million years back. So not sixty-five million years ago, as your textbooks indicated. We had to fumble with the evidence a bit. Remove fossils. Plant new ones. I think you had some religious debate regarding that. We do apologize.”

“Anyhow, after distribution, we put ourselves in stasis so that the experiment could bear fruit. Roughly 800,000 years later, one of our seeded planets finally grew its first fully fledged civilization! We woke up and watched with anticipation as these new humans built settlements, developed cultures, and learned the wonders of art and language. And within just five thousand years, they destroyed the planet as well.”

“It happened again and again. Almost every planet we sowed succumbed to ruin. Most civilizations died out. Others, like the Volese, managed to flee.”

“At first, we felt immensely guilty. After all, we knew this would probably happen. So, dozens of failed experiments later, we decided we could watch no longer. We decided to intervene.”

“First, we attempted to lead civilizations away from destruction, but the people never listened. Then we tried evacuating them, but the people revolted. Finally, we tried waiting until there were only a few thousand survivors left before offering refuge. But those that agreed to evacuate their home planets never quite assimilated to Volese society. Their diverging evolutionary paths made them outcasts. But more than that, they hated us for waiting.”

“So now you’re thinking, ah, that’s why we invented the Global Initiation. That’s why you’re in the game of your lives, fighting for survival. We put you on Earth, you destroyed the planet, and now before you all go extinct, we’re making you compete for a ticket into the Volese Assimilation.”

“Well, that’s… half-true. You see, even more problematic than our failed attempts at intervention was a single common denominator that we had not anticipated: the monsters. Every single planet that hominids began to destroy was first overridden by monsters. Giant man-eating plants, water elementals, bat creatures. And why? Well, as it turns out, we hominids are not the only intelligent life in the universe.”

An image of the Earth appears.

“You know, your people almost got it. Gaia. Mother Nature. The Great Spirit. You had countless religions and philosophies dedicated to the notion that your planet is alive.”

“Well. They were right. She is. And she is not happy.”

“That’s why we, the Volese Assimilation, are here. We’re here to save you. And we’ve negotiated the perfect way to do it.”

“But first, a word from Earth’s very own delegate! While the planets cannot speak themselves, we have learned to interpret their internal monologues and translate them into intelligible speech. As part of our contract with each planet participating in the Global Initiation, we assimilated three of your people chosen by Earth to act as delegates and negotiate on the planet’s behalf.”

“Here is one of those three! Mike, the newest vassal to House Umbra, and official delegate of the planet Earth.”

A young ordinary human guy rises from the first row. I can’t examine him which means he registers as a participant, not a Level 50 resident. Hopping onto the platform, he phases through the hovering image of Earth and takes the podium. His jean jacket hangs open, revealing a tan retro shirt with the words ‘Tree Hugger.’ He has twiggy arms and week-old stubble on his chin.

He glances at our host, Crin. She gives a nod. With a shrug, the man leans in to the non-existent microphone.

“Hi. I’m Mike. I have a message from the planet Earth that she wants me to read to you all today.” Fishing a wrinkled sheet of paper from his shirt pocket, he clears his throat. “‘Fuck you, you oil-drilling cunts.’”

With that, he jams the note back into his pocket and returns to his seat.

There’s a long pause. I think Crin expected the message to be a little more involved. As she confers with another Level 50, the audience rumbles with building tension. People bark at one another in harsh whispers. Some sound like they’re completely losing it. It’s all so surreal, like Spike Jonze movie level bizarre.

Crin returns to the podium. “Well, thank you for that, Mike. We appreciate Earth’s cooperation in bringing this iteration of the Global Initiation into-”

A man bursts from his seat. “You 5G-manipulating cucks! We won’t stand for globalist-”

He keels over mid-sentence, crashing into the seats in from of him. Someone screams. A security guard descends from the platform, and people jump to their feet as he barges through the chairs. He grabs the man, and they both teleport away. 

For a moment, no one moves. Then the tension boils as the audience erupts into a roar. Someone throws a punch at Mike, the tree hugger. Another guy tries to leap onto the platform and is rebounded by some invisible forcefield. People shout and swear. People cry. A wild pastry catapults across the room. 

“Everyone, please!” Crin yells. 

The doorway explodes with a squadron of security guards. Two more people go down. As a pair of guards teleports the disrupters away, the rest of the squadron forms a perimeter around the seats. 

“Please, there is no need for such displays!” says Crin. “We are here to help you succeed, and outbursts of this nature will only hurt you.”

One of the guards looms right beside me, baton in hand. The wrestling singlet may not be the most intimidating uniform, but it shows off those bulging Level 50 muscles in supreme detail. I mean, forget about cracking walnuts. This guy’s thighs could split a goddamned tree.

As the guards stare us down, the chaos folds into a whimper.

“Thank you,” Crin says. “Now, onto the game of Global Initiation. Who wants to know how to play?”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    It is my great privilege to shout-out the amazing Miles and his book, Bog Standard Isekai. I’m sure you’ve heard of it by now, but if you haven’t picked it up, do yourself a favor and try it! 

I am remarkably picky about the LitRPGs I read and even pickier about the ones I consume so quickly that I regret it afterwards. BSI fits the bill. The MC, Mark, is so wonderfully clever and sympathetic that you can’t help but root for him. And the writing/pacing is just impeccable. You can get Book One on KU. All of Book Two is available here on RR. And he just started Book Three!!! Woo!
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Bog Standard Isekai

Mark has been reincarnated into a dead town, one that has been recently destroyed and occupied by ravenous undead. They disappear every day and return again at night, mindless and hungry, hunting for any survivors. He’ll need to use cunning and subterfuge to avoid them, because since he was transported into the body of a child, he can’t level up. At least not yet.

Bog Standard. It means “totally normal”, right? But for the small towns found in these bogs, there’s no quick rescue and not much trade. Everything has to be made to last. To them, it means “excellent quality”. Mark will have to prove he’s Bog Standard if he hopes to survive.



This is an Isekai of excellent quality. It’s a progression fantasy set in a LitRPG world, rags to riches with an eventual OP main character. The pacing is slow-burn, incremental progression, sometimes slice-of-life, punctuated by moments of intense violence and possibly traumatic content.













                







Chapter 23


                Hovering above the platform, the holographic projection shifts. Little nuggets of earth split from the planet, leaving behind a naked ball of dirt.

Our host, Crin, continues. “With every world we’ve seeded, the planet reaches what we call ‘the point of no return.’ This is when the planet has deemed itself overly infested by the human population and sends a galaxy-wide distress beacon. When this is ignored, it begins to trigger its defenses: namely, the monsters.” 

“So we, the Volese Assimilation, have been responding to these beacons in order to pre-empt the annihilation of all civilization and, instead, negotiate with the planet to develop an alternative. I know. I know what you’re thinking. Why can’t we just put 8 billion people on our ships and tell the planets to piss off, right?”

She chuckles. Again, we do not.

“Well, infrastructure, frankly, is a bitch. And we’ve also learned that an evacuation triggers a, shall we say, backlash. This negotiation, truly, is the only alternative. And if you have more questions, you are free to address that with your Houses once you reach that stage.”

“Anywho, this is what we call the Global Initiation, an event that allows the planet to issue its grievances while simultaneously giving hominid participants a chance to vie for a position in our growing intergalactic family.”

“Now, the way the Global Initiation unfolds largely depends on the planet’s needs and wants. Sometimes we talk it out. Sometimes we play a game. Sometimes that game is a battle to the death. Other times, the game is a year-long speed dating tournament. That iteration actually happened before I was born, but I hear it was all rather disturbing.”

“This iteration, we have three planets joining us: Handor, Loxilil, and Earth. And, as you have figured out by now, you’ll be playing in a high-stakes role playing game! Yay!”

She applauds. People remain unamused. I finish off my danish and tuck the plate under my chair before wiping off the chocolatey crumbs on my yoga pants.

“As we previously stated, your world has been split into several million pieces. Soon, each region will be fully disassembled and reconstituted into a total of 500,000 regions, each one hundred square miles wide, give or take.”

“Each of these unique playing fields will be populated with exciting quests, dungeons, strongholds, and more - each rich with lore and mythology from your very own history! Please note that all monsters, enemies, NPCs, buildings, items, and so forth have been reconstructed using the materials at hand. So while they may seem real, they are simply inventions tuned to make your time a more vivid and innovative experience.”

“Furthermore, nanites have been fed into your nervous system to allow you to navigate the game at large. All abilities and gear gained are simply for the game and will not transfer if you manage to join the Assimilation. I understand that may be difficult for you to hear, so we will hear alternatives if you have suggestions. Frankly, this type of game has never been executed before, so you must bear with us.”

“The moment reconstitution is complete, you will all be alerted and given instructions as to how to choose and visit a region. All regions have a recommended starting level as well as recommended starting gear. For instance, we highly suggest that you don’t try out a volcanic region until acquiring the proper fire resistant armor. Of course, the higher the level, the better the rewards.”

“So how long do you need to stay in a region? Do you need to complete all of the quests in the region to win? How do you leave? Well, that’s the fun part. It’s all up to you! Once you’ve teleported to a region, you may complete as many or as few quests as you’d like before returning.”

“However,” she says, her voice losing its chipper tone. “Each region is in a constant state of decay. This state of decay will vary. No matter the variance, the region will eventually erode into non-existence. This usually takes at least a week. Sometimes several weeks, depending on actions taken. Then it’s game over. So don’t get yourself in the middle of a big dungeon crawl if you can’t get out on time.”

“Now!” she says, cheerful once again, “maybe you’re thinking, well, I don’t want to fight monsters or complete quests. Who wants mystical armor and meteor-level abilities when you can spend all day in Pharos? Well, you can, so long as you have days remaining on your visa. Once your visa days hit zero, that’s the end.”

“For now, we’ve given you each one full day to enjoy Pharos. To obtain more days, you’ll need to visit a region and complete whatever objectives necessary to extend your visa. You’ll find each region has several quests worthy of visa extensions, so please, no fighting! Oh, and I must warn you that day-night cycles on Pharos are an average between the three participating planets. That means each cycle is 19 hours long, not your standard 24.”

“Last and most importantly, each region has one major winning condition. You do not need to complete it in order to return via the portal. But if your party or any other party completes that condition, the region’s decay will accelerate and it will collapse, never to return.”

“I want you to think about the repercussions here. When the world’s reconstitution completes and the game begins, parties will likely choose lower-level regions. Parties will then complete these lower-level regions. These lower-level regions will then disappear, and you will be stuck with fewer, higher-level, more dangerous regions.”

“You do not want to be fighting for a visa extension in regions you cannot handle. So do not get yourself into a situation where you have not leveled appropriately.”

“Finally, once all win conditions are met and all regions have collapsed, you will get to join the Assimilation. But we’ll get to that later. Now, let’s hear it from our House Ambassador, Algathal of House Umbra!”

Yeah, so I’m not going to lie. At this point, my brain has sort of iced over. I try to listen to the next speaker, a snooty, regal-looking woman exuding far less excitement than our bubbly host, but her words mostly come out like an adult talking in the Charlie Brown cartoons - just the punctuated drone of a muted trombone.

The gist, as I understand it, is that the Houses are some kind of political players we’ll need to impress later on down the line. Because if Neanderthals in leotards, corporate meetings, and death games weren’t enough to get me so very excited about all of this, what they really needed to add was politics.

“And our last and final speaker is Global Initiation chairman and game designer, Pataplud of House Vigor!”

A squat, skeevy guy with spiked hair and jutting teeth takes the podium. He’s wearing a transparent tulle dress which is either a step up or a step down from the leotard. I can’t decide.

“Hello,” he says in a flat, dead voice that sounds oddly French. “I am Pataplud. I am a game designer. I am excited to invite you on the next step in your journey. It is the mentality of our team to merge seamless design with player agency and narrative unpredictability. Having researched your history, we have designed an adept experience with a strong focus on versatility that hinges on the ability…”

He goes on like this for several minutes. It’s excruciatingly boring. Honestly, Crin should have started with this guy. No chaos necessary. We would have all been asleep.

“Therefore, your next tasks are to gear up for your first outing into the playfield as well as to choose a class most suitable for your playstyle and the playstyle of your chosen party. You may, in the future, choose a class specialization depending on your House sponsorship, but you cannot change classes. Not ever.”

“This does not mean that you are locked into one style of play. Why? Because while many of your abilities depend on your class choice, other abilities depend on your weapon choice.”

“Thus, you can be in a support-healing class with a support-healing staff, but you may also choose a support-healing class and yet arm yourself with a berserking battle axe. Where you distribute your attribute points and what abilities you choose to utilize will define how you play. Of course, were you to lose such an axe, you may also lose abilities on which you were relying.”

My ears perk up. Now that’s interesting. I really thought I knew which class I would choose, but this could change things. We’ll have to choose a region within the next day, so I don’t have much time to decide. I wonder what everyone else in the party will choose.

Come to think of it, we haven’t actually discussed whether we’re staying in a party at all. Elias already had second thoughts about being in my party to begin with. It’s very possible that dismembering him kinda sealed the deal there.

“Please refer to the Index or visit a library to choose a class,” continues Pataplud the game designer. 

“Finally, a reward that was not mentioned. All regions have one very unique, very rare ability available. Those who have defeated elite monsters will have already seen what they can do. Those are but a fraction of what a regional power can give you. This, in addition to visa days, should be your target. It may very well decide your fate.”

“We wish you good luck and happy gaming. Thank you for your time.”

Again, Crin takes the stage, her puffy sleeves floating over the podium. “Everyone, give a round of applause to your Global Initiation team!”

She claps. A light smattering of applause trickles across the audience. It’s the corporate-ness of it all. Some people really can’t help but fall in line, can they? Of course, it could be the squadron of security guards staring us down.

“Now, you all have nineteen hours from when you arrived to choose your class, gear up, and get yourself into the playfield! Of course, if you fail to extend your visa on your first journey out, you may find yourselves without enough time. And no one wants that, do they? So don’t dilly-dally! Get out there and be the best you can be! Thank you all for coming!”

The stage falls dark as the lights overhead flicker on. They actually flicker. I’m telling you, they tractor beamed this stuff right out of a Hyatt.

Quest Updated!

LEARNING THE ROPES: Complete

You have now completed your Meet & Greet Orientation. We hope your experience was both fun and informative. Remember, the Volese Assimilation is with you!

Rewards: (1) Hotel Suite Voucher

I slide out of my seat and fold into the crowd as it leaves the convention center. The moment we exit, we crash into another oncoming mass of Meet & Greet attendees. 

For a second, I worry I won’t be able to find Luci, but it turns out her fuzzy white vest is easy to spot. She’s idling against a tree lining the edge of the plaza. The trunk is spindly and purple, its leaves puffing out like cheerleading pom poms. Kind of like Dr. Suess.

As I near her, I give a wave. She seems lost in thought, her gaze passing through me. Then her eyes clear, and she grins. This time, the smile feels natural. Either she’s rebounded faster than I could have imagined or she’s a supreme actress. Or I’m bad at reading the facial expressions of teenagers. It could be that.

Again, it strikes me how much I am not cut out for this.

“What an absolute nightmare, right?” she says as she bounds toward me. “Like, there are other alien worlds? And everyone is a monkey or a cave man or something, and the planets are all alive and hate us, and days are weird here, and there might be like Chinese mountain regions with dragons and stuff.”

“Dragons?”

“Well, in China,” she says, as though that’s totally obvious.

“Yeah, ours didn’t mention dragons. However, there was a man that caused a whole lot of security guards to barge in. How about yours? Any riots?”

“Oh wow. No, nothing like that. But there was this girl just sobbing the whole time. It was gross. But I felt bad for her. I guess I’m like way beyond that now. I used up my quota. That’s it. I couldn’t cry any more even if I wanted to.” She pauses. “Isn’t that a song?”

“Yeah, it goes something like that.” Did she really bounce back that easily? Am I supposed to address this or just pretend everything is normal?

“So when did they say we can pick up Tío Elias? The med center is in the Service District which is on the island past this one. So, pretty far from the hotel.”

“They said he’ll be ready at the oddly specific time of 14:50,” I answer. And boy, do I not want to see him. I know I saved his life, so there shouldn’t be any hard feelings, but I also chopped off his leg, so I would understand if the feelings aren’t exactly mushy. Either way, I’ve gotten through this entire day without substances, and there’s no way I’m tackling a teammate I personally dismembered without getting some level of alcohol in me.

Luci’s eyes shift as she navigates her menu. “Alright, it’s 14:15 right now… So if I put a pin here and the station is there…”

“Did you want me to come with you?” I ask, dreading the answer. 

“Oh. Uh. No. Not unless you want to. My parents always said hospitals are for family and close friends. No offense. Like after Liam’s relapse, they wouldn’t let me bring Ava with, which I thought was total trash, but… well. In a way, I get it now.”

“Right. That makes sense.”

“We should go shopping for gear later though! We’ll message you. The hotel monkey said we can send messages through the Index. They have consoles in our rooms and pretty much anywhere. Like, you’ll get a notification but you can only read them from an Index console.”

“Sounds perfect.”

I wait for Luci to reply, but her eyes grow distant. We stand in silence.

“Luci?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m gonna take the train. I’ll message you.”

“Okay…” God, I’m going to regret asking this. “Luci, are you sure you want to do this alone?”

“I’m fine,” she says, answering a question I didn’t ask. 

“Really? Everything is okay?”

“Yeah. No totally. I was just thinking…” She lowers her head, her fingers all twisted up in her hands. Then she lifts her head again and smiles. “It’s nothing. Nevermind. We should probably pick a region soon. We have ‘til noon tomorrow, right? Maybe somewhere nice. No dragons though. I don’t think we’re ready for that. Anyway, I’m gonna go catch the train. See you in a bit!”

And she runs off before I can say a word. 

Yeah, I’m definitely going to need a drink.
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                    Another fiery isekai with a hellish dose of violence, now on RS!




	


[image: image]






Reject Human. Become Demon. [Mutation Evolution LitRPG]

[In a world of powerful monsters, dangerous sapients, and Angelic Overlords, Haell the Human will become a Demon and slay them all!]

 

All I ever wanted was to become a demon. And then I died. 



But beyond that death I found a whole new world, one which may finally allow me to achieve my dreams! There was magic here, Mutations, and creatures only seen in fantasy! It was a land dominated by Angelic Overlords and their shepherd pawns, but not even they could ruin my sheer enthusiasm. For my parents were amazing, the world shone brightly in wonder, and the power that I so craved was now within reach! 



I just had to reach for it. I was ready to toil. And though my tears may run dry, and so would my blood be spilled, my will shall forever remain unbroken. 



I will claw my way to power. 



I will become a demon.  



No matter the cost.

 

[Chapter 69+ Backlog!]















                







Chapter 24


                The waiter lurks over the table. It’s a 50s-style American diner but lit in some kind of hazy dark blue hue, like an L.A. nightclub. Whatever vibe they’re aiming for, it seems like a good place to wallow. It makes it difficult to see the waiter’s features. He’s just this shadow looming over my cushy corner booth, tapping his pencil on a notebook with a clear level of irritation. I’m assuming he’s got an internal HUD like the rest of us, so the notebook is just for show, like his polka dot apron.

“So how many shots of liquor count as one drink voucher?” I ask.

“Again,” he says. He’s a gorilla, by the way. “So long as it fits in the glass of your choice, that’s one drink voucher. You can get whatever you want in there.”

“What’s your biggest glass?”

“A pint.”

“And you have every type of alcohol.”

“We have a synthesizer. Whatever alcohol has ever existed in your world, you can have.”

“Then I want a pint glass, and I want one third of the glass to be grapefruit soda and the rest of it to be Patrón tequila. And if possible, make it ice-cold without actually adding ice.”

“Uh-huh,” he says, jotting nothing down. “Anything to eat?”

“No. Wait. Do you have fries?”

“We have a synthesizer.”

“How much for a side of fries then?”

“5 gips.”

“Is everything 5 gips?” I ask, remembering the price of the train.

“No.”

I slink deeper into the booth. “Then I will have fries.”

Inventory item removed: (1) Drink Voucher

Inventory item removed: 5g

Wallet: 890g

A minute later, a drink with entirely too much tequila sits in front of me, beads of condensation sweating off the glass. A basket of fries drops next to it. Resting my head on the table, I poke at a fry. 

Maybe my stomach was bigger than my stomach. Or… Wait. Oh, whatever. My brain hurts. I can’t believe today is still the same day the world ended. It feels like it’s been weeks. Or forever. Or an hour. What day is it anyway? Tuesday? Wednesday? Time has lost all meaning.

At the end of the table is a thin white bar, like an old iPhone dock. Apparently this is the elusive Index. I swing my arm over, nearly knocking over my glass, and prod the device until I find a button. A light zips upward and unfolds into a floating holographic screen.

Huh. I move the white bar closer. I can’t pick it up off the table, but it moves easily. The screen comes with it.

At the top of the screen, it says, “Hello, Helen Gables!” Who knows how it knows, but they have teleportation and laundry microwaves, so I’m not going to question it.

Whatever information the Index harbors is blocked by a pop-up announcing that, in honor of the apocalypse, all movie tickets are half-off. The sale ends at 19:00. “Come and strike while the iron’s hot!”

There are movie theaters? Who in the world would be in the mood to see a movie?

I swipe the pop-up away with a flick of my wrist. Beneath it is a collage of floating windows and a righthand sidebar listing a series of available tabs: Search, Inbox, Amenity and Resource Bookings, Media Library, Map and City Directory, Resident Directory, Personal Profile, and Settings.

I don’t know why they can’t have all of this available on our HUDs. At the same time, it does feel rather nice to have the screen floating in actual 3D space. Either way, it’s a lot to rifle through, so windows first. 

First and most prominent is a window labeled World News which, judging by the photo of some unfamiliar hominin in some unfamiliar landscape, is about the Volese Assimilation. Someday, I may care about those assholes, but today is not that day.

Next to that window is another called History and Lore with three tabs: one for Earth, one for Handor, and one for Loxilil. Given the descriptions for the classes I’ve discovered, I doubt their version of our history is refined and rich in nuance. For all I know, they just loaded it all off of Wikipedia. Again, it might be fun to peruse that later, as well as whatever inaccurate tales they have on the other two planets.

Below those two windows are a few smaller ones filled with shopping advertisements and city highlights. And finally there’s a medium-sized window that simply says HELP.

I tap that one.

A scrollable list of contents appears containing items like Attribute Descriptions, Abilities and Skills, Navigation, and Equipment. 

Finally.

I chug down at least a double shot’s worth of my drink, plop a fry into my mouth, and click on the attribute descriptions.

Health: Measures how much damage you can withstand before death. Your mobility is not impaired until you reach 0 - wherein death will occur. Physical abilities may, however, be affected by status ailments, limb loss, blood loss, navigational hazards, and general demeanor.

Stamina:Measures how much stress you can endure before you are temporarily downed. Each exerted effort and ability (aside from sorcery-based abilities) costs stamina. Again, your mobility is not impaired until you reach 0, in which case you will collapse. In this state, you will be unable to move or perform non-sorcery-based abilities until enough stamina points have been restored.

 

Strength: Measures physical prowess. Affects your ability to exert physical influence on the world, such as pushing, pulling, lifting, and hitting. Required to unlock the full potential of strength-based weapons and abilities.

Fortitude: Measures endurance and defensive aptitude. Affects your ability to withstand damage. Required to unlock the full potential of defense-based gear and abilities.

Dexterity: Measures digital agility, accuracy, and balance. Affects your ability to move nimbly through the world. Required to unlock the full potential of dexterity-based weapons and abilities.

Wits: Measures mental acuity. Affects your ability to apply sorcery and withstand sorcery. Required to unlock the full potential of sorcery-based weapons and abilities.

Resolve: Measures resilience. Affects your ability to regenerate health and stamina as well as your ability to resist status ailments. Also affects your ability to withstand charm and trickery.

Charm: Measures social influence. Affects your ability to haggle, negotiate, command, persuade, and deceive.

[Earning 10 levels in an attribute awards another +3 proficiency to associated skills. Adjustments will be reflected in your Skill Proficiencies tab]

Hmm. They’re still rather vague. Not that I was hoping for a wall of numbers. Math is more of an Elias thing. It seems like if you want to be any good in combat, you need to focus on at least one of the top four attributes. Saying that, it would be advantageous for at least one of our party members to drop points into the Charm attribute. It’s always good to have a sweet-talker in the group.

It’s interesting that there doesn’t seem to be a resource pertaining to sorcery, or at least there’s no attribute regarding its regeneration. However sorcery is regulated, it must be through a different system.

My neural synapses are still misfiring from the Meet & Greet, so I make a mental note to check out the rest of the system particulars later. For now, I close the window.

In the lower righthand corner of the screen, the time reads 14:55. Luci must be with Elias now. No messages in my inbox though.

I reach over to check out my Personal Profile. Another window pops up.

Your personal profile is available in detail via the Index. Do you allow this console to access this information? Permission will be rescinded upon exiting this console. 

Oh, now they ask for permission. Despite the temptation to choose “No” out of pure pettiness, I pick “Yes”.

The next thing I know, I’m staring at a 3D model of myself, in all my Crossfit glory. When I swipe a finger across my body, the model spins. 

Not gonna lie. My ass looks good. Actually my hips and waist are kind of banging too. Turns out forgetting to eat on a day to day basis does wonders for one’s figure. I think it’s possible that adding points to my dexterity gave my muscles a good tune-up too. I don’t remember looking this toned.

The rest of me is meh. It’s clear - at least to me, anyways - that I haven’t bothered with my hair or skincare for a while. My frazzled brown hair is still air-drying in choppy waves over my shoulder. My pale face has this shamefully oily sheen that will likely never see powder or foundation again. There’s a ghostly glint on my nose - a nose, by the way, that I’ve always felt is too long. 

At least I’ve got a long face to match. It’s a simple face. No cheekbones. No real brow. There’s nothing wrong with it, but there’s nothing dynamic or intriguing about it either. God forbid anything take away from my glinting ghost nose. I’m like a Botticelli oil painting that refuses to dry.

To the left is a list of menu items. They’re just a repeat of what I already have available on my HUD: Status, Equipment, Inventory, and Quest Log. 

At the bottom is a glowing box that reads “Class Options.” Is that where I choose my class? Am I ready? I mean, I’m quite sure I know what I want, but that kind of commitment is a lot to ask of a girl. This class will define my chances of survival and my potential as a party member for the foreseeable future. Possibly the remainder of my life. 

There’s also weapon choice to consider. That mousy game designer said weapons come with their own abilities too. If I’m going to be smart about this, I should check out a weapon’s shop first to see exactly what he’s talking about.

Okay. So, I’ll look through my available classes, visit the weapon store, then make a choice that hopefully doesn’t seal my fate as one of the first portal-hopping participants to die.

With a tap of my finger, the list of my discovered classes appears. There’s an extension tab next to each one, allegedly providing more details.

FIGHTER CLASSES

Satsuma Striker: A dueling class best suited for challenging high level enemies and countering sorcery classes.

Machete Mambi: A high-impact class utilizing burst skills for those who prefer to hit first and hit hard.

ROGUE CLASSES

Sicarii: A swift class utilizing trickery and fast feet to take down the enemy unseen.

Night Watcher: A keen-eyed class with the ability to scout for and disarm enemies.

Black Hand: A cutthroat class best suited for combat against other participants.

RANGER CLASSES

Mountain Man: A saboteur class heavy on preparation and traps.

SORCERER CLASSES

Cultist of the Mystic Fire: A dynamic class that employs a scorched-earth policy.

TANK CLASSES

Varangian Guard: A stalwart class for those who prefer simple, straight-forward combat.

Well, tanking and PVP are off the table. Tanking, because I don’t like it. And PVP because I’m not a sadist. I hadn’t really considered having to fight other participants. Given human nature, I guess it’s inevitable. Still, I’m not choosing a class that’s clearly meant for hunting people down. 

Satsuma Striker sounds too narrowly focused, although being able to counter magic could be useful. The original description, as I remember it, strongly hinted that it’s a dumb choice. And Mountain Man just isn’t happening. It requires patience and preparation. So… no.

That leaves Machete Mambi, Sicarii, Night Watcher, and Cultist of the Mystic Fire. 

I click on Machete Mambi first. While I’m not sure I like the sound of a fighter class, it did give me that ¡A Degüello! double-slash bonus which helped me successfully chop of a teammate’s leg, so I feel like I owe it a glance.

MACHETE MAMBI

Traits:

- An additional +1 to either strength or dexterity per level (works retroactively)

- +1 Jump Skill Proficiency per 2 levels

- +35% damage with slashing weapons

- -25% damage with sorcery-based weapons

Level 5 Ability:

Burst Leap: Jump to a targeted enemy’s location within 5m.

Level 20 Ability:

Homeland: Any enemy that enters within a 1m radius of you has a 10% chance to get Stunned for .2 seconds per level.

[Participants will develop more abilities at advanced levels]

Jump and stun. Nice. However it may be a little too “in your face” for my tastes. Until today, I had no idea what my combat style would be. Now, reflecting on every fight I’ve had over the last few hours, I feel like I’m more of an opportunistic fighter. I wait for my shot, and I take it. Still, I can definitely see the potential in taking a more offensive stance.

SICARII

Traits:

An additional +1 to dexterity per level (works retroactively)

- +1 Silent Step Skill Proficiency per 2 levels

- +1 Sleight of Hand Skill Proficiency per 2 levels

- +25% damage with one-handed or dual-wielded weapons

- -50% damage with two-handed weapons

Level 5 Ability:

Shadowstep: Teleport behind an enemy within 3m. You may return to the original location within 10 seconds.

Level 20 Ability:

Unseen: Grant invisibility to yourself and nearby party members. Invisibility is lost upon damage or an ability is performed. Lasts 1 second per level. May be used twice a day.

Okay, this one is pretty badass, though I do wonder if I have the discipline for it.

I glance through Night Watcher and realize instantly that it’s intended for teamwork only. While I’m likely to stay in a party, I’m not ruling out the chance that I’ll have to solo. So that’s a no from me.

And last but not least:

CULTIST OF THE MYSTIC FIRE

Traits:

- An additional +1 to wits per level (works retroactively)

- +1 Reading Skill Proficiency per 2 levels

- +25% fire damage when armed with a fire-based weapon

- Immune to fire

Level 5 Ability:

Fire Cast: Coat your weapon in fire.

Level 20 Ability:

Living Flame: Transform into an invulnerable flame for 5 seconds. Cooldown is 30 seconds.

I can see what they mean by having a “scorched earth policy.” As tempting as it is to turn into fire, I’m guessing there’d be a lot of collateral. For now, I’ll put it in my back pocket.

Flicking back to the main screen, I throw back another few gulps of my drink. That’s, what, three shots in fifteen minutes? I’ve done worse. Still, without food, I’m feeling the buzz. My body vibrates beneath a cozy warm blanket of blissful distance.

It’d be nice, wouldn’t it, to just stay snug in my corner booth, eyes slitted like a purring cat beneath the hazy blue light. No more city. No more preparation. No more thinking about what horrors tomorrow might bring. Sure, there’s a gorilla in a frilly apron staring me down from behind the counter, but I can ignore him well enough.

With a little alcohol in my system, this morning feels miles away. What a relief it was when the world crumbled around me. In those first few minutes, life was rich with simplicity. All pretense stripped away. For once, we were all on the same page. Life was hell. The monsters were real. Every man for himself.

How did it change so quickly?

Right. Luci. And I suppose, Elias. Even Ron. Shit, I hope he doesn’t sleep through his orientation. Not like he’d understand a word of it anyhow. 

It’s a foreign feeling, that itch of conscience. I thought I’d squished that damn cricket years ago. Now Jiminy’s chirping in my ear, singing about stars and obligations. Did you know the original Pinocchio killed the cricket with a hammer? Same vibes, buddy. Same vibes.

I don’t owe them anything. I did what Luci asked: I got her to her family’s house. Then I did what Elias asked: I got her through the portal. Job done. I’ve won my prize. I can nurse my ridiculous drink and enjoy the boozy bliss of solitude.

And yet. And yet… 

It’s 15:10 now. Still no messages from Luci. I wonder if she’s stopped by the hotel?

With a sigh, I turn off the Index and scooch gracelessly out of the booth. Then, grabbing a fistful of fries, I head out, leaving my glass half-full behind me.

            






Chapter 25


                When I return to the hotel, Phinny the bonobo is standing in the lobby by the magazine rack, his long arm slung over the hunched shoulders of a stranger decked in haphazard slabs of clunky armor and various trinkets - like a weird mix between a Warhammer orc and Jack Sparrow. 

Leaning against the magazines is a serrated blade nearly half my height, the gilded hilt adorned with glistening gems. I must be getting into the gaming spirit because a little itch in the back of my mind says that would be a great weapon to loot. I’m not even the sword-wielding type. It just looks rare and expensive.

As I close in, I realize the stranger is another type of hominid. He’s short and squat, a blue bandana wrapped across his sloping forehead. I can’t examine him which means he’s a participant. Judging by the weapon and his alien heritage, he’s been fighting in this so-called “Initiation” for a while now.

And he’s sobbing. Just big, fat ugly tears soaking into his ratty beard.

Phinny moves his primate hand across the guy’s backplate and gives him a consolatory pat. “I know, pal. But you did your best.”

The hominid chokes back a soppy, wet snort. “Everyone’s gone.”

“I know, pal,” repeats Phinny.

“I couldn’t do it again. Not without them.”

“Well, you had a good last hurrah, wouldn’t you say? Oh, now, now, you’re getting snot on the floor.”

I stand awkwardly, torn between waiting for Phinny and sneaking into my room to wait this whole situation out. This is not the scene I had anticipated when I walked through that door. But I haven’t received any messages from the team yet, and though I don’t want to fess up to it, I’m beginning to worry.

I’ll admit, I’m also a bit intrigued by the armored stranger. So far, I’ve only seen human participants. Apparently, the veteran population - which solely consists of the people from the other two planets - resides and shops in the Adventurer’s District. Obviously, having not visited the area, I haven’t had a chance to see a long-time participant up close.

If this guy’s anything to go by, then I suppose they’re well-equipped and very, very sad. I wonder what level he is.

Before I have the chance to make up my mind, Phinny spots me. He gives me a wink, or at least I think it’s a wink. It’s a particularly odd expression on a bonobo. His entire brow bends as one eye squints like he’s got something stuck in it. Is that wrong to say? Species-ist? This is all too strange. I think so long as I don’t mix up the monkey-primate thing, I’m good.

“Hey, welcome back!” says the concierge. “Your big friend just headed out to the convention center. I take it you’ve been?”

“Yeah,” I reply, watching the weeping man. “You know, I can wait…”

“No, no, no, this is a great opportunity! Helen, meet Moto. Moto, meet Helen. He’s from Handor. He’s a real veteran of the Initiation. Been here… how long, Moto?”

“Too long,” the participant moans, shaking his head. “Too long.”

“Yeah, ‘bout thirty Pharos days, give or take. Not many of his kind left now. Not too many to begin with, given all the nukes.” He sighs as the participant is racked with another outburst of heaving sobs. “Moto was one of my first guests here at The Hotel Universal. Come a long way, wouldn’t you say? Thirty days. Lot of grind, this one.”

“Wow. Um, congratulations?” My head, still buzzing free on the tequila, is not in the right state for this. “Is Luci back?”

“Not that I’ve seen. The rail is darned chock-full of folks not knowin’ where they’re headed. She’s probably caught in traffic. I wouldn’t worry.”

I nod, not entirely sure what to do with myself. The veteran participant continues to weep. It’s getting weird.

“Ah, nah, see, you’re worrying,” says Phinny. “Take this guy. He-”

Moto arches his back and screams. In an instant, his body breaks into dust and floats away into nothing, his cry suddenly going silent.

Title(s) Earned:

Quiet Observer: Watch a participant’s visa expire.

Reward: (1) Drink Voucher

“The fuck.”

“Hmm, indeed.” Phinny presses his big primate lips together in some kind of conciliatory hum. “Thirty days. Decided to live out his last one here, where it all began. Couldn’t stomach another fight in the field. But heck, what a fella.”

“He disintegrated.”

“His visa ran up. They say it’s rather painless.”

“Um.” I stare at where Moto once stood, his scream echoing in my mind. “Sure.”

Phinny casually straightens a magazine on the rack, then launches himself across the lobby on all fours, knuckles against the floor, before leaping onto the counter. Pulling his legs against him, he settles his elbows on his knees. His brown eyes gleam.

“So. Spill it!”

“Spill what?”

“The Meet & Greet! Tell me about the Meet & Greet. Everyone says it’s a real doozy. Can’t imagine. One day you think you’re all alone in the universe, and then poof! Whole thing must really blow the mind.”

“It’s a lot,” I answer, hoping I don’t have to expound more. I’ve only sort of come to terms with the whole thing myself, I’m tipsy, and I just watched a human alien disintegrate before my eyes - a fate I could possibly share - so… yeah. Explaining my planet’s demise to a smarmy bonobo is not on my to-do list. “So, I’m going to go up to my hotel room. If Luci-”

“It’s just fascinating. Fascinating. I grew up on the Unity 1, but my people were originally from Logos. Originally as in waaaaaay back. Centuries. We learned about the planets in history class, of course. The idea that folks used to scuttle around these little scuzzy balls of mud, nothing but dirt and rock between them and cores of molten lava… And your gravity is just ‘cause of the dirtball’s size? It’s whacked out, I’ll tell ya.”

I sigh. “When you put it that way…”

“And not knowing the ball was screaming at you the whole time? To think, the Assimilation can pick up the distress signal from across the Milky Way, but you don’t have the tech to hear it yourself. It’s really something. You make all these tools to talk to each other and blow each other up, but nothing to listen inward.”

“Well, the people from your planet did the same thing.”

His brow lifts as his mouth stretches into the shape of an O. Being a newb in bonobo facial expressions, I have no idea what it means. 

“Hey, I don’t mean to offend,” he says. “You’re right. We all do it. That’s the rub. It’s just a real trip, thinking of actually going through it first-hand. I was born and raised in a free-flying scrap of metal. Big toaster solar-sailing across the system. ‘Course it doesn’t look like it from the inside. We got all the nature you could want, just cooked up by hand. Or machines, as it were. I’ve only ever been in the Unity 1, but you can spot the rest of the fleet from the outer decks. Otherwise it’s all simulated sky.”

“Anywho,” he continues. “I’ve always been interested in history. Stories are what make us who we are, and that’s all history is. Stories. But they’re told from one person to another, filtered through agendas and dogma. I didn’t want to just hear about the Global Initiation. I wanted to be a part of it. Get all those stories right in my ear.”

“So, soon as they announced there was another iteration, I applied for the job. Not the hotel position, specifically. Just a position as an iteration assistant. And here I am! They even gave me a level. Level 50! Doesn’t mean anything when you can’t improve, but it’s fun to say anyhow.”

“Yeah, real fun.” My gaze lingers longingly on the stairwell that leads to the guest rooms. “So this is-”

“Only been here for ‘bout five weeks now, and it’s still a rush being here among all you brand new initiates. And the vets, of course. I thought I knew what stories I’d hear, but wow! The things I learn. In fact, Moto was just telling me about the last time he…”

I tune out the rest as I notice a light blinking in the corner of my eye. I bring up the notification.

Message received. Your inbox may be accessed via the Index.

Finally.

“…which is when his lover opened the chest. Only it was a-”

“Hey Phinny,” I interrupt. “Do you have an Index console here?”

“Oh, yeah, sure.” He swings a leg behind the desk, grabs the device with his foot, and plunks it onto the counter. “You also got ‘em in your room if you need privacy.”

“Thanks.”

When I turn on the screen, there’s a star hovering over the Inbox. It’s a message from Luci.

Hi! Sorry for late msg. System being weird. Me and Tio Elias are going to some administrative place to file for a city transfer for Liam. Chicago isn’t gone yet but he found out we can file early to get things going. Will go shopping if we see stuff on the way. Meet for dinner? Nurse says most places have synth food but cooked food is better. He said there’s a yummy Loxilil restaurant in the Novice District that’s like Indian but not. It’s called Bear Bear. 17:00 okay?

An alien restaurant, huh. Well she’s definitely more adventurous than I am. To be frank, I’ve had enough extra-terrestrial weirdness for the day, but I don’t want to kill her spirit. Surely it can’t be too bad, right? 

I type out a response on the floating keyboard. It’s weird without any tactile feedback. It seems like if they could access our minds telepathically, they could have made messaging each other a whole lot easier. Is the design intentional or was user-friendliness just real low on the priority list?

Sounds good. See you there.

The moment I hit send, I realize I should have asked about Elias. Why does it always take hitting send to realize you should have done something different? I guess if he’s up for a wrestling match with some bureaucratic red tape, he must be doing at least somewhat alright. 

I’m still having trouble processing it. Images of his severed leg keep flashing in my head. His expression. Luci’s tears. The blood. I’m pretty sure I did the right thing. But if I’d done the right thing from the beginning, maybe I wouldn’t have had to do it at all. 

Luckily, it looks like I have another two hours to kill before I have to face him. I turn off the screen and scoot the console back toward Phinny.

“So where’s the best place to buy weapons?”
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Chapter 26


                Once Phinny gives me the low-down on all the weapons and accessories I could buy, I finally manage to break away from the conversation and head off to spend my hard-earned blood money.

To the surprise of absolutely no one who knows me, I’ve always hated shopping. I like picking things out and trying them on, but when it comes to the actual swipe of a credit card, I just can’t make the jump. For some reason, I can’t seem to imagine myself with any particular item. I’ll see a nice blender, think “I want that blender,” and then try to picture the blender in my kitchen and… nope, can’t do it. I’m sure there’s some psychological reason for it. Maybe I don’t think I deserve nice things. Or maybe it’s just too much effort.

Whatever the case may be, shopping sucks.

So I try to make it quick. As it turns out, there are countless places to buy weapons and gear, from small boutiques to giant outlet stores. I choose the nearest one. And, just my luck, it’s the giant kind, aptly named The Armory. It’s like an REI or any other athletic or sportswear store: an oversized room with lofty ceilings and exposed piping, choked with racks upon racks of gear. A few other survivors shuffle through the aisles, heads down, itching for just as much company as I am.

I’ve got 900 gips to spend. Only the most basic weapons are in my price range: axes, hatchets, daggers, longbows - all rather medieval-looking. There’s an aisle with more modern-day weapons, like bowie knives and compound bows, though they’re too expensive for me at the moment. There’s a notable absence of guns and explosives. Apparently those are off the table, both here and in the field. Phinny just said they don’t like them but wouldn’t explain who they were.

I pick up a hatchet, and a description appears in front of me.

Common Hatchet

A lightweight one-handed slashing weapon

Dexterity Requirement: 10

Level 1 Ability(s):

Bleeding Slash: Attack and inflict bleeding on an enemy.

Throw: Throw the hatchet into an enemy.

Level 10 Ability(s):

Ferocious (Passive): With every attack, increase attack speed. Speed maxes out at five consecutive attacks.

[Rarer weapons may offer more abilities at advanced levels]

A broad-shouldered saleswoman wandering the aisles tells me that since the store is in the Novice District, all of the weapons available are “common” quality, requiring only the bare minimum when it comes to attribute levels. And while the stores in the Adventurer’s District have better gear and weapons, the real prizes are out in the field. 

As an example, she points to an illuminated glass case behind the front desk. Inside is a bedazzled sword, a floating orb, and an ornate ring bracelet draped over a mannequin hand. A trio of decals labels them as “Smiting Sword of the Howling Prince,” “Holy Bishop’s Cradle,” and “Witch’s Tears.” I can’t examine them, and they’re not for sale. They’re purely for enticement only. And lemme tell ya: It’s working.

“So what’s the attribute minimum for that?” I ask, pointing at the sword.

“Strength of 150. So you’d need to be ‘round level 50. ‘Course you can cheat your stats with armor and the like, but you probably won’t be stacking every point into strength either. So, yeah, Level 50 thereabouts.”

“And if I don’t have that requirement?”

She looks me up and down. “For a weapon like this, your twig arms pro’ly couldn’t even lift it. And if you could, the damage would be somewhere ‘round 10% of its potential. You really want to match the stat.”

“So what would you say is better: One big hit with strength at 150 or being able to do a lot of hits with dexterity at 150?”

“As long as you got yourself the appropriate weapon, anythin’ goes. Just a matter of style. ‘Course when it comes to adventurin’ and the like, it’s good to have some mix-and-match in the party. ‘Case you need to lift a boulder or sneak around.”

“Makes sense.”

Seeing as I still need to decide on a class, I take note of a few favorites and head out.

Next, I drop by an item and accessory store. It’s a quaint, homey little place made of timber and hand-cut stone. An old-fashioned nook straight out of Diagon Alley called The Handy Whosits. Inside, it smells of woodsmoke and apple cider. Wooden shelves line the walls and a single table runs down the middle, overflowing with baubles and trinkets. Baubles. I don’t think I’ve ever said that word before. It seems appropriate for a place like this.

As I browse, I strip off my hoodie. The place is cozy and exceedingly hot, like someone’s stoking a furnace in the back. I need to reserve the money I’ve got for a weapon, though I’m pretty sure I can use my vouchers here, so I walk over to the front desk and ring the service bell. A hunched old lady shuffles out of a back room.

“Oh, a customer. You must be one of them Earth kind,” she says in a casual alien drawl.

“That’s me. I have some vouchers. A trap voucher and one for a slashing accessory.”

“Sure thing, sweetheart. You know what you’re looking for?”

“Not a bit.”

“Well, then for the trap, I’d suggest a Crippling Spikes Trap. More agile than a snare, less prone for trouble than something barbed. It’s just a line of tiny spikes. Sticks ‘em right through the boot. Or paw. Whatever you’re fighting. Inflicts a Crippling status, meaning they move slow ‘til they heal, which most ‘em don’t.”

She says this in the same sweet, nurturing tone as a grandmother teaching crochet.

“Yeah, okay. I’ll take that then.”

Inventory item removed: (1) Trap Voucher

Inventory item added: (1) Cripping Spikes Trap

“When you want to use it, just aim your peepers where you want it to go and think about it,” she explains. “It’ll pop out of your inventory and set itself up in a second or two. Once it’s down, there ain’t nothing you can do to reverse it unless you got yourself a Disarm Trap ability. So make sure you got your mind set.”

“What if I just want to look at it?” I ask. “You know, just take the spikes out of my inventory for… reasons or whatever.”

“That ain’t how inventories work.”

“Right. So. How do they work?”

“Mechanically? No effin’ clue. Functionally, you can put vouchers, certificates, draughts, traps, weapons, armor, and other such lootables in there. If you want to use ‘em and wear ‘em and whatnot, just give ‘em a thought. Haven’t used ‘em myself but they say draughts give you a nice fuzzy feeling, so you’ll know when they’re working.”

“And nothing else can go in there?”

“Nope. Nothing. No furniture. No vehicles. No cats. Not even food. It’s gotta be part of the game system and it’s gotta be an item they’ve decided is right for the inventory.”

“Okay.” It’s really hot in here. I realize I’ve been fanning myself with my shirt this entire time. The old woman seems perfectly content, her veiny fingers laced elegantly together against the desk. “I also have a voucher for a slashing accessory.”

“Mm-hmm. Nothing here in the Novice District is all that special, but anything you get outside of here’ll have a level requirement you can’t match. So, you can either grab something’ that’ll give you a teeny boost now or wait ‘til later.”

“Um…”

“It’s a lot to handle on your first day, I know. Let me tell you about the accessories that meet the voucher’s requirements. We got two. A headband that increases your attack speed by .1 seconds with any slashing weapon and a ring that has a 10% chance to poison. If it was me, I’d wait a spell. Things get pricey as you advance, and those vouchers are good for any expense.”

“Can I use a voucher and sell the item back?”

“You could, but you’d get a fraction of the price. Best to only sell items you really have no use for.”

Given I have no idea what I’m doing, I decide to follow the woman’s advice. Thanking her, I leave and head to the next place, an apothecary that turns out to be a very small, very clinical round room with a man just perched on a metal stool in the center. After a brief exchange, another two sets of text appear.

Inventory items removed: (1) Lesser Stamina Draught Voucher

Inventory item added: (1) Lesser Stamina Draught

Inventory items removed: (2) Lesser Liquid Fire Voucher

Inventory item added: (2) Lesser Liquid Fire

There’s no item description beyond the title. The man says I can throw it to make fire. Sounds simple enough.

As I head back onto the street, I glance in the upper right corner to bring up the time. It’s 16:25. So I have about half an hour left. 

I sigh. Fatigue is setting in again, status ailment and all. Even if I put aside the monster hunting and teammate chopping, there hasn’t been a single day in the last two years that I’ve done as much as I’ve done today. 

Usually, on my days off, I would call a trip to the pharmacy a win. As in, I could shower or I could go to the pharmacy. There was no doing both. Two of the jobs I attempted to hold over the last couple of years weren’t too wild about that notion, but eventually I found a part-time gig at an art store with a rotational staff of the young, the broke, the high and the filthy. So we got along. My student debt from my first year in law school wasn’t too keen on it though.

Okay. I can do this. Just one more place to go.

My feet drag along the pavement to the final stop, an apparel store called Wisecracker. Inside, it feels like a middle-aged shop that’s trying to be hip, full of posters and graphic tees with sayings like “2 L33T 4 U” and “Will Trade Loot For Pie.”

There’s no one else inside. I give the salesperson a withering glare which I hope translates to whatever planet he’s from. Who knows whether the Volese Assimilation guys get to choose their Pharos gig, but I’d still rather not chat up someone associated with - I check the nearest poster - a vintage painting of a toking goose saying “Good Vibes.” 

The voucher I earned for killing an enemy five levels higher than me just says “Clothing,” so price isn’t an issue. After noting the selection, I bail pretty quickly. Maybe there’s a less Hot Topics-y store somewhere. If I have to upgrade my “Nice Snatch” shirt for a “Froggy Style” tee with +2 fortitude, I’m going to cry.

As I step out of the store, a message appears.

Quest Updated!

NEW HORIZONS: Complete

What a wonderful feeling it is to settle into a new home. Before your visa days expire, please ensure that you’ve selected a class and a region. We hope you’ve enjoyed exploring the wonderful city of Pharos and wish you good luck on your upcoming sojourns. 

Rewards: 100xp

Another notification immediately follows.

Level up! You are now Level 8. 

Exp to next level: 55/80

Attribute points available: 9

Well, hell. Maybe shopping isn’t so bad afterall.
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Chapter 27


                This is perhaps the trippiest restaurant I have ever seen. It’s like the Rainforest Cafe. And if you haven’t heard of the Rainforest Cafe, allow me to paint a picture. It’s the kind of place that could only have been manufactured in the 90s when life was, according to my mother, a charmed and wholesome experience, bereft of social media, terrorism, vicious party politics, and Marvel movies. 

It was a time when designing a restaurant to look like a rainforest, complete with animatronic elephants and hourly thunderstorms, made sense. A time when people had the money to waste on a chocolate cake topped with a sparkler that involved the entire staff halting in their steps and having to begrudgingly shout “Volcano!” to the joy of no one but the seven-year-old who ordered it.

This restaurant, Bear Bear, is like that, only that the forest it depicts is wholly alien. Dense purple and blue ferns sulk beneath looming stone arches and massive fungi that look like gooey, melting tentacles. From a branch above my chair, a head-sized ball of fur with three eyes blinks in my direction. I think it’s animatronic. I mean… I hope it’s animatronic.

Across from me, Ron gazes wide-eyed. We’re still waiting on Luci and Elias. For once in my life, I’m actually early. 

“Do you think heaven looks like this?” asks Ron.

“What? Why? No.”

“Huh.” He puffs out his lips and nods thoughtfully. “I hope when I die, I turn into a ghost. And I get to do things that ghosts do. Not spook people. I don’t want to scare anyone. Just maybe float around.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Do you believe in ghosts?”

I sigh. “Ron, I don’t know what I believe anymore.”

“But what do you think happens then?”

Jesus Christ. “I don’t know. It’ll be like when we were born. Just another period of forever.”

“So we’re just like, sandwiched between forevers, huh.” He thinks for a moment. “I hope it looks like this.”

This is why I don’t show up early to things. I flag down a waiter and order a cocktail. Something the menu calls a Backwards Updo. He tells me it’s made of juice from a tropical fruit and liquor distilled from a tropical plant, so that’s what I’m going with. 

He also assures me that the food sits well in every hominid stomach. Apparently the only cuisine we should avoid is that from Logos and Mailleacha’a… something or other. The dominant species on both of those planets ended up great apes, so while we could eat the food, we probably wouldn’t like it.

“So somewhere warm, but not too humid,” says Luci, walking toward our table. “Maybe Portugal? I’ve always wanted to go to Portugal. Hi, Helen! Hi, Ron!”

Elias follows behind her. With his hands in his back pockets, he surveys the restaurant. I notice his gaze waver when he catches sight of some animatronic hippo-thing. Then his eyes catch mine, and he smiles.

Okay, maybe not a full smile. It’s subtle. No teeth. Just a little upward curve tugging at the edge of his lips. It’s more obvious in the eyes, the way they shrink against his cheekbones as a teeny trace of wrinkles crease at the sides. Even under those bushy eyebrows, I can see them shine. He seems genuinely pleased to see us.

Then I glance down, past his broad shoulders, past his clean but tattered flannel shirt tucked into his jeans, past his knees, and down to his legs. Plural. Sort of.

One of them is hidden beneath a layer of denim. That’s the leg I didn’t chop off. The other is exposed. 

It’s not… well, it’s not what I expected. I think I was picturing either a stump or, at best, a janky half-assed prosthetic. In place of his flesh and bone, however, is something more advanced: like a leg belonging to a first generation Isaac Asimov robot, with exposed metal ligaments and wiring, semi-capped by a pair of sleek black shells on the shin and calf.

As he steps, the movement is a little stilted. It isn’t awful. It doesn’t take him out of the game - to my immense relief. But I have no idea how it will affect his mobility in the long-run.

Whatever the case, he’s alive. He’s moving. He can stay in the party, and he can fight to live another day.

But my guilt won’t be assuaged so easily. Maybe I saved his life, and maybe he’s okay. However I still panicked mid-battle, made a stranger take the fall, and then dismembered him for his efforts. So, yeah, the guilt’s gonna stick for a while - especially with the glaring robot reminder strollin’ around.

“Does it hurt?” I ask.

Elias takes the seat beside Ron. “No. It’s unusual. But not painful.”

“They uh… didn’t heal you completely? They have laser showers.”

“They said it would cost more.”

“But they could have likely done it for free.”

“Yes.”

I sigh. “So… how much did it cost? Do you have to…”

“They had an installment plan for the prosthetic. It’s expensive, so I’ll be paying for some time. But it’s manageable. Fortunately, I earned a voucher for arriving through the first portal in critical health, so that covered the medical fee. Next time though, it will cost me.”

“Next time?” I laugh nervously.

Beside me, Luci rifles through the menu. “So have you guys ordered yet?” 

Like the seats, the tables, and everything else, the menu is exactly like one you’d see on Earth, just a tad thicker. Apparently after tens of thousands of years of diverging evolution, we’re still human, and humans function more or less the same no matter where we are.

“Just drinks.” I point to one of the dishes. “They said this is a curry that tastes like chicken and pineapple, so I’ll probably go with that.”

“Ew, yeah, I don’t like pineapple.”

Elias sets down his menu, seemingly already decided. He rubs the bridge of his nose where his glasses usually are. 

Hey, wait.

“What happened to your glasses?” I ask.

“They broke.”

“Oh. So you got contacts then or…?”

He shakes his head. “They offer surgeries, but I can’t afford it. You don’t need to worry. I’m not terribly near-sighted. I can see what I need to.”

“Sure.” So they got laser showers for free but won’t fix our eyesight. Great system they’ve got here. Totally not rigged.

“Have you considered a region yet?” he asks.

“I want to get out there first thing,” says Luci. “All this waiting around. I can’t stand it.”

I look between her and Elias. “But I thought…” 

“We’ve done the paperwork for Liam and written a message to my brother, Carlos, and Melissa, his wife,” he says. “Luci’s parents. They said it may take time after the reconstitution to access the list of survivors. So I agree we shouldn’t wait. We will know when we know.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I reply, not wanting to press the issue. “You know how everything works then?”

“I missed my orientation, but Luci filled me in. Have you any considerations on where you’d like to go?”

“Well. I have places I don’t want to go,” I answer. “They said something about mythology which makes me think a lot of the monsters will be legends and cryptids and so on. Bigfoot. Goblins. Giants. Chupacabras.”

Elias nods. “I had the same impression.”

“Japan!” Ron exclaims. “Dude, I’ve always wanted to go to Japan.”

“No, see that’s the last place I’d choose,” I reply. “Their folklore is insane. I’d avoid Japan, anything Scandinavian or Slavic, and probably anything Scottish or Irish too. I’m not fighting banshees and spirits and undead horses and whatever else they’ve got.”

“We should also avoid climates we can’t protect ourselves against,” Elias says. “Most of the less temperate regions appear to be higher-level, so we’ll be avoiding them anyhow. However there are areas of Central America, South America, Africa, Asia, and so forth that require vaccinations. They have them at the medical center, though they cost a fair fortune.”

I snort. “They’re reassembling the whole world but keeping malaria?”

“Yeah, I can fight monsters all day, man, but mosquitos are not my jam,” comments Ron. “Got 52 bites at Louder than Life in Louisville. I counted. Fifty-two. I’m not doing that again.”

I turn to Luci, expecting her to jump in with her take on the matter, but she’s staring at the back of the menu, eyes glazed over.

“Luce? What do you think? Where do you want to go?”

“Oh. Uh. I don’t know. Somewhere nice.” She pauses, chewing on her lip. 

“What is it?”

“Nothing. It’s fine.” She shrugs. “I mean, it’s stupid though, right? The whole visa thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we don’t have to just ‘not die’ next time. We have to win too, right? And who knows how long it’ll take. It’s just a lot.” She sighs. Then she glances up from the menu. “Guys. Oh my god, your faces. Seriously, it’s fine. I’m fine. How about Portugal? Or Spain. Somewhere warm and exotic.”

“Uh-huh.” I eye her carefully. Christ, she’s young. “Look. Today was hard. But it won’t be like that all the time.”

“Oh, I know. But like, for argument’s sake, how do you know know?”

“Because. Today was just a trial by fire. And we made it. Without knowing anything, we made it. So now that we know what we’re facing, we’ll gear up, we’ll get some awesome classes, we’ll pick a great location… It’ll be an adventure. Remember? You’re going to get a bow. We’ll fight dragons. It’ll be amazing.”

She glares skeptically. “Oh come on, you don’t need to lie to me.”

“I’m not!” I am, of course. “We’ll have to get good. You know, level up. Get powerful. But you saw what we did today.”

Elias nods. “Helen is right. Anything is possible.”

Ron gives a devil horns hand gesture, complete with a head bang. “Hell yeah.”

Luci surveys the table. “You guys are a bunch of dorks.”

“A bunch of dorks that fought an elite Level 10 miniboss,” I add. “So…”

“So maybe winning isn’t totally improbable,” she replies, rolling her eyes. “Also, what the heck is hanging over my head. Is that real?”

The possibly animatronic fur-ball blinks at Luci.

I shrug. “Do you want it to be?”

Soon, the waiter drops by and we order by pointing at pictures of dishes we know nothing about: curry for three of us, some kind of pancake dish for Ron. As we wait, we chat, the mood lightening once more. Then we dig in with a set of sporks - the only utensils offered. 

Ron dips carby slabs of baked batter into a sauce none of us can identify, making a complete mess. When it turns out I ordered something way beyond my spice level, I switch with Elias. The man doesn’t even sweat. Luci tries it, and her face ripens like a tomato. 

I’ve never traveled outside of the U.S., though my fiance and I often talked about it. For our honeymoon, we were thinking Santorini or Mallorca. Maybe both. He came from more money than I did, so we could afford the plane tickets. His parents would’ve gotten us a room somewhere for a few nights. Then, if we wanted to hop countries, it would have been just us, a pair of backpacks, and hostels congested with coeds.

So while I have nothing to compare this to, this feels like what I imagined traveling to be: taking leaps of faith with strange food in strange places, chumming around with travelers I just met. We’re all exhausted and traumatized, yet under these fake trees and fake stars, there’s a feeling. A feeling that everything will be okay, even if only in spurts and starts.

Maybe that’s how life will be from now on. Maybe life will be brutal and terrifying and depressing, but there will be moments, little moments, where we can catch our breath and appreciate what it means to be alive.

Is that what happiness is? It’s been so long. My jaw aches from smiling. As I look around the table, I see I’m not alone. Luci laughs mid-sip, spewing water across the table at her uncle who instinctively moves to clean off glasses he no longer has. Ron, oblivious, immediately starts looking around for where Elias could have possibly dropped his glasses which just makes Luci burst into giggles all over again.

Before long, the sky darkens from its alien twilight pink to a shadowy midnight blue. We split Ron’s bill of 25 gips between the four of us while Luci, Elias, and I pay with meal vouchers we earned from our “Party of Two” titles. Most of the titles seem like directly targeted insults, but at least some of them are nice.

We spill outside of the restaurant and into a night stifled with silence. The shops have shuttered, the lights over their doors casting dull shadows across the pavement. Whatever survivors haven’t tucked themselves away for the night are either alone or conversing in whispers. It’s like the entire city is holding its breath, waiting with dread for tomorrow.

The tone of our party softens too. Luci wanders ahead of us, punctuating her walk with random ballet steps and the occasional pirouette. After a moment, Ron mimics her actions, with all the grace and finesse of a middle-aged wannabe teen. She slaps at him and laughs.

Elias falls in beside me.

“An adventure?” he asks.

“Hey, when you’re depressed, you get good at finding the bright side.”

“I see.” For a minute, he says nothing. When I glance his way, I see his mouth moving, like he’s trying to figure out how to form the next thought. 

“Something on your mind?”

“Yes.” He clears his throat. “I want to preface this by extending my gratitude for saving me. You risked your life. And I know it must have been a difficult decision.”

“Um. Well then, I extend my gratitude back at you, for, you know, not being mad I cut off your leg. Or making you lure the matriarch in the first place.”

“You can’t make me do anything, Helen. That was my decision alone.”

“Yeah, well.” His prosthetic catches the light. If it’s weird for me to acclimate to it, I can’t imagine how it is for him. “So that was the preface. What’s the real thing?”

He stares at me for a moment, the rhythm of our steps beating against the pavement. “I want to know why you did it.”

“I had to. The vine had-”

“No, why did you save me? You don’t strike me as a selfless person.”

“Wow, thanks.”

He sighs. “What I intended to say is that no one is that selfless. In my experience, a person doesn’t dive into the water to save a drowning man. So why?”

“Not to sound like Ron or anything, but have you always been this intense?”

He eyes me. “Is it so hard to answer the question?”

“Maybe I don’t know. There wasn’t exactly time to self-reflect. What does it matter anyway?”

“It matters.”

“Fine.” My breath feels heavy. Why did I do it? “I guess… We had seconds left. And I saw Luci standing next to me on the portal, and maybe… I don’t know. All I could think was how she said she was glad she wasn’t doing this alone, and there you were, as good as dead. I mean, if she loses her parents, then all she’s got is her little brother and that’s not a burden she should bear by herself. So, I don’t know. Maybe I just didn’t want the parental responsibility.”

“Or perhaps you didn’t want to see her hurt.”

“Maybe.” Above me, the sky is clear and dark, a tranquil sea of fuck all. There are no stars. No planets. There’s nothing out there. Wherever we are, we’re here alone. “I don’t want to see her broken. Because maybe broken people heal, but they don’t heal right. Not always. And I like the way she is. She doesn’t deserve this.”

“Would you do it again?”

I look at Luci. Ahead of us, Ron elbows her and she buckles over with laughter. “Yeah. Without hesitation.”

Wordlessly, he nods. Even in the dark, I see his face relax, that consternated brow of his soothing into something just a little less fraught. Still, those gears are churning. His eyebrows twitch, his gaze flitting across the path ahead.

“I’ll try not to screw this up,” I say.

He smiles again, just with his eyes. “I believe you.”

When we return to the hotel, we say our goodnights and promise to meet at 8:00 sharp. We have weapons to buy, clothing vouchers to turn in, classes to choose, regions to see, and monsters to kill. And as my eyes close, I think about how Luci was right: It’s good to not be fighting alone.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    So I’ll admit there aren’t too many books on RR that I binge 30 chapters in one sitting, but this is one of them.

It’s an isekai about a Bostonian woman who finds herself in the honored but terrifying position of being one of the few people who can speak to Gods. It’s not a comedy, it’s not a litRPG, it’s not post-apocalyptic, but the characters are so realistic, the writing is impeccable, and the story is riveting. Check it out!
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The Little Gods [Isekai Progression Fantasy]





One second, Lyra Starling is walking home from the grocery store. The next, she’s in a fantasy world where gods are real and power comes at a steep price.

Lyra discovers she’s a priestess; a member of a caste with the rare ability to see and speak to the deities that walk the world. While she was nothing special on Earth, here, people bow and scrape to her every whim. But her new status comes with responsibilities, and the dangerous thing about being able to see gods is that they notice her, too. She soon discovers that divine doesn’t necessarily mean good, and sometimes there is horror in the holy.



Trapped in a world where the rules are different and the wrong words could cost her not just her life, but her very soul, Lyra sets off on a journey alongside a godslaying paladin to discover why she was brought here and how to get home. But surviving in a new world can be hard… and power has always been tempting. 



- Progression elements won’t appear until around Chapter 15

- Slice of Life elements and a slower pace, but with a plot that keeps the story and scope moving forward

- Darker themes as the story progresses, including sensitive content and graphic violence



















                







Chapter 28


                The next morning, we’re inside of a cafe, sitting at a round table and planning our next journey like we’re the knights of King Arthur, weapons of iron and steel strewn across the table between coffee mugs and pastries. 

Our medieval arsenal seems appropriate for a place like this. It’s like an English pub, or at least the English-inspired ones I frequented in New York. Dark wooden walls surround us, each panel crowded with oil paintings of kings and queens I can’t name. It takes me a while to realize not a single one of the portraits is homo sapien. So either our alien ancestors shared the Brit’s love of spotted ermine capes or someone had a grand old time turning all the Harry’s and Liz’s into bushy browed Neanderthals.

My hands jitter as I reach for my third cup of coffee. Reconstitution commences in five minutes, after which the regions open up and we sail on to our nebulous futures. We’ve chosen our classes. We’ve bought our weapons and whatever armor we could afford. Now we wait.

Luci’s fingers tap in a bored pattern against an empty glass of orange juice, her polished nails scratched and chipped. A recurve bow leans against the back of her chair. We can’t examine each other like we can NPCs and enemies, but she tells me she chose one of the first classes she discovered: Iron of Scythia, a long-range class. According to Luci, it looks like this:

IRON OF SCYTHIA

Traits:

- An additional +1 to dexterity per level (works retroactively)

- +1 Observation Proficiency per 2 levels

- +25% damage with long-range weapons

- Immune to poison and all poison-related ailments

Level 5 Ability:

Retreat: When an enemy nears, teleport up to 3m away.

Level 20 Ability:

Deadeye: Mark a target within line of sight. The next 3 long-range projectiles fired will hit this target, no matter the obstacles. Functional from up to 20m.

Like the rest of us, she also earned a Clothing Voucher for taking out the matriarch, so she’s now clad in a pink mini skirt, studded ankle boots, and - to the horror of her uncle - a chainmail bikini top with dangling charms better suited for a belly dancer than an archer.

According to the retail clerk, the material and cut of the clothing we wear don’t actually matter. The stat bonuses apply across the board. That means, essentially, whether you get slashed on a bare arm or an armored stomach doesn’t matter; it cuts just the same.

So why is the bikini made of chainmail then? Well, that’s on Luci. The city’s got everything from modern sporting goods to authentic Roman togas, with inaccurate Renaissance Faire attire squeezed somewhere in between. Honestly, she could have chosen worse. In the end, the bikini gives her extra fortitude and a couple points of charm, so what can you do.

As she made the exchange, I told Elias I would have done the same thing as a teen. That didn’t make things better.

Speaking of our uptight accountant: Since we have Ron as a tank, we considered making Elias into more of a fighter-type, but I don’t think he trusts the big oaf to tank properly or to - in a less diplomatic way of putting it - stay alive at all. So he chose a class he triggered from taking the most damage in a fight against an elite. I suppose losing a leg earns you that right.

According to Elias, it shapes up like this:

JAGUAR KNIGHT

Traits:

- An additional +1 to fortitude per level (works retroactively)

- +25% damage with melee weapons 

- Jewelry and accessories have a +50% stat bonus

- Immune to stuns

Level 5 Ability:

Defensive Clash: Knock back an enemy with a brutal charge from 3m away and gain +25% fortitude for .5 seconds per level.

Level 20 Ability:

Inescapable Stance: When activated, a visible ward with a 1m radius is formed around you. All nearby enemies within it are incapable of leaving.

So, yeah, it’s pretty tanky, though I can understand why he did it. He said he’ll continue to contribute most of his points to strength so his damage output doesn’t suffer too much. Since more than half of his cash went to his prosthetic, we pooled our money to buy him a double-headed battleaxe.

And, taking a note from Luci, he also used his Clothing Voucher to purchase a chainmail bikini.

Or at least that’s what I suggested. He got a flannel shirt that looks exactly like his original one. Complete lack of imagination, this guy. It also gives him fortitude, as well as some resistance to elements and the ability to quick-dry.

Now as for Ron. Ron, Ron, Ron. The man picked his class before we had a chance to discuss it, so while it qualifies as a tank class, it’s also… Well, Ron.

DESERT ROCK STAR

Traits:

- An additional +1 to fortitude per level (works retroactively)

- +1 Musical Performance Proficiency per 2 levels

- +25% resolve so long as an instrument is on your person

Immune to bleeding and crippling

Level 5 Ability:

Heavy Stance: When activated, block 50% of incoming damage. You cannot be stunned, knocked back, or immobilized in any other way. You cannot move for at least 5 seconds after activation. Activation will end upon movement.

Level 20 Ability:

Acid Trip: Mute a targeted enemy. A muted enemy cannot use sorcery-based abilities or attacks. Does not require stamina. Cooldown is 30 seconds.

Since Ron needs an instrument to score that bonus resolve, he spent almost all of his money on a small pear-shaped medieval guitar called a “gittern” - which I guess is sort of like a lute. As a side note, there were modern-day instruments available, but they were stupid expensive and Ron honest-to-god wanted a gittern. Don’t ask why.

Either way, the thing has enough durability to double as a blunt weapon, though an actual bludgeon would have been better. Apparently there are much more advanced instruments available in the field - some with pretty fine abilities so long as your musical performance is up to par - so we’ll have to stay on the lookout.

As for armor, he exchanged his voucher for a leather vest. Technically, the vest is perfectly capable of being buttoned up. But the salesperson made the mistake of telling Ron that the fortitude bonus applies no matterhow it’s worn, so he’s got it draped open over his bare dad-bod like he’s auditioning for a Twisted Sister cover band. To be fair, it suits his class. And he’s undeniably gleeful about it. 

Which leaves me.

I’ll be honest. I wanted that fire class. And had I been adventuring out on my own, I’m pretty sure I would have chosen it. However, when I woke up this morning, rather than tugging the sheets over my head to cry, as is my usual routine, I found myself actually looking forward to what the day might hold. 

Sure, maybe I owe some of those warm fuzzies to the apocalypse. No job, no rent, no politics, no social media, no one asking when I’ll try dating again (as if you can just exchange a partner at a rent-a-spouse, mom) - it’s an easy sell. But if I’m honest with myself, I know I owe it to my party.

I want to live. I want them to live. Let me be clear here. This isn’t about survival. I want us to live. I want us to love. I want us to laugh. God, I sound like a preteen’s Instagram caption.

So here’s me being a team player. Guaranteed, there are people out there who can roll a fire mage without gifting their party with a few third degree burns, but history shows I can’t launch a molotov without nearly deep-frying my teammates. Plus, let’s be honest, even after our little heart-to-heart, there’s no way Elias is trusting me with fire at my fingertips, and I don’t feel like shattering our fragile alliance just yet.

Saying that, if a fire wand comes my way, I ain’t saying no.

Thus, I decide to go with the Sicarii class. To recap:

SICARII

Traits:

- An additional +1 to dexterity per level (works retroactively)

- +1 Silent Step Skill Proficiency per 2 levels

- +1 Sleight of Hand Skill Proficiency per 2 levels

- +25% damage with one-handed or dual-wielded slashing weapons

- -50% damage with two-handed weapons or blunt weapons

Level 5 Ability:

Shadowstep: Teleport behind an enemy within 3m. You may return to the original location within 10 seconds.

Level 20 Ability:

Unseen: Grant invisibility to yourself and nearby party members. Invisibility is lost upon damage or an ability is performed. Lasts 1 second per level. May be used twice a day.

Which of course earns me two notifications.

1.

New Skill Unlocked!

Silent Step

You can now slip past enemies and move unseen. Improve this skill to better avoid detection, despite what actions you take. This skill only affects sound and movement. It does not affect your smell. 

2.

New Skill Unlocked!

Sleight of Hand

You can now execute minute movements of the hand in order to deceive others. Improve this skill to trade, steal, or reveal items without drawing attention from more observant targets, specifically high-level vendors, guards, or fellow thieves.

3.

Skill Proficiencies Increased:

Silent Step 4 (+6 Dexterity Bonus)

Sleight of Hand 4 (+6 Dexterity Bonus)

I have to admit it sounds extremely badass. Yeah, I don’t get to transform into man-sized fireball, but I get to sneak, steal, and stab until my stamina runs dry. And there’s that Level 20 ability that lets me turn my entire team invisible.

Of course, when I tell the party, Luci points out that I don’t have the patience for stealth which, okay sure, but I do have the patience for successive stabbing and teleporting. So eat that, bitches.

To accompany my new class, I bought twin 7” blades that inflict bleeding and a chance to cripple, as well as sexy thigh sheathes to match. As it turns out, all slashing weapons inflict a bleeding status. If an enemy gets cut, they bleed. Cut ‘em enough, they bleed out. Pretty standard. The woman running the shop said I should consider carrying a short sword as well, but I couldn’t afford it. I’ll just have to keep a lookout for something in the field.

Using the menu, I equipped the daggers to ensure they’d come with me when we pick a region. We’ve been told that, once we’ve chosen, the transfer to the region is pretty sudden, so we need to have our gear either equipped or on our person to transfer with us.

As for the Clothing Voucher, I exchanged it for a cropped, hooded jacket. Like everyone else’s armor, it comes with a small fortitude boost. It also applies another +3 to my Silent Step proficiency and a shading ability that changes the contrast of the jacket depending on the light. So long as I’m going rogue, I might as well go all in.

And yes, that means I’m still wearing my “Nice Snatch” shirt.

Finally, I dropped just over half my allotted nine attribute points into resolve and the rest into dexterity. That puts me just one more stat bump away from the next Dexterity Bonus as well as an opportunity to recover from whatever doesn’t kill me. But let’s be honest: I’m not kidding myself into believing that’s a solid stat set. Once I hit the field, I’ll most likely have to readjust my strategy. Min-maxing is how I usually play, but that doesn’t mean it’ll work in whatever constitutes as real life now.

I swallow the last dregs of coffee. One more minute until reconstitution. Elias sits in front of an Index console, the hovering screen reflecting in his eyes. When we get the notification, he’ll swipe over to the map. From there, all it will take is a single tap, and we’ll teleport to god-knows-where in god-knows-when to fight god-knows-who.

I’m not as anxious as I thought I’d be - although I’m floating on so much coffee, it’s hard to tell what’s anxiety and what’s caffeine.

Luci yawns. “Do you think-”

Be advised: Reconstitution has commenced and will be completed in (1) minute. All Earth regions are now available for visitation. Please visit a region and complete its associated objective to extend your visa. If you are a member of a party, be aware that all living party members must be in attendance when rewarded with a visa extension. Participants with expired visas will no longer be welcome in Pharos.

And will otherwise be disintegrated - though they leave that part out.

We scramble out of our chairs and pile behind Elias as he taps the screen in front of him. A new menu pops into view.

“It’s not a map. It’s a list,” I say, peering over his shoulder.

Luci leans over and swipes downward, triggering a never ending cascade of words. “Ohmygod, that’s like hundreds of thousands of names to go through!”

Elias holds up a hand, blocking Luci from interfering further. He squints as he looks closer. “This is a terrible design.”

“There.” I point. “You can sort it.”

“Oh, sort it by level!” chimes Luci. “And climate. What about climate?”

“Chispita, cálmate. I can’t think.” He taps, swipes, taps again.

“Dude, I’m with you all about that Japan place,” says Ron. “For serious, looked it up last night. Naruto did not lead me straight, man. That place has got a serious demon problem. Oni. Akuma.” He pronounces this with a guttural, very possibly insensitive accent.

“It won’t let me filter by region,” Elias says. “However I’ve eliminated all regions that suggest any type of climate or terrain-specific equipment, vaccinations, chemical compounds like chlorine dioxide or medicinals like potassium iodine… Right now, we’re looking at a list of areas with the lowest level recommendation which is Level 10-15. According to this number, under those parameters, we can select from 200,032 available regions.”

“You’re shitting me,” I say. 

“Isn’t that a lot?” asks Ron.

Luci rolls her eyes. “Yeah, if there weren’t millions of us.”

Elias nods thoughtfully. “If we assume at least half of the participants here are choosing at this moment, then there are tens of teams competing for each low-level slot. We need to review these quickly and carefully.” 

He flicks to one of the regions on the list, and a text blurb pops up. 

HEBRON, KENTUCKY

Level Recommendation: 10-15

Region: Includes areas of Hebron, Kentucky and Bullittsville, Kentucky

Climate: Subtropical

Recommended Items: None

Available Quests: 6

Towns: 2

Dungeons: 1

Strongholds: 0

Additional Notes: May include peanuts

“So what would Kentucky have then, like in terms of monsters? Bigfoot?” asks Luci.

“Yeah, Bigfoot. And maybe Mothman?” I reply.

Just as Elias begins to respond, the text disappears, and the name on the list grays out.

“Shit.” I point to the number at the top of the screen. It now says there are 150,008 regions. And it keeps ticking down. “How many parties did they say can enter the same region?”

“I don’t believe they did,” answers Elias. “It must be limited.”

Luci grips the back of his chair. “Pick another!”

“This isn’t a decision to be taken lightly.”

“That number is going fast,” I say as the counter slips past 120,000. “All of these regions work, right? If we don’t choose something, we’ll end up somewhere we don’t want to be.”

“Yeah, dude, I’ll take Kentucky over Japan,” says Ron.

“What about that one?” Luci presses on something listed as Vanoise National Park, France. Another pop-up appears, but I can’t see past her head to read it.

“A park suggests it’s forested. I don’t believe we should be attempting to navigate-”

The text vanishes. The number is now below 80,000. More than half of the available low-level regions have already vanished.

Okay, now I’m feeling anxious. “Look, we don’t have the luxury to be picky.”

“I understand. Perhaps…” His finger lingers over the list. It’s 49,000 now.

Luci reaches past him again and taps another name. “That one!”

BRASIL

Level Recommendation: 10-15

Area: Includes Brasil

Climate: Temperate

Recommended Items: None

Available Quests: 8

Towns: 1

Dungeons: 2

Strongholds: 0

Additional Notes: None

“See?” says Luci. “Brazil. And vaccines aren’t a recommended item. And it has rare stuff! Come on, Tío.”

“Okay, I’m vetoing the Amazon,” I say. 

“That’s like only half the country. This one says it’s temperate.”

“Temperate? Brazil?” I lean in for a closer look when Elias stands up, blocking my view.

“We need to think about this.”

Luci rests her hands on her hips, the charms on her bikini jangling. “Who made you the leader?”

“What? I…” He looks to me for help. I shrug.

“I’m in!” cheers Ron.

“Then I’m calling it,” says Luci, diving for the button.

“Chispita-”

And before we can stop her, she smacks ‘Confirm.’

That’s when I catch the name of the region. “Guys, that doesn’t say Bra-”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Hey everyone, MSM is an aspiring writer with a new book out. Really cool premise about a hungry jungle and a guy with a very enviable class that gets him in deep trouble. Check it out!
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After the Tower





Eighty years after humanity defeated the supernatural Tower, the world is still covered in the endless magical Jungle, a place where monsters roam and even the very trees will devour you whole. Josh is a reclaimer and a scavenger, someone who helps cut back the Jungle and find what artifacts of the Old World he can.

But one day, Josh discovers humanity’s worst nightmare. An impossibly powerful monster, more than strong enough to wipe out the last City in the world, rests nearby. Thanks to Josh, now it knows that there are riches to be had, and it prepares to escape its prison and burn its way to its prize. He has less than a year before it escapes. No one believes him, he and his friends have been branded criminals and forced to flee. In less than a year, they have to grow strong enough to force people to see the threat and fight.

Josh has only one advantage: Before he found the impossible monster, he found an impossible treasure. An artifact to give someone a new class, something beyond the eight base classes inherited from the heroes who saved the world. This class is the reason they have no allies, the reason paranoid government officials and greedy criminals are chasing them down. With this new class, he might be able to turn everything around, to finally save the world for good.

It is a [Crafter] class.















                







Chapter 29


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Hi everyone! I just wanted to let you know that, as stated previously, chapters will only be posted on Mondays and Wednesdays, starting next week. I’m still in the process of writing this, and while I have it all planned out, I’m a pretty damned slow writer and my backlog is running out quickly!

I’m really sorry if this is disappointing to you. But I promise to maintain the pace of two chapters a week. This story will not go incomplete. So I hope you stick with me.

However, whether you choose to bookmark this and binge later, drop it, or continue: Thank you, thank you, thank you to all of you. I cannot state how much I appreciate you. This has been such a wild ride. You’ve really made my dream come true.



                

                As a bright light takes us and we’re whisked away to a world unknown, I’m consumed by the idea that I have made a huge mistake. 

It’s good to start out an adventure with some group synergy. You know, coming together, leveraging our strengths, working as a cohesive team, harnessing the idea that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, and so on and so on. What I’m saying is that, for as corporate as that shocking Meet & Greet was, they could have at least offered a stupid team building retreat.

It could be worse, I suppose. We’re not exactly the combative ragtag team from the movies. Our success isn’t hinging on Nick Fury bringing us together with an emotional speech.

But it could also be better. And that’s not a thought you want to have when the person beside you is wielding a double-headed battleaxe.

After a moment, the light fades. We’re no longer in Pharos.

We’re also - according to my thin grasp on geography - not in Brazil either.

1.

Title(s) Earned:

First Time Traveler: Reach a new region. 

Reward: Hiking +1

2.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Hiking 3

As my eyes adjust, I’m met with a dreary gray sky laden with heavy, tumultuous clouds. It smells peaty and wet. In front of me is a coast of rock and sand, followed by a flat misty field. There’s nothing else in sight. Whatever’s lurking out there is buried in fog.

Murky water sloshes over my feet. We’re standing on another portal disc which the assholes placed about five feet off the shore. I assume we’re still on a floating rock somewhere, but who knows what our hominid ancestors did to make this whole thing work. Looking out across the sea, I don’t see any evidence of a jagged edge, no telltale signs of the world ending in freefalling oblivion. 

The damp air hangs like a soaked rag. A string of text appears before me.

BRASIL, 1466 CE

Known as Brasil, Hy-Brasil or the Enchanted Island, this mysterious isle lingers off of the west coast of Ireland. According to legend, the isle only appears once every seven years. According to history, the island is simply a cartography error. Delve into the mythos of the Irish and return safely before your time is up.

There are (3) parties in this region. This region is now closed to further visitation until decay.

Oh good. Ireland. Their folklore isn’t terrifying at all.

Beside me, Elias glares at his niece. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Someone had to do something!” Luci snaps. “You were just standing there.”

“It should have been a mutual decision.”

“So now you’re not the leader?”

“Why are you acting like this?”

“Hey, we’re here now,” I interrupt. “Let’s make the best of it, okay?”

“Yeah, let’s,” Luci huffs. She tugs at the leather bow sheath sashed across her chest. “So what does it mean by 1466? Are we in the past?”

“I don’t think so,” I answer. “I think if they could do that, they’d do it to save the planet, not chop it into pieces. Although, with them, who knows.”

Elias nods. “I believe it’s only an aesthetic.”

“Weird.” Luci takes a running leap and soars five feet across the water and onto the wet sand. She makes the jump look easy. Maybe a skill she picked up from dancing?

Peering skeptically at the water, Elias carefully removes his shoes and socks. Meanwhile, Ron splashes into the rippling sea, wading gracelessly up the beach, his gittern bouncing on his back. 

Finally, I follow Elias’ lead. It feels like overkill, but starting out an adventure with sopping wet socks seems like a bad idea too.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Jumping 2

Luci marches up the beach and onto the grassy bank. Hands on her hips, she surveys the misty field. “This is really gross. I feel wet.”

“Alright dudes, what are we doing?” asks Ron, plopping onto the ground. He rips off a boot and pours out the water.

Mentally, I try to open the map, but it’s blank. The quest log is equally empty. We have absolutely nothing to go on. “Onward and upward, I guess.”

Luci shivers. “You think there are monsters in there?”

“Probably. The description didn’t say anything about a timeframe, did it? The orientation just said we have maybe a week. Could be more, could be less.”

Elias perches on a rock to lace up his shoes. “I wager it requires at least five days to traverse 100 miles in a straight line. Far more if we want to cover the region as a whole. With the number of dungeons and quests they’ve mentioned, they wouldn’t be so unfair as to give us less.”

“Wouldn’t they?” I scoff.

“Whatever the case may be, we need to get our bearings and find a place to eat and rest. It was said there was a town. We should locate that first.”

“Solid plan. So… time to meander through the mists?”

Ron leans back, baring his flabby stomach to the sky, as he jams his boots back onto his feet like a toddler. Then he rolls upright and points. “How ‘bout we ask that guy where it is?”

Down the beach, where the shore curves, stands a rotting pier. The mossy brown of the wood blends easily into the earthy tones of the sand and rock. There’s a stocky hooded figure, equally drab, knotting a rowboat to the dock. At his feet are a net full of flopping half-dead fish and a small leather pack. On his belt is an axe.

Elias yanks at his cross-sheath, snapping the battleaxe from his back free. “He looks dangerous.”

“Tío,” Luci scoffs. “He’s a fisherman.”

“He’s armed.”

“You’re armed.”

I eye the stranger until my head is hit with a familiar tingle.

Fithcheallach - Fisherman (Lv 1)

“Guys, he’s a Level 1. He’s fine.”

Ron leaps to his feet. “I’m gonna talk to him.” 

“We need to be cautious,” says Elias as Ron saunters down the shore.

“Unless he’s packing Level 10 fish, I think we’re okay,” I say.

Without waiting for an answer, I follow. Patience has never been my strong suit, and if we debate every single minutia of this adventure, we’ll be swallowed by the region’s decay before we have a chance to do a single quest. Plus we can’t treat everyone we meet as a threat. Saying that, I pat the daggers strapped to my thigh, just to make sure they’re there.

“Hey, my man!” shouts Ron, giving a hearty wave.

The stranger drops the rope and spins around, hand on his axe. When he spots Ron, his shoulders relax, though his hand remains poised. He removes his hood, revealing a bearded chin and mottled red cheeks.

“Greetings and bless ye,” he says in a thick Irish accent. “Ye a forraigner? I ner seen yer sort nor a vessel be. By which way have ye come hither an’ happened upon an iland so fareth att sea, for the great fog, as God blesses, keeps concealed the sight of O-Brazile by way of sorcery and magick most foul.”

Ron’s jaw drops. “I do not speak that language, man.”

“Oh yeah, this doesn’t work for us at all,” I say. “Hold on.”

As the man continues to speak, I bring up the menu and, with a thought, move over to settings.

Settings

[Time]

[Language]

[Notifications]

[Accessibility]

Okay, language. Let’s see.

Language

Party: Standardized American English (exceptions: Mexican Spanish)

NPCs: Local vernacular [Change]

I flick the language over to English. Just for that, I get a series of notifications.

1.

Title(s) Earned:

Game Changer: Adjust the settings while inside of an in-game region.

Reward: Observation +1

2.

New Skill Unlocked!

Observation

You can now recognize and analyze the details of your surroundings. Improve this skill to more critically assess your environment in order to increase your chances of success in combat, exploration, or conversation.

“Hey guys, use the settings to change your NPC language.”

“We’re looking for a town,” says Ron. “A town.”

“Aye, and perchance ye be an illusion of the-” Something hitches in the man’s voice. “-shitstain in the tower, then I’d be responsible for killin’ half of the isle.”

“An illusion?” says Luci, coming up beside me. Elias hovers protectively nearby. “Are those normal around here?”

“Assuming you’re not an illusion yourself, yes. If it isn’t the fair folk,” he says, breaking for a moment to make the sign of the cross over his chest, “then it’s the sorcerer who lives in the tower west of Glasbaile. He has quite a lot of followers, half of ‘em illusions, and all of ‘em tricksters. You can never be too sure.”

“And this sorcerer, he’s the one responsible for the mist?” I ask.

“Hmm. However, once you’re more inland, it will fade. But beware. It has a particular touch as of late.”

Ron grins. “Well, that’s alright then, man! We’ll fight through the fog, find a road, and head on down to town. Some magical island can’t be that big, right?”

“It’d be easier if we knew which direction,” I say.

“Sorry, lass. Until I know you’re not a sorcerer’s trick, I can’t help you.”

“Just to be clear. The sorcerer who’s lived here since you were a kid doesn’t know where the town is?”

The fisherman smirks. “It moves.”

“Oh. Great.”

“It is pretty sweet,” Ron comments.

“Look, we’re not illusions,” I say. “We need to find this town. There has to be a way to convince you.”

“Tell you what,” the man replies. “I have a potion in my pack that will dispel whatever enchantment you have on you. Take that, and I’ll happily tell you where Glasbaile is.”

Ron reaches out. “Sounds fair.”

I smack his hand down. “Jesus, Ron, we’re not drinking anything. Luci, you should try asking.”

“Me? Why me?”

“Your charm?” I whisper. “It’s supposed to make NPCs amenable. Friendly.”

“Oh, I knew that,” she says. Then she pauses. “Do you think that would work?”

“Absolutely.”

“Yeah. Alright, cool, I got this then.” She smiles at the fisherman. “Um. Hi there. I’m Luci. What’s your name?” 

“Fithcheallach.”

“Seriously? Wow. Anyway, so we just got here, and we need to find the town. So we can do quests and stuff.” She glances at me. I motion for her to go on. “Actually, we could be pretty helpful. We can fight monsters. If you have monsters. Do you have monsters?”

The man raises an eyebrow. “You say you’re monster hunters? I’ve ne’er seen monster hunters that look like you before.”

“That’s because we’re awesome?”

“Are you askin’ me?”

“No? No. We’re awesome.” She swallows. “We can fight. I promise.”

“If you say so. Why don’t you come back to…” 

The man’s eyes trail over to Elias’ exposed prosthetic. His face pales.

“Magic! Changeling!” he screams. Flailing, he trips over the end of the pier and kicks up spits of sand as he flees down the beach and into the fog. In seconds, the man is gone.

Mist rolls across the field.

Luci crosses her arms. “Tío!” she groans accusingly.

His face reddens.

“Eh, it could’ve gone worse.” I grab the man’s pack. It reeks of fish.

1.

Title(s) Earned:

Riotous: Collect loot dropped from an enemy or NPC.

Reward: Observation +1

2.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Observation 2 (+3 Resolve Bonus)

“Hey, our first loot.” With a pull of a leather string, I open the bag and upend its contents onto the pier. A folded piece of parchment, a pair of bottles, a waterskin, and two pears tumble free. Luci snatches one of the pears as it rolls toward the edge.

I unfold the parchment first. In thick, near-unintelligible cursive, it reads:

Dear Lord Cathal of Glasbaile,

The fog is thinning o’er the shore. The mad wizard has moved it inland. If you choose to strike, the men of the southlands are with you.

Your servant,

Fithcheallach

New Quest! COURIER OF THE ISLE

A fisherman has written a letter to an individual named Lord Cathal. Because you intercepted the letter, it will no longer reach the Lord of Glasbaile without further intervention. Return the letter to the fisherman or hand-deliver the news to Lord Cathal yourself.

Objectives:

- Gain entry into town: In Progress

- Return or deliver the letter: In Progress

Rewards: XP

You have obtained a quest. This quest is no longer available to other parties. (7) quests remain.

“Well at least we got a quest. Woo!” Luci cheers.

Stashing the letter in the pack, I reach for the bottles. They’re both round and closed with a small cork. One of them is filled with a viscous red solution. In the other fizzes thin purple liquid. “A dispel potion and… something else?”

“Give them here,” says Elias. He holds the red potion up to his eyes. “This is a Lesser Health Draught.”

“Really? I didn’t see a label.”

“It’s my Skeptic bonus. It allows me to identify items, so long as they’re common or uncommon.”

“Awesome. I think you can put system items in your inventory. You should probably take it.”

The potion vanishes from his hand. He holds up the second, the purple liquid bubbling with every move. “This isn’t a dispel potion. It’s a Lesser Sleep Draught. It has five portions, so you’re likely only meant to drink a few sips. He intended to incapacitate us.”

“What a loser!” Luci pouts.

With a shrug, Elias hands back the potion. “As I said, he seemed fishy.”

She sighs. “Tío, no. No puns.”

The potion disappears into my inventory.

Inventory item added: (1) Lesser Sleep Draught

“Welp,” I say. “We have two potions, two pears, a weird letter, and we now know there’s an evil sorcerer in a tower which definitely sounds like a visa extension-worthy quest. I say we did okay for our first encounter.”

“Yeah, like, real silver-lining okay,” says Luci.

“Oh, don’t make me the optimist here. It will not go well.”

Elias surveys the mist. “We should move. If I were him, I’d come back with others.”

“Hey, we should go after him,” says Luci. “I mean, if he’s going somewhere with people, maybe he’s going to the town.”

“Good idea, Luce,” I reply.

“And someone needs to tell him he sucks,” she adds. She picks up the leather pack, then wrinkles her nose. “Ew, it smells.” When Elias moves to reply, she cuts him off. “And don’t you say it’s because it’s fishy. No more puns!”

A smile creeps into Elias’ eyes as he reaches for the bag. He swings it over his shoulder as he hikes up the embankment toward the fog.

“You know, I almost won a pun contest once,” I say as I follow. “I entered ten submissions, hoping to win. But no pun in ten did.”

“You too?” Luci moans. “You guys are so old.”

Elias smirks. “Age is just a number.”

“Seriously?!”
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Level One God










Brynn wakes up to discover he’s now a god in a world full of magic, infested dungeons, and sprawling kingdoms—but there’s a catch… He’s back at level one, Wood Rank.













Brynn is the first person ever to activate the previously hidden power of “Prestige Mode.” He’ll be able to equip two class corestones instead of one, among a host of other incredible benefits. His new powers come at a cost: the process erased all his memories and almost completely reset his progress.



With nothing from his old life but an unidentified helmet that looks like a portal to the stars and an empty Alchemist’s Kit, he finds himself in a dangerous new world full of terrifying creatures, fantasy races, treacherous dungeons, and enemies around every corner. He’ll have to navigate a complex magic and class system to reclaim his forgotten power and survive. 



Every level counts, and the stakes couldn’t be higher. Brynn’s journey from level one to godhood begins now. 
























                







Chapter 30


                A cold veil of mist folds around us, patchy white wisps drifting like ghosts across a wet sea of grass. It clings to my skin and sinks deep, right to the bone. Just twenty minutes into our hike and my clothes are soaked. My hair hangs limply over my shoulders. 

I’m cold. I’m moist. I hate it.

Still, there’s something hauntingly beautiful about it. It’s eerie, all sounds and sights muffled by an ethereal shroud. Now and then, the fog clears just enough to see the leaves of a hidden tree solidify, only for a moment, before they vanish behind clouded swirls. I keep anticipating the howl of a banshee, the glinting teeth of some wolfish monster. So far though, there’s nothing but mist.

Maybe it wouldn’t have been my first choice for a European travel destination, but hey, at least it’s interesting.

Luci is leading the pack once again, daintily picking her way across the muddy ground in the direction of our frightened fisherman. We lost his exact trail almost immediately, but he seemed to be heading on a pretty straight path. Without a road or footprints, it’s all we have to go on. Elias earned a proficiency point in tracking though. Nice to know even our failures have perks.

“My math teacher was the best though,” says Luci. “Mr. Haberman was stern and always dressed up in nice pants and a tie and stuff, even on pajama day. He took his job really seriously. I think that’s what I liked about him. Like, algebra was clearly a passion. I was only okay at it, but he made it my favorite subject. I hope he’s okay. You have anyone like that?”

“Oh, yeah,” answers Ron, his breath heavy with exhaustion. He’s been dragging around some driftwood he’s using as a walking stick. “My 8th grade band teacher, Mrs. Graham, was the bomb. I was playing trumpet at the time. Same as my old man. Did not have the lungs, man, let me tell you. Every blow was just a long wet fart. So she handed me a bass guitar and I never looked back. Invited her to my first gig, but she was gone by then. Remarried and pissed on off to Colorado or somewhere.”

“So that was your job then?” she asks. “Playing gigs?”

“Ha! Only in my sweet, sweet dreams. Nah, that was a me-time thing. Yeah, I got paid a few hundo a month for bars and parties, but I was mostly a valet. Driving cars at the Sonesta Suites downtown. And I part-timed as a custodian at some fancy athletic club. Drivin’ and cleanin’ for the elite. Paid my rent though. Half of it anyhow.”

“Aw, that still sounds pretty lit. You should play something for us! What’s your favorite song?”

“Oof, I’d love to, button, but my fingers are cold, fat sausages right about now. Pinky swear I’ll play you a tune soon.”

“Fiiiiine. You better.”

For the next five minutes, we travel in silence. If Luci or Ron aren’t talking, no one’s talking. We certainly can’t rely on Elias to start a discussion, and as for me? I don’t know. Honestly, I’d like to be more of a conversationalist. I just find that my mind is often so busy debating itself that my mouth can’t get a word in edgewise. If I could make my internal monologue just a teeny bit more external, I’d probably be a lot more fun. Or horrifying. I could end up horrifying.

A fence post appears in the fog. A step closer and it becomes a fence. Then a field of dirt with rows of green materializes beyond it. The rest of the farm remains hidden.

Luci exhales loudly. “Finally! Civilization!”

“Shh,” Elias replies, a finger to his lips. “Careful. We don’t know who lives here.”

“An eeeeevil potato farmer,” she quietly sings. “Or fairies!”

I wince. “Don’t think you’re supposed to say that word.”

“What word? Fairies?”

“Luci, you’re killing me.” Flat rocks carve a path around the fence. I point to fresh shoe prints muddying the steps. “Think that’s him?”

Elias reaches for the battleaxe sheathed to his back.

“What are you doing?” I whisper. “You want to fight him?”

“We should be prepared.”

“If we barge in with our weapons out, we’re in for a fight, whether you want it or not.”

“I mean, they’re not real,” says Luci. “Like they’re not real people. They’re NPCs.”

“I think so. But that doesn’t mean it won’t feel real.”

“Anyway, we already tried talking.”

“So you want to fight him too?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. He tried to knock us out.” She thinks for a moment. “I guess I could try my charm again.”

“Let’s give it a shot,” I say. “And if it doesn’t work, then hey, we can always fall back to violence.”

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Persuasion 7

I shove the notification to the side. There’s something weird about leveling up persuasion or deception off of my own team. The implication that I could change their minds not based on the merit of my words but the strength of my level seems wrong. God, and we put a teenager in charge of the charm attribute. What were we thinking?

Anyway, with that settled, we follow the path around the edge of the farm and up a short hill. At the top sits a cottage made of stone. Chimney smoke intermingles with the fog over an old thatch roof.

As we approach, we can hear rustling through the window - just a hole in the wall with an animal skin hanging over the gap.

Luci takes a deep breath, her fingers nervously picking at her bow sling. I position myself to her side. Elias lingers behind us with Ron just a step farther back. 

After a moment, she raps her knuckles against the door.

It flies open. A figure bounds forward, a flash of metal in its hand. 

Luci screams and dodges to the side. Elias lunges. Another glint of a blade, and the figure doubles over. It collapses. Red blood seeps over the stones.

Elias hunches over the body, his hands on the handle of the battleaxe now embedded several inches deep into the stranger’s stomach. It’s the fisherman.

“What the fuck, Elias!”

“He attacked Luci!”

“With a garden hoe!” I yell, gesturing to the tool soaking in blood. “We could have disarmed him or knocked him out or literally anything else.”

“You get any experience, man?” asks Ron.

“Five points. He was a Level 1,” Elias replies. At least he sounds ashamed about it. He wrenches the battleaxe free, thinks for a moment, and then wipes the blood on the man’s cloak.

“Jesus fucking Christ.”

“Can you mind the language?”

“Can you mind the murder?”

He glances at the doorway. “Wait, where’s Luci?”

“Shit. Stay here.” Sliding the dagger free from my sheath, I elbow the door open.

Inside is a single damp, dark room. A tired fire withers beneath the chimney, the flames barely hot enough to simmer whatever’s cooking in the pot dangling over it. There’s a table, two wooden stools, a bed, and not much else. Wicker baskets, cookware, a ragged broom, and other knicknacks line the walls. It makes millennial city-living look absolutely luxurious.

A middle-aged woman cowers in the corner, the edges of her yellow-stained chemise draped over her knees. She’s wielding a skillet protectively over her face. 

Crouched in front of her, Luci reaches her hand forward like she’s about to pet a nervous dog.

“We’re not going to hurt you. Please. We just wanna talk.”

“He said you were changelings,” the woman says, her voice shaking. “Is he.. is he dead?”

“Um. He…” Luci pauses as she looks toward the doorway. “He disappeared. He was an illusion?”

“What?”

“He was an illusion,” Luci repeats.

“But why? The fair folk would never send an illusion here.”

“Well, that’s because they didn’t. It was… It was the sorcerer. Yeah. You see, we’re monster hunters. I know we don’t look like it, but that’s because we come from really far away. We heard about the sorcerer here, and we came to help. And now he’s using illusions to tell everyone we’re the monsters so you won’t trust us.”

Damn.

“I… I understand,” the woman says. She tentatively lowers the skillet. “I knew you would come. I prayed. The sorcerer… he used to be a kind man. An herbalist. My mother spoke fondly of how he helped our people. Then the Sidhe taught him magic, so they say. Now the fog brings monsters, the blessing cursed. They say he’s turned to necromancy.”

“Oh yeah, he’s super into dead people,” agrees Luci.

“You say you’re here to defeat him?” the woman asks.

“Yeah. I mean, eventually. We can’t just fight him head-on, you know? He’s probably like a level 20 or something.”

“I’m sorry?”

Luci clears her throat. “What I meant is he’s got a lot of followers, right? We need to fight them first. But we don’t even know where they are. We were hoping people in the town could help us out. Glasbaile, right?”

“Of course. Glasbaile. Only the townsfolk and their relations know where to find it.”

“Yeah, we need to know where that is.”

The woman hesitates, her fingers nervously picking at a leather bracelet around her wrist.

“Please?” Luci whispers. “I’m serious about dealing with this sorcerer guy. It sounds like you guys need it. It’s why we’re here.”

With a slow nod, the woman climbs steadily to her feet. I subtly edge in front of the door and nudge it shut. If she sees her husband bleeding out on her doorstep, this is definitely going south.

“This way,” she says, crossing the room. She rummages around in a wicker basket, then produces a flat wooden carving the size of her hand. It’s roughly the shape of a short rectangle, the ends curved, with a small inlet on one side and jagged ridges on the other. “This is the isle. We’re here, near the east end of the southern coast. Do you see this golden glow? That’s Glasbaile. Right now, it appears to be about a six hour’s hike northwest. You can make it before nightfall.”

Luci looks my way. “The game area must be the whole island then.”

“So how do we get there?” I ask.

“With your back facing the rear of this cottage, head straight. You’ll soon find a road. Head in the same direction on the road until you meet the river. On the other side, you will find a valley where there stands a single oak tree. That’s where you’ll find it.”

“Straight past here, take the road, cross the river, find a tree,” says Luci. “Cool.”

“When you reach the valley, you won’t see the town,” the woman continues. “It’s quite possible to pass straight through it without even knowing. Across the river, there is an outcrop. You’ll know it when you see it. Stand atop it and say, ‘The world greets you,’ and the town will appear. And you must be wearing this.”

From her shift’s pocket, she withdraws a small round stone knotted in a simple leather band. She takes Luci’s hand and wraps it around her wrist.

Quest Updated! COURIER OF THE ISLE

A local has gifted you a token of entrance into the town of Glasbaile where Lord Cathal resides.

Objectives:

- Gain entry into town: In Progress

 - Acquire a token of entrance: Complete

- Return or deliver the letter: In Progress

Luci grins as she subtly nudges me with her elbow.

“But…” The woman swallows. “You must take care. Mind the circles and forts, of course. And the river. There’s tell of a monster lurking there.”

“We’re used to monsters,” answers Luci.

The woman smiles a sad, kind smile. “My mother always said when the dark comes, there is light. I believe you are that light.”

“Sure, yeah. Hey, before we go, do you have anything to eat?”

A few minutes later, we part ways. As we leave, I hold my breath, anticipating a very unhappy reunion with the woman and her husband. Instead, we find Ron standing alone in the middle of the stone path, the cold mist drifting around him. There’s no body in sight.

“Elias found a shovel!” he announces proudly. 

“Oh. Fantastic.” Yet another fun new skill to add to his repertoire.

“We couldn’t really clean the blood though. There was a lot.”

“That’s great. Really great.”

Luci, cradling a burlap sack of food, peers down at the bloody stone. The red is smeared in dirt and leaves - Ron’s poor attempt at hiding it. “Gross.”

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Not you too,” she groans. “I’m fine. I’ve seen worse, remember? And it’s just an NPC. They’re not real.”

Elias emerges from the fog, his flannel shirt and jeans now stained with dirt and gore, blood darkening his new prosthetic.

“That was quick,” I say.

“It’s shallow. If she looks, it won’t hold for long.” He turns his attention to Luci. “Are you alright?”

She glares. “Can you open up your bag?”

Elias slides off the leather pack. “What’s this?”

“Food,” says Luci as she crams the burlap sack inside. “She was feeling generous. Also she told us where the town is.”

“She did,” he replies skeptically.

“Yup. My persuasion’s at 10 now, all thanks to my charm - which wouldn’t be what it is without this amazing bikini. So you’re welcome, and stop asking if I’m okay because, again, I’m amazing.”

With that, she skips past him and heads off.

Elias stares, speechless.

I squeeze by, giving him a consolatory pat on the way out. “I think we have a new leader.”

“I never said I was the leader.”

“Sorry, bud,” Ron says as he shoulders past. “The little lady’s spoken.”

“But I never…” His voice fades. With a grunt, he gives up and follows behind us.
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Chapter 31


                Soon after we leave the cottage behind, we come across the road. It’s little more than a donkey trail, just a thin wisp of packed dirt trodden and retrodden by feet and hooves. Still, having a pathway is a godsend in this fog. My sense of direction has always been appalling. Take away the sky, the landmarks, the terrain, and I’m completely useless. Now, with my eyes glued to the road, I feel grounded. Safe even.

A string of text appears in front of me. 

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Hiking 4

But the assured feeling of a road beneath my feet doesn’t last for long. After an hour in the fog, the cool lick of mist on my skin begins to sting. It’s subtle enough that I don’t mention it to the others. Maybe it’s just my keen distaste for the outdoors.

“So what’s the plan when we get to town?” asks Luci, her figure faint on the misty road. She skips and sways from one side of the path to the other, arms swinging. “I mean, I guess we need more quests. And probably some lower level stuff before we go after this sorcerer guy.”

“First, someone needs to buy this man pants with both legs intact,” I reply, tilting my head at Elias. “If the fisherman’s reaction is anything to go by, robot legs aren’t exactly welcome in the 1400s. And I’m not keen on murdering the entire town.”

“He attacked us,” says Elias.

“Sure.”

“It’s good none of us picked a sorcery class. I don’t think they like magic,” Luci says.

“Definitely a superstitious bunch,” I agree. “When we get to town, we need to play it straight. Towns mean safety and food and supplies. If we piss them off, we lose all that. So we should try to play nice.”

“Sure. Why wouldn’t I?”

“I just want a place to sit,” whines Ron. “All this walking. I am not one with nature, man. I am not one with nature.”

Luci kicks a loose pebble. “Do you-”

A message flies into view.

Warning! An unmet party has received a quest. (1) quest is in progress by your party. (6) quests remain.

“Whoa! Anyone else get that?” exclaims Luci.

“I need less words in my eyes, man,” Ron whines.

“So one of those has to be the visa quest, right?”

I shrug. “At least. They said there was more than one.”

“We should work with the assumption that there’s not enough for each party,” replies Elias.

“Does that mean we-” Luci freezes. “Oh crap. Guys!”

She shuffles backwards as a dark shape forms in the mist. Its shadow is fluid and sinuous, beastlike in size and the contours of its spine. Its head lifts, and a pair of yellow eyes appear. A heavy, heated growl rumbles from its throat.

Luci fumbles for her bow. It’s too late. The creature is too close.

It attacks.

Luci vanishes, trails of mist swirling into the shape she left behind. There’s a blur, a path of dust carved in the air. Then she’s there, ten feet behind me. Sliding backward, she barely manages to dig in her heels before she trips. Her hair whips across her face.

“Ah! Did you see that?! I teleported!” she cackles. Then her eyes widen. “Oh my god, I’m gonna vomit.”

The wolf lands. It bows low, teeth bared. A tingle tickles at my mind.

Grey Wolf (Lv 10)

Featuring often in Irish mythology, the Grey Wolf was sometimes a guide, sometimes a curse, sometimes a shapeshifter, and sometimes just a wolf. This version is not a werewolf or a lycanthrope. In fact, it is no different than an everyday wolf if you ignore the supernatural strength, health, regenerative abilities, and unnatural thirst for blood that we have bestowed upon it. Your planet has made a note here that, despite its revered status, the Grey Wolf went extinct in Ireland in the 18th century due to deforestation and hunting. Well done.

Why are there always wolves?

Axe braced in front of him, Elias charges down the road, his robotic leg whirring like a piston. His body rams into the wolf. With a cry, the canine flies backward and spins across the dirt.

My turn.

Blades drawn, I focus on the wolf’s back and will myself to shadowstep - whatever the hell that entails. Before I have a chance to think twice, I lurch forward, and the world blinks away. For a split second, there’s only a darkness. Then I reappear, daggers raised, the haunches of the unknowing wolf bared in front of me.

I’m suddenly very nauseous.

Nope, no, gotta swallow it. I let the adrenaline and fear control me as I stab down. Both daggers pierce its silver pelt and sink deep into its flesh. I yank them free and slash across, then stab again. And again. As many times as I can.

I’m insanely swift. The curved, seven inch blades feel solid in my hand, the mold and weight in perfect balance. Still, there’s something missing. My melee handling is enough to ease me into the fight, but I feel the drain on my stamina sooner than I’d thought. Maybe I’m not holding them right.

Shit. The wolf growls. Fur bristling, it pads back up onto its feet and spins to face me.

That’s my cue. Again, I will myself to move, and in a blink, I’m back where I started. This time, my diaphragm buckles and I gag.

Ugh, I better get used to that fast.

Elias raises his axe overhead and hacks down onto the wolf as a second shadow prowls from the mist.

“There’s another!” screams Luci. She swings her sheath around and tugs the bow free.

“Ron!” I yell.

“I’m there!” He leaps into action, his dumbass gittern in hand.

The shadow leaps. Ron whips the instrument across its face, smacking the wolf clean in the jaw with a musical twang. He knocks it off course, enough to spare himself from the first hit. But his strength, while good, is only half of Elias’. The wolf shakes its head and pounces again.

Its full weight bashes against him. Ron is immovable, his balance sturdy. But the beast is undeterred. It leaps again, latching onto his arm. Teeth wrapped over his flesh, the wolf attempts to wrestle the big oaf to the ground, yanking and pulling and snarling like the man’s nothing but a rope toy. 

“Argh, that hurts!” he yelps. “Ow ow ow ow.”

Still, he holds his ground.

“Don’t move!” shouts Luci.

An arrow whizzes by. A few seconds later, another arrow plunges into the wolf’s side. A third hits the dirt. Luci shakes out her fingers before reaching for another.

I survey the battle in search of a way in. I don’t know where to go or what to attack. I can’t shadowstep again. Or I could, but I’d be useless once I get there. I can feel it without even looking at my stamina.

Elias is still wrestling with the first. The man and the wolf are locked in a battle to the death, teeth and steel clashing between them. Deep gashes mar the beast’s fur, but the damn thing is relentless. Meanwhile, Elias doesn’t seem to have a scratch on him. Not yet. His battleaxe has taken the brunt of the damage.

It’s an insane thing to see, really. I’ve never seen a wolf in real life, and if I had, I would have fled. Or curled up in a fetal position and hoped for the best. Or just died. Just immediately died. To see a flannel-clad man duke it out with a wolf, no holds barred… Shit’s crazy.

And then, only a few feet away, there’s Ron. With the way that wolf is going at it, his bare arm should be nothing but bone now. But despite the blood seeping from the tears in his flesh, Ron is holding strong. For how long, who knows.

Maybe, if I get around toward the side…

Its grip on Ron begins to falter. Ron takes advantage and hits the wolf with the butt of his gittern, whopping it right on the snout. His arm slips free. 

He flails, spinning right into Luci’s path. An arrow sinks into his shoulder.

“Ron! Oh, crap. Sorry!”

“All good, little lady!” he shouts back.

Then, the wolf bows low and snaps its jaws around Ron’s ankle. It pulls. With a cry, Ron slips off his feet. The second he hits the ground, the wolf releases him and sets upon his chest, jaws aimed right for the jugular.

Shit.

I can’t help it. I shadowstep again and dive onto the wolf, ramming both daggers into its back and raking them down the sides of its spine. The attack bleeds my strength. I’m on top of the beast, the blades embedded to the hilt. 

I can’t move. Ron can’t move. But neither can the wolf. I feel it weaken beneath me, the muscles contracted around my blades pulsing with less and less fervor as its heart begins to fail. Its chest heaves, rapid at first, then slower and slower. The rattle of its breath softens. Finally, it stills.

1.

Enemies Defeated: 

Grey Wolf (Lv 10) [Shared with Elias]

Grey Wolf (Lv 10) [Shared with Ron, Luciana]

Exp: 42

Earned: 210g

2.

Level up! You are now Level 9. 

Exp to next level: 17/90

Attribute points earned: 3

3.

Title(s) Earned:

First Time Slayer: Defeat an enemy in an official region.

Reward: (1) Lesser Health Draught Voucher

4.

Skill Proficiency increased:

Melee Weapon Handling 7

5.

New Skill Unlocked!

Acrobatics

You can now perform acrobatic stunts. Improve this skill to better balance, react, and outmaneuver your enemies with dives, rolls, dodges, flips, and more.

Rolling off the wolf, I collapse onto my back beside Ron. I lull my head to the side to see Elias yanking his bloodied axe from the other wolf’s neck.

“We did it,” I sing weakly. “Hooray.”

I shut my eyes, just for a moment. My head swims. My muscles and joints ache. I feel like I just ran a marathon. Not like I’ve ever run a marathon. I hate running. But if I did, I’m sure it’d feel a lot like this.

“Ron, Ron, are you alright?” cries Luci. I hear her hurry across the road, her shadow falling over my closed eyes.

“No worries, button. You’re still learnin’,” replies Ron, his voice strained. The wolf thuds to his side. “Just jerk that arrow out of there, would ya?”

“Are you sure? Won’t you, like, bleed more or something?”

“Health regeneration,” I mumble. “Should be fine. If not, your uncle’s got that health thingie. Potion. Whatever.”

“Alright, Ron,” says Luci. “You ready?”

“You bet. Just count to- Ow!”

“Sorry! Sorry!”

“It’s good.” He inhales sharply. “I’m all good. Whoa! Check out my arm, dude!”

I open my eyes and prop myself onto my elbows. Beside me, Ron wipes some of the blood from his arm. As a group, we watch in fascination as the weeping holes in his skin begin to melt back together like tempered wax.

Luci laughs. “That is disgusting.”

“How’s your health?” I ask.

“Lemme see. Yup. Tickin’ on up,” he says. “Might be a few ‘til it’s back at max.”

“Is anyone else injured?” asks Elias, looking pointedly at his niece. He bends to massage his knee where his prosthetic meets flesh, then quickly withdraws his hand when he sees me.

Luci plucks the arrow from the wolf and fits it back into her quiver. “My shoulder’s a bit tense is all. I don’t think I’m standing the right way.” 

“One in three isn’t bad for your first time,” I reply. “How are you feeling?” 

“I’m good. That was fun, right?” After placing the bow back into her sheath, Luci crosses her arms and surveys the misty battlefield. It smells like dew and iron. “Oh my god, I feel so jittery.”

“Probably the adrenaline,” I say.

“And you aren’t hurt,” reiterates Elias.

“I said I’m good! Come on. I shot a wolf with an arrow! And I teleported. Did you see me teleport?”

“I hit a wolf with a guitar,” adds Ron.

“And your uncle murdered a fisherman,” I say.

Elias sighs. “You won’t let that go, will you.”

“Not a chance.”

Luci grins. “That was seriously dope. You were right, Helen. Make it an adventure, yeah?” 

“Yeah,” I repeat.

I pry my daggers loose from the back of the wolf. Blood gushes from the wounds. Good god, there’s a lot of it. I try to turn away, but my gaze lingers on the beast, its beautiful dew-kissed fur now a shredded, stained mess. With the heat of the battle over, the adrenaline fades, and it’s all just very unnecessarily gruesome.

“So, can we loot it?” Luci asks.

I prod the beast with my toe, willing a notification to pop up. “Um, nothing’s coming up automatically so unless you know how to skin a wolf…”

And so we leave the dead behind us and carry on down the road.

After another hour of trudging through the fog, the air begins to clear. At first, it’s subtle. The shrubs on the side of the path crispen. The contours of the surrounding hills start to form. Soon, the faint line of the horizon appears.

For a time, it remains hazy and uncomfortably wet. But eventually, the haunting mist withers, the skies clear, and the Enchanted Island is revealed.

Green fields and hills, now dappled in golden rays of sun, unfold before us. We can’t see the town, obviously, nor the river quite yet. What we can see is a landscape bereft of enemies. No more wolves sneaking up on us in the mist. No more of that raw, pinching pain prickling at my skin.

There’s only grass, a smattering of trees, and the hope of a quest-filled town waiting somewhere beyond.
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The Ruby Magician





Wyn Thatcher was out of options. His disgraceful and dying father accrued far too much debt a simple farmer could repay, and the only option left was to climb the magical tower known as Alistair. Harm and death was as likely as fame and fortune in the tower, but Wyn needed money and he needed it fast. His plan to rely on his experience as a soldier could only take him so far as magic, monsters, and unexpected obstacles are around every corner. His first challenge comes right out of the gates with his Ruby Magician class, which he quickly learns is not only looked down on but considered detrimental.

Wyn doesn’t care, though. He just needs to survive and climb for his family’s sake. Proving to others that it’s the person and not the class will just be an added bonus.



What to expect:

- Varied and plentiful loot. 

- Tower climbing. Lots of it. 

- A rational MC who, like most people, sometimes fails.

- A party dynamic.

What you won’t find:

- Harem

- Sexual content

- Time loops

Release Schedule:

- Part 1 complete! Regular schedule will be Tuesday and Friday chapters. Chapters are about 3-3.5k words.















                







Chapter 32


                Midway through the afternoon, we crest a hill and reach a shallow overlook. In the valley below, the silver curve of a river gleams. According to the fisherman’s wife, a river monster lives there, though it’s hard to imagine from up here. It seems so peaceful.

I get yet another skill bump for the hike. 

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Hiking 5

Three points in one day. Not bad.

With any luck, we’ll be in the town and sitting pretty at a pub within the hour. I sigh with relief. We’re almost there.

Physically, I’m fine. I’m just bored - which is saying something. Even without the fog, there’s still the possibility of a lurking enemy: a wolf idling in a shrubbery, a spirit or fairy restless beneath the ground. But I’m not as apprehensive about that possibility as I once was. As it turns out, we can manage a fight just fine. Either that or four hours of vigilance just makes a person turn zen.

I’m just not an outdoorsy person, and I’ve quite literally never walked this long in my life. Is this how adventurers usually feel between all the good stuff?

Anyway, it’s comforting to know that we can handle ourselves and our new abilities. I wasn’t sure how we would do in our first fight. Our previous battle left us in shambles. Elias ended up in an alien hospital, Luci was in shock, I was riddled with guilt and anxiety - although that’s largely par for the course. Even Ron was somewhat speechless.

Then we botched our first regional choice and our first NPC encounter. It only seemed fair we’d screw up our first fight too. And yet, where before a single Level 10 elite nearly destroyed us, now two Level 10 enemies lie defeated in our wake. Sure, Luci nailed Ron in the shoulder, Ron almost got his throat torn out, I managed to bleed my stamina down to nearly zero, and I’m pretty sure Elias’ leg is giving him trouble he won’t ever mention himself. But we did it. It’s hard not to be proud.

Plus, I’m Level 9, baby! I throw another three points into my dexterity attribute, giving me a clean thirty and adding yet another three points of proficiency to all related skills. Next time, I’ll probably put my attribute points in resolve. It’d be nice to know that a single wolf chomp won’t put me in the grave.

For now though, dexterity it is. With every new burst of points, I feel invigorated. Alive. I’m more agile, more nimble. My limbs and extremities move as though I’ve never known how to move them before. I’m one with the ground. I’m one with the air. I’m addicted.

I can see it in Luci too, the way she dances and sways down the road. Even Elias, bolstered with new strength, struts with a warrior’s confidence, despite the subtle limp. I remember just yesterday how he held the fire axe. It was like he took offense to its mere touch. Now, he hasn’t resheathed his weapon. It’s in his fist, firm and true, like it belongs there. To think that yesterday morning, he was just a simple accountant.

Ron, again, is Ron. Which is to say, unabashedly lumbering. Unchanging, both in mind and body. I’m curious how he got to his age without any inklings of pessimism. To be fair, I haven’t hung out with any adults of the Gen X persuasion. Maybe they’re all like this.

Strange to think the apocalypse would bring us together. Strange to think this is an apocalypse at all. Here we are, fighting for our survival, and it feels ten times more liveable than life after Ethan ever did.

Here I am, love, living without you. Just took the end of the world for me to get there.

Speaking of which, the view is beautiful. Just miles and miles of undulating slopes blanketed in verdant green. The river cuts across the valley, slithering into the hills and away from view. It’s not too wide, but the current is swift and frequently breaks over jagged rocks.

The grass sways as an eastern wind rips across the hilltops. Where we’re standing, the wind is actually rather cold, a steady gale nipping at my skin. I try to tug my jacket closer, trying to stave off the chill, but it’s pointless. It’s a very cute jacket. Nice and tight-fitting. Not at all a comfort in the wind. Thankfully, it looks like the wind calms down once we’re in the valley.

“Oh, it’s so pretty!” says Luci through chattering teeth. She’s trying desperately not to show it, but there are visible goosebumps on her arms. 

Elias squints. “Is that the river? Do you see the bridge?”

“Not yet. Tío, it’s like Río Yaqui. Remember when Papa took us? We went kayaking and Abuela had a total meltdown. She thought I was too young.”

“She was just worried about you, chispita.”

“Story of my life,” she scoffs.

I laugh.

Elias cuts me off with a shush. At first I think he’s offended, but his eyes narrow as he stares off the side of the road. “Did you see that?”

“See what?” I look to my right where there’s a pair of trees, then to my left where there’s nothing at all.

“We used to visit my abuela all the time, especially when we lived in Arizona,” continues Luci, happily leading the way. “She lived in Hermosillo which is a beautiful city in Mexico.”

“Whoa, man, you lived in Arizona?” asks Ron. “Farthest I’ve been is Ohio.”

“‘Til I was 8. But my dad got a job in Chicago so we moved. Abuela died before that, so we didn’t have any more relatives in Mexico. Not anyone close. A few cousins I’ve met like once. I was mad at first, but I like the city. Liked,” she amends. “The weather was total trash though. Hey, Ron, what’s the best thing about the seasons in Chicago?”

“Don’t know, button. What’s the best thing about the seasons in Chicago?”

“You can binge all of ‘em in one day.”

“Niiice,” he replies, giving her a fist bump.

“Oh I got one,” I say. “You know, they say there’s only two seasons in Chicago.”

“Yeah?”

“Winter and construction.”

Ron laughs. “Tell me about it.”

Again, Elias stops short. “Luci, don’t move.”

“Ugh, what now?” she groans. 

“Something is following us.”

Twirling around, she makes a show of surveying the area. “I don’t see anything. Are you sure it’s not, like, a bird?”

“Luci, be serious.”

Technically, she’s supposed to be the one with the observation skills, but I suppose that only counts if she actually wants to pay attention.

“Hey I don’t see a river monster! You see a river monster?” Ron chimes. “I’m hoping it’s Big Bessie.”

“Big Nessie,” corrects Luci. “Big Bessie’s a cow.”

“Aw really? Oh, what about the Loch Ness monster?”

“That is Big Nessie!” she giggles.

Just then, Elias lurches in front of us, a finger to his lips. “It’s here.”

He juts his chin toward a tangle of leaves and white flowers just a few yards behind us. The wind flutters across the brim of the bushes. Then, movement flashes.

Both hands snap to my daggers as I take a step back. Luci unlatches her bow. 

We all stand still. It’s likely another wolf, though the sight of pale white petals makes my stomach churn. Damn vines and their dumb flowers.

“Who’s there?” barks Elias. 

“It’s the river monster!” Ron booms.

The bushes jiggle. “I’d have to be a right wee monster,” they say.

So, not a wolf.

The blade of Elias’ battleaxe gleams in the light. “Come out.”

“Mary and Joseph, I’m a friend, I’m a friend.” Two hands peek through the leaves, then a pair of slender arms. Finally a boy, not much older than Luci but maybe half a foot taller, emerges. 

Éogan - Boy (Lv 5)

Huh, a Level 5. Honestly, I’m not surprised he’s a higher level than the fisherman. While the kid is lean, I’ve never seen any so toned. Not in person, anyway. There was once some TikTok of a preteen who could do 100 pull-ups. That’s him. Just skin, bone, and muscle. His face has a little bit of meat to it, so he’s not starving. Splotches of dirt mar his skin and sleeveless tunic. Maybe he’s a farmhand or… whatever else medieval Irish kids do.

He lowers the hood of his mantle, revealing tousled blonde hair, deep-set eyes, and a smug expression that screams trouble. At the same time, I notice Luci straightening her posture and tossing her braid over her shoulder. Oh, to be a preteen again.

Elias doesn’t relax. “What were you doing?”

The boy lifts his chin in clear defiance of the axe, bow, and daggers facing him. “Looking for you lot. Or at least someone your type.” He looks us up and down, his eyes briefly skimming over Elias’ prosthetic before lingering on Luci’s midriff. I can almost hear her uncle’s teeth grinding. “Well, maybe not exactly your type.”

“Excuse me,” scowls Luci. Idling behind her uncle, she snaps her bow back into place and sets her hands on her hips - in anger or to show off her abs, I’m not sure. Maybe both.

The boy smirks. “You’re heading across the river then?” 

“We might be,” Elias answers. He hoists his axe and palms it in both hands like a cop with a baton. The boy doesn’t react.

“Well if you’re not, then I’m not sure where else it is you plan on going away to. Across the river’s all there is from here. Especially if you’re aimin’ for town.” His eyes flick to Luci’s bracelet, our only ticket into Glasbaile.

“You’re trying to sneak your way in!” Luci says.

He snickers. “If I couldn’t get in to the bleedin’ town, would I be goin’ that direction?”

“Fine. So why are you following us?”

“I wanted some company.”

“Then why hide in the bushes?” Elias questions, twisting the axe in his hands.

“The road’s dangerous. Bushes are right itchy though.”

Luci snorts. “Seems like a personal problem.”

“Guys, stop grilling him,” I interrupt. Turning my back to the kid, I lower my voice. “He’s a game character, remember? He’s probably got an escort quest to Glasbaile. Let’s just ask if he wants to tag along, alright?”

Elias huffs. “I don’t trust him.”

“Me neither,” Luci agrees.

“You don’t have to. He’s a Level 5.” I look past them at Ron. “What about you?”

The big guy gives a thumbs up before returning to his own little activity, which is apparently cooing at a snail scooching along the back of his hand.

“You might like to know the bridge is out,” the boy calls. He saunters forward, squishing the flowers beneath his boots, as he strides onto the road. “I know where the river’s current is weakest. If it interests you.”

“And, in exchange, you want to come with us to town?” I ask.

“I’d rather not make a go of it myself, sure.”

Time to make an executive decision. “Alright then. Show us the way and you can come with.”

He grins. “Deal. I’m Éogan, by the by.” He pronounces it like ‘Oh-un.’ Shows what I know about Gaelic.

“I’m Helen. This is Luci, Elias, and Ron.”

“As you wish,” he replies, an eyebrow raised. He clearly thinks I’m making them up. “Right, well, not much farther to the river. Come on now.”

New Quest! OVER THE RIVER

A young man of unknown origin wishes to reach the town of Glasbaile.

Objectives:

- Escort Éogan to Glasbaile: In Progress

Reward: XP, Uncommon Weapon

You have obtained a quest. This quest is no longer available to other parties. (2) quests are in progress by your party. (5) quests remain.

I don’t want to say I told you so, but I told them so.

With our quest giver leading the pack, we continue down the road, albeit quieter than before. Luci stops gabbing, suddenly self-conscious, and her uncle continues to stare daggers into the boy’s back. I’m not sure whether he’s playing the overprotective father figure or he just hates change. The man is as inflexible as expired cheese.

As we descend into the valley, the boy putters down the road in front of us, whistling to himself. The only weapon he’s got is a small knife sheathed to the cinch around his waist. If, for some reason, we chose to fight him, he wouldn’t have a chance in hell of hurting us. He doesn’t seem worried about the possibility though.

Soon, the road curves into the valley’s base. The wind settles. It’s eerily still. The only sound, the only movement is the river, like the earth and sky are subservient to its whims.

Even without the wind, the air is still bitter and cold. The valley is flat and open to the elements. There are no trees, no flowers, no insects, no birds. 

The nearer we get to the river, the deader it becomes. Not just quiet. Dead. Large patches of grass have withered and browned. An overturned cart lies chewed and moldy beside the road. There are no signs of a monster, but my skin prickles at the silence nonetheless.
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Sera - A Dungeon Revival LitRPG





Sera is the last Dungeon Boss

Humanity destroyed all but the last remaining wild dungeon. They almost won, almost.

In the final moment, the dungeons summoned something ancient and powerful… Sera, an Elder Dryad

Using her godlike power, she will not rest until her work is done.

They will fear dungeons again.



What to expect: 

-OP MC who is not afraid to kill.

-No romance.

-LitRPG with few stat blocks.

-Dungeon building, as well as kingdom building elements later into the story.

-Not a traditional Dungeon Core story with a stationary MC. Most of the story takes place outside of the Dungeon.

Upload schedule: Monday, Wednesday, Friday, Sunday















                







Chapter 33


                The southern bank of the river is only a short walk away now. In the flat of the valley, it’s harder to see, but the pleasant burble of running water grows louder as we near. The sun has begun its descent toward the western hills, its honeyed halo hiding beneath a sheet of gossamer clouds. We have an hour, maybe two, before it sets. 

I can’t believe we’ve spent nearly a day in this game already. I can’t believe this is a game at all. Sure, I can pull up my stats and read quest logs, but all of this hiking and sweating seems decidedly un-gamelike. I’ve already had to piss in the bushes twice, and I’ve never seen that in a game manual.

According to the fisherman’s wife, the isle’s one and only town should lie in a field just beyond the river, so we should make it there before nightfall. I keep checking Luci’s wrist for the token of entrance we were gifted, but I don’t need to; she frequently taps on the white stone and tugs on the leather band of her own accord. So long as we hold onto that, remember the words that get us into town, and make it across the river, we’ll be great. If not, we’ll be stuck in the dark without a light, wandering blindly in search of an invisible town that might magically move across the isle by morning.

Hopefully our resident boy scout knows how to make a fire with shoelaces and a stick ‘cause otherwise it’s gonna get cold. And I’m chilly as it is. If only I were a prepper or a survivalist. I seriously thought about it during Covid times: get a go-bag, buy a shelter, read some basic how-to guides. Hell, the least I could do was make a first aid kit. Best I did was Uber some bandaids. Oops.

Aside from the logistics, I’m not too afraid of camping out in the middle of nowhere, but I worry that if we don’t make it to Glasbaile, we might not nab the visa quest before the other participants do - in which case, I don’t know what our options are. Die? Join them? Kill them? 

That and I’m not all that well-versed in camping. I’m a born city girl, if that wasn’t obvious already. I’m used to beds and take-out and walls that protect me from bugs and ice cold beer, though I’ll happily go for a big ol’ pint of whatever backwater ale they sell in Glasbaile.

My stomach rumbles. It must be pretty loud because Elias swings his bag around and offers me a hunk of hard cheese that Luci swindled from the fisherman’s wife.

“Oh! Thanks.” I side-eye the bag.

“We ate all the sausage,” he says.

“Damn.”

Éogan steps off the road and onto a thin path trampled through the grass. “The current should be fine this way.”

“Is the river wide?” Luci asks.

“It isn’t,” he replies.

“How deep? Knee-high? Chest-high?”

He gestures to the cinch around his tunic. “Here, so. At the worst.”

“And what about the monster?”

The boy stumbles over a rock and quickly rights himself. “What’s that now?”

“We were told there’s a monster in the river?”

“Ohhh, right,” he replies, picking at the hood of his mantle. “I’ve heard the like, but that’s only an old fisherman’s tale.”

“Really? ‘Cause with our luck, I’m pretty positive we can’t get to town without fighting something gross.”

“Sure as I can be. Why, where’d you hear it?”

Luci grumbles. “A fisherman.”

The boy smirks. 

I trip over my feet as my dumb shoelaces snag on a twig. It’s been less than thirty seconds, and I miss the road already. The bottom of my yoga pants are riddled with burs, their nasty little hooks digging through the fibers and into my skin. My arm itches, and I react by slapping at a gnat that probably doesn’t even exist. God, I’m such a city girl.

Lagging behind, Elias plucks a thin white reed from the grass. He flicks it back and forth, then tosses it to the ground. “What fisherman’s tale have you heard, Éogan?”

“Oh, nothin’ worth a fit, so. Big slimy beast gobbling up anyone who dares cross. After the fogs came, folks burned the bridges to stop us fleeing to Glasbaile. I’ll bet they fed rumors of a river monster for the same cause.”

Luci gapes. “They burned the bridges? Who would do that?”

“Eh. Townsfolk that didn’t want to share, like. Disciples of the sorcerer for nothin’ but a spot of fun. Fishermen and farmers who didn’t want their way of life goin’ out.”

Kneeling, Elias snatches up another white reed. When he sees me notice, he hands it to me. It’s a couple of feet long, thin as hair, and bendable - like a plastic broom bristle. I look back at Elias who taps his cheek. 

“A whisker,” he mouths.

“A whisker?” I mouth back.

“Anyhow, the tale spread and you know how fishermen are like to exaggerate,” Éogan continues. “A slimy black beast with a flat toothy snout and a scream like a banshee. Swims faster than a fish, shimmies smooth as a snake. Now the beast chases the ghost of Glasbaile, ready to feast.” He smiles cheekily. “And so on and so forth.”

“Uh-huh,” Luci replies.

Ahead of us, the river gurgles, and a white splash crests over the distant bank. When Luci startles, the boy cackles loudly. “I’m only coddin’ ya! They also say there’s a manky salmon who knows everything and that boiling water makes trout appear. You can’t trust the fibs of fishermen. And if the beastie’s real, you have the blades to handle it. Or bow.” He looks at Ron. “Wait. What weapon’s he have again?”

“Huh? Oh!” Ron jerks a thumb at the gittern on his back. “This!”

“Music?” Éogan asks incredulously.

“Not music, my dude! Music never hurt no one. But this…” He hoists the gittern off his back and swings it like a bat, grinning like a madman.

The boy looks to the rest of us. “Right. Well, you could use him as bait.”

Luci stifles a laugh. The boy smiles, and her face takes on the slightest tinge of pink. 

Uh oh. Looks like someone’s got her first video game crush.

I spare a look at her uncle. His brow is furrowed in thought, and his face is pinched like he’s biting the inside of his cheeks. Yeah, I don’t think he’s happy about that. 

Ron is also looking a little miffed. Big guy’s got a big heart, and he seems pretty intent on making sure Luci’s doesn’t get broken. I guess we’re all feeling rather protective of the kid, whether she needs it or not.

Soon, the surface of the river fully reemerges. From this angle, the water is less like a silver serpentine gleam and more of a dull gray expanse. It’s forty feet across at most and who-knows how deep. So long as it really isn’t anymore than waist-high, the current should be okay. We’ll just have to trust the kid on that one.

On the other side, the muddy bank slopes up into an even line of mottled grass. It’ll be a bitch to climb. Of course if there’s an enemy, I could teleport to it. I wonder what counts as an enemy. For instance, I count mosquitos as enemies. Just saying.

As we reach the water’s edge, Éogan slows his pace, his shoulders tense. 

Luci gasps.

The reeds leading up from the river have been snapped and flattened. Something stomped through them, crushing the rocks beneath and churning the dirt into sticky mud. There are tracks, though god knows what they are. All I can say is that they’re about three times bigger than mine. 

I step closer toward the river, just enough to get a peek. While I try to aim for the drier patches, I feel my socks dampen as my gym shoes squelch in the muck. Gross. So gross.

There’s about a three-foot drop down a steep muddy slide into the water. Lining the river are chunky lumps of rotten fish and mangled bones, all stewing in a yellow film that froths along the bank.

Just then, a thick pungent waft of air fills my nostrils with the stink of wet fur, spoiled meat, and the most fetid fishy shit I’ve ever had the displeasure of smelling.

I follow the scent upriver where there stands a pile of feces as high as my knees. A half-chewed boot sticks out of the sludgy mountain like a flag, a waterlogged foot still wedged inside.

Spinning around, Elias levels his axe at the boy. The odor is so bad, he visibly gags. “Talk.” 

Éogan inches back, his boots sinking into the muck. “It’s a pile of shite. Could be a horse.”

“You’re lying,” Elias replies.

The boy frowns. “You’re bleedin’ judgemental for a man with a metal leg.” He turns to Luci. “Is he always like this?”

In a small, exasperated voice, she asks, “Are you lying?”

“No! I swear to Mary, I don’t know of any monster.” Éogan grabs her wrist, but she wrenches it back and glares.

Warily, the boy peers over his shoulder into the murky gray of the river, one hand fiddling with the sheathe at his waist. The water gently laps against the muddy bank in a pleasant, sleepy rhythm. A few minnows spot his shadow and dart under the rocks. A cloud passes over, taking its shadow with it, and the river glistens - just for a moment - before the cloud cover blankets the valley in gray once more.

Mud erodes beneath his heels. He tries to move, but Elias blocks the way.

“Tell us the truth.”

“I am!”

Luci picks at the feathered fletching sticking out from her quiver. “Éogan, we can tell you’re not. Come on. What do you know?”

“I… Ah, sure, look,” the boy relents. “I had an inkling the tale might be true, but that’s it. I swear it.”

Nearby, a busied wave slops against the side. A bubble blooms to the surface, then pops like a blister. Another pocket of bubbles rises and bursts. 

Something lurks in the depths, and it’s getting closer.

I find my hands sitting on the handles of my daggers, ready to draw. Beside me, Luci slides an arrow from her quiver and steadies her bow - but she’s not looking at the river.

Éogan pales. “Fine! Yes! There’s a bleedin’ monster, there is. I didn’t know if I could cross the waters myself. But I had in mind that, well, perhaps if you distracted it…”

“You planned to use us as bait,” Elias remarks flatly. He’s still, his eyes emotionless, his forehead smooth of those telltale consternated wrinkles. He doesn’t look upset at all which somehow makes it far more menacing.

“Well, you see, ‘bait’ is a strong word,” the boy falters.

Elias shifts his battleaxe into his left hand. “No. The word seems suitable to me.”

And he shoves the boy into the river.

With a splash, the water consumes him. White crests fume as the kid fumbles. Legs and arms flail. Finally, he manages to roll onto his feet. Wiping the water from his eyes, he doesn’t give us a second glance. He books it for the opposite bank. As the river ripples at his thighs, he kicks his legs high in a frantic dash towards safety.

Downstream, a black shape slithers beneath the surface.

“Tío Elias!” shouts Luci as she dashes toward the edge.

He sets his jaw. “It was the right move,” he argues.

“No, that’s not what- He stole the bracelet!” 
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What do you do when you are summoned to another world to stop the Demon King and your brother becomes the Demon King? Caught in a clash of spells between powerful entities, Aiden Lacheart suffers ‘recommended’ termination at the hands of the system and wakes up back in the beginning, on the day of his summoning..

This time he’s determined to keep his brother from becoming the demon king. 



 But there’s a problem. Aiden doesn’t think he’s the only one who’s come back in time. 
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Chapter 34


                The boy flees toward the other side of the river as a sliver of shadow ripples towards him. He’s only managed to wade about ten feet in. It’s possible he’ll make it across. It’s more possible he’ll get eaten.

“We have to go after him!” shouts Luci.

“I’ll get him!” volunteers Ron.

Elias shakes his head. “The monster will reach him first.”

Shit. That little thief counts as an enemy right? 

Chilled air bites at my arms as I rip off my jacket and toss it to whoever’s behind me. “Someone keep this dry.”

“What are you doing?” Elias shouts.

“What I can. Be back in ten seconds.”

I take two longs steps back from the ledge. God, I’m going to regret this.

With as much speed as I can muster, I race toward the water’s edge, chest high and arms pumping. Just as I hit the ledge, I hurl myself over the side. I’m airbound, my legs bicycling. For a moment, I soar. Then, the second my toes clip the water, I focus everything I have on Éogan and shadowstep towards him.

I collide into him, incidentally tackling the boy face-down into the river - and me with him. My head plunges below the surface and Jesus goddamn motherfucking Christ that is cold. The icy water burns my skin and grabs my face like a vice. I feel like I’m imploding.

I flail, my shoes scrambling for purchase against the slimy rocks below. Whether I mean to or not, I grab a fistful of Éogan’s tunic as I try to remember how to stand. 

Okay, I have ten seconds to get that bracelet and shadowstep back before my ability times out. Dash in, dash out. Easy peasy.

With a push, I break through the surface, gasping and accidentally gulping down a big swig of nasty-ass filth. The boy swings an arm back at me, but I manage to hold tight. With my other hand, I fumble for his wrist. It’s bare. Other wrist? Also bare. His hands are empty, and there’s nothing on his cinch. Shit, does he have pockets somewhere?

Five seconds left.

Sputtering, Éogan squirms out of my grasp. He whirls around as if to say something, but then his mouth just hangs open, his eyes wide.

A shadow falls as a great beast erupts from the depths, showering us in stinking rain. Standing on its hindlegs, there looms ten feet of slick, greasy fur. Gooey saliva drips from two long fangs that stick out from its gaping mouth. Its whiskered muzzle is so damned big that I can’t see its eyes. 

Time slows as a description forms.

Dobhar-Chú (Lv 12)

Also known as the King Otter, this carnivorous, seven-foot water hound takes on the form of a dog and an otter. How cute! It enjoys keeping its home tidy when it isn’t playfully swimming or hunting for fish. But keep a lookout for its romantic partner; these adorable little creatures mate for life and will never leave each other’s sides, even unto death.

The reprieve doesn’t last long. The moment the words disappear, the monster bares its fangs as it lets out a deep, reverberating growl.

Dammit, my seconds are up. Time to retreat.

Uh oh. I try to teleport back, but it’s like pushing against a brick wall. I must have miscounted. Shit, shit, shit. I can’t just stand here. I’m no tank. I could shadowstep behind the monster, but that’ll just get the kid killed and leave me drained of stamina for the inevitable fight.

That leaves me stuck, thigh-high in a river with just two daggers and a thieving little brat. We stand poised in the monster’s towering shadow, moments away from landing on its quite literal shit list. I weigh whether I can cut its belly open before it bites off my head, but I don’t fancy my chances.

Also, where’s the damn bracelet?

Bam! Elias breaks through the water and slams into the monster with a brutal shoulder charge, solid as linebacker. The dog-otter falls to its side. Elias hoists his axe, but before he can bring it down, the monster contorts its snake-like body, ducks into the water, and slithers away.

We glance at the water. We glance at each other.

Um.

Elias turns. “What happened to ten?” 

I shrug. “I fucked up.”

The boy moves to escape when Elias smacks him with the butt of his axe.

“Ow! Who the devils are you?” the boy whines, clutching his chin.

Before he gets another jab to the face, I grab him by the hood of his mantle and rummage around inside. The bracelet isn’t there either. 

“Look, just give it back,” I say. “We can still go to town together.”

His eyes dart to his chest. “I don’t know what you’re goin’ on about.”

The damn bracelet’s in his shirt?

Skill Proficiencies Increased: 

Observation 3 (+3 Resolve Bonus)

I push the notification away and dive toward him.

But suddenly there is no him. All I hear is a “wah!” and the boy’s gone, taken by the beast below. 

The river seethes in choppy waves. Elias and I hastily dig at the murky clouds floating below the surface. It’s pointless. The monster is fast and the river impenetrable. Even if we get the bracelet, there’s no chance of us winning this while we’re half-submerged.

“We can’t fight here!” I shout.

Something furry slides past my leg. Then a slender arm breaks free. I grab for it and tug as Elias angrily stomps at the shadow winding around us. 

Trying to lug the kid upright, I nearly tumble over myself. Finally, the boy emerges screaming and sputtering. 

He leans into me, hair dripping as he cradles his hand. Blood seeps through his fingers and dribbles in diluted droplets. When he opens his palm, there are three fingers missing.

“He ate my bleedin’ hand!”

Beside me, Elias swings his axe haphazardly, chopping more water than beast. After the third swipe, a curtain of blood sprays. The monster is undeterred.

With a splash, the otter lunges at Éogan. I’m sure it’s the end of him - and our ticket into town - but the kid surprises me. He pushes off my shoulder and with his one good hand, he wrestles the dagger free from his wet sheathe and slices it across the monster’s flesh. It’s not a great hit, but it’s enough. The monster slakes off, if only for a moment.

“We need to leave,” says Elias.

“I know!” I grab the kid by the collar. “Éogan, give me the goddamn bracelet.”

He crosses his arms. “No! You’ll just leave me.”

That’s true. 

Fuck it. Dumb idea time.

“Elias, are you strong enough to throw him?”

“Pardon?”

“Can. You. Throw. Éogan. Like, onto land.”

He looks toward the riverbank, then back at the kid, those little calculations churning in his head. “Possibly.”

“Then do it. I’ll use my shadowstep on him to get back. You charge.”

“I could kill him,” Elias argues.

The river broils as another burst of bubbles pops nearby. “Just do it!”

Without another word, Elias hitches the axe to his back and scoops up the boy like a sack of dirt. To his credit, the kid looks aggrieved but doesn’t fight it. 

Then, with one preparatory swing, Elias flings him into the air. The kid flails and flops face first into the bank. A breath later, I’m inches behind him. 

I can hear the water seething behind me. I don’t look back. I scramble up the bank, feet slip-sliding in the mud. A meaty hand wraps around my wrist as Ron pulls me to safety.

“You okay?” he asks.

“For now,” I reply, shivering. Luci hands me back my hoodie, and I drape it over my chest, my teeth chattering.

The kid is already lying beside me. I turn just in time to see Elias charging towards us, splitting the water like an angry shark, before he similarly faceplants into the riverbank.

And that’s how we discover that his “clash” ability doesn’t work vertically.

Behind him, the otter explodes from the surface and digs his fangs into Elias’ leg - his metal leg, I think. I hope. The beast shakes it like an old chew toy, yellow foam spilling from its mouth.

There’s something wrong with the monster. The damned thing is shedding greasy chunks of fur. Greenish froth bubbles from its pores. After a moment, it snarls and retreats into the river, disappearing once again.

With another hand from Ron, Elias clambers up the bank. One of his steel joints has a wonky two-pronged dent.

I stand up. “Okay kid, you want to give it back now?”

The boy grimaces, his bleeding hand tucked in the opposite armpit. With his other hand, he shakes the bracelet loose from his shirt. Luci snatches it up and sticks out her tongue.

“Not cool,” she sneers, slipping the bracelet back onto her wrist.

Éogan opens his mouth to reply but, instead, his eyes begin to glaze over as his head droops. With an exasperated huff, Elias snatches the kid’s tunic, tears off a strip, and ties it tight around the half-eaten fingers. He then grabs the waterskin from the fisherman’s bag. There are a only a few drops left, which the boy gulps hungrily.

At first, I don’t understand why Elias would help him given that he just tried to use the NPC as monster bait two minutes ago, but then I see Luci visibly relax. 

Aw, he’s trying to keep her little video game crush alive. That’s so sweet. Also, Luci really needs to learn to pick ‘em better.

Éogan nods in appreciation, pale, but surviving. “Are you magicians? I ne’er seen a person move so quick.”

“Um, nope. Just suuuper fast…” I reply unconvincingly.

“So, are we fighting this thing or what?” asks Luci.

We look back toward the river. For a moment, it’s almost peaceful. Then, the water bursts as the beast thrashes and pitches itself backwards like a humpback whale before it slinks below the surface once more.

“Hey, look at the little dude. He’s havin’ fun,” says Ron.

“What’s wrong with it?” I ask.

At this, the boy manages a tired smirk. “Nicked it with my knife, I did. Poison tip. It won’t work on him for long though, a monster that big.”

“Stab it again,” says Luci.

“Sure,” he replies. He takes a deep breath. “Only it just works once an hour. Before that, it’s just a regular knife.”

“Well, what in the heck kinda poison is that?” She shakes her head. “So lame.”

“Eh, it’d be too OP otherwise,” I say. “Anyway, poison knife is out then, unless we want to wait until dark, which I really don’t. We can’t fight it while it’s in the water, and it doesn’t seem all that interested in coming out.”

“Well what do we know about otters?” asks Luci. “They hold hands. They swim on their backs. They juggle? There’s gotta be something there, right?”

“Oh!” Ron raises his hand. “I know, I know! They’re uh, what’s the word. It’s on the tip of my tongue, dude. Nepo… Nitro… The word, man. You know. The word for when you bang corpses.”

I gape at him. “Necrophiliac…?”

“Yeah, man! That’s the one!”

“Ew, no, Ron!” squeals Luci.

“I’m serious. I binge nature docus all the time when I’m way sto- er, uh, stoked for nature, uh…”

Luci rolls her eyes. “I know what being stoned is.”

“Anyway, those dudes are little freaks, man.”

I pat Ron’s shoulder. “While that is valuable trivia, I don’t see in any possible world how that helps us.”

Again, the water erupts as the monster tosses and writhes. It climbs onto its hindlegs and licks its paws furiously, wiping away the poisoned foam from its mouth and chittering like a demonic squirrel.

Taking advantage, Luci looses an arrow, puncturing the flesh just below its armpit. 

The beast’s head swivels toward us. Teeth bared, it lets out a shrill, ear-piercing screech before sinking back into the water.

I shrug. “Nice, Luci. We could just keep doing that.”

The boy nods lazily. “You could. If it didn’t just summon her.”

And that’s when the reeds part as a second 7-foot otter waddles toward us and lunges directly at Luci’s back.
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Path to Prosperity 





Whatever may happen, every kind of fortune is to be overcome by bearing it.

Percy was just a poor, plain child in a small town, but everything changed when he gained access to mana. He manifests an [Ego], which allows him to consume his belongings to acquire new powers, evolve ordinary armaments into mighty Artifacts, and transform existing powers into something much mightier.

Percy’s life changed, but the looming dangers never ceased. They transformed.

The once-starving child, fighting tooth and nail to survive, found himself in a new world of challenges. He was thrust into a sea of royal politics, evil powers, a prophecy, and the seven hells, each one more daunting than the last.
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                I yank the daggers free from their sheathes and shadowstep behind the monster, swiping both blades across its back as fast as I can. I don’t think it’ll do much; it feels like it’ll have the same effect as scraping a pair of nail files against a grizzly bear. But I completely forgot about my “Saving Hit” bonus. 

With the monster’s ire directed at Luci, my blades sing as they dig two deep gashes right down into the muscle. Crimson sprays, painting my face in warm, sticky blood. The otter chirps like a scared puppy before it smashes into Luci and collapses to the ground.

Blood continues to ooze from its wounds, but it isn’t down for a long. The monster wriggles onto its feet and spins toward me. Then, wrapping its webbed paws around my ankle, it pulls. Just before my ass hits the dirt, I reactivate my shadowstep. And then, because momentum is a bitch, my ass hits the dirt anyway.

When I look again, Elias is standing over the squirming beast and hacking into it with furious swings. The monster squeals as red mist flies. By the third swing, the man’s forehead is drenched in sweat. His metal joints whine under the strain.

But even cut down to the bone, the monster perseveres. It contorts its body into a misshapen lump; I can’t tell what’s a head and what’s a foot. Then it juts forward and chomps down on Elias’ leg - the fleshy one.

Elias falls to the ground. With a guttural yell, he tries to shake his leg loose, but the monster won’t let up.

I scramble to my feet, ready to dive in, when Ron raises his gittern and smacks it down hard, right on the bastard’s foot-wide muzzle. It’s way more effective than it has any right to be. The otter breaks his grip. Ron smashes its nose again for good measure, and it caves in with a sickening crunch. The butt of his poor instrument looks like a kid’s project from a horror movie: decorated with patches of blood-pasted fur and little macaroni chunks of cartilage.

Luci uses her retreat ability to gain some distance, then launches an arrow, but at this point it’s just overkill; the monster is getting absolutely brutalized.

Finally, the otter goes limp. Ron kicks it anyway. A notification appears.

Enemy Defeated: 

Dobhar-Chú (Lv 12) [Shared with Luciana, Elias, Ron]

Exp: 15

Earned: 75g

Exp to next level: 32/90

Level 12, defeated. Feels good. Sure, maybe it’s a little uncouth. I mean, you got four perfectly civilized people just wailing on an animal like we’re expecting candy to pop out of it. But I guess this is just us now. Just a happy family, drenched in blood beside a stinking corpse already leaking out its final farts.

I glance at Luci who looks positively gleeful. That’s the spirit.

Ron helps Elias to his feet. Blood streams down his leg. 

“Hey, potion,” I call.

“It will heal,” says Elias.

“Potion. Not a request.” 

Elias casually wipes down the end of his axe with his flannel shirt. Then, after a pointed look my direction, his eyes shift as he rifles through his menu system. A second later, he shivers and blinks rapidly which I suppose must be the effect of the health draught. Then he raises an eyebrow with a “happy now?” expression.

Stubborn man.

“Woo!” cheers Luci. “Now what?”

We look to the river once more. The otter’s mate pokes its head above the water and whines, but that’s it. The dumb beast still refuses to get onto land where we can beat him. And, you know, to his credit, that makes sense. Apparently, we would kick his giant furry ass.

“Part two, man!” Ron cheers.

“Fighting him in the river isn’t happening,” I reply. “I can still barely feel my fingers.”

Elias nods. “The resistance of the water weakens every strike. The monster has the home advantage. We’re tired. It isn’t worth the risk.”

“Lame,” says Luci, “So if it won’t come on land, and we can’t fight it in the river, how do we get across?”

My gaze lingers on our defeated enemy.

I sigh. “Distraction.”

And thus I relay my horrible idea. A minute later, Ron and Elias get on either side of the female Dobhar-Chú’s corpse and, without too much effort, lift all 400+ pounds of it.

“On three,” says Elias. “One, two-”

“Wait, hold up,” says Ron. “One, two, three and then go or one, two, and then go?”

Elias shakes his head, flustered. “One, two, then go.”

“My one, two or your one, two?”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

And so, a minute after that, the monster’s body swings through the air and plops unceremoniously into the shallow end of the water. The current laps against the mangled corpse before it manages to lazily push it about twenty feet downriver. Soon, the body snags on a few jutting rocks. A bloody back paw flaps in the current. How’s that for uncouth.

We wait. A few seconds later, the tell-tale black shape of its mate slithers past us. Then his horrendously giant otter nose peeks above the surface. When he arrives at his dead lover, he nudges her corpse, then uses his teeth to tug at her paws.

Luci hoists her bow. “I can still totally shoot it from here.”

“Please don’t,” says Éogan. “I rather like the fingers I have left.”

“Can you kill it in one shot?” I ask.

“Who cares? We’re four Level 9s against a single Level 12.”

“If you want to stand here and pick it off, that’s fine. But he might just slink into the water again, in which case we’re kinda fucked for the night. I promise there will be more battles to come.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she sighs.

I tie my hoodie around the top of my head like a turban. Then, squatting on the lip of the bank, I slide down the muddy slope and back into the ice-cold river. Luci springs in after me, agile as a dancer, her bow and quiver held aloft. Elias gestures for Éogan to go next, then follows. And finally, with a tremendous splash, Ron bounds in, blasting us all with a frigid spray.

Our eyes stay peeled downriver. I have no idea what the monster will do with its lover: mourn it, eat it, bury it, fuck it. The monster’s description said they won’t part, and we’re all relying on that to be true. If not, I’ve instructed Elias to start chucking the NPC again, and we can all shadowstep, retreat, and charge our way across.. Except for Ron. But he’s tough.

Luckily, it doesn’t come to that. We successfully ford the freezing waters and drag ourselves up onto the opposite bank. Ron turns over his gittern, upending a few cupfuls of filthy water onto the grass. Shivering, I slip back into my hoodie.

By the end, we stand together, sopping wet, freezing, and stinking like a fucking swamp. And there, before us, is the field that the fisherman’s wife described. 

If the town doesn’t appear when we tell it to, I’m going to lose my goddamn mind.

Aside from a solitary oak tree in the middle, the field is wide and empty. Too empty. And too quiet. Even if I didn’t know that there was an invisible town lurking outside of view, I would think there was something unnatural about this place. 

There’s a feeling in the air, like static electricity in a storm. It tickles my skin, making my hair stand on end. Honestly, if a nefarious sorcerer were searching for a hidden village, I feel like a tingly magic-infested field would be a pretty big indicator of where to look. Of course, if he’s holed up in a tower like they say, then maybe he hasn’t been touring the countryside in search of an itchy magic-y feeling.

That or this is all just bad game design developed by Neanderthals and primates, and nothing really matters.

Nearby, a single slate of rock juts from the earth, glinting in the fading light.

“This is it, right?” says Luci as she bounds onto the outcrop. The charms on her ridiculous chainmail bikini jangle as she climbs. How is she not freezing? “What am I supposed to say?”

“Perhaps one of us should do it,” Elias offers.

“Oh wait, I remember!” she says, blatantly ignoring him. “Ron, background music, please!”

Ron grins as he positions his blood-stained gittern. He strums a chord.

“Okay. Here it goes. The-”

Our resident quest-giver, Éogan, clears his throat. “Aren’t you forgettin’ a thing or two?” He looks at Elias. “Don’t know if a blacksmith made your leg or you forged it with hellfire, but I know the folks of Glasbaile. They won’t ask.”

Elias glances down at his gleaming prosthetic. “Oh.”

“Yeah, oh,” the boy repeats.

“Dude, I got you covered!” shouts Ron. Slinging his gittern onto his back, he begins to shimmy out of his pants.

“Uh, Ron?” I say.

“No, no no no,” Elias barks with a suddenly crisp accent.

“No man, it’s cool. I got boxers on. Promise the balls are a no-show.”

Luci laughs. “I don’t think your pants are gonna fit Tío Elias.”

“You cannot go into town wearing only your… that,” says Elias.

I shrug. “It’s better than the whole town thinking we’re magic heretics or changelings.”

“What’s a changeling?” asks Luci.

“Um, like when a… what do they call them here? Fair folk? When they switch out a person for one of their own, and they look the same almost, except they’re evil. I think. I don’t actually remember.”

Ron slaps his pants into Elias’s arms. Saying nothing, Elias carries the pants as he edges around the opposite side of the outcrop. A moment later (and after several audible, angry groans), he reemerges, the pants rolled up a thousand times over at the ankles and cinched tightly with a belt.

I give him an appraising look. “Stylish.”

Again, Elias says nothing, but his glare says the Spanish equivalent of ‘bite me.’

Luci returns to the top of the outcrop. “Okay, we good now?”

Éogan slinks behind Ron as if trying to hide in his shadow.

“Ron, music!”

Clad now in boxers, no shirt, and a leather vest, Ron resets his gittern. He plucks out some quick fanfare that I recognize as a familiar guitar riff, but it’s difficult to pin the exact tune. Then Luci proudly shouts, “The world greets you!”

Without warning, the outcrop deflates like a popped balloon. Luci falls and lands on her ass.

“Luci!” Her uncle runs to her side. Batting him away, she stands, no worse for wear.

At first, nothing else happens. A subtle gust of wind ripples across the field. The grass shivers. The tree rustles. And then, it begins.

            






Chapter 36


                Beneath our feet, there’s a rhythmic clatter as small squares of cobblestone pop out of the earth and land in waves, forming one line of road after another. To our right and left, houses materialize in pieces. Timber studs sprout from the ground with the sound of strained wooden creaks. Stones clack as they drop from nowhere to create the walls, and patches of thatch grow into sloped rooves. 

Soon, there are countless dwellings. Chimneys rise from the tops, and peaty smoke wafts in the air.

In the distance, the buildings grow taller: some two-stories, others as tall as three or four. Church bells ring as a steeple shimmers into view, the stone blanketed in golden light. A banner marking what I assume is a market square waves in the breeze. 

Then, people appear. Window shutters fling open, and a frumpy woman leans out to ring out a wet cloth onto the cobblestone. A donkey brays. A man lugging sacks of who-knows-what nearly barrels into us and gasps some very Irish-y sounding swear.

Luci grins. “Okay, that was awesome.”

1.

Quest Updated! COURIER OF THE ISLE

You have arrived in the town of Glasbaile where Lord Cathal resides.

Objectives:

- Gain entry into town: Complete

 - Acquire a token of entrance: Complete

- Return or deliver the letter: In Progress

2.

Quest Updated! OVER THE RIVER: Complete

You have successfully escorted Éogan to the town of Glasbaile.

Rewards: 50 XP, Uncommon Weapon (to be rewarded)

3.

Title(s) Earned:

Budding Adventurer: Discover your first town.

Reward: 50g

“Rock on! I leveled up!” announces Ron.

Luci high fives him. “Me too. We’re all Level 9 now, right?”

Éogan, skulking behind us, pokes Luci on the arm. Unfastening the sheathe from his cinch, he hands her the weapon. “For bringing me to Glasbaile. And well, for not leaving me behind. I well deserved it.”

“Oh, thanks. And yeah, you did.” She takes the sheathe, turns it over in her palm, and then offers it to me. “You’re the dagger person. Want it?”

“I won’t say no.” 

I draw the dagger half-way from its sheathe. At first, I expect it to glisten green with obvious poison enchantments, but it looks and feels rather ordinary. It’s a stubby, broad, double-sided blade about half the length of my other weapons. Not great for ongoing hand-to-hand combat, but the poison will make a terrific opener nonetheless.

Weapon Acquired!

Uncommon Poison Dagger

A lightweight one-handed slashing weapon with a replenishing poison blade.

Dexterity Requirement: 20

Level 1 Ability(s):

Bleeding Slash: Attack and inflict bleeding on an enemy.

Toxic Stab: Once an hour, attack and poison an enemy. Poison enemies grow sluggish and leak 5 HP over .5 seconds per level.

Level 10 Ability(s):

Double Toxins: Once an hour, attack and poison two consecutive enemies within ten seconds.

“Alright, time to hit the town!” I say, buckling the sheathe to my thigh strap. “First, proper pants for Elias. Then sleep. Wait. Then beer. Then sleep.”

“And dinner,” adds Ron. “Dinner. Beer. Sleep.”

“Good call.”

Just a little ways down the road, a pair of men in matching tunics and padded coifs look in our direction, both carrying halberds. Definitely town guards. Shit, we haven’t done anything wrong yet, have we?

Behind us, Éogan throws the hood of his mantle over his brow. Then, without so much as a look back, he ducks down a nearby alley and disappears around the corner.

“Well, bye to you too,” Luci scoffs. “So rude.”

“Not a fan of authority I guess.”

Muttering something to one another, the guards continue their patrol.

We move down the road toward what appears to be its natural center. Needless to say, we get quite a few stares. Some people seem a little perturbed, likely due to our very un-15th century-Catholic appearances, but most of the looks we get I’d interpret as tired curiosity. Just a few sneaking glances stolen beneath droopy eyelids. If I had to guess, this wasn’t the first time they’d seen outsiders appearing in their town. It makes me wonder if the other parties already made it. The monster blood and river water soaking our clothes can’t be helping.

That or, once again, this is a game, and it wouldn’t be very fun to arrive in a new region only to be arrested as weirdos every time.

On the way, I spot several hand-drawn posters depicting a sharp-nosed, sharp-chinned man with a conniving smirk and a shadowy hood. The sorcerer we’ve heard about, no doubt. Below the picture is written “WARNING! Report to guards on sight.” There are also a few posters with differing portraits of men and women, all looking smugly evil. No doubt the artists took some liberties.

“Whoa, check this out,” Luci says, her voice low.

She taps on a sketch of a particularly familiar face. It’s a cute kid, about Luci’s age, with deep-set eyes, tousled hair, and a smug scowl. Next to him is a younger girl with curly locks and a similarly smug frown. 

“‘Éogan and Afric,’” reads Luci.

“Damn,” I say. “What do you think lands a kid on a wanted poster?”

“And also like, why would he wanna come back?”

Ten minutes later, we make it to the town center. The market square isn’t nearly as crowded as I expected. You know, in the books and movies, they’re always vibrant and bustling with activity. Not to say the market doesn’t have a little life in it. Stalls shadowed by sagging awnings sell an array of goods from textiles to pottery to fruits and baked goods. A few dozen merchants, customers, and general layabouts haggle and mingle, creating a light murmur. A trio of tired minstrels lazily play near the central well, but no one seems to be paying attention. 

Bordering the square is a blacksmith, a few shops, and an inn. At the very tail-end of the square stands a distinct stone building with arched windows and banners that designate it as something serious and official. Probably a town hall. Or a jail. Maybe both. Again, I don’t know how medieval Ireland works.

Strangely, about a quarter of the buildings lining the square are in ruins. Just charred timber frames and piles of rubble. Someone or something burned them down. Perhaps that’s why the market isn’t all that active.

“Oh hey, look!” exclaims Luci.

Skipping across the square, she stops at a wide wooden board mounted on a post with tattered strips of parchment nailed haphazardly across it.

TASK BOARD

[Each town contains a bulletin that lists various tasks requested by its residents. Tasks are intended to be completed while attending to other quests. As such, completed tasks only offer small rewards, such as XP and/or common items. All tasks are considered accepted by the participants whether they have read the bulletin or not. Tasks may be completed by multiple parties.]

BUG HUNT: Giant rove beetles have infested the basements and cellars of Glasbaile. Kill 10 Dearg-a-Daol. Reward: 50xp

LOVER’S NECKLACE: Lir has lost a necklace he desires to give to his betrothed. Find and return the Charm of Aebh. Reward: 250g

BREWER’S LAMENT: Innkeep Erc requires bog myrtle to spice his ales. Collect and return 10 sprigs of bog myrtle. Reward: 30xp

And the list goes on. As we’re perusing the list, I realize we’re being watched. Only mildly so, like in a ‘hey, that guy’s not wearing pants’ kinda way. Still, it’s hard not to feel paranoid. We got a washed up crossfit fanatic, a bit of inaccurate renaissance cosplay, a lumberjack, and a pantsless rockstar all spattered in blood. Blending in is not our strong suit.

Luci notices my expression and surveys the square. “Should we be like… more in costume? I feel like people are staring.”

“Nah, I’m sure it’s fine,” I reply. “We can take ‘em.”

Saying that, we head into a shop to buy Elias’ some new slacks - if anything because he won’t stop eyebrow-pouting. That’s what I’m calling it from now on. He doesn’t frown; his eyebrows do. And his forehead grows an extra set of wrinkles. It’s annoying.

Lucky for us, it seems like the in-game currency - gips - remains universal across regions. I hadn’t even considered it might be an issue.

“It is perfectly good cloth, sir,” the vendor says. “Fine linen. Won’t tear. Washes well.”

Draped over the counter is an undyed shin-length tunic. It has a V-neck with sleeves that hang all the way down to the bottom hem, and a leather cord to cinch it at the waist. Like what Jesus would wear.

“You don’t have trousers,” says Elias flatly.

“Come on, Tío Elias.” Luci smiles. “I think you’d look great in a tunic.”

“A leine,” corrects the vendor. “If you’d like a vest or a mantle, we have those as well. We also have them for the lady.”

A notification comes into view.

Did you know?

The Irish léine was an ankle-length or shin-length linen tunic that was common to both men and women for many centuries. However, in 1537, King Henry VIII banned the leine in an attempt to remove the influence of native Irish clothing from England.

“The hell? Did anyone else get that?”

Luci’s smile widens. “We can match!”

Elias rubs his temple. “Oh. Dios.”

The vendor stares at Luci for a moment, as though he only just noticed her. Then, his gaze grows long, and he shakes his head as he gestures again to the clothing draped over the counter. “Well, if you’re opposed, perhaps you’d like to try this léine.”

“The dress you were just attempting to sell me?” Elias questions.

“I’m sorry?”

“I said I didn’t want this.”

“You did?” The vendor blinks. “Of course, you did. We also have trousers available.”

“Yes, trousers would be preferable,” Elias replies curtly. 

He looks back at me, brow furrowed. I shrug. Maybe the tailor’s just tired. I can’t imagine there’s much activity in these parts.

“Ah. Follow me then. We will get your measurements and see what we can do.” 

Elias follows the vendor into the rear of the store and into another room. A minute later, he returns in a pair of pants reminiscent of a Renaissance-faire: baggy on the thighs and then banded with string from the knee down to the ankle. Honestly, I think he looks great. Although I have to admit the red flannel shirt doesn’t really fit the look.

Luci bursts into giggles. “Love the fit, Tío.”

Elias grunts and shoves Ron’s pants toward him.

“Those will be 500g,” the vendor says.

Elias gapes. “I can’t afford that.”

I nudge Luci. “Haggle,” I whisper.

“Oh. Uh, 300g!” she says.

“That’s far too low.”

“400g then.”

“Well. Perhaps 450…”

“400,” she repeats firmly.

The vendor holds Luci’s gaze. Then, with a sigh, he relents. “400g it is.”

She pumps her fist. “Yes! I mean, yeah, that works.”

“Good work, Luce.”

Elias leans toward me. “Helen, I don’t have 400.”

“That’s okay. We’ll split it.”

“Sure, man,” answers Ron as he buttons up his pants. 

Luci gives a wink. She gestures to the vendor. “Can you split it four ways, please?”

Inventory item removed: 100g

Wallet: 284g

“You’re certain?” says Elias.

I laugh. “As much as I’d love to see you in full biblical-ware, you’d be complaining the whole time.”

“I would not,” he huffs.

“You’re complaining right now. I can see it in your eyebrows. Besides, your axe’ll get caught in the sleeves. It’s all wrong.”

“Well. Thank you then.” 

“No problem. If pants are our biggest concern, we’re doing good.”

Elias gives a polite nod to the vendor and opens the door for us. In file, we head outside and back into the market square…

…and directly into an ambush.

“Well, shit.”
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                    Wordcount is a little short today, but you’re in for several longer ones comin’ up. Promise! 



                







Chapter 37


                I thumb my daggers, ready for a fight, as Elias prepares his battleaxe and Ron breaks out his… gittern. Seriously, that guy needs a weapon. At least he’s wearing his pants again.

“Hold it, hold it!” shouts the guard. He’s buff and at least as tall as Ron, but his voice is distractingly nasal.

“Well this seems bad.” I squint until their titles appear.

Flynn - Town Guard (Level 10)

Gofraid - Town Guard (Level 10)

Fergus - Town Guard (Level 10)

Bran - Town Guard (Level 10)

Okay, I’m positive we can take two Level 10s. I am not positive we can take four.

The nasally guard, Flynn, continues. “You need to come with us.”

Luci crosses her arms in defiance. “Says who?”

“Oh. Let me rephrase. We have simply been instructed to bring you to Lord Cathal for a meeting to discuss, we have.” The guard stifles a yawn, the halberd slipping from his grasp for a moment before he catches it again.

The entire town center is looking at us now: the minstrels, the merchants, the minglers. Villagers from elsewhere trickle in from the side streets, their fingers pointing as they gossip. To the west, light bleeds from the sky as the sun sets. There are no streetlights, given the era, so the darkness is seeping in. It all feels rather menacing.

“Then why are you brandishing weapons?” questions Elias, inching in front of Luci. She rolls her eyes and steps forward.

“What? Brandishing?” The guard looks up at the top of his halberd. “We’re always holdin’ these. They’re not even sharp…”

“Don’t tell them that,” the guard beside him snaps.

“What does Lord Cathal want with us?” I ask.

Flynn shifts his halberd. “Yeah, no, he didn’t tell us that. He doesn’t really talk to us…”

“Don’t tell them that!” his partner shouts.

Beside me, Elias’ grip tightens around his battleaxe. He looks ready to swing at any moment. Ron, for some reason, has a beaming smile. He’s just happy to be noticed, I guess.

“Hey, we have a letter for a Lord Cathal guy, don’t we? Like, that’s our quest,” Luci says.

“Oh yeah, you’re right,” I say. “Well, I guess we could go.”

“Uh, again, let me rephrase,” says the guard. “This isn’t a request.”

I glare. “See, when you put it like that, it sounds bad again.”

Given the growing crowd in the market square, I begin to wonder if it isn’t more dangerous outside the ambiguous administrative building than inside. Either way, it’s where our quest directs us to be. And while I don’t trust the aliens running this show, the game designer himself seemed earnest enough to construct something reasonably fair. At least, fairer than the tutorial that Earth smashed together.

Besides, the alternative is a fight - one that would surely destroy any level of hospitality the town has to offer. So, after a little more back and forth, our group finally acquiesces. With the guards behind us, we head into the hall of Lord Cathal.

We arrive in a cavernous stone room with several long wooden tables, a hearth, and a candlelit chandelier. It’s somehow simultaneously airy and stuffy, like I’m stuck in a hot, mildewy bathroom with a relentless cold draft. It’s uncomfortable and oddly familiar. Oh, you know what, it reminds me of the laundry in the basement of my apartment. God, what a creepfest that was.

Plus, the decor is sad. I’ve seen enough Game of Thrones to expect fur-lined benches, woven tapestries on the walls, and shelves teeming with scrolls, ornate chests, and vases. Instead, the room has exactly one chipped wooden shield above one dark window. That is all.

Authenticity is so overrated.

The guards lead us through the main hall, past a kitchen, down a corridor, and into a back office which is similarly dank and depressingly decorated. Illuminated by a single, fat flickering candle is a middle-aged man sitting at a wide desk, its surface cluttered with parchments and ink pots that designate him as someone busy and important. In other words, a lord.

💀 Lord Cathal - Lord of Hy-Brasil (Level 25)

Got it. Don’t attack Lord Cathal.

What immediately strikes me is that the man is very handsome. But after a moment, I realize he’s actually just well-kempt. Unlike the frazzled peach fuzz and widows peaks I’ve seen thus far, he has a full head of dark ginger hair. His skin is clear. He’s wearing a fur-lined cloak, detailed with intricate gold threading and an ornate clasp.

He’s not hot. He’s rich.

Same difference though, am I right, ladies?

We shuffle awkwardly toward the center of the room as the guards shut the door and take their positions against the wall. It’s at this moment that I notice a weird-ass stone sculpture on his desk: a whimsical li’l six inch gnomish, leprechaun-lookin’ guy, complete with a big beard and floppy cone hat, with the skin of his face pinched around one horrifying eye. No nose. No mouth. Just an eye. Not a fan of that at all.

Lord Cathal rests his square chin on his hands and examines us for a moment. Laced around one of his hands is an interesting piece of jewelry: three rough iron chains linked between a wide leather bracelet and a ring on his middle finger. It’s strangely both coarse and beautiful. Kinda inmate chic.

He opens his mouth, shuts it, then opens it again. “You are all very odd.”

Luci pouts. “Mean.”

“I must say we seldom get visitors to our isle, and when we do, they’re usually quite bizarre. Different colors, different languages, different customs. You, however, may be the strangest collection of individuals I have seen. You don’t… match.”

“Is he being racist?” whispers Luci.

“Probably,” I shrug.

“You were seen with a boy,” he continues. “Éogan. Where has he gone?”

Luci turns toward us, her voice low. “Should I take the lead on this one? You know, because of the charm?”

I give her a thumbs up. What could go wrong? Elias, for his part, doesn’t argue. He just nods. Ron adds an enthusiastic ‘rock on’ gesture.

Luci returns her attention to Lord Cathal. “We don’t know where Éogan went. We ran into him on our way here. We only know his name. Also he stole from us, so like, we’re not friends.”

“Hmm,” the lord replies, seemingly satisfied. “I must ask what your business is here in Glasbaile. How did you find us? What is your purpose?”

“We’re adventurers,” Luci replies. “Monster hunters. Questers. Whatever.”

Yeah, maybe we shouldn’t have given the impressionable 13-year-old the charm attributes.

“Oh, we have this letter actually!” she says. “A fisherman, uh, gave it to us.”

Sliding the bag from my shoulder, I fish out the letter and hand it to Luci. She makes a move toward the desk. The guards stiffen.

“Stand down,” says Lord Cathal. He extends his hand. “Here.”

1.

Quest Updated!

COURIER OF THE ISLE: Complete

You have delivered the fisherman’s letter to Lord Cathal.

Rewards: 50xp

2.

Level up! You are now Level 10. 

Exp to next level: 42/100

Attribute points available: 3

3.

Hidden Class Ability Unlocked!

SICARII

Level 10 Ability:

Sneak Attack: Target a major artery to instantly kill an unalerted enemy of equal or lower level.

“Level 10!” Luci excitedly whispers.

“Same!” I say, squeezing her hand. And also, holy shit, what an ability - you know, if I ever learn how to stealth.

Holding the letter to the candle, Lord Cathal’s eyes skim the parchment.

“The fog around the isle is moving inland?” he asks. None of us reply. “That wasn’t rhetorical.”

“Oh. I mean, I guess if it used to be right on the shore, you know, hiding the island, then yeah,” answers Luci. “Ships that pass by can probably see it now. Like us. Like our boat. Because that’s how we got here. But then, it’s really thick later.”

Smooth. I find my fingers tracing the handles of my daggers.

But, however jumbled her words are, she seems to be convincing.

“Of course,” answers Lord Cathal. His gaze flicks to the sculpture on his desk. For a moment - just for a moment - I swear the eye moves. “Did it hurt? The fog?”

“Hurt?” asks Luci. “Uh. I guess it felt kinda itchy?”

“Hmm.” The man holds the letter over the candle. The edges of the parchment curl and brown, and then finally catch.

“You’re new to the isle,” he continues, watching the growing flame. “A sorcerer named Laserian conjured a fog, allegedly to hide Hy-Brasil from mainland men like me. If the fog is drifting inland, then his plans have changed. That isn’t good. We’ve had enough trouble with those who wield magic as of late.”

He sets the flaming paper on a tray as the orange light flickers across his face. “The town of Glasbaile will be moved this evening. I can exile you now and leave you to the monsters, or you can move across the isle with us and set out for the sorcerer’s tower in the morning. Deal with Laserian, and you will be rewarded.”

“Exile?” Luci stutters. “Hold up…”

“Well, frankly I don’t know who you are or how you found us, so would it really be wise to allow you to stay?”

Elias steps forward. “But you’d trust us to challenge your sorcerer.”

“You seem capable,” the lord offers casually. He watches the flame wither as the last bit of paper burns to ash. When the final lick of fire won’t die, he rolls up his sleeve, holds his palm over the light, and smothers it. “And you said that’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To quest? Well, here it is. Go. Quest.”

“I mean, yeah, okay I guess.” Luci shrugs. “We’ll-”

“Tell us about Laserian,” interrupts Elias, earning him a scowl from his niece.

“He’s powerful but reclusive. They say he deals in necromancy now, so I would assume he protects himself with minions rather than his own spellwork. Of course, I’d prepare yourselves against magic anyhow. Counter-spells, mental acuity, counter-enchantments, and the like. The mundane don’t fare well against them.”

“We’re not magic users,” I say.

“I wouldn’t be talking to you if you were,” the lord replies.

“But then how are we supposed to-”

“That isn’t my problem. Accept now or you’ll spend the night elsewhere.”

“Then yes. We’ll do it,” Luci answers. She gives Elias a pointed glare.

New Quest! THE PROBLEM WITH MAGIC

Lord Cathal has tasked you with defeating the sorcerer who is tormenting the Isle of Brasil.

Objectives:

- Deal with Sorcerer Laserian: In Progress

- Return victorious, for a gift from Lord Cathal: In Progress

Rewards: XP, Rare Weapon, Visa Extension

Visa extension.

“Fuck yes,” I blurt. At the same time, Ron gives another ‘rock on’ hand gesture. Luci grins. Elias is as cool as a cucumber, slash boring accountant.

Lord Cathal dips a quill into an ink pot and scribbles something onto a thin scrap of parchment. “The town will reappear in the hills to the west. To reach the sorcerer’s tower, head east along the river into the rising sun until you reach a waterfall. Climb the cliff’s edge. The tower will be just beyond it.”

“How do we get in?” I ask.

“I don’t care.” Finishing his writing, he seals the parchment with hot wax. “Now, hand this to the innkeeper. He will accommodate you for exactly one night. You are to leave in the morning.”

As I take the paper, the guards move forward, clearly indicating the end of our meeting. It all feels rather abrupt. I understand the guy is a classist prick who’s used to commanding his lessers to do ridiculous tasks - plus, this is exactly the kind of task we wanted - but I feel like I’m missing something.

“Hey, before we go, I have to ask,” I say. “What exactly is the sorcerer doing that’s so wrong?”

Lord Cathal snorts. “Magic. Have I not been clear enough? Ireland is a tiresome orchestra playing the sad swan song of superstitious idiots.”

“Oh. Okay…”

“He cast an impenetrable fog over the isle. Conjured monsters. Converted magical adepts to his cause. So on and so forth. All very bad. And because of him - only because of him - I’ve been made to cage or execute my own people and nearly every foreigner due to his menace. Once he grows in power, I assume he’ll traverse the seas and conquer the mainland. Though they’re morons, so who can blame him. Oh, and necromancy. Lots of undead. Any further questions?”

“Um, no. No, that seems to sum it up. Actually, one more-”

“No.”

And with that, we are unceremoniously booted back into the market square.
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[Worm] Mage





In a world ruled by giant bugs, be the early bird that gets the worm.

Colossal moths ravaged his hometown. Titanic waterbugs sank his refugee ship. Giant ants killed his parents and robbed him of everything he had left. After he is ordered to stay behind and cover his army’s retreat in humanity’s losing war against the Swarm, [Ant] class child soldier ‘Sparrow’ is rescued at the brink of death by a hidden village of powerful mages.

To save his life, the mages change his class to [Worm]—a class nobody in the outside world knows anything about. Now, armed with a set of reality-warping mutations and abilities, Sparrow knows he must gather information, learn the mages’ techniques, and accumulate as much power as he can before returning to his army. If he can do that, humanity may just be able to turn the tides against the Swarm.

First, he has to learn how to control his wormhole abilities before he rips himself apart.

Then, he must become a Worm Mage himself.

[Click here to start reading]
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Chapter 38


                If the townspeople are bewildered to see us in one piece, we couldn’t possibly know. It’s way too damned dark. I never thought to wonder when streetlights were invented, but I guess the 1400s weren’t it. Most of the market square has cleared. Those who are left carry small twinkling lanterns and candles as they clean their stalls and shuffle home.

However, the dark of early evening makes the inn easy to spot. A single torch marks the door of a small stone building. Above the doorframe hangs a small sign simply stating “Public House.”

Elias, relentless gentleman that he is, holds the door for us as we file inside. The warmth of a blazing hearth consumes the room. Similar to the lord’s hall, there are several long tables and a chandelier. At the far end is a bar with a kitchen behind it. Creaky wooden stairs lead to another floor where I assume we’ll find our rooms. Rooms plural. Please, rooms plural. I need alone time. I’ve had about enough social proximity to last the month.

As we settle in, two notifications appear.

1.

New Status!

Safe: You have entered a safe zone. Enemies, NPCs, and participants outside of your party cannot harm you or your equipment for the duration of your stay.

2.

Title(s) Earned:

Sound Sleeper: Discover your first safe zone.

Reward: 50g

“Sweet, sweet rest!” Luci exclaims. She dumps her bow and slides across one of the benches until she’s fully reclined. “Yeah, that’s the stuff.”

As Ron pretends to sit on her head, I knock her legs to the side and make some room. The second I take a seat, I realize I may never get back up again. I’m not sore now, but it’s in those stages where I know I’ll be sore tomorrow. Tomorrow, when we have to fight through a tower. And confront a sorcerer. Ugh, I need sleep. Twenty hours seems about right.

A few local patrons side-eye us. A burly, bearded man raises a pint of ale in cheers before his less boisterous friend hushes him and mutters something loud about “tax collectors.”

Elias takes the parchment we got from Lord Cathal and approaches the bar.

Did you know?

While Catholics were allowed to put aside their Lent to eat and drink on St. Patrick’s, drunkenness was heavily frowned upon. As such, Irish law prohibited pubs to be open on St. Patrick’s Day.



“Okay, seriously, is anyone else getting that?” I ask, shuffling the notification aside.

Luci pops up. “Getting what?”

“They only have two rooms,” Elias says, sliding in beside us.

“Uh-huh.” I look at Luci and inwardly groan. I can’t believe I’m doing this. “We can share if you want, Luce.”

“Sure,” she replies. “You’re kinda old for a sleepover, but it’ll be fun.”

“Okay, ouch.”

The innkeeper drops down four bowls of stew accompanied by four pints of ale. One whiff is all it takes to tell me that the drink is mostly water. I glance at Elias, expecting him to say something to his niece. Instead, his shoulders slouch, eyes drooping.

For the next while, we eat our stew in silence. It’s not as chunky or creamy as one would hope. Or well-spiced. Or salted. But the beef melts in my mouth, so I can’t complain. You know, anymore than I just did.

Halfway through her stew, Luci taps her spoon in thought against the side of her bowl. “So who here thinks Lord Cathal was a skeeve?”

“He seemed off to me,” I reply.

“I mean, he was so… weaselly,” she continues. “Like my principal, Mr. Zimmerman. He measured the girl’s skirts. It was so ick.”

I wrinkle my nose. “They still do that?”

“Yes! And it was totally unfair because Mykenzie like legit had her mom hem her skirt so high you could see her butt, but she was hot so he pretended not to notice. She even tanned in a booth with nothing but a thong. The guys were always talking about it. It was so wrong.”

Ron squirms. “This is way uncomfortable.” Ditching the spoon, Ron hides his face behind his bowl and slurps it down straight.

“I don’t trust him,” Elias agrees. “A man like that will send people within his confidence to do his dirty work. Not strangers.”

“It could just be because it’s a game again,” I say. “That’s what they do in games. ‘Hey, I just met you. Can you save my entire village?’ It’s pretty common.”

“Hmm, perhaps.” Elias thinks for a moment. “That is a valid point. What we see could represent a lapse in the designer’s logic or a lapse in the lord’s character. It’s difficult to judge the integrity of the world based only on what we’ve seen in a day.”

“True that.” I swallow another bite. “For instance, they say they hate magic, but the whole town is enchanted. Lapse in logic or a rich guy’s hypocrisy?”

“Agreed,” replies Elias.

Warning! An unmet party has received a quest. (1) quest is in progress by your party. (4) quests remain.



“There goes another one,” I say. “Wait, did we get that notification for the visa quest?”

Elias shakes his head.

With both his bowl and pint already empty, Ron whips out his gittern and starts absent-mindedly plucking at the strings. “Dudes, we got a quest to kill a freaking wizard, man. I’m super pumped.”

I yawn. “Really? Just sounds exhausting.”

“Yeah, man! It’s a wizard. In a wizard tower. They have magic here. Magic! Where’s the love? You were the one talking about how this was gonna be an adventure. You forget already?”

“No…” I did say that, didn’t I? My face reddens. “Maybe…”

“It’s been a long day,” Elias comments.

“Long day, schmlong day. Dudes, we’re in medium-evil times. It’s sick! We fought wolves, man!”

Luci grins. “That was awesome.”

“I’m just sayin’, I’m 42, and my stepdad was paying half my rent. My stepdad. Now a lord’s putting me up so I can go dungeon diving and kill a wizard. I never wanna go back. And I think I’m getting abs now,” he says, poking his belly.

“It still doesn’t feel totally right to me,” says Luci. “Like, yeah I can kinda shoot, but I’m still, I don’t know. I’m still just me.”

“Maybe we did the wrong thing not doing magic,” I say. “We have to at least up our wits attribute or get some serious gear if we’re going to fight a sorcerer. I don’t think Ron’s fortitude will cut it.”

“And level up,” Luci sleepily agrees. “Oh, I still have three points. I think maybe I should put it in dexterity again just to get me to 30. You know, another +3 buff.”

“Good idea. But then we need to stop putting everything in dexterity. Min-maxing is all well and good, but I’m pretty sure a couple fangs will kill me.”

“Not if you can dodge them.” She yawns. “We can figure it out tomorrow.”

“A lullaby for the lady?” says Ron as he plucks the first few notes of Twinkle Twinkle Little Star. Luci chuckles.

Elias glances at the table nearby. “I’m not sure that’s wise.”

“Aw.”

“Come on, Tío,” Luci begs. “He promised he’d play me something. I wanna hear.”

Before Elias can protest further, Ron stands, props a knee on the bench, and begins to play in earnest. It starts slow as he figures out the chords. Then, after a few notes, the tune falls into place. It’s actually pretty good. Really good. Soon his fingers are dancing across the strings like a natural. He hiccups a couple of times as he searches for the right chord. But I recognize it all the same: Nothing Else Matters. Sounds damn fine on a lute, actually.

As the innkeeper shuffles over to clean up our dinner, he gives Ron a subtle nod of approval. I even spot Elias mouthing the words.

“Metallica fan?” I whisper.

He shrugs sheepishly.

New Status!

Serenaded: All emotional statuses [entranced, confused, terrified, enraged, surprised] are nullified.



Ron strums the final notes, his fingers hanging on the fret for a moment before he rests. Luci bursts into applause. As we clap, he bows. “Thank you, thank you very much.”

The bearded patron at the next table over raises his pint, sloshing ale over the side. “Another!”

“Rory,” warns one of his more sober friends.

“Ah, come off it. I wanna hear the man play.” He swings his legs over the bench and waddles over. “From where’d you come, fellas? Not here, I wager!”

“You’d wager right,” I say. I throw him some awkward finger guns that I’m sure don’t translate.

“My friends thought you were taxmen from the mainland, but I don’t think you look like taxmen.” He slides in next to Ron and throws back another swig, ale foaming on his beard.

Did you know?

“Bent” mustaches, like biker, handlebar, and horseshoe mustaches, were banned in Dublin in 1457. That’s correct! Mustaches above the lip: legal! Mustaches below the lip: illegal! Why? Perhaps due to mistaken identity. Perhaps due to hygiene. Sadly, the reasons have been lost to history. Saffron-dyed tunics were similarly banned, as well as mullets, which we can all understand.

“Seriously?” I gasp. “How do I unsubscribe? Unsubscribe.”

“What’re you goin’ off about?” the man says. My party throws me equally quizzical looks.

“Nothing. Um, taxmen?”

“Mm, that’s right. But I don’t think you’re taxmen. I think you look more like those other folk that came through. Weird bunch, they were. All armed up like they were keen for a fight.”

Elias stiffens, his attention darting straight to his axe. 

Luci’s eyes light up. “There’s another party here? What do they look like? Who are they?”

“Not sure. Only caught a glimpse. Aidan talked to ‘em for a brief spell, but they said they had other business. Haven’t seen ‘em since. Must’ve gone away out of town soon after.”

He downs another gulp of ale. “Usually, our wee isle’s a quiet spot. No foreigners nor mainlanders since the fog rolled in a decade or so back. ‘Side from Lord Cathal of course. Swear that fog were a good thing back then. Nice havin’ a wizard to protect us. But that was ‘fore the fair folk twisted him. No offense, no offense!” he says to no one in particular. “‘Course the monsters are worse than any old wizard. But not by much of a margin! Har har har.”

“What kind of monsters?” asks Luci. “We’ve only seen wolves.”

“Hmm, well, that’s half the issue right there. All the beasts been gettin’ a little over-feisty. Bears, wolves, snakes, and the like. Bigger. More feral-like. Fair folk still aren’t all that much trouble. Just a poxy nuisance is all. No offense! Gotta watch the river kelpies too, though I hear they’re more exhibitionist than they are dangerous. Bit mad though.” He turns back to his friends. “Aidan, Aidan, what was that monster you all wrestled with the eve of that Lughnasadh? A banshee?”

“No, no, that were a bánánach,” his friend calls back. He waves an arm in the air - an arm that stops right at the wrist. 

“Jesus.”

Warning! The quest A FARMER’S REVENGE has already been taken. If the associated party dies or leaves the region, the quest will become available.

So another party was definitely here then.

“How do you fight a banana-chs?” asks Luci.

“Fight it? Aren’t you a wee bit young for that?”

Luci’s face hardens. “Ugh. If I hear that one more time.”

Throwing his hands up in defeat, the bearded man whistles. “Oof. Right, lass. Apologies. Just don’t see many kids around these days.”

“Huh. Now that you say it.” I glance warily at Luci who just rolls her eyes. “Why’s that?”

“Why’s what?” the man asks.

“You said you don’t see many kids these days.”

“Huh, now that you say it.” He blinks, then rubs his eyes. “What was I… Right. Best thing to do about monsters like the bánánach is to not go tramplin’ haunted battlefields in the first place.”

“Don’t need to go wanderin’ outside anyhow,” he continues. “Lord Cathal’s been a right fella. Buyin’ up farms and movin’ folk to town. Most folk aren’t livin’ in the fields anymore. And those that are aren’t, well, livin’. Lucky you don’t have the taint a’ magic on you. Good Lord Cathal’s been havin’ to jail ‘em left and right just to keep us good folk safe. Right shame.”

“Shh, now, Rory,” his friend says. “Leave ‘em taxmen alone.”

“They aren’t taxmen! Don’t be a dryshite!” The man gulps down the rest of his ale and pounds the pint on the table. “Anyhow, if you’re lookin’ to avoid a fight, just skirt ‘round the fog and don’t stay out at night. And avoid any ancient battlefields. Caves and lakes are right out too. And deep parts of the river. Crypts, tombs, graveyards, ruins… Oh, in fact, there’s a crypt you’ll definitely want to avoid. Dungeon of the… dungeon of the somethin’ or other.”

I perk up. “A dungeon? Where is that exactly?”

“Dorren’s bound to have a map down at her stall come the mornin’. So you know where not to go, of course. What else, what else. Oh, avoid abandoned farms. Abandoned anything, like. Let’s see. Mounds, circles, anythin’ the fair folk might live in. Fancy trees and the like…”

“So don’t go anywhere is what you’re saying.”

“That’d be my advice. Especially anywhere underground,” he answers.

“Why’s that? The fair folk?”

“Who?” the man says, fighting back a yawn. “Well, I need to crack on now. The bellman says the town’s movin’, so don’t go traipsin’ outside the border ‘til sun-up. Have a good ‘un!” And he scuttles back to his table.

New Status!

Well Fed: Gain 25% Stamina Regen for the next 3 hours.



Unhelpful now but definitely a perk to keep in mind.

Ron plays another few songs, earning him a complimentary drink from the innkeeper due to his musical talents. Another perk we’ll have to keep in mind. Unlike our previous ales, this one has a higher alcohol content, and after a long day of exercise, it goes to Ron’s head immediately. His songs grow worse. I think the innkeeper regrets it.

For a while longer, we mill about, listening to Ron’s progressively helpless renditions of 90s metal songs and talking sleepily about what lies ahead. It’s hard to say what time it is. Somewhere around 7pm, maybe 8? Despite the relatively early hour, it feels late, our exhaustion exacerbated by the cozy hearth, the lack of light, and the lack of any entertainment beyond what we can provide ourselves. So we head upstairs. Well, three of us do anyhow. I think Ron’s still playing his weird lute.

The medieval bedtime routine is not my usual go-to, gotta say. Usually I’m a night-shower girl - if I can manage it -, followed by some half-assed teeth brushing, doom scrolling in bed for an hour, then peacefully drifting off to thoughts of all the dumb decisions I’ve made over the course of my existence.

Instead, I get to use the privy. Oh boy! I knew there wouldn’t be modern-day plumbing, and I’ve used campground outhouses before, but this somehow feels worse. Like I’m shitting in someone’s cupboard. We’re also given a small basin of water, a rough linen cloth, and a tub of paste that’s like a mix of salt, mint, and rosemary that we’re supposed to just rub into our teeth.

Before we met, my fiance stayed with his parents at a castle in Salzburg, Austria. Did I mention his family was loaded? Oh, but he went on and on about how authentic the experience felt. Drafty stone rooms, food cooked over a crackling fire, beds laden in furs. But you didn’t have salt toothpaste, did you, Ethan? Did you? Here’s hoping the alien hospital in Pharos does cavity fillings.

Anyway. The beds aren’t half bad though. They’re furnished with feather mattresses, thick quilts, and soft pillows. Stripping down to my underwear, I slip into bed and pull the quilt up to my chin. It’s cozy. Maybe a little pokey. The feathers are perhaps a little too real. But it’s better than the straw floor I was beginning to expect.

I miss my phone.

But all it takes is a little switch in perspective to see how utterly lucky we are. Sure, the toothpaste is rocky and tastes like salt, and I may never get to watch another episode of Invincible again. But I’m fed. I’ve got a bed. A roof over my head. And for the second night in a row, I don’t feel like crying. I almost feel alive.

On the other side of the room, Luci’s linens rustle. A cloudy sliver of moonlight casts the barest glow from the window, enough that I can catch the thinnest, grainiest outline of her figure nestled beneath her quilt.

“You awake?” she asks, her voice muffled.

“Uh-huh. Why, what’s wrong?”

“Why’s something have to be wrong?” she groans. “You so don’t know how to do sleepovers.”

“Sure I do. I’m over it, so I sleep.”

“Psh.” It’s silent for a moment. Then Luci sighs. “Look. I see what you guys are doing.”

“Hmm?”

“You and Tío Elias! I mean, Tío Elias is worse. Way worse. Just, you don’t have to hover over me all the time. I can take care of myself.”

I roll over to face her. “I know. Believe me. You’re scarily put together.”

“Thank you,” she says, with more than just a little hint of sass.

“Your uncle just feels responsible. And I guess I just… feel. It’s been a while.”

“Okay.” She pauses. Then she sits up, crossing her legs. “But like, you know that’s not fair right? You guys feeling all parent-y over me means I have to be okay which like… It’s the end of the world. That’s way more to ask of me than it is to ask of you.”

“We’re just worried about you, Luce. You’re 13. You weigh, like, 90 pounds.”

“So? We’re all the same level.”

“But you’re still…” Ugh, how do I put this? “We just want to protect you.”

“Well. What if I want to protect you too?”

I sigh, too tired to argue. “How ‘bout this. If I’m being too parent-y, you tell me to stop.”

“I guess that works,” she grumbles as she flops back down into bed. “What about Tío Elias? Can you talk to him? He listens to you.”

“Does he though?” 

“Pleeeeease. I’m legit losing my mind here.”

“Alright. I’ll try. But that’s all I can promise.” I tug the quilt over my face. “Now. Me sleepy. Less talk. More snooze.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she scoffs. She flips over her pillow, beating the feathers into submission, before lying down again. “I knew you were too old for sleepovers.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    And now for a fun li’l story about a grumpy crab and his coveted hoard of loot. Give yourself a well-deserved break and check this one out!
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Merchant Crab





Book 2 of Merchant Crab is out now! Read Balthazar’s journey for gold, pies, and levels in 100+ chapters, with new ones three times a week.



Balthazar was just a random giant crab enjoying his life in a fantasy world full of bothersome human adventurers, but then he had to go and accidentally discover the secret of attributes and levels. And also pie. With baked goods and coin as his new life goals, he turns to the competitive business of trading the random junk adventurers loot every day.

Follow Balthazar as he does everything to find a baker… except leave his pond, because exploring the dangerous world out there is for suckers. Witness how adventurers just can’t seem to stop dying around his home. And cheer for a crab who makes great new friends by simply buying them.















                







Chapter 39


                I dream of wolves. Friendly wolves, for some reason, that we slaughter nonetheless. My subconscious mind has a way of making things just a little more fucked up.

I’m not sure how many hours pass. When I wake up again, it’s still pitch black. I toss the quilt off and turn over, hoping that sleep will find me again.

Something creaks. Fresh air wafts into the room as a window shutter flaps open.

Two hands grip the window sill. A figure emerges.

My twin daggers are in my hands, and I’m at the figure’s throat before I even realize what I’m doing.

My blade stops short of his neck, the point prodding his flesh.

“Ow, feck off, will you?” Éogan whines. “I’m here to talk.”

I sigh as I resheathe my weapons. “That is not a rational thing to say before 9 a.m.”

“Whas goin’ un?” Luci slurs. “Éogan?”

He slides off the sill, climbing over the nightstand and onto the floor. “I need your help.”

“Can it wait?” I mumble, returning to the bed. “Quest givers aren’t supposed to sneak into your room and wake you up in the middle of the night.”

“It’s an hour until dawn,” he argues.

“I mean, still,” Luci agrees. She sits up and drapes her legs off the side of the bed. “We kinda got a big day tomorrow. Lord Cathal wants us to kill the sorcerer.”

The boy leans on the nightstand. He’s still cradling his hand slightly, the bulge of the bandage visible around his lost fingers. “That right? How are you goin’ to do it?”

I yawn. “By not getting a full night’s sleep, obviously.”

“We don’t know yet,” Luci answers.

“Well, then it’s good I’m here, isn’t it? I have somethin’ that may help. But I need your help in exchange.”

“Of course you do,” I groan. I fumble in the dark for my jacket, then cross my legs and rest my chin in my hands. “Alright. Go on. What do you want. What’s the quest.”

Éogan takes a deep breath. “My little sister is locked up beneath Lord Cathal’s hall.”

“Sorry, you what now?”

“Your sister?” says Luci. “The one on the poster? She looks nine.”

“Does she?” Éogan asks.

“You don’t know?”

“Sure I do,” he replies, not elaborating further.

“Okay. Well, why in the world would that skeeve have her locked up?”

“No bleedin’ idea. You’ve heard about him paying off farmers to live in town, haven’t you?”

“Yeah…”

“Well, he did the same for me and Afric. It was just us two livin’ on the farm at the time. Cathal’s men arrived, and they promised us a home in Glasbaile just like they did everyone else. Only when we arrived in town, they took us to the dungeons instead.”

“And you don’t know why?” Luci asks.

“I don’t. There were dozens of us. All kids. Most orphans. At first I thought we were just waitin’ for folks to take us in, but… it felt wrong. So one day, when they were servin’ us food, I escaped with Afric. We fled town and were livin’ fine in the fields. That was until Cathal’s men found us again. I fought back. Or, least I tried. I was knocked out. When I woke, Afric was gone. ‘Course by then, the town had vanished, and I couldn’t get back in. That was four months ago now.”

“And so you used us to get here,” Luci replies.

He nods. “Somethin’ is happening in that hall. Somethin’ wrong. But I know Afric is still alive. I can feel it.” His voice grows raspy, that smug edge gone. “I know I have no right to ask for your help after what I did. But I’ve seen how you move. How you fight. I know you can do it, and I know I can’t do it alone. I’m asking you. Please help me save my sister. Not for me. For Afric.”

Stifling a yawn, I sit upright and stretch my arms. The window shutters flap lazily in the breeze, emitting stray slivers of moonlight. It’s hard to see what Luci is thinking. It’s hard to see anything at all. And to think, I thought tonight would be peaceful.

“So. Let me get this straight. You’re asking us to invade a lord’s hall,” I say. “In the middle of the night. After stealing from us.” 

“Oh! The weapons!” he exclaims. “Lord Cathal has an armory. I’m right sure he’s got magic too.”

“Other great reasons not to invade,” I reply.

“That you can use to defeat your sorcerer, is what I was going to say,” he quickly adds. “I can show you exactly where to sneak in. There’s a back door. It’s hardly guarded. This is a small town. This isn’t breaking into a castle. It’s just a small lord’s hall with six guards at most.”

“Uh-huh,” I groan.

Given the ungodly time, my first instinct is to give his tragic story a fat thumbs down and pass out again. But we do need gear and levels to fight the big bad, and I have been telling Luci about how, despite NPCs being fake, the consequences of our actions may still feel real. The kid’s clearly got a taste for fighting. Maybe it’s time we do something good too. Saving a little girl might be just what we need.

And honestly, I agree; Lord Cathal’s hiding something. The weird eye sculpture on his desk, the iron hand jewelry, the town enchantment, the ability to lock up and kill anyone who practices magic… He may just be a lord from the mainland, but he’s also sketchy as fuck. If this were a game - which it is - then there’s no way there isn’t treasure in that place.

Saying that, when we get back to Pharos, I am spending my entire visa on sleep.

I look across the room toward Luci. In the dark, I can’t see her expression, but I can see the outline of her foot as she traces her pointed toes along the floor. She always dances when she’s nervous.

“What are you thinking, Luce?”

“Not sure. I’m kinda thinking this is what we get for saving him.”

“In a good or bad way?”

“Both,” she says with a chuckle. Éogan crosses his arms but rightly says nothing. Luci grabs her boots from the end of the bed. “But I think I wanna do it. Only, can we not tell Tío Elias?”

“Ha. No. No way. I know you’re getting tired of the helicopter parenting, but if we leave him behind, he will kill me. Also, as soon as you accept the quest, he’ll get the notification and, if he isn’t with us, he will storm that building alone to get to you. So either we have him in the party now, or we have him in the party when he’s extra pissed off.”

“Why do you always have to be so reasonable,” she huffs. “Okay, Éogan. We’ll do it.”

“Thank you. You’re right good people. I swear it’ll be worth it to you,” he replies.

1.

New Quest! INNOCENCE LOST

A young girl named Afric has gone missing inside Lord Cathal’s hall. Her brother Éogan has requested that you find her and bring her to safety.

Objectives:


	Enter Lord Cathal’s hall: In Progress

	Locate Afric: In Progress

	Return Afric to safety: In Progress



Rewards: XP, Gips

You have obtained a quest. This quest is no longer available to other parties. (2) quests are in progress by your party. (3) quests remain.

2.

Quest Updated! THE PROBLEM WITH MAGIC

You’ve heard tell of an item or items that may help you in your fight against Laserian, the sorcerer that Lord Cathal has requested you handle.

Objectives:


	(Optional) Retrieve a weapon worthy of defeating Sorcerer Laserian: In Progress

	Deal with Sorcerer Laserian: In Progress



Well, that quest update sounds good at least. 

I snag my yoga pants off the floor and shimmy into them - backwards at first, because that’s about where I’m at right now. After slapping my hair into a shitty ponytail, I rummage around the dark for my gym shoes.

“Did you do your point allocations?” I ask.

Luci nods. “Dexterity. Oh, and I unlocked some hidden class ability? I can recall a projectile within five seconds of hitting a target. I don’t know if that means like, into my hand or my quiver or what. But it says it’ll penetrate anyone in the way. Cool, right?”

“Wow. Yeah, deadly.”

I bring up my profile.

Helen Gables

Lv 10

Health: 28/28

Stamina: 72/72

Strength: 4

Fortitude: 6 (+3 armor)

Dexterity: 32

Wits:7

Resolve: 10

Charm: 5

Available Attribute Points: 3

Wallet: 894g

Ooo, that Level 10 looks good, doesn’t it? Also no fatigue status. Guess I got enough sleep, despite how I feel.

That health is atrocious though. To get it higher, I’d have to increase my fortitude. But do I want to increase my fortitude or do I want to increase my wits? In other words, do I want to protect myself against physical attacks or magical attacks? The guards in Lord Cathal’s hall likely just have swords, so upping my fortitude would make sense. 

However, we may find ourselves up against magic farther in, and the battle against the sorcerer will most definitely involve a spell or two. In which case, wits makes more sense. That and I’ll need wits if I want to wield magic myself. 

At this point, I don’t know if that’s possible, given my class. If spell scrolls exist, can I use them? Are there wands? Magic scepters? Is Lord Cathal’s hand jewelry magic, and who do I have to kill to get me one of those? So long as I have enough wits, I should be able to use it.

Of course, the resolve attribute helps me bounce back from injuries no matter what the source is, so that sort of covers both, so long as the attack doesn’t kill me out-right. And the stamina recovery I get from that stat is clutch too. As of right now, I can only use my shadowstep once per fight. Twice if I feel like draining myself completely. If I can use that ability more often, I can avoid getting hit entirely.

Okay, wits will have to come later. And with a rogue class, I think I need to focus on resolve and then pad my fortitude with whatever gear I can.

So resolve it is then. I finish lacing up my shoes and stand. “Let’s do this.”

Weapons in hand, Luci and I head to the adjoining room where the other half of our party sleeps.

True to form, Elias shows zero signs of grogginess. The second we wake him, he’s alert, no bags under his eyes, no slur in his speech or stumble in his step. The bastard. He’s wary of breaking into Lord Cathal’s hall, obviously; “caution” is the guy’s middle name. However, he’s more on board with the plan than I thought he’d be. He points out that quests dish out pretty damn good XP, and if we want loot, we’ll do better raiding an armory than strolling through some Irish plains.

Ron, on the other hand, will not wake. He just snores like a dinosaur, his breath reeking of peppery ale. Apparently, he got on quite well with the guys downstairs. He lumbered into the room late last night, muttering something about seeing a leprechaun and then passing out fully clothed. 

Honestly, good for him. Also, good for us. I think we can all agree that a stealth mission wouldn’t be Ron’s type. We’ll try to bring him back a mace or something.

It’s too bad there’s no in-game messaging. And, as it turns out, we can’t leave a note for him. Ink wells and paper are pretty rare around here, so in lieu of that, Elias pays the innkeeper 50g to tell Ron where we went. Hopefully, we’ll make it back before he’s unceremoniously dismissed from town. Of course, if we kill all the guards, who’s going to kick him out? Got ‘em.

We also down a couple eggs, on Elias’ insistence. I’m not a breakfast person, but he’s right; we shouldn’t be fighting on an empty stomach.

By the time we head out, the town curfew has ended. Turns out medieval Ireland is full of early-risers. Still, the morning light has yet to show. There’s nothing but a cloud-covered moon and the errant flicker of candles to guide our way. According to Éogan, we still have half an hour before sunrise.

Given that Lord Cathal’s hall is just across the square, it only takes a minute to reach the alley behind it. Unlike the dark, trash-congested death traps I’m used to, medieval alleys are just like streets, only more narrow and overshadowed by arches and wooden beams linking one row of buildings to another. Uneven stoops lead up to darkened doorways bordered by patches of green shrubs. The scent of woodsmoke lingers - another sign of medieval Ireland’s early-risers.

Where the weathered stones of Lord Cathal’s hall meets the surrounding shops, there’s a small courtyard. 

Éogan holds up his hand, stopping us before we get too close. With his back against the wall, he peeks around the corner into the courtyard. Then he turns toward us.

“There’s the servant’s door. Most live just there,” his whispers, nodding to the houses across the street. “Cathal only has a handful. The kitchen workers will already be inside. The chambermaids switch an hour after dawn. You won’t be seen goin’ in. Can’t say about the rest.”

“Guards?” I ask.

“Just the one.” He steps back, allowing me a turn.

I hug the wall, melding with the stone like a chameleon. I haven’t tested out my Silent Step yet, but I can feel its effect. 

Usually, I’m not patient. I’m not sneaky. But in an instant, I feel just a little closer to the rogue I’m meant to be. I step along the wall, moving with precision and grace as I disappear into the dark.

Around the corner is the courtyard. It’s twenty feet wide at most and only ten feet deep. There’s a bench, a few shrubberies. Most importantly, there stands a wooden door, its perimeter studded with iron. A guard stands beside it. His head droops slightly, the grip on his halberd flimsy and loose. I bet he’s bored out of his mind.

Gofraid - Town Guard (Level 10)

One of the guards from earlier. 

“So how do you want to do this?” I ask the others.

“Uh, kill him?” suggests Luci.

Elias nods. “Your class serves this exact scenario.”

“Right. Yeah, I got a sneak attack now too, it’s just… I haven’t killed a… person.”

Éogan’s brow furrows. “You haven’t? Thought you were warriors.”

“Monster hunters, at best,” I say. 

“They’re not real,” Luci adds.

“Sure,” I say. I breathe deeply as I palm my dagger. “Um, no you’re right. I can do this.”

I peek into the courtyard again. The guard covers a yawn with the back of his hand and shifts his feet.

Yeah. I can do this.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    


	


[image: image]


Children of the Cold Moon: The Four Treasures Saga, Book 1 [Isekai / LitRPG]





On the winter solstice Bren gets pulled into the Celtic Otherworld, where he uncovers a grave threat looming over the world. Armed with ancient prophecies and guided by legendary figures from Irish mythology, Bren embarks on a perilous quest to retrieve relics said to hold the key to restoring balance. 

But as he delves deeper into the mysteries of his own identity and confronts the shadows of his past, Bren realizes that his journey is not just about saving the Otherworld— it’s about discovering the hero within himself.

READER’S COMPENDIUM CAN BE FOUND HERE.















                







Chapter 40


                My party waits as I contemplate the best way to kill this guy. I know he’s just a video game character. A living, breathing video game character full of realistic blood and realistic organs who will, inevitably, make a very realistic death rattle as I mercilessly stab him.

No biggie. 

Despite my Silent Step, I doubt I can make it across the small courtyard unseen. The guard may be tired, but the entire area is in full view. There’s maybe a one foot gap between his back and the wall though. My shadowstep should work just fine.

I take a deep breath. Here goes nothing.

Sliding my foot along the wall’s edge, I curl around the corner, lithe as a cat. My heart beats once, twice, and then I’m gone. 

The world blinks as I appear behind him, dagger poised. Without hesitation, I plunge the blade into his neck. It takes no effort. The dagger sinks to the hilt. 

The guard’s halberd clangs against cobblestone as the man desperately claws at his throat. He scrambles to pry my fingers from the weapon, his head bobbing up and down as he struggles for air.

I tug the dagger out. Blood spouts from his neck like a leak in a hose. Gurgling, the man falls to his knees and face-plants on the ground with a thud. His body spasms. Then he’s dead, a viscous, sanguine pool spilling out from under him.

1.

Enemy Defeated:

Town Guard (Lv 10)

Exp: 50

Earned: 250g

Exp to next level: 92/100

2.

Title(s) Earned:

Novice Assassin: Kill an unalerted enemy with one attack.

Reward: Silent Step +1

3.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Silent Step 6 (+9 Dexterity Bonus)

I whip my head to the side and just manage to swallow the bile rising in my throat before I vomit.

“Wow,” says Luci, coming up beside me. “Gross.”

“Thanks, Luce.” I shiver, my heartbeat fluttering so fast, it feels like I’m vibrating. Stupid adrenaline. I inhale deeply, measuring the rise and fall of my chest, as I try not to keel over.

That was… very easy. Physically. The dagger just slid into the guy like he was an expensive filet mignon. Is that because of my level or are humans just that easy to kill? I look down at the blood painting my fingers. It’s too dark to see, but it’s warm and sticky and stinks like a bag of pennies. 

I turn to Elias. “This how you felt with your first murder?”

“No.”

I shake my head. “You monster.” Wiping my blade on my yoga pants, I look to the others. “Alright geniuses. Now we have a body.”

Elias taps his lips. “Hmm.”

“You didn’t think of that?”

“I did not,” he replies. He surveys the courtyard. “There’s nowhere to hide him here. We’ll have to take him inside.”

“Awesome.” 

Snagging the keyring from the guard’s belt, I go to unlock the door. It takes a few tries before finding the right fit. The lock clicks. As carefully as I can, I budge the door open.

Inside is a small mudroom. It smells earthen and musty, the floor nothing but packed dirt. On one side of the room sits an oak chest. Several cloaks and a single sachet of dried lavender hang from a row of rough-hewn pegs above it. On the other side sits a stack of barrels and crates.

One by one, we edge inside. Elias has the body slung over his shoulder. Luci carries his halberd, which then disappears into her inventory.

Smart girl. I’d completely forgotten we can stash weapons and armor in our weird invisible inventories. I eye the guard’s body. If I wanted his gear, I’d have to strip him, right? Everything he’s wearing is cloth: his cap, his gloves, his shirt, his pants. They wouldn’t fit, and they wouldn’t provide much cover. But they could be worth something. Well. If we have the time, I’m definitely going to look into that. The mudroom too. Might be some clothes in here that could earn us a bit of cash. Oh, and I have that class bonus for selling loot at a premium too.

Just for kicks, I snatch a cloak off one of the pegs and let it vanish into my inventory.

Armor Acquired!

Common Cloak

A lightweight accessory.

Requirement: None

Provides:

- Mild insulation

No fortitude or abilities then. Wonder how much it’s worth.

Éogan grabs another cloak and drapes it over the blooded stone behind us, then shuts the door. “It’ll have to do,” he says with a shrug.

After unloading the furs and blankets from the chest, I gesture for Elias to do the honors. He dumps the body, clunking its head against the side before angling it sideways, contorting the legs into a pretzel, and jamming the whole thing down with the heel of his boot. Then we pile as many blankets as we can fit on top.

I snap the lid shut. “Teamwork.”

“Now what?” whispers Luci.

There’s an arch leading into a stony corridor that splits three ways. Éogan points off to the right. “The stairwell to the dungeon is through the door at the end of the hall. That’s where Lord Cathal’s men took us.”

“Maybe you guys should stay here,” I reply. “You know, hide. Wait until I clear it.”

“What if you’re seen?” asks Elias. “You can’t handle multiple guards.”

“Then I’ll just start screaming. I’ve also still got a sleeping draught and two bottles of liquid fire that I have no idea how to use.”

“That isn’t altogether reassuring,” he answers. He doesn’t argue further.

The three of them hide: Luci behind a few barrels, Éogan beneath a cloak, and Elias just standing as far back in the corner as he can. It’s like playing hide and seek with four-year-olds. One day, we’ll be much better at this. If we survive that long, of course.

“Psh, increased ‘cowardice?’” Luci’s muffled voice scoffs. “Stupid.”

Crouching low, I step into the corridor.

I don’t know how one goes about stealthing down a hallway other than praying they don’t run into anyone. So that’s what I do. I slink along the wall, hugging the shadows as much as possible, my new dagger in hand in case things go awry. At this hour, the corridor is only illuminated by whatever starlight the narrow windows at the far ends manage to catch. I had imagined the hall would be lit by torches or candles, but I guess that’s just a waste of resources.

Still, I hold my breath, my heart pounding at the thought of being seen. I don’t want to have to fight a chambermaid.

Luckily, all I pass is a larder and some other door that I ignore for now. In only moments, I reach the end of the hall. I pry the door open, wincing at the sound of rusted hinges, and squeeze inside.

I find myself at the top of a wide stairwell, the ceiling arched and low. Candlelight reflects off of the final steps. I have no idea what I’m walking into here, but I take solace in the fact that I can fucking teleport.

Slowly, so slowly, I descend. I swear I can hear my own heartbeat reverberating against the walls. I’m sweating, the grip of the dagger slippery in my palm. Midway down the stairwell, I hear the low bass tones of muttering voices. Someone - a guard likely - shouts, and the voices quiet.

At the bottom of the stairwell, I quickly step across a small alcove and throw my back against the wall, then peek through the archway into the dungeon beyond.

Skill Proficiency Increased: 

Silent Step 7 (+9 Dexterity Bonus)

Shush, not now, system.

The dungeon is, as one would expect, oppressively dreary. It’s just one wide corridor, the ceiling low and floors made of dirt. It reeks of sour decay and piss. There seems to be only six iron-barred cells, which I suppose might be a lot for a small town. Who knows. A single fat candle on a rickety table lights the room, sentencing every enclosed cell to almost complete darkness.

Just a few feet away, a lone guard sits on a stool. He lazily rolls a die across the table, swears, and rolls it again.

Ultán - Dungeon Guard (Level 10)

Instead of a halberd, this guard’s got a sword on his right hip and a long dagger or knife on the left. And you know what? I’ll be honest. Thinking about the weapons I could loot off his corpse makes me just a little less concerned about killing him.

This time, I don’t use my ability. Maybe I’m just being cocky, but I want to know how silent my Silent Step really is. 

With the skill comes knowledge. Focusing on the guard, I lower my body and move forward, carefully setting the outer edges of my toes onto the floor and rolling into each step before gradually bringing down my heel. Once my foot is planted, I shift my weight and move again. 

It’s a little janky in gym shoes, but the movement itself feels as natural as it gets.

I inhale and exhale steadily through my nose, not making a single sound as a glide forward. Soon, I’m close enough to feel his heat. 

Should I be jabbing this guy in the neck or should I be cutting across his throat, the way they do it on screen? I don’t know if it’s more efficient that way or just a TV thing. The problem is, the idea of slicing throats and tendons and whatnot makes me feel queasy. Even the word “cutthroat” makes me a bit nauseous. “Stabthroat” feels fine though.

So, holding my breath, I raise my dagger and jam it into his neck.

This time, instead of waiting for him to fall, I pull back and guide him gently to the floor. Then I roll him over and withdraw the blade. A squeal manages to escape his lips. I don’t think; I step on the back of his head and smash his face into the dirt, smothering the noise.

1.

Enemy Defeated: 

Dungeon Guard (Lv 10)

Exp: 50

Earned: 250g

2.

Level up! You are now Level 11. 

Exp to next level: 42/110

Attribute points available: 3

Huh. Well, I’m just glad Luci didn’t see that. Although, quite frankly, she could probably handle it just fine. Which, quite frankly, isn’t terrific.

Whatever. Fuck it. I’m a ninja. And at this point, I’m feeling so smooth that I’m almost tempted to just solo this entire hall and come out as a Level 20 because fuck you, I’m a ninja. 

Still, there’s a quest at hand, and it’d be a pretty dickmove to clear the entire place by myself, especially if I get myself killed. Now I just need to-

A foot falls on the stone steps behind me. 

I spin around. The glint of candlelight catches in the steel of a guard’s blade as it slashes downward.

Shit! Where the fuck did he come from? In a flailing reflex, I shadowstep behind him. I’m unprepared and unbalanced, with one foot on one step, one foot on another. 

In a panic, I stab at his throat.

But the fucker’s alerted. My ability doesn’t trigger. The blade glances off the back of his neck, slicing just deep enough to hurt but not deep enough to kill.

The guard hardly even flinches. He’s disciplined, his every move made with intention. He turns, his sword swiping at my stomach. 

I’m undisciplined. And nearly nothing I do is intentional. But I’m nimble, my skills and actions baked into my muscles like I was born this way. Skipping sideways, I punch down with my dagger. I don’t know what I’m doing; I don’t mean to parry - just to get the goddamn blade away from my goddamn body - but it works. My crossguard catches his blade for just a moment. His attack swings low. 

Suddenly, my skin burns as his sword cuts across my thigh. 

He takes a step backward onto the dirt floor. Then, with one gloved hand solidly wrapped around the grip, he holds his sword across his body and breathes steadily, readying his next attack.

I am so fucked.

The guard swings, and all I see is a flash of metal aiming straight for my neck. With a gasp, I duck under it. I don’t know where the blade goes from there. The only reason I know it misses is that I’m still alive.

He makes another swipe, and I duck it again - this time, setting one foot forward and spinning towards him. For a moment, I’m inside his guard.

Before he can react, I grab my poison dagger and stab. Again, no clue where I’m stabbing. I mean to get him in the chest. I think I manage to nick his arm.

The toxic effect is immediate. When he moves back and raises his weapon next, he’s just a tad too slow. I have time. Not enough time to think properly or move deliberately. But time enough.

I’m all adrenaline now. Adrenaline and quite a lot of panic. Flicking the dagger into a reverse grip, I swipe the blade across his face and then swing overhand to jam the blade right into his eye.

He screams. I don’t wait. I yank out the dagger and jab him I-don’t-know-how-many-fucking-times, opening so many bloody gashes in his face that I don’t even know what I’m stabbing anymore. Adrenaline and panic: it’s a nasty combo.

Reeling, the man stumbles backwards and falls onto his back. The momentum tugs me forward. As I trip, I just barely manage to lurch to the side and grab onto the wall before I fall with him. 

The sword slips from the guard’s grasp as he writhes helplessly on the ground, his gloved hands cradling his face.

I’m panting, sweating, my heart thumping so hard that I can actively feel the blood pulsing out of my leg. I kick the sword out of his grip, then straddle the fucker, and - nearly collapsing onto him - jam both my blades into the sides of his head.

Enemy Defeated: 

Dungeon Guard (Lv 10)

Exp: 50

Earned: 250g

Exp to next level: 92/110

That’s right, bitch. Trained gamer, meet button masher. 

I slide off the guy and deflate against the wall for a second. Out of curiosity, I bring up my status.

Health: 20/28

Stamina: 19/72

Welp. I definitely couldn’t afford a third one of those guys. I think I need a longer blade, like the shopkeep mentioned back in Pharos. Maybe a dagger actually made for parrying and something longer for slashing. Or two long knives for slashing. Do it like the Fremen do. Or Arya. Maybe add in some martial arts. A few rolls and flips. I’m not sure if those are useful but c’mon. If I can jump off a wall and stab a guy mid-air, that can’t be bad.

Gradually, I regain my breath as I watch my health and stamina tick back up. My leg stops pulsing, the wound sealing itself shut. 

No one else seems to be coming down the stairs, and I don’t think we made enough noise to attract anyone. Must have just caught a shift change. Just my luck.

Once I feel good to stand again, I snatch the keys from the guard’s cinch and open up the nearest cell. My strength is shit, so dragging the guards across the ground isn’t the easiest task, but with a few unseemly grunting noises, I manage to cram ‘em in there nonetheless. They won’t be seen unless someone goes looking.

Now. Time to loot. I know I’m pressed for time, so I’m not going to strip the guards naked, but it can’t hurt to take a minute for the weapons, right? 

I poke my head out of the cell and glance up the stairwell. Still safe.

Alright, let’s see what they’ve got then. First, I grab the weapon that nearly killed me. It’s called a common arming sword, a light one-handed weapon with a blade just over two feet long - too long for my tastes. Plus the strength requirement is more than double what I’ve got. However it could be worth something. 

I ignore the notification as it disappears into my inventory. Then I do it again for the other guard’s sword. So that’s two swords and a cloak now. Probably shouldn’t be trying to sell these in town, but I’mma make bank by the time I get back to Pharos. 

Oh, but what’s this? The guard I killed with a sneak attack is also carrying a smaller blade. I draw it from the sheathe and turn it over in my hand. It’s a one-sided knife with a rather boring wooden grip and a blade just over a foot long. No pommel or crossguard.

Weapon Acquired!

Common Scian

A lightweight one-handed slashing weapon.

Dexterity Requirement: 15

Strength Requirement: 5

Level 1 Ability(s):

Bleeding Slash: Attack and inflict bleeding on an enemy.

Level 10 Ability(s):

Strengthened Riposte: After parrying, inflict 50% more damage with the next attack within 5 seconds.

It’s definitely got more weight to it, as well as a longer reach. Yeah, this could do nicely. Although I would need to add a point into strength to make it work. The only other issue is that it’s way too long to attach to my thigh straps.

I swish it around as though I know what I’m doing, the same way I swirl wine around the glass when I’m at a restaurant. Except this actually feels kind of right.

Out of curiosity, I try popping the weapon into my inventory and then willing it back into my hand. The first part is instantaneous. The latter part takes about five seconds. Better to keep it out then, depending on how fast I can draw.

I loosen the leather cinch off the guard and tighten it around my waist, then tie the new sheathe and sword to the side. Oh, yeah, Helen likey. Now I just need one with actual abilities.

To christen the moment, I add one point to my strength and the other two into resolve. That definitely feels right.

After locking the cell behind him, I start to head back up the stairs, the keys in my fist, when I hear a voice.

“What’s going on? Who’s there?”

It’s a woman’s voice, a bit raspy and maybe a little bit haughty. A prisoner? I contemplate ignoring it and addressing the matter with the rest of my party. But so long as I’m down here, I might as well scout the place.

I reverse down the last step and cautiously walk to the rear of the dungeon, keeping a wide berth of the doors. Having met Lord Cathal, I doubt there are any hardened criminals in here, but it pays to be careful anyhow.

I look into each of the cells as I go, anticipating the shadowed face of a distraught nine-year-old girl. However all of the cells but the last are empty. There are no children in sight.

Of course there aren’t. No quest in this world would be that easy.

I arrive at the final cell. It’s difficult to see inside. The walls are made of stone, the interior only visible through the iron-barred door. It’s giving off that same feeling that the empty field did, like lightning about to hit. In fact, from a certain angle, there appears to be a faint shimmer across the door. There’s magic here. The lock maybe?

A woman in a cream-colored blouse, a pencil skirt, and renaissance-style boots glowers from the other side. Beside her is a rather average guy, also in businessware, in addition to a sage green cloak straight out of Robin Hood. There seems to be two other office workers huddled farther in.

As I look at them, their names and levels don’t appear. That can only mean one thing.

It’s another party.

            






Chapter 41


                I stand awkwardly in front of the dungeon cell, fully aware of my Crossfit attire, my “Nice Snatch” shirt that has lasted way longer than it has any right to, and the blood of the guards spattered across my front.

To be fair, the prisoners aren’t looking much hotter. They may have been better off before this whole ordeal began, given their formal office attire, but now they’re bloody and exhausted, hunched in their small dank cell, stewing in the lingering smell of their own stale piss. It’s a good reminder that things can always get worse.

I have no clue what to do here. I knew we’d meet another party eventually, but I figured it’d be out in the field where we’d all share a beer and some laughs or just immediately get to killing each other. Not this. Unfortunately, it’s too late to turn around without looking like an idiot, and for some reason, that continues to matter to me, despite my previous descriptions.

Ugh. Dealing with this shit is way above my paygrade. But the thickness of night is waning, and we still need to find Afric. 

Alright. I’ll just glean a little information from them and then get the hell out of dodge before this gets too weird.

The woman speaks first. “You’re another player.”

“Yeah, nice to meet you,” the man beside her scoffs. “You going to get us out of here or stand there being pathetic?”

“Dave, will you shut up? She’s not going to do anything if you’re being an asshole.”

Well, they’re definitely American by the sounds of it. East Coast maybe? They must have worked in the same office when this started. I wonder what they are now. Rogues? Mages? The guy strikes me as an archer, though it could just be the cloak. I’m not sure about the others.

“Um. Right. Hi.” I shrug. I don’t know what else to say.

“We haven’t encountered another party,” says the woman. “Are you alone? Why are you here?”

I shake my head. I don’t want to give too much away. “We have a quest. There was supposed to be someone else here.”

“That must have been the other prisoners they mentioned,” she says to the man beside her. Then she turns to me. “We haven’t seen anyone else. However they made it sound as though there are others still somewhere in the building.”

“Thanks.” I scratch my arm. “Well, I have to-”

“Wait. You need to help us.”

“I don’t know…” I reply, a statement heavily undercut by the fact that the dungeon keys are literally in my hand. “How’d you end up in there?”

“Melinda shot a fireball into the bakery,” the man in the cloak sneers.

“Excuse me?” the woman bites back. “You started the altercation. You stole directly in front of him.”

“I was smooth as fuck, and you know it. We would have gotten away just fine if Howard hadn’t been staring at me like an idiot the entire time.”

“Or we could have just paid like everyone else.”

“We’re not everyone else.”

“Alright,” I say, deeply regretting this entire conversation. “You seem like you have a lot going on, so I’m just going to…”

“Wait, wait,” the woman pleads. “We’re not bad people. We were just trying to prepare for our travels. We were tasked with defeating an enemy in a tower. There was an… issue. Lord Something - he and his guards managed to capture us after killing one of our own. There’s an arcane lock on the cell door. We can’t open it. Nothing works. Even the guards won’t touch it. We don’t want to die in here.”

My heart skips a beat. “An enemy in a tower?”

“A wizard or something. Necromancer, I think he said. Why?”

The man beside her laughs joylessly. “Melinda. Look at her. She already knows.” He levels his head in my direction, his piercing eyes gazing at me from below his brow. “You have the visa quest.”

“Um…”

“Shocker.” The man snorts. “Look, here’s the deal. If you get us out, we can work together to reach the tower, and then whoever kills the necromancer first wins. Or, you don’t get us out. We tell the next guard what you’ve done. Then we get out of here ourselves, hunt you down, and kill your entire team.”

Yeeeeah, he’s going to murder me the second I open this door.

“Don’t listen to him,” the woman says. “I have a better idea. There’s more than one visa quest out there. If you let us out, we will find another. You and yours can take the necromancer. We won’t harm you. I promise.”

Something strange happens then. I believe her. The other guy, I trust as much as I trust a drunken frat bro in a girl’s locker room. This woman, however, seems genuine. Sure, there’d be no reason for her to hold onto her side of the deal if I helped them, but there’s something about her that I trust.

I approach the cell door. Closer, it gives off that same feeling that the empty field did, like lightning about to hit. In fact, from a certain angle, there appears to be a faint shimmer across the bars.

New Skill Unlocked!

Detection

You can now spot traps, illusions, alarms, hidden pathways, and other forms of visible enemy trickery, whether created by magic or otherwise. Improve this skill to spot more advanced executions as well as to better discern their precise locations and nature.

[Proficiency Bonus: Resolve]

Warning! Detected: Lesser Arcane Lock

Well, I can’t do something about it now. But maybe if I…

Hold on. Why do I trust her? Furthermore, why do I care? So long as we’re after the same goal, we’re competitors. And while I most certainly am not about to kill any real people, I don’t necessarily feel driven to let them out of predicaments they’ve clearly gotten themselves into either. So why do I suddenly want to help her?

She looks at me, eyes unblinking, her face the perfect sculpture of desperate sincerity. Too perfect.

It’s an act.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Observation 4 (+3 Resolve Bonus)

And just like that, my heart hardens again. 

Whoa. It’s all about skills, isn’t it? The woman is probably using Persuasion, whether she knows it or not, which is undercut by Observation. Charm vs. Resolve. But I only have 7 total points of Observation. If someone has a higher score than that, will I just immediately be taken in by anything they say? Is that what just happened?

No, that can’t be right. Luci has 20 charm. That’s a +6 proficiency bonus. She’s bound to have higher skill totals then. Or is she charming me too? Maybe a higher score doesn’t make the outcome a certainty; it only increases the chance that I’m convinced.

Shit. I’ve always been able to read people and persuade people, and now I can’t trust my brain because someone dumped their stats in charm? I need to get out of here and never speak to anyone again ever.

“You know what,” I say, clapping my hands together. “We still have that other quest, so if we run into something that disenchants an arcane lock, we’ll be back. Okay? Okay.”

Before they have a chance to respond, I bolt. I hurriedly drag the table over the blood I left behind - knocking over something, I don’t know what -, check to make sure I didn’t leave anything else other than an entire party as witnesses, and race back up the stairwell.

At the top of the stairs, I take a deep calming breath before opening the door. The corridor is still dark. When I return to the mudroom, I look in every direction to make sure we’re alone. Then I clear my throat.

“I’m back,” I whisper.

Tossing off a cloak, Éogan leaps to his feet. “Where’s Afric?”

Elias shushes him. “Keep your voice down.”

“She wasn’t there,” I reply. “But there are other prisoners. They’re being kept somewhere else.”

Luci squeezes out from behind a pair of crates and dusts herself off. “So we keep looking?”

“That depends.” Arms crossed, Elias moves to the side of the archway. “How is the opposition?”

“The opposition?” I ask, my breath hitching in my throat. “Oh, the guards. Not too hard. Better than monsters so far. I vote we keep going.”

Somewhere in the darkness of the corridor, footsteps echo. We collectively freeze, our eyes speaking for us as we listen. They don’t sound close. Near the main hall maybe? The steps are light, without the clinking of a halberd against stone. Not a town guard then. If it’s another dungeon guard, we’ll be outed sooner than I thought.

A moment later, the steps grow quieter, then fade into nothing, though I imagine a few extra seconds of rustling anyhow. We don’t move. But the footsteps don’t return.

“Kitchen worker,” I say, my voice low.

“There is one potential issue,” Elias continues. “If they discover us, we may be able to fight, but I have doubts about Ron.”

“Oh, shit. He’s still sleeping.”

“I’ll go back for him,” suggests Éogan. “Stand guard ‘til either he wakes up or Cathal’s men come.”

“What, really?” I reply. “What about your sister?”

“I trust you. And I think I’m ready to admit you’re all far better off without me muckin’ up your way. I want Afric back. That’s all.”

“Oh, hold up, I totally forgot,” says Luci, smacking her head. “We have that Call of the Matriarch thing. We can call him from anywhere.”

“Shit, good memory.” Seriously, I have got to review my menus now and then. “But if it doesn’t wake him up, we’re still kind of in the same boat.”

Éogan’s nose twitches as he crosses his arms defiantly. “I’m your best choice. Let me do this for you.”

I look the kid up and down, trying to figure out what ulterior motives he might have. More than likely, he just doesn’t want to fight. And it is probably better that we don’t have a backstabbing Level 5 tagging along. Besides, if he decides to attack Ron for some unknown reason, that’s definitely an attack the guy can take. It’s certainly better than an ambush full of armed guards.

Both Elias and Luci seem to be waiting for me to decide, so I give the go-ahead. “Sure, okay.”

“Good.” Éogan moves for the door, then spins around. “Oh, and you oughta take a look in Lord Cathal’s office.”

Elias’ eyes narrow. “And why is that?”

“You heard the guards say they have prisoners elsewhere, that right?” the boy asks me.

I glance at Luci. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“Well. There are no prisoners in the main room, that’s for right sure. None upstairs either ‘less the lord’s an eejit. I believe the kitchen’s down the corridor there, the dungeon takes up the basement to the east, which leaves the west side, and only the lord’s office is down that way. Must be a trapdoor, like.”

“Huh. Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

“Right then. I’ll find you after.”

And with that, the boy opens the door and slips into the night. The rest of us stand there, unsure of how to react. 

“Guess he really didn’t want to fight,” I say.

Luci snorts. “I mean, he tried to feed us to an otter.”

“True.” Resting my hands on my hips, I survey my party. Just me, Luci, and Elias. Like old times. I kinda like it. “So, um, I should check out Lord Cathal’s office then?”

“Yeah!” Luci cheers. “I’m coming too.”

Elias exhales loudly. “Chispita…”

“Oh my god, Tío,” she groans. “The system gave me cowardice. I’m not going to hide all day. Besides, if we’re caught, then it won’t matter if it’s Helen running or all of us running. And I have the best ability for it.”

I give him a sympathetic shrug. “That’s true.”

He throws me a hard look. “And how are we meant to get into his office? Surely, it’s locked.”

“Maybe.” With a grin, I jangle the keys. “But I don’t think it matters.”

            






Chapter 42


                As we file inside Lord Cathal’s office, I peer down the corridor one last time. We’re safe, for now. But soon, the morning light will come, and the lord doesn’t strike me as a late sleeper.

I shut the door behind us and wedge his desk chair beneath the door handle. While I doubt it will help, it feels more secure anyhow. I hand the keyring to Elias who drops it into one of his ginormous pockets. Poor guy. I keep catching him eyebrow-pouting at his new medieval slacks. He’s probably never worn baggy pants in his entire life.

When he glances up at me, there’s a flicker of a sheepish frown before he quickly tailors his expression to his full stoic Elias-ness. “The security here is surprisingly lax,” he says quietly.

I shrug. “Arrogance of his station, probably. Who would dare break into the hall of a lord?”

“Yeah, especially when everyone seems, like, weirdly ga-ga over him,” Luci adds.

“Despite that, mind what you touch,” replies Elias. “Even if his office appears unguarded, there might still be alarms or traps.”

His niece rolls her eyes. “Yeah, okay.” 

Elias jostles the chair a tad, ensuring it’s tight against the door. Then he picks up a sliver of flint and iron from the desk, getting to work on the candle, as Luci and I begin to poke around in the darkness.

I didn’t really grasp the scope of the place earlier - you know, given that I thought we might end up pitted against some Level 25 lord and his trusty guards. It’s remarkably sparse for how large it is. Just musty and dark and almost entirely bereft of life. If I hadn’t seen the lord in here myself, I would have thought it unused. The surfaces are dusty and unmarred. There’s no cloak draped over the chair, no drops of ink gracing the desk. There’s no decor, save for the strange sculpture on his desk: that leprechaun with an eye for a face.

On the left side of the room, a single waist-high bookshelf sits nearly empty, taken up more by ledgers than by actual books. The ledgers have lots of names and numbers and dates, so I guess they seem legitimate. But there are only two books, both of which seem entirely unburdened of use. The spines protest as they open. One is some kind of farmer’s almanac. The other is a history book of Ireland.

Once Elias brings the candle to life, I hold the pages toward the flickering light, thinking maybe I’ll find something about Lord Cathal, the isle’s dungeons, faeries, etc. But from what I can tell, it’s mostly just long lists of dates and who’s the son of who. The rest is in completely indecipherable Gaelic, and I can’t find a system setting that’ll change that. The scrolls and parchments on his desk are similarly unhelpful. At least for reading.

“Yo, stay still,” I tell Elias. I tug open the belt of the leather bag slung over his shoulder and dump in a few scrolls, a secured jar of ink, and a fountain pen. The utilities necessary for writing seem precious here, so might as well steal ‘em, just in case.

Luci crouches and begins to lift the edges of a woven rush mat when Elias jolts.

“Careful.”

She laughs just a little too loud. “Are you serious? It’s a rug.” 

“There could be traps.”

“In the rug?” Her mouth agape, she gives me a pointed look and then throws her glare at Elias in the most teenage way possible before looking back at me. The directions are clear: mommy and daddy need to talk.

“Later,” I mouth.

“No, I’m not doing this anymore,” she scoffs.

Her uncle stiffens. “Keep your voice down.”

“Or what, we might have to fight? I can fight. I can fight just fine.”

“Chispita-”

“Tío-”

“Luci,” I snap. “Just… keep looking.”

“Helen-” interrupts Elias.

“And we are going over here,” I say, tugging him toward the bookcase. I hook my fingers under the top. “Here. Help me lift this.”

Shuffling to the side, I make room for Elias to join me. Instead, he wraps his arms around it and lifts the whole damn thing.

“Alright then,” I say. Show-off. “Help me look behind it?”

“It’s three feet tall,” he remarks.

“Just humor me.”

With a huff, Elias kneels beside me and brushes his fingers over the stone wall. Meanwhile, Luci paces toward the other side of the room, idly toeing the floor tiles.

I don’t want to have some adult conversation on parental guidance. And furthermore, this isn’t the time or place to even have a conversation. But clearly, that’s not up to me. However, it is up to me to solve it, for some ungodly reason. Seriously, how I got here, I’ll never know.

 “So, um. Elias,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “I think we maybe need to take a breather on the whole Luci thing.”

“Hmm,” he mutters, distracted. 

“As in, she’s thirteen. And I don’t know if you remember what that was like or if you were just born this way, but she needs to have a bit of control over her own life here. Or she is going to rebel. Hard.”

He turns to me, his brow furrowed. “You promised to protect her.”

“I am. But I think we have different ideas of what that means.”

“We don’t allow her to get killed.”

“No… We give her the guidance she needs for her to allow herself not to get killed.”

“She’s thirteen. She’s a child.”

“History is full of badass children.”

His jaw tightens. “History is more full of dead children.”

Well, shit. I close my eyes, thinking. “Elias. People last a month in this game. If we want her to get to whatever end they’ve got planned, she needs to level up. And they made it so she has to fight in order for her to get her share.”

“She’ll get hurt.”

“She’ll survive. And you. You have to survive too. She’s lost enough people already. Stop sacrificing yourself. And try living a little too, you know? Lighten up. Tell a joke. Let her joke and swear now and then too. And maybe, while you’re at it, stop killing fishermen and pushing her crushes into rivers.”

“I’m making the decisions that need to be made.”

“Yeah, I am too.”

“Really.”

“I know where to draw the line, Elias. I’m doing what I can. I’m just maybe a little more discreet about it.”

“And how is that?”

“Well…” I furtively glance at Luci. She’s as far away as she can, pretending to take great interest in the wall.

When neither of us speak for a moment, she looks our way. “You guys can keep talking. I’m not listening.” To emphasize, she places her hands over her ears and sings ‘la la la la’ - somehow sarcastically.

I inch closer to Elias, my voice low. “Alright. Don’t freak out. But you know that other party that drunk guy mentioned? I met them. Here, in the dungeon. And they have the visa quest too.”

“What? You didn’t-”

“They’re still there,” I interrupt. “In a cell. Some kind of magic lock.”

“They can’t get out?”

“No. Not unless the magic spontaneously fails.”

“We can’t tell Luci.”

“That’s what I’m saying. She needs to learn to fight. And she needs freedom to feel like she’s part of this team. But-”

“She can’t fight other people,” he finishes. “She’s too young.”

“And she can’t know….” I glance at Luci again. “She can’t know we left them there. Death isn’t all she needs protection from.”

He breathes deeply. “She shouldn’t be doing this.”

“I know.”

“Thank you for telling me. That was… that was the right decision.” 

I clear my throat. “Come on. We should keep looking.”

Elias stands, surveying the room. “Hmm. There’s something wrong about this office. It’s too small.”

“Really?” I say. “What was your office like?”

“No. The room’s measurements. They don’t equal the length of the corridor.” He rubs his chin as he mentally calculates the area once more. “It’s too small.”

“Well, maybe there’s a door to another half somewhere,” I reply. “Luci, how’s the wall looking?”

“Stoney,” she answers. “I’m gonna keep poking though. Maybe there’s, like, one brick that goes in and a hidden wall opens and there’s another room and Afric’s hiding in there, and then we win!”

“Um, yeah, could be. Elias, help me move the desk? Still might be a trapdoor somewhere.”

Moving to the center of the room, I transfer the contents of the desktop - the candle, a handkerchief, a silver tray, and another jar of ink - to the bookcase. I hesitate to grab the weird sculpture though. I know the eye isn’t moving; I’ve stared at it long enough to make sure of it. But it gives me the creeps. Finally, I drape the handkerchief over it and, careful not to touch any other part of it, I move the curio to the shelf.

“Whoa!” Luci yelps, yanking her hand from the wall. “What’d you do?”

I glance warily at the covered eye. “Why, what happened?”

“Well….” She grins. “Remember how everyone is all talking about illusions and stuff? Check this out!” And she sticks her hand through the stone bricks. “I swear it was just a wall like three seconds ago. But now there’s nothing here! See?”

“Hmm.” Elias scratches his neck. “Perhaps we should-”

“Bye!” Luci interrupts. With a quick wave, she performs a graceful ballet leap straight through the wall.

“Luci!” gasps Elias. He bursts past me, vanishing through the stone.

Welp. I can see our conversation went well. 

Sauntering toward the wall, I place exactly one finger against the rough stone. The bricks waver as my finger disappears. 

Warning! Detected: Lesser False Wall

How did I not notice this before? I have the detection skill. Maybe it’s a stronger spell? Or did its power start to wane when I covered that sculpture… Strange. Maybe it’s like that creepy leprechaun has some magical bluetooth. Pretty weak if a handkerchief can block it though.

And so, I too vanish through the wall that isn’t there. As I pass through the illusion, the stone flickers, then blinks into nothing, the magic gone.

I’m now standing in two identical offices: identical in that they’re exactly the same size with exactly the same desk and exactly the same chair. That is where the similarities stop.

On the desk, a blue-flamed candle lights the room in a muted glow. It doesn’t flicker, nor melt the wax. It just hovers off the wick in perfect stasis.

Aside from the room’s entrance, the entire perimeter of the office is covered in wooden cupboards, shelves, and bookcases, each fully stuffed and terrifyingly organized. The bookcases hold dozens of leather bound tomes, lined in alphabetical order and tetris’d so meticulously that not a single centimeter of space remains.

Dusted jars and bottles fill up another set of shelves, each containing various liquids and powders, all hand-labeled in perfect calligraphy. There’s also a shelf specifically tailored for scrolls and several rows of string from which dangle dried herbs and roots.

In the corner, there leans a gnarled staff. I examine it, then tentatively pick it up.

Weapon Acquired!

Common Staff

A two-handed magical weapon with no elemental properties.

Wits Requirement: 15

Level 1 Ability(s):

Magic Blast: Fires a single magic projectile that ignores physical armor. Range: 3m + .5m per level, 15m max.

Level 10 Ability(s):

Magic Wave: Fires a short-range conal magic attack that ignores physical armor. Range: 1.5m.

None of us have the wits, so into my inventory it goes.

“Okay, so, this is totally a room for wizards, right?” says Luci. “Like Lord Cathal’s a wizard?”

“He’s definitely into magic, that’s for sure,” I answer. “Alchemy maybe? And sorcery? If that was his staff though, he’s pretty shit.”

“So he’s not the guy we’re looking for? Laserian?”

“Maybe? If he was into necromancy, I’d expect more dead stuff. Plus our quest hasn’t updated. But that could be nothing.”

Elias surveys the bottles, placing the tip of his thumb between each vessel. I think he’s measuring how evenly-spaced they are? I’d dare say he seems jealous.

“These are draughts,” he says. “Two of Lesser Stamina, two of Lesser Health, one titled ‘Poison Cloud’ and several of a draught called ‘Lesser Wits’ which appears to increase the wits attribute by 5 points for ten minutes.”

“Ooo, guess Lord Cathal can’t get it up without a potion,” Luci teases.

“Luci! You-” Elias cuts himself off, his lips tight as he breathes deeply. I swear I can see the steam coming out of his ears.

“Take ‘em. Take all of them,” I say. “We can divvy them out later.”

“Oh, I want the poison one!” exclaims Luci. Her uncle gives her a look but, again, holds his tongue. “What? I’m immune to poison. At least I won’t hit myself.”

Once the potions disappear into our respective inventories, Elias picks up a pair of black shin-high boots. “These may work for you, Helen. They suit your class.”

Aw, look at him, all knowing about classes. He drops the boots into my hands. They’re hefty. At least a size 11. In men’s. “I’m sorry, how big do you think my feet are?”

“They should form to your size,” he explains. “Just as these pants did.”

“Alright…”

Armor Acquired!

Uncommon Traveler’s Boots

Lightweight shoes with a bonus component.

Fortitude Requirement: 5

Provides:

- Mild insulation

- Minor boost to speed

Huh. Without an agility attribute, I didn’t think we could enhance that stat unnaturally. Nice. Throwing my rank river-water gym shoes into a corner, I lace up the boots. Just like Elias suggested, they meld to my feet like they were made for me. And the treated black leather goes so great with my yoga pants.

“Thanks. These are great. Can you look at the scrolls next?” I ask. “Just want to know if any are magic that we can actually use.”

With a nod, he heads over to the scrolls. Again, I open his shoulderbag and cram a load of herbs, roots, and powders in there until the leather bulges, nearly bursting at the seams. I also stuff a couple vials of high-concentration alcohol in there since, if it spills for some reason, it’s the only solvent I’m pretty sure won’t eat through his skin.

He raises an eyebrow. “Do you know what to do with these?”

“Nope. But if I mix ‘em enough, I might.” Pulling tight, I manage to buckle the bag shut. I give it a little pat. “Don’t run into anything or you might explode.”

With a low-effort huff, he returns to reviewing the scrolls. Suddenly, he hisses through his teeth. “Don’t touch anything.” He takes a step back. “I mean it. There’s a trap here.”

“Where?”

“There,” he says, pointing to the bottom row of scrolls. “It says ‘Fire Trap.’”

Crouching, I get as close as I dare, but I still don’t see anything. “What’s your detection at?”

“Six,” he answers.

I stare at him. “Wh… I’m sorry, does accounting have a lot of traps?”

“I didn’t see any other useable items here,” he replies. Shuffling around me, he goes to examine another shelf.

Something thuds in the hallway. There’s a clatter of metal. The rapid stomping of feet, a barrage of boots on stone. A man shouts. Another shouts back. 

We stop, our attention focused on the decoy office as we listen for the creak of an oak door. Are they coming? Do they know we’re here?

We can fight if we need to. We can take out the guards: two guards easily, three, maybe four at best. Not Lord Cathal himself, unless he needs that wits potions on hand to actually wield magic. There’s no exit - the window is no more than a slit - though it’s possible Elias can just kinda charge through the stone. Luci may have difficulty in close quarters. Should I give her a dagger? I should give her a dagger. 

A second passes. Then another. There’s more clashing, more thumping. Then a second heavy thud. A door slamming maybe? 

Finally, the noise dissipates.

“We’re not being quiet enough,” says Elias.

“Yeah, well, were we ever?”

“Got it!” Luci exclaims, followed by a short, quiet song of: “I got it, I got it.”

She’s dancing in front of a bookshelf, a pile of books now at her feet. I’m no collector, but damn, if those books don’t make me drool just a little. They’ve got gilded spines, embossed covers, silver engravings. They’re gorgeous.

“Yeah, what is it?” I ask.

“See this one here?” she says, pointing to a reddish text on the top shelf.

Warning! Detected: Door Lever

“Nice find.”

Luci grins. “Can I do it? Can I do it?”

Outside, there’s a crash. The fall of feet beat all around us. They’re in the mudroom. No, in the corridor. They thunder toward us until they’re just on the other side of the wall.

“Better be quick,” I say. 

Beside me, Elias’ neck muscles look like they’re about to pop. But the guy nods.

Stretching up on her tip-toes and delicately resting two fingers on the top of the spine, Luci angles the book ever so slightly. A loud clunk thumps behind the shelf. She steps back, her head tilted, as she watches her victory in satisfaction.

Clanking and creaking, the bookcase parts from the stone wall, revealing a torchlit alcove and a staircase that descends so far down that the flames along the wall turn from blazing fires, to writhing glows, to specks, to nothing at all. 

It’s the longest staircase I’ve ever seen, and I have no idea where it ends.

Luci’s smile glimmers in the light. “Coooooool,” she says, her voice echoing into the abyss.
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Idiot’s Paradox: A LitRPG Apocalyptic Adventure





 In 365 days only the top-rated 1% will survive. 

Logan was trying to kick back with a couple of beers on his dock when the System Integration transformed his world. The planet may as well have turned into a sci-fi movie, giving him powers, levels, and impossible messages. To top it off, the entity known as ‘the System’ has deemed humanity a plague and a threat to the rest of the species on Earth.

On the first day, the entity blows up all the gas-powered cars. On the second day, it vaporizes the planes. Each day, the dissolution of society gets worse, not to mention the mutated monsters intent on killing everything in their path.

Logan could accept what he’s being told at face value and go along with the flow, but he wants to be something else. Despite the System testing him by labelling him an idiot, he’s worked out how to manipulate his new world. He’ll use everything at his disposal: baseball bats with nails, cleavers—even a weed wacker. For Logan is good at killing the hell out of shit, and when the System threatens his sister and her kids, he’ll show it what an idiot can really do.

Other features:

-Very weak to OP MC with slow progression.

-A murderhobo bonded companion.

-A 24-hour attribute tournament.

-A sentient weapon who wants to kill the MC’s friends.

-A flying pink sock.

-Over 900 pages. Book 1 is complete!















                







Chapter 43


                A voice cries out. Thump, thump, thump. A fist pounds on the door. Our door.

Before we can react, the desk chair whips across the room and smashes to splinters against the wall as the door bursts open and an oafish man tumbles inside. He swings around, performing a flailing roundhouse kick to the door. It slams shut.

The room may be dark, but the man’s outline is clear enough, and I can’t imagine there’s a single medieval peasant in history that’s got that dad bod.

“Ron!” Luci cheers.

“Hey… button…” he replies between breaths. Hands on his knees, he pants, his bare chest heaving.

“Um, Ron?” I say as a sliver of metal catches the candlelight. “You got a halberd in your back.”

“I knew it!” 

He twirls around, arms twisting behind him as he fumbles for the weapon’s shaft, but the blade is wedged right between his shoulderblades. It’s like a dog trying to catch his own tail. There’s about a six-inch spike on top that is dangerously close to impaling his head.

“Hold on, hold on! Don’t hurt yourself.”

“I’ll get it.” Elias strides over, then stops when he realizes the blade’s just a little too high to extract safely. “You need to, uh… You need to crouch.”

“Right-o!” Ron drops down on one knee. “So, how you guys been? The little man told me- yow!!” 

Elias yanks out the bloody blade. In true Elias fashion, he gives Ron’s wound a cursory review before bestowing a much more thorough examination to the weapon. It’s a tall piece of work, the tip glimmering about a hand over Elias’ head.

“Thanks, man!” Standing, Ron rolls his shoulders and tilts his head side to side, then takes the polearm from Elias. He tosses the shaft from one palm to another. It almost looks small in his hands. “Oh, hey, this one can stab.”

Elias looks him up and down. “You’re sober?”

“Painfully, dude,” answers Ron. “Ohhhh, you’re talkin’ about the drinks last night. No worries, man. I was rampin’ up to three-day hangovers in my old age, but dammit if I couldn’t down a dozen shots without feelin’ it now. I was worried there for a sec that ‘resistance’ meant I couldn’t get drunk. Turns out it just means there ain’t a single after-effect! Fuck, I love the apocalypse.”

“We should go,” I say. “There’s no way Lord Cathal’s not awake by now.”

“Yeah, man. Dude’s def awake,” replies Ron. “There was a big ruckus when I was comin’ in. Thought it was you folks at first, but the guards were all splittin’ the other direction.”

“What about Éogan?” Luci asks.

“Uh…” Ron looks around. “I dunno! Little man was here a second ago.”

“Come on.” I hurry to the hidden passageway, the torchlight casting wavering shadows across the stonework. “We gotta go.”

“Hell yeah!” Ron shouts. “Secret tunnel!”

Luci giggles and skips across the office, the bounce in her step relaxed and cheerful - not that spiteful ‘fuck you, Tío’ glee that she’s had going. It’s obvious she missed the big guy. I missed him too, if I’m honest. It’s like, if I’m the kindergarten glue keeping this clusterfuck sorta-kinda pasted together, then he’s the glitter that makes it sparkle. I guess that makes Luci the core that we’re trying to maintain, and Elias is some type of box he keeps trying to squish us into. Yeah, that makes sense. Good analogy, Helen.

Either way, it’s good to have him back.

As the constantly unraveling but somehow tight-knit group that we are, we pile into the alcove, but none of us make a move toward the staircase. Orange light quivers across our faces as we stare at the uncanny staircase below, the end - if it has an end - swallowed by darkness.

The bookcase slams behind us, sealing our group in the stairwell.

“Um.”

“Tío Elias can still punch through it,” shrugs Luci.

The air buzzes as a shimmer rolls over the wood.

Warning! Detected: Arcane Lock

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Detection 2

“Okay, well, now he can’t,” Luci laughs. “So why wasn’t that on the other side?”

Static snaps as Elias touches the bookcase. He pulls back his hand and shakes it out. “This isn’t funny, Luciana.”

“I mean, it’s kinda funny. You’ve been warning us about traps the whole time. It’s like… irony,” she sings.

“Guys, it’s fine,” I interrupt. “We probably don’t want to go back for a while anyhow. We’ll find a way out later. Come on.”

And because I seem to fear emotional drama more than a dark, abyssal staircase, I take the first step down. And I only keep walking down because now I’m embarrassed to ask someone else to go first because holy shit, I do not like the look of that blackness just engulfing whatever lies below. There’s torchlight, sure, but it isn’t enough. If something charges or flies up out of the dark, we won’t know until it’s too late.

It’s like when Ethan took me snorkeling in the Florida keys. Most of the coral reef was shallow, but at one point, we held our breath and I followed him down, down, down, to a place where the reef ended. It looked like the end of the world, like Chicago splitting off into the sky. Just a chasm that went on and on, and looking beyond, it was nothing but water - clear enough to see the sun’s rays but murky enough to not know what might be swimming right at me.

I’m tellin’ ya, my flippers never flipped so fast. I swam right back to the boat.

Now, my heart thunders as I lead the group into our bottomless descent, imagining what horrors might lurk just out of view. Not to mention there may be an angry lord or some vengeful participants hunting us down soon. But they’re a danger, not a fear. They’re a known quantity. Just another battle on another list where we die or we don’t. Of course, if an arrow or a magic bolt nails one of us, I’ll probably feel a little less indifferent - depending on who it hits.

We continue down the stairs. Down and down. One step, followed by another. After some time, I realize it’s been awhile since any of us have spoken. Luci isn’t chatting. Ron isn’t piping up with some dumb but somehow insightful comment. I’m curious whether he had to fight on the way into Lord Cathal’s office. It sounded like it. If so, I think he’s a Level 10 now. I wonder what hidden class ability he earned, if any.

I should ask, but my thoughts stay trapped. Not because my brain is fighting itself like always; it just somehow feels wrong to speak, as though the stairway is sacrosanct. Something here slumbers. We’re intruders, it feels. This passageway is intended for someone, and that someone isn’t us. We have no right to speak.

After awhile, a heavy gust of air wafts up from the depths. It’s warm and earthy, the flow leading the torchlight in a tempered dance. It bellows more the farther we go. Heavier and more humid too. It almost smells tangy. Fungal. A cavern maybe?

I don’t know how long it’s been. Time just sort of hangs around us. It feels like a minute. It feels like a day. At some point, I realize I haven’t checked behind me. I wonder if I’m alone. But Elias, Luci, and Ron are in tow, their eyes obscured in shadow.

The light of the staggered torches pulsates, the orange of the flames briefly flashing on droplets of water as they scurry down the stone wall, dodging divots and dripping onto the steps. That wasn’t happening before, was it? In fact, the stone itself looks different. It’s coarse, brittle, eaten away by earth. There are tufts of spongy moss wedged in the cracks, little vines and roots spidering across the wall. 

The steps seem weathered as though beaten by wind and rain. Above us, gnarled tree roots have breached the arched ceiling, contorting and winding between bricks.

At last, an end appears and a message comes with it.

DUNGEON: THE CAVE OF CRUACHAIN

Deep in the belly of the earth lies the Cave of Crúachain, said to be the crossover between the realm of man and the Otherworld: the land of the fae and the children of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Some believe this particular cave to be the entrance to hell, the birthplace of Halloween, or simply an underground haven for cats. Whatever the case, this subterranean grotto is where the men of Hy-Brasil and the Aos Sidhe meet. It is not the joyful paradise of the fae. It is not the harsh reality of man. You’ll find it’s somewhere in-between.

[Regional dungeons are isolated areas containing high-level enemies and valuable treasures that cannot be found elsewhere. Saferooms are available. There is one exit. Upon reaching the exit, you will be rewarded with a unique active or passive ability tuned to your party’s needs. Dungeons may be completed by multiple parties. Whereupon the region’s decay begins, you will be alerted. Please plan accordingly. Good luck!]

The staircase yawns open into the mouth of a vast cavern, glistening minerals gleaming like stars in a midnight sky. Alone, the haunting nature of life underground would be breathtaking: the varied earthy shades of the limestone walls warping like shaken sand, raw pathways fractured by time, shimmering gypsum veins tracing lace-like patterns in the stone, the light reflecting off crystalline streams. 

But otherworldly beings have made their mark in a way mankind never could. It’s nature and art melded together. Chunky stalagmites rise from the ground before tapering into marble pillars, stalactites and chandeliers intermingle, sculptures of godly fae erupt from the limestone walls as if the figures themselves yearn to break free.

And the colors! Most of the cavern is beige and ochre, interspersed with shocks of green moss and iridescent blue mushrooms. It’s subtle. It’s gorgeous. There’s an amber mushroom no bigger than my thumb that pulses with a soft, sunny glow. One type keeps growing this bizarre, ghostly, gauzy cap before shedding it and growing again. 

Actually, that one’s not pretty. That one’s creepy as hell.

And as if that wasn’t enough to steal my breath, there’s magic. Not the static, uncomfortable buzz on the surface. Real, innate magic, as warm and enveloping as the air itself. I can see it, smell it, taste it. Like honey and berries, prancing and twinkling around us like fireflies. 

Hell, if nature was always like this, maybe I wouldn’t have been such a city girl. No bugs, no glaring sunlight, no scratchy grass or spiky burs. It’s just soft and lush and wonderful. Maaaybe a little too much humidity for my tastes, but still. The beauty. The solitude. The hushed reverence of ancient growth. It’s just staggering.

Luci breathes deeply. “Okay, what’re we killing first? …What, no one? Come on. Someone had to say something.”

“I think I’m rubbing off on you a little too much,” I reply.

Ron chortles. “Phrasing!”

“Not now, Ron.” I shake my head. “Jesus, you people. Can’t take you anywhere.”

Elias unhitches his battleaxe as he steps onto the mossy stone path blanketed before us. “This way. We don’t know how long we have.”

Without waiting for an answer, he begins to lead the way. Luci mockingly mouths whatever he just said but readies her bow and follows him anyhow. Halberd in hand, Ron takes up the rear. I suppose it’s a good of a position as any; if something attacks us from behind, he’s got our backs. 

Meanwhile, I hop up on the more uneven terrain to the sides of the fractured path, skulking about in the shadows and practicing my footwork along the way. I’d rather just kinda lollygag and make jokes, but I’m beginning to realize that I’m not really being the best role model here. Or the best fighter. Or the best player. 

If Elias is going to at least attempt to take a few cues from me, the best I can do is take a few cues from him. A little more earnestness, a little more seriousness. It can’t hurt.

My foot slips down a wet stone, my ankle twisting as I grapple the nearest stalagmite.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Acrobatics 3 (+9 Dexterity)

Worth it. Just gotta hide this limp for a minute while I heal, and no one will be the wiser. Yup, totally earnest and serious.

A twinkling laugh ripples off the cave walls.

Luci tenses. “Did you hear that?”

“I thought that was you,” replies Elias.

“I don’t sound like a bell, Tío.”

“Aw, I think you do!” Ron says, entirely sincere.

Luci giggles.

Something giggles back.

It’s like an off-tune chime, sweet and wrong. Like an adult mimicking a child, or a child scarred by too many years.

Our group stops, heads on a swivel. It could have come from anywhere. Behind us, in front, above, below.

Drawing my twin daggers, I slink behind a stone pillar as I search for our target. Okay, maybe the humidity is a bit of an issue. My skin is dewey with sticky sweat. The harder I clench my daggers, the slippier they become. It’s even worse when I crouch.

It’s fine. Just concentrate. Balance. Be like Elias. Cool as an accountant.

I take a deep steady breath, securing my stance against the smooth stone, readying myself for our first fight against the fae.

            






Chapter 44


                From somewhere within, the cavern echoes with a faint, rumbling beat. Like distant thunder, the sound intensifies as it nears, clearing, morphing into a chaotic symphony of pulsing wind and rustling wings.

I swear to god, if I have to fight more bats…

Then, out from a tunnel explodes a whirlwind of feathers and shadows. Countless birds fly, so small, so fine, they’re like a red mist clouding over the cavern ceiling before descending on our group.

I catch one in my sights, and the world slows as a description appears.

Foul Bird (Lv 2)

From the tale of Bricriu’s Feast comes this fine-feathered friend, a small red bird that emits a withering breath, decaying all it touches. Earth notes that it voted for demonic pigs. We believe this qualifies as a compromise.

And then the swarm is upon us.

There’s no rhyme or reason to fighting a battle like this. Whatever action plan we’ve employed until now falls in the face of complete fucking chaos. Forget calling our shots and tanking and picking off adds. It’s every man for himself. 

Elias acts first as he executes his clash attack, charging forward. His axe is poised, but his body is the weapon. He’s a train ramming into a mosquito swarm. Birds quite literally explode as he wipes out every foe in his path.

At the same time, Luci nocks an arrow and aims high. Her new ability is priceless here. She looses an arrow, tearing through a line of birds. Then, before her targets fall, she recalls it. The arrow zips backwards, the air warping around it like a missile. In a line, birds thud to the floor. As the arrow returns to her bow, Luci stumbles back with the recoil, but it’s under control. Nocked again, she lets it fly.

Meanwhile, Ron just starts poking his halberd haphazardly, somehow managing to spear a couple birds like a kebab despite his thoroughly random aim. I’d tell him to just break out the gittern, but there’s no way he’d hear me.

Turns out it doesn’t matter. One of the birds opens its beak and lets out a visibly foul breath, just a dusty, fecal-looking cloud right into his face. Dropping his weapon, Ron bats it away while the meat of his cheeks starts to wither, leaving behind little wilted pockmarks. Eesh. Hopefully, he’ll recover quickly.

This all occurs in the span of maybe five seconds. I’m about to launch my own attack; I’m thinking maybe shadowstep into the air behind a random bird, start swiping, teleport back before I fall, try not to get impaled by an arrow or crushed by an Elias in the meantime.

But the birds haven’t noticed me from this position. 

Nor has the fairy commanding them.

Behind the torrent of feathers, a figure materializes. I catch only glimpses at first, but I manage to sneak closer, one step carefully crossed over the other, until I can see him more clearly.

I was wrong about the grotto being beautiful. 

This man. This man is beautiful. And he shouldn’t be. He has no right to be so beautiful. His skin is almost a metallic silver, his long hair stark-white. His legs are too long. His fingers are too long. He’s haunting, closer to a ghost than a man. But I can’t look away. Those cheekbones could cut glass. His deep, emerald eyes could drown me. He’s 1000 years old and 20 years old at once.

Like the structures interwoven with the cavern, the man and the environment appear as one. He’s clothed in nature, gossamer webs hanging from his arms like sleeves, a spongy veil of morels and moss winding up his legs and across his torso as though they grew from his very pores. The stone floor bends with his steps, and the mushrooms bow.

Sidhe Beast Tamer (Lv 15)

Neither gods nor ungodlike, the faeries of Ireland are known as the fae, the fair folk, the Aos Sidhe, or simply the Sidhe - a name born from the sacred mounds under which they live. They are perfect, whimsical figures, yet strangely enrapt with the human world. This individual type of Sidhe specializes in commanding the beasts inside, outside, and between realms.

Alright, so I can’t stealth-kill him. His level’s too high, and I’m pretty sure his neck is too. While it’s difficult to judge, the fairy appears to be even taller than Ron. So that’s out. However I can still get the drop on him, mess him up a little, then retreat.

Oh, but I don’t want to scar that heavenly flesh. There isn’t a blemish on it. It must be so soft. We don’t have to fight. Not really. Perhaps if we could talk? Though I’m sure his angelic voice would be too much for my mortal ears. If only I could-

Wait. 

Oh no, it’s the dungeon all over again. But this is worse. Far worse. It’s as though the guy radiates charm. His mere presence is clearly messing with my brain, which would certainly fit the bill for a capricious fairy. 

He’s just so perfect. Look at those eyes.

Fucking hell, I need to stab him.

Without giving it another thought, I shadowstep behind him and, with an icepick grip, I tear my poison dagger across his flawless back. Perfect glistening red blood weeps from his torn flesh, the acidic stink of the toxins intermixing with the floral aroma of-

Goddamit, get a grip, Helen!

I jab the blade three more times, one stab blurring into the next, before he spins around. 

Oh, wow. That face is even more exquisite up close. That nose, as though sculpted by-

There’s a crack, a sharp pain in my chest, then my back smashes against the cave wall. 

For a moment, I can’t breathe. I wheeze, aching for air. My head swims as I look up. The fairy stands erect, palm outstretched. Small beads of sour-green foam run down his neck, pooling around his collarbone. So at least the poison is working. 

Then he takes a step toward me, the stone molding to the shape of his perfect feet. The birds swarm behind him like a crimson crown-

Nope. 

My chest screams as I teleport back. 

I tuck myself behind the pillar, praying he doesn’t see me until I can recover. I think my rib is broken. Maybe a collapsed lung. Every breath comes with a sharp stab.

It’s only now that I see the notification blinking in the corner of my vision.

New Status!

Entranced: Looking at the enemy causes you to lose focus. Effect lasts for 2 seconds and renews on line of sight.

Well, yeah, no shit.

Curling around the other side of the pillar, I locate the others. The winged horde is thinning. My party will have eyes on the fairy soon, in which case we’re all getting entranced. Elias is going to be so embarrassed.

It’s becoming easier to breathe now. Maybe with enough lung power, I can yell at Ron to use his gittern. That halberd is not doing him any favors. The big guy was clearly born for a bludgeon.

Hold up. I’d totally forgotten about his gittern!

“Ron!” I scream. Ow, that hurts. “Ron!”

He can’t hear me. Fuck it. Wincing, I scoop up a loose rock and chuck it at him. As Ron twirls around, I wave him down.

He continues to thrust at the sky as he bumbles back toward my position. “What’s up, lady?”

Oh, dear god. The man’s face. It’s a mess of sores and lesions, pus leaking from rotting cracks spidering across his cheeks. Some of the wounds are already healing; the skin is knitting itself anew, tiny splotches of baby pink skin intermixed with brown decay. Still. That can’t feel great.

“You need to use your gittern.”

“Good idea, man!” The halberd pops into his inventory. He wrestles the gittern strap up and over his shoulders. Behind him, a bird swoops in, laying down a stream of fetid air on the back of Ron’s head. Whirling around, he smacks it clean out of the air, leaving feathers in its wake. One of them gets in his mouth. Sputtering, he spits it out. 

At least that seems to be the last of the birds.

“Yeah, that’s way better!” he exclaims, loose hair dropping from his scalp in clumps.

“I mean, play it.” I make a strumming motion. “There’s a fairy. No- don’t look. He’s got an aura. Your music removes the effects.”

“Whoa, really?” he replies, gazing at his gittern in awe. “What should I play?”

Shit, it’s already started. With the birds gone, the fairy has found his marks. I can see him now, just down the path. He’s wading through a carpet of avian corpses towards a thoroughly entranced Elias. There’s an arrow sticking out of the fairy’s eye, so at least Luci got a hit in before she, too, became enthralled. Now, she’s standing dumbstruck behind her uncle, the bow lax in her grip.

Despite the fairy’s aura, Elias manages to swing his battleaxe in an overhand arc. But it’s sluggish. Half-hearted. 

The fairy catches the axe, the blade stopping an inch from his head. Those beautiful, slender fingers delicately curl around the grip. He’s so lithe, so graceful, no longer dulled by that evil, tainted blade of mine. It’s a relief. His poor eye has already been so cruelly savaged. To think of hewing that impeccable skull, blood spilling over his snow-white-

“Helen?”

“Huh?” Oh, goddammit. “Yeah, whatever. Play anything! The ABCs.”

“ABCs? I don’t know that one.”

“But you already played- Argh, fine. Stairway to Heaven.”

“Oh, that’s a good ‘un!” He sets the strap back over his shoulders and begins to pluck the first notes. It’s a quiet, sweet little instrument. But with the birds gone, the song immediately fills the cavern. 

New Status!

Serenaded: All emotional statuses are nullified.

Its lilting tune sinks deep down into my bones, awakening my heart, purifying my mind.

Elias’ eyes widen with clarity. He heaves, wrestling the axe from the fairy’s grasp. But the weapon’s too heavy to follow it up with an attack.

Again, the fairy strikes out with his palm. Yet it isn’t nearly as affective. Elias merely stumbles, but he still ends up on his ass.

Another arrow punches through the fairy’s chest. His fortitude must be shit; the fletching’s all the way down to his skin.

Sore but healed, I hop to my feet. “Keep playing!” I shout.

In a blink, I’m behind the enemy. This time, I’m clearheaded and precise. I strike at his armpit with my dagger, tugging him downward, before I jam my scian into his side. 

The knife cuts like he’s butter. I don’t know what it impales: his spleen? His kidneys? His stomach? Maybe I should study a little anatomy when I’m back in Pharos.

Whatever the case, it’s a shit ton of guts. I tear my knife out his front, splitting his intestines open. He’s dead before he even hits the floor.

1.

Enemy Defeated: 

Sidhe Beast Tamer (Lv 15) [Shared with Luciana, Elias, Ron]

Exp: 19 

Earned: 94g

2.

Level up! You are now Level 12. 

Exp to next level: 1/120

Attribute points available: 3

3.

Title(s) Earned:

Unbeliever: Kill a fairy.

Reward: (1) Home Decor Item

4.

Skill Proficiencies Increased: 

Melee Weapon Handling 8

I watch as the cavern claims the fairy’s corpse. His innards sink into the cracks of the cave floor while his hair disintegrates into the air. The tufts of moss and morels that once formed the fairy’s clothes gradually eat away at his skin, then slink back to the edges of the fractured stone, joining the mushrooms that line our path.

It’s sort of beautiful, in a way… Also, are we walking on fairy corpses?

“Thirty-two birds, oh my god,” Luci boasts. “‘Nother level for me!”

“Nice work,” I say. “Where are you putting your stat points?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I mean, my dexterity is kinda building up on its own…”

“If it helps, I’m adding mine to fortitude. Turns out I can’t always dodge an attack.”

“Cool. I’ll do that too.” She plucks a gummy arrow from what still remains of the fairy, examines it, then tosses it back to the ground. The other arrow, she waves at Elias. “Can someone get this off for me?”

Hesitantly, her uncle takes it. His brow furrows as he tries to figure out the best way to pry an eyeball off of an arrowhead. Finally, he wraps his hand in the ends of his flannel sleeve and gives it a shot. It’s quite a lot like pulling a stick out of a half-roasted marshmallow.

“I’ve added three to dexterity and the other three to fortitude,” Elias adds, returning the arrow. His shirt has the unique ability to quick-dry, but he still wipes it off on a stalagmite.

“Ron, maybe add yours to dexterity too?” I suggest. “Might give you a little more maneuverability.”

“Oops. Already stashed mine into the ‘tude.”

“All good,” I reply. “That was great playing, Ron.”

Hand over his chest, Ron performs a flourishing bow. His cheeks are tinged with pink but otherwise back to normal.

With our points allocated, we continue deeper into the fairy grotto. Again, Elias takes the lead, with Luci and Ron lagging somewhat behind. Meanwhile, I return to the outer ledges, but it only lasts a few minutes.

The walls inch closer, the ceiling dips lower. Soon, the cavern narrows into a tunnel, our only path balancing near the edge of a stream that appears to be as shallow as dishwater or as deep as the ocean, depending on the angle. If I close one eye, it doesn’t appear to be there at all.

Along the walls, sheets of smooth calcite hang like frozen waterfalls, the drip, drip, drip of water constant as it flows over the rocks and into the subterranean spring.

It’s darker here. Quieter. Heat envelops us like a warm embrace. Wisps of magic hover in the air, their pulsing glimmer our only light. The stream burbles onward in the shadows.

You’d think after intestines and eyeballs and blood and decay, the cavern would lose its charm. Certainly, it would seem less soothing, less wondrous as the walls converge around us. Instead, I’m still enrapt by its beauty. It’s tranquil, simple, enchanting, haunting.

I don’t know if it’s the magic. I don’t know if it’s my team. Maybe I just like a little horror. Away from judging eyes, somewhere deep below civilization, where chaos reigns, and our only path is the one set before us. 

This where I belong.

Behind us, a pair of glowing verdant eyes blink.

Something like a child laughs.

So maybe it’s not completely perfect.

            






Chapter 45


                Those eerie titters echo behind us for far too long. Something has to be following us, but we haven’t heard footsteps or seen any other evidence of their presence.

Except for the eyes. In the engulfing darkness, I catch glimpses of inhuman eyes. They shine on their own, as vibrant and intense as emeralds.

Despite their color, I don’t believe they belong to fairies. Or rather, they don’t belong to the kind we’ve encountered. They’re wide and childlike and a couple feet lower to the ground. 

My guess is that they’re children, but I’d like to be wrong about that. Not because I have moral qualms about fighting fairy kids; the concept just seems a hell of a lot creepier. They’re likely to be much more whimsical. Less predictable. And at least adults have some level of restraint.

…I say, knowing absolute fuck-all about fairies. I know there’s superstition about saying the word “fairy.” Apparently that’s likely to summon them, and that makes them mad - though I doubt we can piss them off more than with murder. And I know that changelings are when fairies switch out your kids for their own. They’re also not tiny, winged, cheerful things. They tease. They prank. You know, like tying your shoes together or drowning you in your own bath tub. And they really, really dislike people disturbing their homes.

To think, I used to love fairies as a kid. I hope it doesn’t turn out that unicorns are dicks too.

An hour or so in, another legion of red birds floods the tunnel. The second they show, Ron whips out the gittern - no prompts needed - and lays down another hard rock, medieval minstrel riff. The beating of feathered wings drowns out whatever notes he plays, but as it turns out, we don’t need to hear the music for it to take effect. It’s like any other aura. So long as we’re close enough, we’re protected. As a bonus, Ron’s Level 10 class ability gives him a 50% chance of not getting hit by conditions in the first place. Bard-tanks for the win!

So, with our lilting accompaniment, we absolutely steamroll the tamer. After that, the birds become erratic, fluttering frantically every which way. This time, I get to partake in the action. And I’ll tell ya, you don’t know joy until you’ve skewered two birds per dagger mid-air.

In only minutes, the red beasts drop dead around us. That brings the rest of the team up to Level 12. Except for Ron. But he’s close enough.

Oh, and Elias also has his Level 10 class ability unlocked. Unfortunately, he says it requires a stun attack to work, so we’ll need to be on the lookout for a weapon with that ability.

Soon after, we hit our first fork in the road. Ahead, the path tapers into nothing as the stream continues through an opening about two-feet in diameter. So, technically, we could keep following the stream, but we’d have to army-crawl through six inches of water to do it. Alternatively, in the ground to our left, there’s a crevice.

“Um,” I say, weighing our options. “No.”

Elias lies flat on his stomach and peers over the edge. “I can’t see the bottom.”

“Well, you’re not wearing glasses, so…” I go prone beside him. “Scooch. Let me look.”

I look into the crevice. It is black.

“Okay, do any of us have lights?” I ask.

“I’m hungry,” Luci replies.

“We did not prepare for this trip, man,” adds Ron.

“All salient points. Elias?”

“We should have brought a light.”

“Alright, well. Zero points for all of you. So, unless anyone has a better idea, I’m throwing liquid fire down there.” To demonstrate, a bulb of luminous yellow ooze appears in my hand. “Objections?”

Inventory item removed: (1) Lesser Liquid Fire

The potion illuminates Elias’ sour expression, but he makes the teeniest li’l shrug that implies at least some level of acquiescence. 

I prop myself onto my knees and gesture for Elias to do the same. No need to singe those pouty eyebrows.

“Then here goes!” I drop the bottle down the crevice.

Below, the cave ignites. Fire spills across the floor as scorching flames rapidly devour whatever magic-y methanol the potion’s got going. For mere seconds, they soar several feet high, bathing the cavern in amber light. Just as quickly, the blaze dwindles. The liquid glows with shallow waves of fire until every last milliliter is consumed.

God, I love fire.

I look back at the others, their figures smudged by the bright spots in my eyes. “So, it looks like a five foot drop? Then it opens up, at least a little. If it’s no good, we can climb back up.”

“Well, I don’t wanna go through that,” Luci says, gesturing at the stream.

“Yeah, I’m also of the opinion that we avoid the claustrophobic nightmare.”

“Agreed,” says Elias.

Ron gives his classic ‘rock-on’ sign.

And so we vote to descend even further.

Kneeling, I inch backwards toward the lip of the crevice, guiding one leg down, and then the other. My boot scrapes along the rock, nudging for a foothold. Gently, I ease myself down.

“My turn!” Luci exclaims, her leg appearing over the ledge. “Coming down!”

Once she’s secure, Ron follows. Then Elias, cursing as his metal leg clunks against the jagged rock. He awkwardly skids down the slant at the bottom before landing on the flattened path. When I begin to ask if he’s alright, he cuts me off with a quick shake of his head.

As my eyes adjust, the layout of the cave corridor becomes clear. I have to admit, the game designers were generous here. Radiant veins of silver weave through the limestone rocks like forks of lightning, cleaner and brighter than they’d ever be in real life. Obviously, we’d do better with lights of our own, but as with the rest of the dungeon, we’ll be able to see well enough to navigate our way forward without them.

Needless to say, next time, we’re most definitely not entering a dark stairwell without supplies. In fact, the moment we see a store, no matter what our plans are, I hereby vow that we will purchase more than just pants.

Again, there’s an unmistakable trail we’re meant to follow, whether trampled, hand-designed, or weathered into submission. Sharp stalactites curtain the sides, some joining with the rising stalagmites into chunky tethered columns. Here and there, the ceiling breaks into endless open shafts. Just pitch-black holes where anything could lurk. I try not to stand directly under them for too long. It feels like a great place for a giant spider to drop down or for a long, sticky tongue to snatch me up.

The eyes, of course, continue to follow us. At one point, Luci trips, scraping her bare leg on a serrated ridge. For a moment, her entire thigh blossoms with little beads of blood. Then it heals. 

But in that moment, there’s a flash of movement. A grainy silhouette. Then the pitter-patter of feet as whatever it is flees back to the shadows.

I’m also greeted with a notification somewhere along the way.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Hiking 6

“So, lemme get this right,” says Luci. “Lord Cathal is keeping that girl, Afric, somewhere down here? Like, in a fairy cave?”

“Possibly,” I reply. “Also possibly, there is no Afric, and Éogan lured us here for… reasons. That’s as far as I’ve gotten on that theory.”

Ron gasps. “Lord Cathal’s a fairy!”

“Um…?” I hum. “Unless they have categories of fairies with absolutely zero charm, I kinda doubt that.”

“Totally,” agrees Luci. “That guy measures girls’ shorts.”

“That’s several people we’ve encountered who couldn’t be trusted,” states Elias. “The lord, the boy, the guards, the fisherman…”

“Psh, the fisherman was just uber weirded out by your leg,” Luci snipes. “And the guards are like, doing their job. And Éogan’s alright sometimes.”

Ron gives him a conciliatory, yet forceful pat on the back. “I used to have trust issues too, man.”

“They aren’t issues when it’s been shown that-” He pauses.

“When it’s been shown that…” Luci repeats mockingly.

Elias holds out a finger, turning his attention to the path behind us.

“You’re always hearing stuff,” Luci scoffs.

“I’ve been hearing them too,” I say.

“Hearing what?”

I shrug. “Fairy kids.”

“Fairy what? Where?”

Elias waves us off. “It’s not them. Voices. Listen.”

“More beast tamers?” she asks.

“Shhh.”

The group stills. 

I’ve never been a huge fan of the quiet. Too many thoughts. Too much tinnitus. Just dead air hounding you for some sound that it deems worthwhile. 

However, the quiet of a cave has a different quality. It isn’t the absence of sound. It’s the fullness of silence. There’s a weight to it.

But noise, especially the unnatural kind, carries easily in a tunnel like this. So when the brassy, snobby tenor of a crass young man sounds, it’s like he’s speaking right into my ear.

My spine chills as my eyes find Elias.

“It’s them.”

“Who?” asks Luci. Her voice is sharp. Loud. Too loud.

“Quiet. We need to be quiet,” I whisper. My heart races. They weren’t supposed to get out. How did they get out?

“You said they were restrained,” says Elias, his tone as hushed and cold as winter ice.

“They were. I don’t know what happened.” 

I listen again, praying I’m wrong. But that tone is unmistakable. His sardonic laugh cuts through the air, rebounding against the cavern walls. They could be anywhere in the tunnel. Ten minutes behind, two minutes behind, seconds behind, weapons aimed.

A female voice responds. Melissa? Melinda? Was that her name? 

How? How did they escape? Was it me? Lord Cathal? Éogan? They said they had the visa quest. They should be heading for the necromancer right now. Are they seriously coming after us? 

Of course they are. The man said he would. He’s clearly their leader. And why not? He’s cocky enough. Why gun for the visa quest when you can clear a dungeon, take out another team, max out your XP in a low-level region, and then portal out?

Shit. This was not meant to happen. And everything was going so well. I like it down here. Even with creepy eyes and deadly birds and enchanting fae, I like it. And now…

Is this my fault?

“Do they have a quest down here?” Elias asks.

“I don’t know. But I think they’re here for us.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because one of them said if he gets out, he’s going to hunt us down and kill us.”

“What?!”

Luci steps between us. “Who’s hunting us? What’s going on?”

Ron taps nervously on the base of his gittern. “You’re mega freakin’ me out, dudes.”

“What are they?” asks Elias. He’s calm, calculated. “Can we fight them?”

“I think an archer, a fire mage, maybe. Two others. I don’t know their level. All I know is they were captured by Lord Cathal. That could put them anywhere below 25.” A pit forms in my stomach, like rot digging its way down. “We can’t outrun them.”

Elias’ jaw tightens. “Luci can’t join us.”

“What do you mean, I can’t join you?” Panic rises in her voice. “What are you talking about?”

“She has to,” I say. “Or we’ll be outnumbered.”

“Helen-”

“I know.”

“Then we need to prepare,” replies Elias. He removes his bag, setting it behind a rock. “We can ambush them.”

My throat clenches. “Is that what you want?”

For a moment, he closes his eyes. When he opens them, he’s looking at Luci. “No. I… We can’t be the ones to make the first move.”

I inhale deeply, trying to slow down my breathing. “Okay. Let’s do it like this. You and Ron, come with me. Luci, stay a little farther back. Actually, get up on the ledge. Stay hidden. But get ready to fire. I have a trap, so I’ll put that over the path.”

“I do as well,” Elias adds.

“Oh, you do? Yeah, great. Put yours across the ledge in front of Luci in case they go that direction. I’ll sneak forward a little. I’ll try to talk to them, but there’s a woman who’s really good at persuasion and if she leveled it up since I saw her, it could be a problem. If they make the first move, I’ll come back. We’ll make our stand. If I do something stupid, um, intervene. Please. And, and that’s it. I think. Right? Wait, potions. Um…”

“You need to breathe,” says Elias.

Inventory item added: (1) Lesser Stamina Draught

Inventory item added: (1) Wits Draught

“Thanks. Thank you.”

We fall into silence again, listening. Waiting. 

Luci clutches my arm. “Helen, what’s going on?”

My hand wraps around hers. God, her fingers are small. She has so much more to grow. “It’s okay. It’ll be okay.”

            






**PARTY STATS**


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Hey guys! So, I have all of Helen’s, Luci’s, Elias’, and Ron’s stats stashed away for my own use, but I am now realizing that I reeeeally need to publish them every so often so you guys get a feel of where people stand. I especially should have released the Class Bonuses since I don’t actually have them anywhere in the story… Really, really sorry I didn’t do this sooner!

Also, please forgive my lack of table skills. I am trying.



                

                HELEN: LEVEL 12




	
Health


	
34





	
Stamina


	
78





	 
	 



	
Strength


	
5





	
Fortitude (with +3 armor)


	
12





	
Dexterity (with +12 class)


	
34





	
Wits


	
7





	
Resolve


	
15





	
Charm


	
5








CLASS TRAITS




	SICARII (ROGUE CLASS)



	An additional +1 to dexterity per level (works retroactively)



	+1 Silent Step Skill Proficiency per 2 levels



	+1 Sleight of Hand Skill Proficiency per 2 levels



	+25% damage with one-handed or dual-wielded weapons



	-50% damage with two-handed weapons



	LEVEL 5 ABILITY



	Shadowstep: Teleport behind an enemy within 3m. You may return to the original location within 10 seconds.



	LEVEL 10 ABILITY



	Sneak Attack: Target a major artery to instantly kill an unalerted enemy of equal or lower level.



	LEVEL 15 ABILITY



	Unseen: Grant invisibility to yourself and nearby party members. Invisibility is lost upon damage or an ability is performed. Lasts 1 second per level. May be used twice a day.






CLASS BONUSES




	Satsuma Striker
	FIGHTER
	Rebel This!: Do 10% more physical damage against higher level enemies.



	Sicarii
	ROGUE
	Disappearing Act: For five seconds, move 50% faster following a stealth-kill.



	Night Watcher
	ROGUE
	Saving Hit: Do 20% more damage on the first hit to an enemy targeting another party member.



	Machete Mambi
	FIGHTER
	¡A Degüello!: Perform two attacks in quick succession with any slashing weapon.



	Cultist of the Mystic Fire
	SORCERER
	Fire Piercer: Ignore 25% of an enemy’s fire resistance.



	Varangian Guard
	TANK
	Palace Pillager: Earn 20% more coins from fallen enemies when intoxicated.



	Black Hand
	ROGUE
	Hunter of Man: Attacks from behind do 20% more damage to human targets.



	Mountain Man
	ROGUE
	Trading Post: Sell consumables and accessories looted from enemies for 20% more.



	Call of the Matriarch (Chicago)
	POWER
	Beckon allies within a 1km radius. Allies receive a 25% speed boost as long as they are heading in your direction.






EQUIPMENT




	
EQUIPPED


	 
	 



	
Hooded Jacket


	
TOP


	
Fortitude: 3

Silent Step Proficiency +3

Changes contrast





	
Uncommon Traveler’s Boots


	
SHOES


	
Enhanced speed





	
Common Twin Daggers


	
WEAPON


	
Bleeding Slash, Crippling Wound





	
Thigh sheathes


	
ITEM


	
Holds daggers





	
Uncommon Thief’s Blade


	
WEAPON


	
Bleeding Slash, Toxic Stab, Double Toxin





	
Common Scian


	
WEAPON


	
Bleeding Slash, Strengthened Riposte





	 
	 
	 
	 



	
UNEQUIPPED


	 
	 



	
Common Cloak


	
ACCESSORY


	
Mild insulation





	
Common Sword x2


	
WEAPON


	
Bleeding Slash, Crippling Wound





	
Common Staff


	
WEAPON


	
Magic Blast, Magic Wave








ITEM INVENTORY




	
Crippling Spikes Trap


	
1





	
Lesser Stamina Draught (+30)


	
2





	
Lesser Sleep Draught


	
1





	
Lesser Liquid Fire


	
1





	
Wits Draught (+5)


	
1





	
Lesser Health Draught (+30)


	
1








LUCI: LEVEL 12




	
Health


	
38





	
Stamina


	
76





	 
	 



	
Strength


	
2





	
Fortitude (with +5 armor)


	
14





	
Dexterity (with +12 class)


	
33





	
Wits


	
6





	
Resolve


	
10





	
Charm (with +5 armor)


	
20








CLASS TRAITS




	IRON OF SCYTHIA



	An additional +1 to dexterity per level (works retroactively)



	+1 Observation Proficiency per 2 levels



	+25% damage with long-range weapons



	Immune to poison and all poison-related ailments



	LEVEL 5 ABILITY



	Retreat: When an enemy nears, teleport up to 3m away.



	LEVEL 10 ABILITY



	Recall: Recall a projectile within five seconds of hitting a target. Recalled projectiles will penetrate all targets upon return.



	LEVEL 15 ABILITY



	Deadeye: Mark a target within line of sight. The next 3 long-range projectiles fired will hit this target, no matter the obstacles. Functional from up to 20m.






CLASS BONUSES




	
Night Watcher


	
ROGUE


	
Saving Hit: Do 20% more damage on the first hit to an enemy targeting another party member.





	
Iron of Scythia


	
ARCHER


	
Public Order: Do 20% more damage from a distance (at least 5m or more).





	
Cultist of the Mystic Fire


	
SORCERER


	
Fire Piercer: Ignore 25% of an enemy’s fire resistance.





	
New York Yank


	
FIGHTER


	
Strike Out: 50% chance to recover lost stamina after missing a melee hit.





	
Mountain Man


	
ROGUE


	
Trading Post: Sell consumables and accessories looted from enemies for 20% more.





	
Soldier of Cer


	
FIGHTER


	
Child’s Grace: A killing blow will knock you down to 1 HP instead of 0.





	
Call of the Matriarch (Chicago)


	
POWER


	
Beckon allies within a 1km radius. Allies receive a 25% speed boost as long as they are heading in your direction.








EQUIPMENT




	
EQUIPPED


	 
	 



	
Chainmail Top


	
TOP


	
Fortitude: 5

Charm: 5





	
Common Recurve Bow


	
WEAPON


	
Long Shot, Piercing Shot





	
Bow Sash


	
ACCESSORY


	
Holds bow





	
Common Quiver


	
ACCESSORY


	
Holds up to 12 arrows





	 
	 
	 
	 
	 



	
UNEQUIPPED


	 
	 



	
Common Halberd


	
WEAPON


	
Bleeding Slash, Fortified Block








ITEM INVENTORY




	
Poison Cloud


	
1





	
Lesser Stamina Draught (+30)


	
1





	
Lesser Health Draught (+30)


	
2





	
Wits Draught (+5)


	
1








ELIAS: LEVEL 12




	
Health


	
50





	
Stamina


	
22





	 
	 



	
Strength (with +12 class)


	
35





	
Fortitude (with +6 armor)


	
20





	
Dexterity


	
6





	
Wits


	
8





	
Resolve


	
8





	
Charm (with +1 armor)


	
4








CLASS TRAITS




	JAGUAR KNIGHT



	An additional +1 to strength per level (works retroactively)



	+25% damage with melee weapons
	 



	Jewelry and accessories have a +50% stat bonus
	 



	Immune to stuns



	LEVEL 5 ABILITY



	Defensive Clash: Knock back an enemy with a brutal charge from 3m away and gain +25% fortitude for .5 seconds per level.



	LEVEL 10 ABILITY



	Capture and Kill: If you stun an enemy, all nearby enemies receive 50% more damage for the duration of the stun.



	LEVEL 15 ABILITY



	Inescapable Stance: When activated, a visible ward with a 1m radius is formed around you. All nearby enemies within it are incapable of leaving.






CLASS BONUSES




	
Skeptic


	
SUPPORT


	
Identify common and uncommon items.





	
Varangian Guard


	
TANK


	
Palace Pillager: Earn 20% more coins from fallen enemies when intoxicated.





	
Marathon Man


	
ROGUE


	
Mad Dash: Lose 50% less stamina when running or jumping during or within 5 minutes of combat.





	
Jaguar Knight


	
TANK


	
Protect the Elite: Intercepting an attack aimed for a teammate costs no stamina.





	
Tijuana Tornado


	
TANK


	
Punching Bag: Take 10% less physical damage.





	
Secutor of Rome


	
TANK


	
Emperor’s Reprieve: 50% more resolve for 5 seconds after suffering a critical hit.





	
Mountain Man


	
ROGUE


	
Trading Post: Sell consumables and accessories looted from enemies for 20% more.





	
Call of the Matriarch (Chicago)


	
POWER


	
Beckon allies within a 1km radius. Allies receive a 25% speed boost as long as they are heading in your direction.








EQUIPMENT




	
EQUIPPED


	 
	 



	
Flannel shirt


	
TOP


	
Fortitude: 5

Resistance to elements

Ability to quick-dry





	
Double-headed battleaxe


	
WEAPON


	
Bleeding Slash, Fortified Block





	
Metal prosthetic


	
ACCESSORY


	
Fortitude: 1





	
Rustic Breeches


	
PANTS


	
Charm: 1








ITEM INVENTORY




	
IN INVENTORY


	 



	
Crippling Spikes Trap


	
1





	
Lesser Stamina Draught (+30)


	
1





	
Lesser Health Draught (+30)


	
2





	
Wits Draught (+5)


	
1





	
CARRIED


	 



	
Ink jar


	
1





	
Fountain pen


	
1





	
Scrolls


	
2





	
Herbs, roots, powders, liquids


	
?








RON: LEVEL 11




	
Health


	
80





	
Stamina


	
22





	 
	 



	
Strength


	
13





	
Fortitude (w/ +11 class, +3 armor)


	
35





	
Dexterity


	
6





	
Wits


	
3





	
Resolve (w/ +3 armor)


	
16





	
Charm


	
4








CLASS TRAITS




	DESERT ROCK STAR



	An additional +1 to fortitude per level (works retroactively)



	+1 Musical Performance Proficiency per 2 levels



	+25% resolve so long as an instrument is on your person



	Immune to bleeding and crippling



	LEVEL 5 ABILITY



	Heavy Stance: When activated, block 50% of incoming damage. You cannot be stunned, knocked back, or immobilized in any other way. You cannot move for at least 5 seconds after activation. Activation will end upon movement.



	LEVEL 10 ABILITY



	Thick Skin (Passive): 50% chance to not be influenced by mental status ailments, such as confusion, fear, enraged, and charmed.



	LEVEL 15 ABILITY



	Acid Trip: Mute a targeted enemy for 1 second per level. A muted enemy cannot use sorcery-based abilities or attacks. Does not require stamina. Cooldown is 3 minutes.






CLASS BONUSES




	
Rastafari


	
TANK


	
Holy Bliss: Go to sleep intoxicated to gain 2x well-rested effect





	
Desert Rock Star


	
SUPPORT/

TANK


	
High Note: 20% physical damage reduction while playing music.





	
New York Yank


	
FIGHTER


	
Strike Out: 50% chance to recover lost stamina after missing a melee hit.





	
Tijuana Tornado


	
TANK


	
Punching Bag: Take 20% less physical damage within 5 seconds of a previous attack.





	
Mountain Man


	
ROGUE


	
Trading Post: Sell consumables and accessories looted from enemies for 20% more.





	
Call of the Matriarch (Chicago)


	
POWER


	
Beckon allies within a 1km radius. Allies receive a 25% speed boost as long as they are heading in your direction.








EQUIPMENT




	
EQUIPPED


	 
	 



	
Leather Vest


	
TOP


	
Fortitude: 3

Resolve: 3





	
Reinforced Gittern


	
WEAPON


	
Sweet Serenade, Bash





	
Gittern strap


	
ACCESSORY


	
Holds gittern





	
Common Halberd


	
WEAPON


	
Bleeding Slash, Fortified Block





	 
	 
	 
	 
	 



	
UNEQUIPPED


	 
	 



	
Common Halberd


	
WEAPON


	
Bleeding Slash, Fortified Block








ITEM INVENTORY




	
Lesser Stamina Draught


	
1





	
Lesser Health Draught


	
1








 

STAT DESCRIPTIONS

Health: Measures how much damage you can withstand before death. Your mobility is not impaired until you reach 0 - wherein death will occur. Physical abilities may, however, be affected by status ailments, limb loss, blood loss, navigational hazards, and general demeanor.

Stamina:Measures how much stress you can endure before you are temporarily downed. Each exerted effort and ability (aside from sorcery-based abilities) costs stamina. Again, your mobility is not impaired until you reach 0, in which case you will collapse. In this state, you will be unable to move or perform non-sorcery-based abilities until enough stamina points have been restored.

Strength: Measures physical prowess. Affects your ability to exert physical influence on the world, such as pushing, pulling, lifting, and hitting. Required to unlock the full potential of strength-based weapons and abilities.

Fortitude: Measures endurance and defensive aptitude. Affects your ability to withstand damage. Required to unlock the full potential of defense-based gear and abilities.

Dexterity: Measures digital agility, accuracy, and balance. Affects your ability to move nimbly through the world. Required to unlock the full potential of dexterity-based weapons and abilities.

Wits: Measures mental acuity. Affects your ability to apply sorcery and withstand sorcery. Required to unlock the full potential of sorcery-based weapons and abilities.

Resolve: Measures resilience. Affects your ability to regenerate health and stamina as well as your ability to resist status ailments. Also affects your ability to withstand charm and trickery.

Charm: Measures social influence. Affects your ability to haggle, negotiate, command, persuade, and deceive.

[Earning 10 levels in an attribute awards another +3 proficiency to associated skills.]

            






Chapter 46


                Fairies. Secret tunnels. Lords. Giant otters. Video game crushes.

It started to feel like a game. An adventure. Gather the team, fight through the dungeon, win the quest, earn the prize, return to the inn for a beer and a laugh. Rinse, repeat.

To think, I was worried about Luci losing a sliver of her soul to a murdered fisherman. But the stakes were low. So low. He wasn’t real. None of this was real. Oh sure, our mistakes had consequences. Every hit, every strike chipping away at our mental stability, toying with our emotions, skewing our morality. But what of it? Take a health potion, get some sleep. We would all be stronger in the morning.

And now? It’s no longer life or death. It’s life and death. Today, in this hour, someone will die. I’ll try to speak to them. I’ll try to make them see reason. But I’m cynical enough to know that even Luci’s charm wouldn’t cut through that asshole’s heart. 

It took two minutes of my time to understand the kind of man he is. I should have never let him live. I could have killed him then and there, when he was penned like a pig. Knowing he’d break free, knowing he’d come after us, would I have been able to do it? Probably not.

But what did it matter. I thought we were safe. I thought… I don’t know. That people were still decent? That he wouldn’t be mad enough to follow us down into a dungeon? Clearly the rest of his party isn’t much better if they’re going along with him.

Honestly, they could be surfing the emerald plains toward victory, and this is what they choose? How dare they! The game itself isn’t even pitting us together. Not yet. We have days to go, levels to grow, all of that, way before we really have to fight. And even then, the necromancer quest isn’t the only visa extension available.

Not like this isn’t exactly what our planet wants. It already decided our sentences. This is just the compromise. And if only the worst of humanity survives, so be it.

And there goes my heart. How quickly the anxiety returns. My favorite enemy.

Okay. Time to stop bitching. This moaning and whining about the big picture is just doomscrolling without the phone. I can’t afford to spiral. What matters is what’s in front of me. One step at a time. Breathe in, breathe out. Don’t look to the past. Don’t look to the future. Stay here. Stay right here.

My team will survive. And Luci will be okay. She has to be.

I just need to kill these assholes first.

Inventory item removed: (1) Crippling Spikes Trap

It’s just like the shopkeeper said. One thought, and a thin, nearly imperceptible line stretches across the trampled trail. The moment an enemy foot lands on that strip, that foot is getting impaled. Sadly, if the asshole’s an archer like I think he is, it probably won’t be him. But it’ll still increase our odds.

With the trap set, I prowl along the ledge a little further before settling into the shadows behind a jagged column. A little ways down the path stands Elias, his heavy battleaxe clutched in both hands, specks of luminous magic reflected on the blade. Ron towers beside him. We told him to go back to the gittern. The halberd’s probably a more versatile weapon, but he doesn’t know how to use it, and we may need the aid of his music anyhow.

On the opposite ledge, slightly farther back, Luci is crouched behind cover, an arrow already nocked. Even in the shadows, I can see her fidgeting. She’s nervous. We’ll all nervous. I’m not sure any of us have felt this way since the matriarch.

I can feel my pulse in my ears, in my feet, in the grip around my poison dagger. When previously I’d considered having to battle another party, confusion and trepidation filled my heart. If there was anger there, it was only at the system.

Not anymore. If they want to attack my family, then I only have room for rage.

Four grainy silhouettes materialize from the darkness. They’re confident and loud, unburdened by the concept of an attack.

I have half a mind to just whip out a bottle of liquid fire and get this shit started. However there’s a chance - a chance - we can end this without violence. And my capacity for self-forgiveness is strained as it is.

Now. How the hell do I start?

“We don’t want to fight,” I blurt, hidden behind the column. It isn’t entirely loud, but my voice carries.

The party halts. I can barely see where they are. They can’t see where I am either.

The outline of a man saunters forward through the darkness, cackling. “That you, woman? Oh shit, there’s more of you. What am I seeing here? Two? Three of you? Well, we don’t want to fight either. How about that? We just wanted to thank you for getting us out of that shithole.”

I stay silent.

“You didn’t know?” He swaggers down the corridor, his outline solidifying as he nears. He holds a bow in one hand, an arrow in the other, his cloak sweeping the ground behind him. The arrow, he twirls like a baton, occasionally stopping to scrape the point against the rocky ledge. “That Lord Cathal’s not half the wizard he wishes he was. Instead, he’s got all those pathetic statues holding those spells together. The one powering that arcane lock? You smashed it. Took its sweet fucking time powering down, but it got there eventually. Very fucking helpful of you.”

The pit in my stomach deepens. No, that can’t be right. In the dungeon, there was a leprechaun statue on the table. I remember that. But I didn’t… Wait, I moved the table to cover the blood. Something fell…

“So, now that we’re out, a celebration’s in order, don’t you think?”

Behind him lurks two men. One stout, an axe in his grip. The other wane and tan, leaning on a crooked staff topped with a skull. What is that, a necromancer? Beside him stands the woman, her blonde hair pinned in a tight bun, a tear intentionally slitting her pencil skirt. 

“Turn around now,” barks Elias. “There’s another way through-”

Another hollow laugh interrupts him. “My good sir, seriously, how the hell do you think this even works? You are not people. You are experience and loot at best and an annoying fucking obstacle at worst. This is the new reality. You’re more than welcome to beat us if you can.”

“Dave, there’s a child,” the woman says. “Girl, how old are you?”

The archer groans, his head lolled back. “The fuck does it matter?”

“I’m not killing a child. Keagan’s gone. We have a slot open. Let her join us.”

“Seriously?” he whines. “You hear that over there? We got four out of five here, so kick the kid, and we’ll let her join our party. She doesn’t need to get hurt, and all that crap.”

“She isn’t going anywhere,” Elias growls.

“Well, that’s her decision, isn’t it, old man?”

For a moment, there’s silence. My eyes search for Luci. She’s still there, sheltered behind a column. The poor thing is frozen stiff. No anxious jittering, no edgy defiance. I want to run to her. I want to hold her. How was I ever so stupid as to think I couldn’t hold her?

The woman steps in. “Girl.”

“I’m not joining you,” Luci croaks.

“And I don’t need another brat in the group, so I guess we’re all happy,” the man snaps. “Except Melinda. You happy, Melinda?”

“Fine,” she sighs. Drawing a shortsword, she runs her hand over the blade, coating it in a veneer of flame. “Let’s get this over with.”

Then it all happens at once.

Warning! You have been attacked by another party.

Dave - Trick-Shot Tembo (Level 18)

Ajay - Diviner of the Dead (Level 16)

Melinda - Cultist of the Mystic Fire (Level 16)

Antony - Varangian Guard (Level 17)

Are you fucking kidding me? We can’t fight that.

In a blur, the archer leaps and fucking rebounds off the wall, six feet in the air, bow anchored. When he lets off a shot, the arrow splits into three.

At the same time, Melinda spins, hurling a fireball down the path. 

The axe-wielding brute charges like a bull in the fire’s wake.

Behind them, a green wisp of light curls around their teammates’ gnarled staff as he whispers an incantation.

We might be out-leveled. Out-matched. But we don’t hesitate.

On our side, Elias rushes forward to greet the opposing force.

Ron stands stalwart. Or confused. It works either way.

An arrow flies from Luci’s bow, its aim narrowed at the mage’s heart.

And I shadowstep behind the dude with the staff, because fuck that green shit. But not before I down the wits draught because, and I reiterate, fuck that green shit.

My poison blade tears across the man’s neck. I plunge my other dagger into his side, once, twice, three times. 

Down the corridor, the fire bursts against Ron’s chest. An arrow sprouts from his shoulder. I don’t know where the other two shots land. He takes the hits, sturdy as a brick wall, then moves in position to block the rest.

Just in front of him, the Varangian Guard howls as he triggers my trap. A spike shoots through his shin, bringing him to his knees. It’s like Elias knew exactly how it would play out. In the moment the man hits the ground, Elias’ axe falls like an executioner’s blade across his neck.

Meanwhile, Luci’s arrow punches through the mage, knocking her back and withering the flame growing from her hand. She screams, a guttural, angry shriek, as Luci summons the arrow back. With a tug, it tears itself from her flesh, spraying blood.

It’s impossible to keep track of the battle after that. I catch flashes of movement: the blur of an arrow, the glint of metal, the sudden plume of fire.

For now, I focus on the man in front of me. We’re out-leveled. But if I can take this guy out, it’ll be four against three. And they might just be arrogant enough to not have anticipated a fight. Better yet, I have several class bonuses tilting the odds: more damage against higher levels, faster with slashing weapons, ruthless with attacks against humans from behind, deadly if they dare to assault my team.

He slouches against his glowing staff, slimy foam bubbling from his pores.

Then, something happens. I feel… weak. My nerves prickle, numbing. My hands, my fingers… I don’t know how much more of this I can take. When I look down, there are cloudy green tendrils snaking up my legs and over my body.

New Status!

Drained: Lose 10 stamina per second for .5 seconds x enemy level.

Well, shit. So much for +5 wits. I bring up my stats.

Health: 34/34

Stamina: 12/78

Dammit! With a thought, I down a stamina draught, bumping me back up to 42, but the numbers are already slipping. I’m going to collapse right here. Even poisoned and half-dead, the guy can just pummel me with his dumb stick until I’m gone.

Praying that I have time left, I push myself to teleport back.

And I’m safe, concealed in the shadows once more.

Stamina: 22/78

Two more seconds before I’m out. Ugh. How long do I have left on my status condition? I can’t go below zero stamina, can I?

In a Hail Mary, I conjure my sleep draught and toss it into the fray. The bottle smashes against the necromancer’s cane, dashing him with liquid that immediately puffs into a cloud of blue fog. He crumples to the floor.

And so do I.

Stamina: 0/78

For two seconds, I’m limp across the cold, wet stone, feeling like an idiot as I watch the reverberating chaos. 

Ron’s chest is blackened with scorch marks, two arrows now stuck in his flesh and an open gash in his arm, another torn across his leg. The bastard with the axe is there, his neck soaked in blood, but he’s wailing on Ron with the relentless speed of a berserker. 

As his blade crashes down, Ron meets it with his gittern. Wood explodes in a rain of splinters. He’s left holding half an instrument in each meaty hand. 

Roaring, Ron smashes the fractured wood into the man’s head.

It’s a weak attack. As indomitable as the big guy is, he’s too wounded. He isn’t as strong or as fortified as his opponent. And the other man just won’t give up. He slices again and again. Ron sweats and screams, taking blow after blow. 

Elias clashes with the mage, his axe ringing against her fiery sword. Flame and metal collide, embers falling. He’s a fury, unstoppable, even with his fucking arm on fire.

Nearby, Luci pops out of cover, launching arrow after arrow at whoever’s standing: the mage, the fighter, the archer. A loose fireball splashes across her cover. She ducks, then springs up with another arrow nocked.

It feels like an eternity passes before that dumb status finally disappears. I take the final stamina draught.

Stamina: 30/78

Stamina: 31/78

Stamina: 32/78

Oh, thank god. Wasn’t sure how that would go. I definitely need some gear with wits. If I make it out of this. If any of us make it out of this.

Okay, necromancer’s dozing, Elias has the mage under control, and I’ll probably just get in the way of Ron. That leaves the archer. Where is he?

A joyless laugh echoes as another arrow splits Luci’s in two. God, those are some moves. The archer rolls under her next attack, nocks an arrow, and levels the point in her direction. He draws.

I’ve never run so fast. I hurl my fire draught - the last item I’ve got - at the archer and charge into him, flames be damned; I’ll take us both out.

He’s so focused on his attacks, he doesn’t notice me coming. Fire races up his cloak, catching on his shirt, melting the very fibers to his skin as he screams. I feel the burn of the flame as I jam one blade into his side, the other right into the crook of his arm.

But it’s too late.

Another trio of arrows soars. One finds Elias, another pings against a stalactite. The third…

Luci uses her retreat, teleporting back. With inches to spare, she pivots out of the way.

Even on fire, the archer manages a smirk, a menacing flicker lighting up his teeth like a jack-o’-lantern.

The arrow turns.
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                    I have been SO excited for you guys to see this fight. Really hope you enjoy it!



                







Chapter 47


                The arrow punctures Luci in the chest. 

A primal, bloodcurdling cry spills from my throat. “Luci!”

She still has a health potion, right? Please tell me she has a potion.

Her knees hit the ground. She coughs, blood sputtering from her mouth. Oh god, what if she’s too weak? What if she can’t… 

Ditching the ignited prick, I sprint and slide to Luci’s side, my daggers clanging to the floor as I catch her in my arms.

She weighs nothing. How is she so small?

Okay, she can’t recover until the arrow’s out of there. I know that’s not normal survival 101, but it’s apocalypse-we-have-potions 101, so that’s what’s happening.

“Luci, I’m pulling out the arrow. Then you’re going to take the health draught, alright?”

She doesn’t speak. I have to believe she heard me.

“Here we go.” No time to think. I grasp the arrow, knuckles white, and yank.

Blood gushes from her chest, dark and viscous. It’s so much. How is it so much? It won’t stop. Do I press down? Do I wait? Even in the dimness of the cavern, I can see her light draining.

Her eyes close, and my heart stops. 

A shiver courses through her body. The health potion. Did she take it? I wait and wait, the fire roaring behind me, weapons clashing, people screaming, grunting. 

Eternity passes. And then, Luci’s eyes blink open. Slowly, she passes a hand over her chest, then lifts it, her palm coated in blood.

“Jerk shot me,” she says weakly. Then she squints. “Are you crying?”

“Oh god, Luce,” I laugh.

“Ow, that hurts.” She winces. “Why did you-”

I don’t know what makes me spin around in that moment. A sixth sense, I suppose. And perhaps an awareness that fire doesn’t last forever, and there was about to be one very pissed off bastard seeking his revenge.

Scooping my dagger up from the floor, I turn just in time to see the wisps of magic part. I don’t even see the projectile; I just slice through the empty air, snapping the wooden arrow in two.

I leap to my feet, seething. In his tattered, charred cloak, the archer slides another arrow from his quiver. Nearby, Elias is still locked in battle with the mage, a fiery sphere broiling in her left hand, her flaming sword slashing and clashing in her right. Ron is somewhat behind him. There’s an axe wedged in his thigh, but at least the berserker wielding it is having a hell of a time wrenching it back out of there. 

“What the hell is wrong with you?” I shout. “She’s thirteen.”

The archer snorts. “And?”

“And she didn’t doanything to you! Dammit, you could have been halfway to the visa quest right now. We didn’t have to be your enemy.”

“Oh, come off your high horse, sweetheart. Enemies? Heroes? That attitude’s old world bullshit. The new world is just a ladder of corpses to climb. I’m just the guy who knows how to get on top.”

He doesn’t wait for me respond. But neither does Luci.

An arrow whizzes past me, slicing the man’s cheek and piercing his ear.

He smirks.

That smug fucking expression makes it somehow even more satisfying when Elias charges into him. The man flails sideways, his whole frame buckling as he smashes into the cavern wall. 

Even still, the prick must have a dozen potions on him. Before the axe comes down, the archer rolls and leaps effortlessly from danger. Elias gives chase.

That means the mage is open. She’s forming another fireball, her sights aimed at Elias’ back. 

Oh no, she fucking doesn’t.

Luci nocks another arrow as I leap back onto the path and dash after the mage, my scian at the ready.

I’m going to kill them. I’m going to kill every last one of them.

“Hey, Melinda!” I yell.

The woman spins and, with no hesitation, thrusts her hand out and launches the fireball my way. 

Heat bellows down the path, but I don’t break my stride. She must think I’m nuts. Just as the fire’s about to hit, I shadowstep behind her and plunge the dagger into her side.

Screaming, she whirls around, sword drawn. I knock it to the side and stab again, then duck under the next swing and stab a third time. They’re shallow hits. I can’t get an edge. She’s fast. Way faster than the dungeon guard. How is she so good with a sword already?

Then my dagger arm stops working. My shoulder burns, then aches, then screams in agony. There’s a deep gash cleaved all the way through the muscle. 

New Status!

Crippled: Lose the ability to move or attack with the targeted limb for 1 second per enemy level.

With a grin, Melinda thrusts her blade. I bat it aside. She thrusts again. I pivot. But I can’t counter. Just like that, I’m on the back foot, fighting for my life.

And I’m not the only one. Ron’s on his last legs, his shattered gittern and a broken halberd at his feet. There’s no way he’s got any potions left. The fact that he’s still alive is just a testament to his own reckless perseverance. 

Luci’s one failed dodge from death. Elias isn’t dextrous enough to match the archer or strong enough to help against his counterpart.

Is this how it ends?

I don’t know who I’m angrier at: that fucking party or myself. I can’t believe I let them out. I can’t believe they’d come after us. I can’t believe any of this is happening at all. I just wanted some goddamn ice cream. Then I wanted to live, because why the hell not. Then help Luci, because god, she still had a chance, even a little chance for normalcy. For sanity. For self-love and hope. But what was I thinking? What was I thinking? It’s not up to me. It’s up to the assholes in this world, and all any of the rest of us can do is fucking suffer.

It makes me want to scream.

I don’t care. I don’t care. Crisis be damned. Epiphanies later. I have people to murder.

In the corner of my eye, I spot the sleeper just beginning to wake. Using his staff as a crutch, he hauls himself to his feet, already muttering a new incantation as that gaseous green wafts around him. He’s still bleeding; his collared shirt is absolutely soaked in it. 

But what does it matter? What does any of it matter?

Melinda swipes again. I block, just barely. I can’t keep this up.

Fuck this. With the last dregs of my stamina, I shadowstep - maybe for the final time - behind her. Before she even knows I’m there, I kick her in the back of the legs. She stumbles forward - not quite hard enough to fall. But I can help her with that.

I leap, one foot on the small of her back, one on her spine, and drive her down. Just as her face meets the floor, I raise my scian, primed to sink it right into her fucking neck.

Something giggles.

Like an alarming, dissonant chime, it cuts through the chaos like a knife.

At once, the wisps of magic blink out. The luminescence of the mineral veins dims. And from the darkness, piercing emerald eyes emerge. Two. No, four. No, countless. 

Then, for the first time, it appears.

There’s only one. The rest hold back, their gazes twinkling with menacing amusement.

From the depths, back towards the tunnel, he staggers toward us. A little boy, no more than ten years old. He’s dressed in rags, his hair matted with dirt and grease. Around his neck is a thick celtic amulet. He lolls his head as though it’s too heavy to carry, his stilted steps alternating between a slow drag and a lumbering lurch.

Niall - The Unforgiven (Level 19)

The boy’s expression doesn’t change. His face is a frozen portrait of wry amusement. Only his eyes are alight with life. 

Clutching the amulet, he focuses his haunting green gaze on the closest injured target: the wane man with the glowing staff.

“Are you hurt?” his small voice asks. “I can help with that.”

He laughs, and a choir of discordant giggles echoes behind him. 

A mark scorches the air. It hovers over the man’s head, a number seared in black-red fire.

5

“What is that?” the man yells. “Do you see that?”

The archer rolls out from under Elias’ blade. “Ajay, what the hell? What’d you do?”

The boy is already gone, swallowed by the shadows that birthed him.

4

“I didn’t do anything!” His voice crackles in simmering panic. “It’s a- it’s a-”

“It’s a what, idiot.”

“A status! I don’t know!

3

“Well, cut it out!” the archer shouts back.

I’m not sure when Melinda and I parted, but I find myself back where I started, just an arms length away from Luci and Ron. Everyone is just standing there, watching, our will to fight momentarily shattered. Not like we can see anyhow. Once the fire along the mage’s sword sputters out, we’re left in utter darkness. There’s only the glow of those blinking eyes and the strange blazing brand.

2

“What the fuck, what the fuck? It won’t stop. Get it off!” the man screams.

The rest of us back up. 

1

0

Flesh tears, and his body erupts from the inside out. It’s a small, concentrated burst: blood, bone and shredded tissue popping like a firecracker and splatting in a circle where he stood. His staff clatters to the floor.

The boy giggles.

“Run.” I tug Luci’s hand. “Run!”

Pushing Luci ahead of me, I slip over curved stone until my feet find the path. Then I tear through the cavern corridor in a fumbling, reckless dash. It’s impossible to see. I can only go by how level the ground is, bashing, stubbing, and scraping against unyielding rock like they’re fucking bowling alley bumpers. Luci’s just ahead, and I can hear Ron heaving behind me. I can only hope Elias is following.

Behind us, the cavern shakes with childish chuckles and screams. Fire illuminates the walls in a burst of heat. After that, all I hear is indiscriminate shouting.

From then, it’s a blur. Minutes fly as my body becomes a canvas of bruises and welts. At one point, my head thunks against a stalactite in a way that screams concussion, but the pulsing ache fades quickly.

And then it’s just the sound of our feet thudding against stone.

“Can we… take a break… man,” pants Ron.

I slow to a halt. “Luci. Luci!”

Her outline stops somewhat ahead. The silver veins threading through the walls are lighting our way once more.

Another set of feet thunders behind us, then abruptly stops. “Do we need to rest?” Elias asks. Placing his bag on a ledge, he surveys the party. “Who’s injured?”

Hands on his knees, Ron tries to speak between gulping breaths. “Pa…. pa…” He waves a hand, grasping.

“Potion?” I try. “I think we’re out.”

He collapses against a stalagmite, hugging the rock like it’s a liferaft. Christ. The man’s class makes him immune to bleeding which I now realize looks super fucked up in practice. His arms, no, his entire body is just a mess of gashes and gouges, splitting his muscles, carving all the way down to the bone. 

“Ron? Ron, are you losing health or gaining health?”

His head against the stone, he gives me a weak thumbs up and then a hand waggle.

“Going up slowly?” I translate.

Another thumbs up.

“Alright, buddy.” I deflate beside him. “Elias, are they following us?”

“I don’t believe so. They chose to pursue the ones who killed their teammate. But it may not occupy them for long.”

With the butt of his axe, Elias starts bashing the floor.

“Um…”

“I’m manufacturing a pitfall,” he explains. “Unfortunately, collapsing the ceiling provides too many risks.”

“Sure.” 

I exhale slowly. What a goddamn mess. In the corner of my eye, there’s the glimmer of a notification. I assume it’s credit for the guy’s death. Maybe a title for the honor of defeating a fellow participant. I dismiss them.

“Luci, you okay?” I ask.

“They’re not real,” she mutters. I can still barely see her.

“Luci…?”

She spins around. “You knew. Both of you.” She juts a finger at Elias and me, her face contorted in anger. “You knew there were other people.”

“I… yeah, we did,” I answer. “I saw them in the prison. But-”

“But what?”

“But I left them there. They seemed dangerous, possibly. I wasn’t sure… I just didn’t want to burden you with the responsibility of neglecting someone. It isn’t right. I just want you to be okay.”

“Why?” She swallows, shaking her head. Then her whole body trembles. The bow slips from her fingers as her face breaks. “Is there something wrong with me?”

Elias drops his axe. “What? Chispita, nothing is wrong with you.” 

“There has to be! You don’t trust me. You lie to me. You don’t think I can fight.”

I jump to my feet. “That’s not true.”

“Is it because I’m not strong enough? I can get powerful. I can show you, I can-”

“Luci-”

“No, stop! Stop Luci-ing me!” she yells. “I can’t take it anymore! I can’t. I can’t.”

As I try to reach out, she shoves me away. Then her knees hit the ground. For a moment, she’s still. So still. Then she lifts a hand to her chest, feeling along the collar of that silly chainmail top until she finds her new scar, those small, small fingers tracing along the line. Her shoulders quiver as she’s suddenly wracked with heavy, hitched sobs.

She looks up, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I wanted them to die. Is that… is that why he died?”

I kneel beside her. “No, Luci. No. It was just an enemy. A stupid, horrible dungeon enemy. Nothing more.”

Her breath comes in shallow, frantic beats. “It could’ve… it could’ve been you. It could’ve been any of you. And I, and I…”

“But it wasn’t, chispita,” says Elias. 

“We’re here,” I say. “It’s okay.”

“Stop saying that! Stop lying! You don’t know anything!” 

Choking on her tears, she falls to her side. Again, I reach for her, but she bats me away as she quickly scrambles back against a rock, pressing her body hard against its surface as though she’s trying to sink right through it. Then she tucks her knees to her chin, clutching them tight, so tight that her nails nearly draw blood as they dig into her flesh.

“That man…” she croaks. “That man just… he just… And if that was you. If I couldn’t… I just can’t anymore. I can’t do this. I can’t. I’m so tired. Why am I so tired?”

I open my mouth, then close it. I don’t know what to say. Elias sits there, speechless. In desperation, I even look to Ron, but he’s crying too. The big teddy bear.

I can’t just say ‘Luci.’ I can’t touch her. I can’t tell her it’ll be okay. I don’t want to tell her it won’t be. That I’m broken too. That broken people can still fight. Is that what she needs to hear?

She looks up at us. Her eyes soften as she gulps back the last of her tears. “Guys, it’s okay. I’m okay. It’s not real.”

“Luci…”

“Really, it’s fine,” she says, her voice suddenly clear. “I’m a rubber ball, remember? I bounce back. I bounce back.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Hey, if you haven’t already, I’ve never asked for reviews before, but if you’re really enjoying the story, I’d love to hear about it. Gotten a couple drive-by .5s lately, and as much as I love writing, it can still be hard to have faith in it.

Also, just a shout-out to those who frequently comment. You guys really make this for me. I love hearing what you think and seeing your reactions. And your edits are crazy good. Seriously don’t know how you spot those.

Finally, I promise that whenever there is darkness in my story, there is hope.

Thanks!



                







Chapter 48


                Our travels through the grotto remain uneventful for the next hour or so. Despite how sound carries in the cave, we hear no signs of the party behind us, nor do we hear anymore of those horrible giggles. Hopefully they all blew each other up. They probably didn’t. But it’s fun to imagine.

I’m tired. For the first time since this started, I’m hit with the profound urge to just not. I don’t want to. I simply don’t. I don’t want to win. I don’t want to fight. I don’t want to hike through this goddamn cave anymore. I can barely put one foot in front of the other. The only reason I keep going is because choosing to stop, choosing to just give up and sit my ass down, requires the oh so exhausting concept of actually making of a decision.

I know what this is, this familiar feeling. It’s going through the motions like I’m a puppet with slackened strings. It’s the relentless crawl through a desert of unjustified boredom. It’s the pointless search for emotions that somehow just slipped off the list of my neural capabilities and down some proverbial drain like, oops, where’d they go, where are the emotions. Oh well. I just didn’t think another episode would hit me so soon.

That’s what always happens though, isn’t it? Some days I wake up with it. Some days it’s a bad day at work, getting fired, a reminder of Ethan, a glimpse of a funeral, a hopeless news article about the housing crisis. And some days, I just see a weirdly shaped cloud and think, huh, there’s just no end to the torture, is there.

Perhaps hitting something would help. If I can’t feel even a sliver of emotion, even pain, I might as well give it to something else. Yeah, that’s it. Perfect plan, Helen. I shall live vicariously through the monsters I kill.

And just like that, an opportunity presents itself! And you know what? Turns out no matter how depressed I am, I can still feel terribly, terribly grossed out.

Out of a fissure pops a pair of antennas, followed by beady black eyes, and a sharp, serrated jaw. 

An insect. A giant fucking insect.

Dearg-a-Daol (Level 8)

Meet the Devil’s Coach Horse, a recent addition to Ireland’s folklore. This real life beetle features in a charming children’s story about sinful women turning into beetles and how to crush them with one’s boot. For your information, this insect is not typically two feet long, so squashing it with a boot in this instance may prove a challenge.

Struggling to yank out its huge segmented ass of the fissure, the beetle wiggles to the surface and clacks its pincers our way. 

Oh god. Those spindly legs, that waggling glossy abdomen. And the stink! Why does it smell so bad? Shivering with disgust, I try not to retch.

“No, no, no,” whines Ron. “I do not like that, man. I do not like that.”

He stomps forward, levels his boot, and with a sickening crunch, splats its head flat.

Take that, system.

I give him a fist bump. The man deserves a fist bump for that.

But as with everything, the battle doesn’t end so easily. The cave echoes with the sound of skittering legs. Then, from the fissure spills a writhing black tide of insects, just one over-sized beetle after another.

Summoning a sword from my inventory, I hand it to Ron.

Item removed: (1) Common Sword

“Let’s get to work,” I sigh.

It’s a foul fight. I don’t know what the hell you call the shit that comes out of bugs when you flatten them, but it’s a lot of that. Just a rank stew of shattered chitin and offensively gooey, stank-ass bug juice.

None of us suffer any critical injuries, except the bites hurt like a bitch. If you can imagine pinching your shins in a vice made of bread knives, they feel a lot like that. But they heal quickly. 

The nightmares though. Those are gonna last.

Before long, a winning string of messages appears.

1.

Enemies Defeated: 

Dearg-a-Daol (Lv 8) [Shared with Luciana, Elias, Ron] x4

Dearg-a-Daol (Lv 8) x2

Exp: 120

Earned: 600g

2.

Task Complete! BUG HUNT

Reward: 50xp

3.

Level up! You are now Level 14. 

Exp to next level: 23/140

Attribute points available: 6

4.

Skill Proficiency increased:

Melee Weapon Handling 9

You’re kidding me.

Out of curiosity, I bring up the experience I scored after that terrifying monster-child blew up that man.

Eighty, split between myself and the child. So 40.

It was 40.

Not like I want humans to be worth more because that creates a whole slew of issues, but a human life being worth one third of a half dozen insects seems pretty bleak too. I get it: the way the system works, lots of shitty enemies reward more XP than a hard one. Quantity over quality, the American way. Still feels bad though.

With my brain on full “meh” mode, it’s hard to make a decision on the points. But having succumbed to that awful spell during the last fight, I’m pretty sure I know where to stash them anyhow. I can’t suffer another stamina drain. And god knows what else sorcery abilities can do. 

So with that in mind, I throw 5 of my 6 points into wits and suggest everyone else do the same. The last I add to fortitude. Since Ron also leveled up twice since the party battle, he allocates half of his points to dexterity and the rest to wits. Luci and Elias follow my lead. 

Still, given that the +5 points I got from the wits potion didn’t cut it, just one stat bump won’t be enough to protect us. My goal is to have a solid 15 in there. So either we’ll have to add our next batch to wits as well, or we’ll have to be lucky enough to find some gear. Allegedly, dungeons are supposed to be rich in treasure so… anytime now, dungeon. That would be great.

Shortly after our exhilarating arthropod adventure, we come to a wider part of the corridor with an archway cut into the wall. Across the archway hangs a giant petal. Ron, unbarred by things like “fear” and “caution”, casually saunters over to it. As he nears, there’s a kind of squishy slurping sound as the petal curls back, revealing an enclosed cavern.

“Whoa.” Excited, he beckons us with a wave and ducks inside.

Nothing immediately eats him. So that’s good.

When I follow him inside, my mouth drops open. “Whoa.”

An intense wave of vertigo hits me as I look up, and up, and up. It’s a circular cavern, not very wide, but god knows how tall. Tall enough that the ceiling simply vanishes into the darkness beyond. Lining the walls are countless ledges, like steps in an ancient amphitheater, each interwoven with green threads from which hang luminescent blue-violet flowers. They’re shaped like dangling bells, most of them open, but some of them with their petals tapered shut, constraining bulbous masses within. Monsters, no doubt.

In fact, I feel like it’s so obvious that the bluebells are concealing monsters that it doesn’t seem worth saying. But despite how we found ourselves in this room, I forgot there’s a Ron in our party. That is, until, he approaches the nearest bluebell.

“Ron, don’t touch the-”

He pokes it.

“-flower.”

“Oops,” he says, curling into his hunched shoulders.

The bluebell quivers. At first, I think that’s it. But then the mass inside begins to squirm, kicking and sloshing around like a baby about to burst from a womb. Disturbed, the bottom of the bluebell peels open and out splats a mess of white goo, followed by the thud of a fetus wrapped tightly in a thin membrane.

The membrane splits.

It’s not a fetus.

It’s a person. A child.

Senan - Boy (Level 1)

We all back up. Elias readies his axe.

“Wait, wait.” I look closer. “He’s not wearing an amulet. I think it’s just a kid.”

We hold our positions, watching in suspense.

Luci scans the room. “Afric,” she says quietly.

“What?”

“She has to be in here.”

Luci rushes to another bluebell.

“Hey, hold on-”

But Luci doesn’t wait. She grabs a bluebell with both hands, stroking the sides, an expression of worry etched across her face. As the flower spills open, she kneels, her bare knees right there in the weird flowery placenta. She caresses the child’s head until the membrane separates.

Afric - Girl (Level 2)

Her concern breaks into a meager smile. “Helen. Look. I found her.”

Quest Updated! INNOCENCE LOST

You have found Afric in the bowels of a fairy grotto beneath Lord Cathal’s hall. Keep her safe as she returns to Glasbaile.

Objectives:

- Enter Lord Cathal’s hall: Complete

- Locate Afric: Complete

- Return Afric to safety: In Progress

The poster didn’t really do her justice. Her eyes closed, her small body tucked sweetly in Luci’s arms, golden ringlets gently falling across her face, the little girl looks like a cherub. 

I’ve never considered myself maternal. I wanted to get to a place where I felt like I could have kids. With Ethan, I imagined that one day it would be possible. Without him, the possibility shattered. But now? I don’t know. Maybe just a few days protecting Luci has had more of an effect on me than I realized. When I look at that little face illuminated by the harsh glow of otherworldly plants, trapped in the depths of a dangerous cavern, it’s like a thorn piercing my unfeeling heart, warming the wound like an infection.

And the way Luci is holding her… I’m failing her. She’s breaking. Yet, despite that, I’m strangely okay with trying again and again and again. I’m a dead puppet in a dead desert with a dead heart, and not a single one of those things will stop me from trying to protect her. The only problem is…

I don’t know how.

Ugh. What I need is some fucking sleep. Caring. Not caring. It’s all too damned tiring.

“Uh, kid numero uno’s wakin’ up, man.”

Moving to the child, I crouch beside him. Whatever maternal instincts I’m discovering are not enough to get me to kneel in that goo.

The boy looks somewhere between Luci and Afric’s age. In the blue light, his curly mop is looking a little purple, which I think means he’s a red-head. He’s also pale as a ghost with endless freckles, so yeah, my bet’s on red.

“No,” he croaks. Then, eyes wide, he clings to my arms. “No, no, no, I don’t want to. Don’t make me!”

“Hey kid, chill. I’m not one of them. I’m not a fairy.”

The boy swallows as his gaze darts from me, to Ron, to Elias. “How? All the adults who come down here die. All of them.”

“We’re just stronger I guess.”

“You have to help us. I don’t know how many-” His attention lingers on the open flowers. “Oh. They’re gone. Have you seen them? The others?”

“Others?”

“The other children who came before me. I’ve seen them, I have. The first bit of time in the flowers, we’re awake. The flowers drop them, like, and the fairies force them to wear this yoke there ‘round their necks. They tell them to survive, they have to fight. And when they come ‘round again, if they’re not dead already, they’re… different.”

“Then, yeah,” I say. “We’ve seen them.”

“Did you…” He pauses.

“No. We ran.”

The boy nods as he rubs his eyes. When he lifts his head again, he gasps. “Afric!”

Before I can reply, he bursts to his feet and races over to Luci. “Is she okay?”

“I think so,” Luci answers. She’s petting the girl’s head, those golden ringlets curled between her fingers.

“Good. We were all together. Me and them. Last ones they brought down here ‘fore the problems with Lord Cathal.” He looks about. “What about Éogan?”

“He’s not here,” Elias coldly states. He’s so good with children.

The boy wrinkles his nose. “What? But this was his.”

He runs to another bulging bluebell and slaps the side. Again, the mass wriggles, then spurts out the bottom. In a puddle of goop lies an older boy, his muscled arms wrapped around his knees and curly locks only half covering a pair of deep-set eyes.

Éogan - Boy (Level 5)

For a moment, I just stare.

“Okay, what the fuck.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Behold! An all-new story from the famous Plum Parrot. Just going from the first 5 chapters available, I think if you like Helen, you’re gonna like Ward. Check it out! 
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Vainglory [LitRPG, Progression Fantasy]





Dive into an adventure where the line between hero and villain blurs, and the cost of survival may be more than you bargain for.

In the rain-soaked streets of Seattle, Ward Dyer, a seasoned Port Authority detective, finds himself entangled in a case that defies reality. His latest stakeout on a suspected human trafficker leads him to the eerie, forgotten tunnels of the Seattle underground—a place where shadows whisper and danger lurks.

In a heart-stopping encounter, Ward disrupts a human sacrifice, but the victory leaves him gravely wounded and teetering on the brink of death. He’s approached by a mysterious young woman with an offer he can’t refuse. In exchange for a cryptic price, she saves him—sending him to Vainglory, a system of worlds where magic intertwines with the unknown and mysteries unravel in the darkest corners.

Now, with a devilish presence haunting his thoughts, Ward embarks on the Vainglory Challenges—a perilous quest for power, riches, and the elusive secrets that may hold the key to his salvation—or his undoing.

 















                







Chapter 49


                According to Irish legend, a fairy may decide to replace a human child with one of its own. This way, the fairy gets to live among humans for whatever purposes they desire while the human is turned into a slave, a comfort, a soldier, or what have you.

Usually, this is done in infancy, but if they want, fairies can take the form of any human they desire. You can tell this replacement, this changeling, is wrong because it appears sickly. Or sometimes it displays far too much intelligence. Or it eats too much or it overly enjoys the fiddle. 

And sometimes, you should be able to determine that you’re dealing with a changeling in lieu of a child when he or she attempts to feed you to a giant otter and, when that doesn’t work, persuades you to invade someone’s home, break into their office, find a secret door, and oops, now you’re in a fairy dungeon and you have become target practice for a rabid army of juiced up children.

Sadly, this did not become obvious to us until we came face to face with the original. Observation skill, my ass.

The boy, Senan, explains this to us while we wait for Éogan and Afric to gain consciousness. Apparently, that’s half the reason why they cram the kids inside the flowers. The bluebells are some kind of cloning mechanism. Or more of a transformation mechanism that feeds a child’s likeness to whichever young fairy is keen to try out the human side of life. Infinite changelings. Then, when the changeling has been burned or the body itself doesn’t seem particularly useful, they dump out the original copy and turn them into weapons. 

Senan doesn’t know why they want a bunch of pint-sized killing machines, but his guess is that they just kinda hate humans and find it funny to fuck with ‘em.

Sounds familiar.

Eventually, Afric wakes and immediately launches into a barrage of demands and questions that rival both Luci’s ferocity and the changeling’s arrogance.

In other words, she’s fun.

Then, the boy of the hour awakes. The moment his eyes snap open, he lunges for his sister, grabbing her by the collar. Luci shuffles backwards.

“Where is it? Where did you hide it?” shouts Éogan.

“Let go of me!” With a pout, Afric shoves him away. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Yes, you did. I saw you steal it.”

I cross my arms, surveying the fight. “Aw, so the both of you are thieves.”

Éogan glares. “I haven’t stolen a bleedin’ thing. She took an amulet.”

“An amulet?” Elias questions.

The other boy, Senan, gasps. “She didn’t!”

Afric tugs something from the cinch of her shirt and tosses it across the cavern floor. “There! I didn’t wear it yet. You don’t have to be such a lout.”

Before anyone has a chance to act, I snatch up the necklace. It’s an exact copy of what the other children wore. “Where did you get this?”

“Took it from the fae, I did,” she brags. “Wanted it on my own terms. Soon as they woke me up, I was killin’ the lot of ‘em.”

“You were not,” Éogan scoffs.

“Was too!”

“Were not!”

Ugh, kids.

I hold the necklace to the light of the blossoms, that violent shade of blue glinting off the silver pendant. It’s beautiful. The cord is just simple braided leather, but the pendant is a glimmering interconnected weave of lines and spirals. If I’m right, it’s a type of celtic knot. 

I don’t know much about celtic knots other than the drunken tattoos a couple of my pseudo-Irish friends got in college. They’re supposed to symbolize positive ideals like love and strength and loyalty and all that nice shit. I don’t know what this one means. I doubt it’s nice. It looks a bit like an explosion.

Holding it, the pendant isn’t just beautiful; it’s nauseating. The longer I focus on it, the more it feels like I’ve been spinning in circles.

Accessory Acquired!

Legendary Chain of the Fae

A necklace of power and consequence.

Bound Item

Requirement: None

Level 1 Ability(s):

Payment (passive): Once worn, the participant receives the “Unforgiven” status. This status is permanent across all regions.

Level 10 Ability(s):

Doom Clock: Mark a critically injured individual of equal or lower level within 5m. The marked target will explode after 5 seconds. Explosion extends within a 1m radius.

Level 15 Ability(s):

Chain Reaction: Individuals that are hit by the explosion also become marked by the Doom Clock.

[This is a Bound Item. This item cannot be sold. Once worn, it becomes bound to the participant. If removed, it will enter the bound participant’s inventory. It cannot enter a participant’s inventory until worn.]

Holy shit. Like… holy shit. The absolute damage we could cause with this thing - friendly fire and all.

“Don’t wear it!” shouts Éogan.

“Yeah, no, I gathered that.”

“Can I see it?” asks Elias.

I place it carefully in his hands, like it’s a bomb ready to detonate. “Careful.”

As Elias examines the amulet, Luci glances our way but doesn’t bother asking to see it. I think she knows the answer. She just doesn’t want to hear it. 

Dammit. I should have let her see it before handing it to her uncle. I need to show her I trust her. Because I do trust her. Right?

When I look at Ron, he just throws his hands up and laughs. “Don’t ask me. I ain’t touchin’ that.”

“What’s ‘unforgiven’?” I ask Éogan.

He stands. “I don’t know. It’s what they call the others. I just know that when you wear that, you change. Some can use it once and be grand. I’ve ne’er seen anyone come back from using it twice though. Like a fella on the lash. They don’t know when to stop. They turn… cruel. And the more they use it, the worse they get.”

“So there are kids in here with those amulets who just use it once and stay themselves?” If that’s the case, it could be useful, so long as we have the willpower to use it only the once.

Afric grunts. “They stay themselves, sure. They’re just dead.”

So maybe the game designers just put this in the region to fuck with us. Although it probably wasn’t them. This reeks of Earth’s sour retribution. Some kinda take on WMDs or whatever. As if any of us commoners ever had any say in that.

Elias slips it into his bag. “No one will touch it. We’ll leave it behind when we transfer.”

Quest Updated! THE PROBLEM WITH MAGIC

You’ve received an item that could help you in the battle against the sorcerer.

Objectives:

- (Optional) Retrieve a weapon worthy of defeating Sorcerer Laserian: Complete

- Deal with Sorcerer Laserian: In Progress

Well, shit. “Lord Cathal told us the guy was surrounded by undead,” I say. “We may need to use it, if only the once.”

“If it comes to that, I believe I should do it,” says Elias. 

I laugh. “Why? You think you have more willpower than the rest of us?”

He stares.

“Yeah, I don’t know why I asked…”

“But I’d rather we find another option,” Elias replies.

“Well, we’ll burn that bridge when we get to it.” I clap my hands together. “Alright, who’s done with this fairy joint?”

“Are we goin’?” asks Senan. “You’re savin’ us then?” 

“Yup, that’s us,” I say. “Savior of children.”

And with that, we file out of the atrium of child-birthing bluebells to discover what is likely to be a new horror elsewhere. I don’t know how we’re meant to keep three Level 5s and under alive. Technically, only Afric needs to survive. And if she doesn’t, we only lose out on the experience points. But I think if I let three kids bite it, no matter how fake they are, it may cost us anyhow. You know, there’s no morale booster like turning a heroic rescue into a minor-fed massacre.

For another hour or so, we continue through the cavern, the children in tow. To the real Éogan, I offer my last common sword. Unfortunately, Afric and Senan are Level 2 and Level 1 respectively, with no combat abilities - although Afric swears she can fight. And yeah, she’s feisty as hell. I’m sure she can fight. I’m just also sure she sucks at it. So, sorry kid, it’s the backline for the babies.

Luckily, as far as enemies go, we only come across a random cat with a fuckin’ mouthful of a name and his little cat minions, all around Level 10. I’m a fan of low-level slaughter. Just tearing through a slew of monsters that have absolutely no chance in hell of killing us. Hurting us, maybe. But we recover. And we’re made stronger for it. 

With my daggers, I slide and swirl and slash in a smooth, bloody waltz. Adrenaline sizzles through my veins. My heart beats, my blood flows, and all that’s left is the moment. Fuck feelings, fuck consequence. I’m alive. So alive. By the end, I’m left sweaty and pumped, and all I want is more. 

But there is no more. Minutes later, the cavern becomes thick with silence once more, and the dead stink. Sludging through a carpet of guts, we carry on.

The farther we go, the more apparent it is that our lack of preparation is becoming an issue. I’m so hungry that I’m beginning to shake. And without the stream, we have no source of water. Of course, the stream was disagreeable enough. Elias assured us that without human pollutants like pesticides and whatnot, it was likely safe-ish to drink. But that’s not to say that some animal or fairy didn’t shit in it.

The children tell us there’s a place with food and water ahead - a saferoom by the sounds of it - , so that’s nice. But I’d rather hear about the exit. Now that we have Afric, I’m itching to get the hell out of here. Yeah, the solitude is nice, our singular purpose is comforting. But it’s a hell of a lot less peaceful now that there’s another party down here with some murder hobo-drive to butcher us. Sadly, I doubt those kids killed them, and I’m under no illusions that they’ve given up. Even though they have a man down, we won’t survive another run-in with them. Not without a hefty resupply of draughts.

Of course, we have no idea what waits for us once we return to the surface either. We need rest, and I’ve got the teenist little inkling that the Glasbaile inn won’t be open for business.

But that shit’s for later.

Éogan gestures down a narrow corridor. “It’s right over that way. Fair folk took us there ‘fore the room of flowers. Thought we were in paradise.” He grunts, shaking his head. “You’ll see. It’s right gorgeous if you don’t know what’s comin’.”

He’s not wrong. I thought we’d seen all that the fairy grotto had to offer. Yet through the corridor, we step into a cavern more enchanting than the Sidhe themselves. 

Warm light filters through the cracks of speckled sun-bright flowers, scattering rays of amber across the interior of an old cathedral. Like before, the structures seem to grow from the earth itself, the columns and stalagmites intermingled, the vaulted arches embedded in the jagged ceiling, ferns and fungus sprouting from every inch of marble. 

The magic-born light is warm and subtle, though it still takes me moments to adjust. Now I see what the rest of the cave would look like in the open: pink and indigo blossoms, shimmering limestone, trickles of glistening crystalline water. It’s holy, awe-inspiring, and cozy all at once. This is the meaning of sanctuary.

Across the expansive cavern, below a vaulted dome, is a space enclosed by a semi-circle of pillars. There waits a pile of fur blankets and leather floor cushions along with baskets and baskets of fruits and breads and cheeses. 

Nearby, a small waterfall spills over tiered rocks and into a raised pond. Frogs hop from one lilypad to another. Like real, normal-sized, non-killer frogs. As we near, they dive into the reeds before poking their heads up in curiosity.

That soft light, an intoxicating aroma of earth and chamomile and citrus, the gentle brush of airflow permeating that cloying heat… Yeah, until the region decays, I’m staying here.

New Status!

Safe: You have entered a safe zone. Enemies, NPCs, provided food and items, as well as participants outside of your party cannot harm you or your equipment for the duration of your stay.

“Food!” Ron scoops up an armful of treats and collapses backwards into the cushions.

As the NPC children dive in, Luci hesitates. “Is it safe?”

I palm an apple and give it a brief lookover. Shiny. “The planet’s petty as shit, but the game designers have actually been rather forgiving this round. I think we need to take the status at its word. If we can’t rely on the descriptions, then we’re pretty much screwed anyway.”

I toss the apple back and dig out a sausage. Much better. Briefly, I contemplate how my daggers are perfect for a task like this. But I leave them in their sheathes and just chomp a giant bite out of it. Yup. Much better.

Luci finally selects a plum, then joins the other children by the waterfall. Perched on a stone, Afric chews a hunk of cheese while playfully poking a frog. Éogan tries to get her to stop, but then Senan says something that makes the entire group erupt with laughter. Luci doesn’t laugh, but she gives a close-lipped smile. It seems genuine, if not a little small.

This is good for her. But it’s not enough. It will never be enough.

Elias appears beside me. “The girl looks like Liam,” he quietly comments. “Liam is blonde, like his mother.”

“Oh.” I don’t add anything because my mouth is full of sausage.

Elias walks off with that distinct gait of someone who wants to be followed for some kind of intense conversation, so I ignore that and continue eating my food. 

I’m not sure how much time passes, but eventually the honeyed light of the flowers dims in a mimicry of dusk. Ron’s been asleep for a while now, judging by his snoring. After some time, the kids all pile around him, snuggling in the pillows and amongst each other.

Soon, candles around the cavern spark to life. Wisps of magic rise from the floor, twinkling again like fireflies.

After I realize more than half the group is asleep, I finally join Elias on his lonely little rock. A thin candle flickers beside him. “Guess we’re staying here for the night.”

“It’s a good idea,” he says. “We won’t be leaving the dungeon without a fight. Nor do I believe the town will be altogether welcoming. It may be the last chance we get to rest before the end.”

“So, straight to the necromancer after this?”

“We’ve nearly hit the maximum suggested level. We should be ready.”

“Hmm.”

After a moment of silence, I glance to the side to see Elias steadily holding his hand over a candle.

“Um, what’re you up to there? Looking a little emo.”

“It doesn’t burn,” he replies.

“Well, yeah. Fortitude.”

“It should burn.”

“Uh-huh.” I swallow. I’m going to regret asking this. I always regret asking this. “Are you doing okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Not sure why I thought the guy would be capable of emotional self-reflection. I forget now and then that not everyone has attempted therapy.

“I was considering the nature of the fae,” he continues.

“As one does.”

“They don’t strike me as a creation of vengeance. Nor do they strike me as a creation of mercy. Their design is nuanced. There’s an intention to it that I can’t correctly define.”

“Huh. Yeah, I had a similar thought about the magic earlier.”

“How so?”

“You know, on the surface, magic had this tainted, manufactured quality. Like a weird static buzz. But down here, it feels more natural. More like magic should. Why do that? Why design it that way? It’s a cool touch and all, but not really necessary.”

“Yes. So you understand. The design is neither vengeful nor merciful. But if not made of vengeance, then Earth didn’t ask for it. If not made of mercy, then the Volese had no reason to create it.”

“It has to be one of them though, right?”

“It does,” he agrees. “However, since Luci discussed the orientation with me, I’ve been considering their reasons. I believe Earth. Its motivations and actions ring true: we destroyed it, thus it wants us to reflect upon our past and ultimately pay. But then why legends and cryptids?”

“You mean, why not just make the same boring monster over and over again.”

“Indeed. The Volese have no reason. They could have simply created rules and parameters that allow us a chance at survival. They have no motive to create a scenario this elaborate. In my experience, there are never these types of expenditures without a guaranteed return.”

“Right… But, isn’t the return us? Survivors?”

“Perhaps originally, when they first felt the guilt of having created us. However it’s been several generations since this began.”

“Yeah. No one carries a moral torch for that long.”

“Agreed.”

“So… what do you think is going on?”

“I’m unconvinced of any particular theory. However, there is one aspect of this scenario of which I’m sure.”

“Yeah?”

“We cannot use that amulet. Not even the once.”

“Hmm.”

We rest with that thought in silence. It’s quiet. Not that heavy quiet of the cave, but a light, peaceful sort of stillness. Burbling waterfalls, croaking frogs, the subtle rustling of sleeping children. It’s danger abated, the threat of death slumbering. 

Or maybe it’s just the calm before the storm.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    A few of you called this one. I’m not going to call you out by name, but I see you.



                







Chapter 50


                In the years between when my world ended and the entire world ended, I got a lot of sleep. It wasn’t good sleep; it hovered somewhere between anxious, nightmare-fueled fits and intoxicated comas, but the total of hours spent in the attempt was staggering. I guess when being awake has nothing to offer, staying in bed feels like the only option.

So it comes as a surprise to find that I’m the first one up. Even more of a surprise, I’m okay with getting my day started. No, it’s more than that. I want to get my day started. But why?

I’m not un-depressed. I suppose I’m just eager to get this shit over with. I need time to recalibrate. Time without children and fairies and murderous parties and dungeons.

Maybe I’m just anxious. If I don’t get a mental break, then I’m due for a mental breakdown. And while I’m a-okay with a little self-sabotage, I’ll be damned if I take my party with me. Better to get started, get moving, and get the hell out.

New Status!

Well Rested: Gain 10% XP from combat for the next 6 hours.

I toss off the fur blanket and sit up, then attempt to rub away the saliva I left on the cushion. While it turns out that fairies are dicks, it feels wrong to mar their whimsical cathedral with drool. 

Stretching, I wander over to the baskets of food that have magically replenished themselves overnight. Ooo, they have scones. Fairies really don’t half-ass things, do they? It’s like a full breakfast buffet. How nice of them to provide such a filling platter for all the children they kidnap.

I help myself to a scone, a handful of berries, and a clay urn of fresh-squeezed juice. Returning to my drool-encrusted cushion, I chow down.

New Status!

Well Fed: Gain 25% Stamina Regen for the next 3 hours.

Huh. Still the only one awake. The speckled yellow flowers dotting the cavern walls have started to leak their sunny light, so it must be getting onto morning.

Welp. I can’t leave. Can’t sit still.

I need a distraction.

Alright, time to putter around the cavern, make sure we didn’t miss any loot. Luci actually found a pair of uncommon bracers last night that increase her fortitude by one and her ranged proficiency by three. That’s one piece of good loot and one piece of evil loot. 

Bad drops, dungeon. Would not recommend.

Doesn’t seem like we missed anything though. Still feeling rather antsy, I grab Elias’ bag and sort out the weird bits and bobs we stole from Lord Cathal’s hidden office. I have no clue whether alchemy is a skill that can be acquired in this game or how to mix potions in the first place, given that it’s an entirely fictional art. I suppose it’s tantamount to herbalism. But the hell do I know about that either?

I pick some ingredients that seem the least likely to explode. In the end, it feels like I’m just making a shitty cocktail. Crush some honeycomb, squeeze a bit of minced ginger, add alcohol. I swirl it around in the clay urn and peek inside. Looks like the bottom of a blocked up sink.

New Skill Unlocked!

Alchemical Mixing

You can now create draughts and other alchemical concoctions. Improve this skill to decrease the time and ingredients needed as well as to concoct more potent creations. Invent or seek out recipes to expand your catalogue.

[Proficiency Bonus: Wits]

New Skill Unlocked!

Alchemical Identification

You can now identify lesser draughts and other alchemical concoctions. Improve this skill to identify advanced concoctions as well as the ingredients and portions used to create them. 

[Proficiency Bonus: Wits]

Hell yeah! Look at me, all inventive and shit. 

Alright, let’s see what I made.

Concoction Identified: Rubbish

Well, fuck you too.

“Whatcha doin’?”

I look up and smile. “Oh, hey Luce. Trying to see if I can make potions.”

“And?”

“It’s a work in progress.” I pat the spot next to me. “How’d you sleep?”

She sits down cross-legged on top the blanket. “I didn’t really. Ron snores like a truck.”

“Yeah, he does. How are you doing otherwise? Ready to finish up the dungeon?”

“Totally,” she answers, entirely unenthusiastic. She begins to absent-mindedly pick at the fur on the blanket, twisting it in her fingers and pulling out the loose bits.

“Got any plans when we get back to Pharos?”

She stops. “Plans? Huh. Uh… Well, I’m gonna sleep, for sure. Like in a real bed. And I could use some ice cream. I don’t know. I haven’t really thought about it.”

“Sleep and ice cream sound good. I was thinking about trying out the training facility. Get some martial arts going with these bad boys,” I say, slapping my sheathes.

“Cool.”

“Yeah… Would be good to research where we might want to go next too.”

“Right.”

A lull forms. She returns to picking at the blanket.

“Hey, I was-

“I keep- Sorry, you go.”

“No, go ahead, Luce.”

She closes her eyes. “I just keep replaying it. That man.” She swallows. “Was he scared? Was he sad? Do you think he was in pain?”

“I think it was mercifully quick.”

Luci pulls out a hunk of fur and scrunches it in her palm. “I keep telling myself it doesn’t matter. He’s gone, and I didn’t know him anyway. And he was trying to kill us in the first place, so really, I should be happy. But I just keep thinking, what if that was someone I knew? And then I remember, that it’s already happened to people I knew. I mean, maybe they didn’t explode but they died, and they probably died horribly. My parents. Ava. Like, how many times did Liam die and respawn before the end?”

My heart stops. “Luce. You can’t think like that.”

“How? How can I not? How do you do it, Helen?”

“Practice.” I spit it out before I realize it, the same cavalier way I always handle these things. “To be honest, though… Years of therapy. It’s a muscle. You train it. It’s possible I trained it too hard. I’m not the best person to ask.”

She looks up at me, her face so damned sincere. “You are right now.”

“Well, that’s not good.” I rifle through my internal folders of ‘things my therapist told me’ but I’m coming up short on ‘apocalypse-induced explosions.’ We did discuss grief though. And spiraling. And expectations. Now that I think about it, having a therapist in your apocalyptic group is a highly underrated position.

 “If we’re talking about right now… When you think about that man, distract yourself. And when you feel grief, let yourself. And when you feel happy, let yourself feel that too. It isn’t wrong.”

“And when I’m scared? You know, that it might happen to you or Ron or Tío Elias? Then what?”

“Um. I guess, there’s good worrying and bad worrying. The bad version is when you simply sit and imagine it. That’s just indulging in grief that hasn’t happened yet. The good version is using that worry to prepare. To improve.”

“To get stronger,” she says.

“Yeah.”

She pouts. “And what’s the version when you worry so much you don’t let someone in your party do anything?”

I laugh. “That’s called failing miserably at being a parent.”

“We agree on that,” she declares with a sassy smirk. Finally, she lets the blanket rest. “Thanks. I’m gonna go get food before everyone wakes up.”

And then she’s off before I have the time to respond.

Huh. That could have gone worse. Now, I just have to listen to my own advice and not spiral into the ‘what ifs’ of possible outcomes of my terrible conversation skills. How about a little more potion making? Just a little something I’m probably less likely to blow up.

Thankfully, I don’t have to occupy myself for long. Soon, the rest of our entourage awakes and eats. The cathedral brightens with life as the children chatter and Ron sings - he’s passionate, but we really have to get him another instrument. Meanwhile, the flowers bathe the room in their strange sunlight. It feels like morning. A beautiful, magical morning.

It’s pleasant. Yet it takes a lot of willpower not to just clap my hands and say let’s go, let’s go, let’s go. I don’t know if it’s my own anxiety coughing up this feeling of paranoia or whether I should actually be nervous here, but I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop, the moment when our saferoom loses its facade of tranquility. Surely, that other party will make an appearance. Surely, the fairies will attempt to reclaim their lost children. Surely, Luci will lose it or I’ll lose it or all of us will just fucking lose it.

Instead, we wake peacefully. We eat peacefully. We pack up our things. And we leave without any trouble at all.

Once again, we return to the dark corridors of the cave. We tell the kids they should stay quiet, as we never know what monsters might lurk around the corner, but it’s rather ineffective. Afric decided to bring a frog from the cathedral along, and it’s got the entire group in titters, including Ron. 

We could be harsher about it. More stern, parental glares at the very least. But it’s nice to have a little revelry. A little laughter to calm the nerves. Even Elias seems loathe to break it.

After twenty minutes of hiking, Éogan points out a corridor to the right. “Almost there. Just need to turn this way.”

“Not yet,” says Afric, cupping the frog in her hands. She sets the little hopper on a raised ledge.

“Yes, yet. When they brought us, we had to turn left.”

“Not yet! It was bigger, remember?”

I examine both corridors - one straight ahead and the other to the right -, finding both to be dark and cave-y. Truly, I have a terrible sense of direction. I imagine Elias could immediately point out which way’s north, but I lost which way we were facing the moment we entered the stairwell. I just figured the cave system would loop back around until we end up in Lord Cathal’s office again. However, now that I think about it, we may not end up back in Glasbaile at all.

“Did you come through Lord Cathal’s office?” I ask.

“We ne’er saw his place,” says Éogan. “We came through a house on the outskirts of town. Cave winds ‘round like a labyrinth, it does. We aren’t far now. We just have to go this way.”

“Not yet!” his sister protests.

“Okay, okay, let’s not get too loud here,” I interrupt. “Senan?”

The boy looks hesitantly at Afric, then sighs. “I think Éogan’s got the right of it. We turned. But I also remember it weren’t hot ‘til we came about here. So I don’t know.”

“Then maybe we should, um…” I lose my train of thought, momentarily distracted by Afric’s new pet. It frogs about, hopping and snatching up bugs with amphibian abandon. Li’l dude has no idea he’s in a dungeon.

Then the frog stops, its throat bulging with a loud croak. There’s something right behind it. Something that doesn’t belong: a familiar pewter statue of a skinny little leprechaun.

“Has that been there the whole time?” I ask.

Luci leaps across the trail and leans in toward the figure. It’s sitting on a stumpy rock, its back to the wall on our right. “It’s one of those again! What should we do? Should we break it?”

“Let’s find the trap first,” suggests Elias.

Afric scoops up her frog. “Trap? What do you mean, trap?”

“The statue always comes with a spell,” explains Luci, her hand caressing the hard cavern stone. “Like this! The wall here isn’t real.”

I join her. The second I look at the wall - really look at it - the illusion immediately reveals itself. It isn’t that the limestone changes or disappears. It just has no sense of presence. In other words, there aren’t two paths available to us; there are three.

Warning! Detected: False Wall

Luci raps her knuckles against the stone. “I can’t get in though.”

“Magic’s too strong,” I say. I manifest the cloak from my inventory and toss it over the statue. “Now try.”

Again, Luci taps the wall. This time, her hand sinks right into it. She giggles with delight. Then, without hesitation, she steps through, vanishing behind it.

“I knew we turned here!” Éogan remarks. With a grin, he hops onto the ledge and follows.

Afric grunts. “You still had it wrong.” Still, she seems excited by the prospect of a hidden path. Fighting a smile, she follows her brother.

Senan joins, equally excited. Then Elias and Ron. Finally, before I gather with the rest of the merry band, I consider smashing the statue, if only because it is creepy as hell. Also it could be handy not to have an illusory wall if we need to head back this way. 

Instead, out of a gamer’s curiosity, I gather it within the confines of my cloak and try dumping it into my inventory.

Item Acquired!

Rare Talisman of Lesser Spell-Holding

A held item of magical properties.

Wits Requirement: 10

Level 1 Ability(s):

Set in Stone: Place the talisman to create an aura of +5 wits to all party members within a 5m radius.

Level 10 Ability(s):

Trickery of Choice: Direct the talisman to create and hold one of the following spells: Lesser False Wall, Static Decoy, Lesser Sound, Lesser Image, Minor Arcane Lock, Alarm, Darkness, Lesser Globe of Light.

Huh. I did not think that would work. Not entirely enthused about a freaky stone leprechaun in my inventory, but I’ll take it.

With the false wall gone, I join the others. 

“Ah, this is it!” says Senan. “I remember now. It was right drafty.”

It is. There’s a faint cool breeze cutting through the thick humidity.

Sticking her tongue out at her brother, Afric waggles the frog in his direction. “Told you it wasn’t the other way.”

“Well it wasn’t your way either,” says Éogan.

“Oh, go off!” Senan intervenes. “We’ve almost made it!”

The boy slaps Éogan across the shoulder and sprints down the path. Éogan gives chase, followed by a rapturous Afric.

“Let’s go, Luci!” she shouts.

Luci smiles, those brown eyes shining and gentle. With a skip, she follows the others - not as fast, not as playfully, but I can see it. The children tug at her heart, the way she tugs at mine. That need for protection: it’s a lifering pulling the jaded from drowning in their own storm-crested waves.

Is this what she needs then? Joy? Peers? Friends? Is that what I need?

Beside me, Elias’ shoulders tense but he makes no move to stop her. He can see it too. She needs this. And when the monsters come, because they will, we’ll be right behind her.

Within a few minutes, the corridor opens into a cavernous hall very similar to what we first encountered. It stretches as wide and tall as a gymnasium, tiers and tiers of smooth stone punctuated by stalagmites and columns, a flat circle of terrain carved out by eons and eons of dripping water and fairy feet. 

Two gargantuan Lord of the Rings-style sculptures stretch from floor to ceiling, their flawless marble figures breaking free of the jagged stone as though they were birthed behind it. The sculpted Sidhe arc across the cavern, reaching for the other’s face as though they yearn to kiss. Or wrestle. One of the two.

There’s more movement here. More life. Mushrooms and minerals dot the cavern in spectral colors and ethereal light. There’s that warm, enveloping air of magic - the kind that speaks of music and miracles. Those amber mushrooms pulse with their strange, honeyed glow. That weird ghostly fungus is back too, growing and shedding layers of gauzy gowns on repeat.

It feels alive. It feels enchanting.

It also feels very much like an arena.

            






Chapter 51


                When you pound the halls of a cavernous underground dungeon long enough, something is bound to shake loose. Sometimes, it’s a monster. Other times, it’s a test.

At the end, it’s always both.

It’s inevitable. A dungeon concludes with a boss battle. It’s how these things work.

I suppose, had we not already met with the worst this new world has to offer, it would feel more momentous. But like I said, I’m ready to get this shit over with. This dungeon has already showed us its worst, and it turns out monsters weren’t it. 

Plus we still got a necromancer to kill. So, you know, let’s get to it, shall we?

Thankfully, whatever suspense I’m supposed to feel doesn’t last long. As soon as we step into the cavern, the show begins. The light of the glistening minerals dims. The fungi and moss draw back like curtains. And the star takes center stage.

I have no clue how or when he arrived. One moment, the battlefield was empty and obvious, standing open like heinous maw. The next, it belched up an enemy right up out of the earth. Poof. Monster.

It’s a fairy - no surprise there. Another lithe, handsome Sidhe with no weapons but his damn fine looks. 

Like the fairies we’ve seen before, he’s draped in nature as though the cavern attempted to reclaim his body in his sleep. This guy’s a little less flora, a little more fauna though. Ropey strings of web crawl up and around his body, thickened lace covering all the right and wrong places. I swear I even see little flecks of spiders wiggling around in there.

💀 Sidhe Weaver (Lv 15)

Though perfect in every way, this individual of the Aos Sidhe can transform, changing his appearance to suit his whims.

Yeah, that dude’s turning into a spider.

Two more Sidhe appear behind him. These, I believe, are female fairies, indicated by their bare little ant mound breasts. And yes, I’m being petty. They’re still downright gorgeous, with long silver hair corded in countless braids and rose-pink petals budding from their flawless moonlit skin. But I got their racks beat, so there.

Sidhe Dancers (Lv 15)

A notably dextrous member of the fae, these notorious charmers integrate combat and dance.

Charmers. Shit. Can they entrance too? I completely forgot that Ron shattered his gittern. Do vocals work? Even if he can’t hold a tune, his skill in musical performance is still pretty good. Surely that counts for something. Either that, or I’m just going to have to not look at them the entire battle.

Alright, Mr. Apathy, take a back seat for a sec. Survival Instincts, you’re up.

I get ready to pull my daggers from their sheathes - one poison, one twin. “Senan, Afric, get behind us. Ron, can you-”

“My, my.” The Sidhe weaver tilts his head, a smirk snaking across his pale lips. “What theatrics. What drama! Such a violent little troupe you are. Why don’t we use our words like civilized people? If we can teach that sniveling lord of yours, then surely your manners are not so far out of reach.”

“You want to talk?” I ask incredulously.

He folds his hands in front of him. “I would appreciate an attempt.”

“Are we going to end up fighting afterwards anyhow?”

Elias stares at me, his axe primed for battle. “What are you doing?”

I shrug. “Getting bored.” So much for apathy taking a back seat.

“Don’t disappoint now,” the Sidhe interrupts, that smirk unwavering. “You survived our gauntlet. You’ve stolen our children. Undoubtedly, you have comments. Questions, perhaps. Your kind always does.”

Tapping eagerly on my dagger grips, I look to my group. Ron stands beside me, sword half-drawn, that bare belly paunch of his hanging out. His attention shifts from enemy to enemy with an apprehensive, puzzled expression. The kid NPCs are using him as cover, their tiny fists clenched, hungry for revenge. 

To my other side, Elias seems to have already decided what he wants. He’s breathing deeply, the battleaxe heaving in his steady grip. He focuses on the lead fairy, eyes narrow, unblinking, as though he’s actively painting a target on that pristine forehead. Either that or he’s too near-sighted to see him clearly.

So it looks like I’m getting three poorly weighted votes for revenge, one heavily weighted vote for a fight, and one I’m counting as abstaining. Then there’s Luci.

Poised protectively beside the children, she has her bow out of its sash and is actively grinding the lower limb against the stone floor. In her other hand is an arrow that she raps repeatedly against her thigh. She seems antsy. Angry even. Her lip twitches as she glares at the fairy leader. Eventually, her eyes catch mine.

“What.”

“What do you want to do?” I ask. “Want to talk this out?”

“Why?” She throws an unimpressed, teenage glare at the Sidhe. “We know what’s going on.”

“Do you?” the fairy says, amused.

“Sure. That sorcerer covered the island in fog. The fog brought monsters. The government shipped over that skeeve to fix it. He couldn’t. He asked you guys for help. You sorta-kinda helped with the fog, gave him some magic to hide the town and those stupid little statues. You know, enough to make him feel like a man but still too weak to really change things. He’s still all paranoid. Locking up magic users and whatever.”

“And he traded kids to do it. Brought ‘em here for you to play with. Put some trance on the town so they didn’t remember,” she continues. “That’s right, isn’t it? You’re not, like, training soldiers with those amulets. It’s just fun. All of this is for fun. Like the changelings. Like all of it. Lord Cathal, too. He’s a toy. You know, I’m not even sure you fairies die down here. You’re probably immortal. The way you keep smiling. You’re enjoying this too much.”

As she speaks, the smirk on the fairy’s face freezes. He stares at Luci as though enchanted himself. Then, when she’s done, those pale lips break into a wide grin.

The fairy turns to the Sidhe dancers. “Are you listening to this? A violent little troupe, indeed. Violent and quite righteously angry, I see. Who draws your anger, girl? Is it you? Are you afraid you’re only a toy?”

Luci rolls her eyes.

“You are quite right, however. But aren’t you missing something?” the fairy asks. “You see, I wonder who will hold the fog at bay now that you’ve severed our deal with Lord Cathal. You can return the children. We’ll forget this happened. There will be a payment made, whatever the outcome.”

“Yeah, no thanks.”

Elias touches her arm. “Luci. Perhaps we should discuss this.”

“Oh, you guys can make decisions for the whole group and I can’t?” She looks pointedly at the fairy. “They’re not going back.”

“Very well,” he replies. “The deal is off. You can expect the sorcerer’s conjuration to consume the isle, if he so chooses. And the enchanted stupor we held over the town has lifted as well, so I dare say your lord will have an interesting time explaining the exact fates of Hy-Brasil’s children.”

His posture shifts. I don’t wait.

“Ron, sing.”

“Uh, what should I-”

“Literally anything, Ron!’”

And the fight begins. Honestly, I don’t think we would’ve been able to talk the fairies out of it anyhow.

New Status!

Serenaded: All emotional statuses are nullified.

The moment that Ron breaks into song - a rendition of, I want to say, “Welcome to the Jungle” maybe? - the Sidhe weaver snarls and withers beneath his gossamer clothes. It’s like watching a flower decay in fast-forward. His body desiccates, his limbs curl inward, and he crinkles like scrunched paper until all that’s left is a heap of spiderwebs. Then the pile ruptures, discharging sticky strings in an explosion of white, and an arachnid is born.

To think, I took the guy for hot.

What results is a thing of nightmares. I knew the prick was going to transform into a spider, but that doesn’t lessen that feeling of creepy-crawly, chills-up-my-spine, they’re-in-my-fucking-skin terror. It’s a wolf spider, as tall as my shoulders, complete with prickly hair, three rows of black eyes, and whatever those repulsive segmented appendages are that stick out its mouth. It scuttles in an orienting circle, sets its eight eyes on Ron, and jumps. 

Jumps, people. As if it couldn’t get worse.

Thankfully, before it can land on our karaoke star, Elias bashes it out of the air with his charge and follows it up with a horizontal swipe. He hacks away at the spider, carving up its hairy flesh, dodging a bite, swinging, swinging, and swinging again. The spider is faster, but Elias is stronger. Skitter as it may, the creep can’t evade each blow, and its own attacks are nearly worthless.

Before long, the spider’s oozing blue-green blood from wound upon wound. Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to care. Its fortitude must be high up there. Fast and tough; that spider’s a survivor.

Meanwhile, the Sidhe dancers descend.

Here’s what I expected: some kind of capoeira, twirling around on hands, pirouetting into a kick kind of dancing. Here’s what I should have expected: something Irish. Obviously. Arms pinned to the sides, lots of stiff upwards leaps and precise foot movements. I never thought of Riverdance as scary. And it shouldn’t be, until two six-foot-tall, pale fairies are bounding their way over, both somehow stiff as boards and way too fast to track. 

Did you know?

The rinnce mór, popularized in-

I swipe it away. I thought those were over. Seriously, why am the only one the system feels like tormenting with this?

Luci launches an arrow, strafes, and manages to nail both dancers on the recall. Before she can nock another arrow, I shout: “Hold for a sec!” and tag in.

I shadowstep behind a dancer, drawing my poison blade across her skin, then dash behind the next and clip her with the double toxin ability. As her pores sizzle with foul green foam, I anchor her with my scian and stab again.

And that’s when I realize Ron isn’t singing anymore. I pinch my eyes shut, but it’s too late.

Instantly, I’m hit with shame and regret. Tearing apart that shimmering pearl skin like a monster. And look at the fairy dance! Slow but graceful, the ethereal queen curves her slender arms above her head, releasing a rain of feathered petals. Then she whirls like a warm wind, spry and springy, her bare feet prancing so beautifully and so fast that it isn’t until my shin explodes with pain that I realize she kicked me.

With a crack, my bone splits. Screaming, I crumple to the floor. I clutch my leg, wailing, and… is that bone? Oh Jesus, I can feel the bone. With my fingers. Splintered bone juts out of my calf like a pencil punching through paper. The skin is torn. Blood everywhere.

I’ve never felt pain like this before. I can’t breathe. I’m hyperventilating. Clammy. Light-headed. Am I going into shock? There’s a notification waiting - no doubt telling me that I was entranced. Again. And nearly in the exact same way as before.

As I think about it, it pops into view.

New Status!

Entranced: Looking at the enemy causes you to lose focus. Effect lasts for 2 seconds and renews on line of sight.

Yup, there it is. Shit. How? Why isn’t Ron singing? Mental note for next time: make a redundancy plan.

Jesus, this hurts. Sweet baby and all his fucking mothers. The agony. I can’t… I’m going to faint. 

Where the hell is Ron?

The fairy’s legs flash near me. She’s coming in for the kill. Keeping my eyes trained on anything but her, I try to teleport back, but my ten seconds are up. Dammit, dammit. In a last ditch effort to escape, I nab the spider in my line of sight and use my last dregs of stamina to shadowstep behind it. Thank god for that Well Fed status.

Oh, there’s Ron. Beneath the spider. I can tell he’s trying to sing, but he’s got a leg on his throat, and he can’t get a good enough reach to attack it with any kind of oomph. And Elias? He narrowly misses me with a sideways strike as he lops off the offending leg. Unfortunately, the spider just trades it out for another. It’s got seven left, and a giant ass to plop on Ron’s throat if it comes to it.

A few feet away, Luci watches the dancers in awe, visibly entranced. Behind her, the other children sit cross-legged, utterly entranced as well, chins resting in their palms, eyes big like they’re back in the ‘90s and that dude in tight pants and tap shoes is center stage. Not like they’d be of any help anyhow.

I’m flat on my back, my blood dribbling out into a puddle. 

“Helen?” calls Elias.

Panting, heart fluttering, I barely manage to lift a finger and point. “Luci. Entranced.”

He spots Luci. Then, due to pure human nature, he glances at the cause. Goddammit.

Now it’s just me and Ron. Mostly just Ron.

Buried beneath seven segmented legs, Ron thrusts his sword up and into the spider’s belly, carving a wide hole and bathing himself in a faucet of watery blood. Meanwhile, his face is turning a shade of blue, a leg cutting off his air supply as well as his voice.

So long as the big guy doesn’t faint, the Sidhe weaver won’t survive. But all the fairy has to do is hold out until the dancers finish us off. They have Luci entranced. They have Elias. They’ll have me unless I can keep my eyes shut.

“I’ll distract them from Luci, but I’ll more than likely get caught in their spell,” says Elias. When I give him a look, he waves a hand over his eyes. “Near-sighted.”

“Oh. Shit.”

“You need to come up with a plan.”

And then he charges in. I don’t look to see the results.

Okay. Helen, the plan girl. What do you got?

            






Chapter 52


                I hate fairies.

Luci is entranced. The other kids are entranced. Now that his near-sighted eyes are close enough to see the fairy dancers, Elias will inevitably become entranced too. And Ron is less susceptible due to his class. Ron is also beneath a giant spider.

So it’s up to me. And I can’t think when my bones are not where they belong.

Curling into a fetal position, I clench my teeth hard enough to break them, feel around for my slippery shin bone, and with as much force as I can muster, I jam it back into my leg.

Mother fucker.

My screams could shatter glass. My head swims, splotches of black clouding my vision, but I don’t pass out. Fortitude maybe? Some kind of health threshold? Don’t know. Don’t care. Am in pain.

Back in place, the bone begins to knit itself together. It feels like growing pains. Severe, throbbing, agonizing growing pains.

Fuck it. Must think anyway.

How do I get my team to stop being entranced?

Sadly, only Ron has enough skill in musical performance to counteract status conditions, and we can’t nullify the condition without the power of song. What else? Come on, think. What else do I know? The aura renews on line of sight. And as long as we can’t see the fairies, it runs out after two seconds. So how do I get people to not see what they’re already looking at?

Welp, this could be the best idea or the dumbest idea. But even a dumb idea is better than none.

Into my hand, I summon the leprechaun statue.

Item removed: (1) Rare Talisman of Lesser Spell-Holding

Oof, it’s cold. And heavy for how small it is. Magic pulses from its core. I don’t know how this works, so I’m going with my gut instinct. I plant the statue on the ground. Once it’s placed, a message pops up.

New Status!

Aura of Wit: Wits increased by +5.

Sure. Cool. Now for the main performance. Staring at the horrifying eye that consumes the leprechaun’s face, I focus on imbuing it with a spell. I have a slew of options: False Wall, Static Decoy, Lesser Sound, Lesser Image, Darkness, etc.

My first thought is Lesser Sound. Maybe I can make it play a tune, but that will only nullify the entrancement if the idol has points in musical performance. And if it doesn’t do the trick, then I don’t know if I’ll have the ability to try again. So here goes plan B.

Darkness.

A glutinous black cloud erupts from the statue, instantly swallowing the arena whole. In the blink of an eye, the world becomes night. It isn’t just a lack of light. It’s a relentless, thick infusion of darkness, smothering every inch of the cavern in the pitchest black I’ve ever seen. No monsters. No cave. Not even my hand in front of my own face.

It is not ideal. But hey, at least none of us are entranced.

The children scream. Apparently the age-old tradition of screaming in the dark transcends all borders. With my shin slightly workable now, I scramble away from where I believe the spider to be and crawl toward the children.

My arm collides with a leg. “It’s me, it’s me. I cast a spell. It’s okay.”

“Feck you do that for?” Éogan snaps.

“Reasons. Now quiet,” I whisper. “If they can’t hear you, they can’t attack you.”

Thankfully, the children listen and immediately hush up. And who says parenting isn’t easy. You just have to threaten them with imminent death by fairy.

As my ears adjust to the silence, the room comes to life in the form of an interpretative percussive beat. Toward the center of the cavern, there’s a rhythmic slap, slap, slap of hopping fairy feet. They’re loud. Easy to pin, even in the darkness. I’ll pretend I planned that.

I can’t hear Elias at all. Is he fighting? Wait, there he is. One grunt as the blade of his axe thuds into flesh. I never realized how quiet he is when he fights. There’s a bit of scuffling, a bit of rustling. But for all his mad charges and long swings, he’s nearly soundless. It must have something to do with his balance. Now that I think about it, he always seems very sure on his feet. Practiced, even.

Not like Ron. Though, granted, he’s in a bit of a different position right now. I can hear his legs kicking, struggling for purchase, his leather vest rubbing noisily against the cavern floor. His sword carves deep into the arachnid’s squelching stomach.

“What’s happening?” Luci says from somewhere nearby.

With all of my weight on one leg, I stand up and limp toward her. “I cast a spell.”

“How?”

“Later. Listen. If you think you can hear one of the dancers, shoot.”

“Sure. What about you?” 

“I’m going for the spider. And stay quiet. Also try not to hit your uncle.”

I give her a pat on the shoulder. At least I think it’s her shoulder. Then I fumble toward the enemy. Behind me, the twang of a loosed arrow sounds. It clatters against a wall. Then another pierces the air, and a fairy cries out.

I shuffle forward, wary of every step. I think I’m getting closer. Luckily, the bone-chilling scrabble of skittering spider legs makes for an easy target. The second I’m rather sure it’s in front of me, I test out a slash with one of my twin daggers.

It hits. And it’s definitely the spider. Those fine hairs tickle at my wrists. But the blade barely nicks it. It’s going to take more power.

So I try again. Two twin daggers punch down into its abdomen. This time, they sink deep. I twist the daggers, pull, and stab again.

I’d like to say I made a dent here, but I believe the large hole that Ron made is the real winner, judging by the disgusting sound of guts gushing over him. After a few more jabs, there’s a thump as the spider collapses to the floor, followed by a muffled “ow” buried beneath him.

“I gotcha.” My daggers return to their sheathes as I search for Ron’s hands. 

Across the cavern, the dancers wail. Or one dancer wails. I think the other is dead. Another arrow looses, another swing of the axe meets flesh.

And just like that, it’s over.

Words acknowledging our victory sear through the dark.

1.

Enemies Defeated: 

Sidhe Dancers (Lv 15) [Shared with Luciana, Elias] x2

Sidhe Weaver (Lv 15 💀) [Shared with Elias, Ron]

+10% Well-Rested

Exp: 91

Earned: 417g

2.

Level up! You are now Level 15. 

Exp to next level: 36/150

Attribute points available: 3

3.

Class Ability Unlocked!

SICARII

Level 15 Ability:

Unseen: Grant invisibility to yourself and nearby party members. Invisibility is lost upon damage or an ability is performed. Lasts 1 second per level. May be used twice a day.

4.

Title(s) Earned:

Bone Splitter: Break a long bone.

Reward: (1) Half-Off Recovery Voucher

Oooh, that Level 15 ability is going to be killer.

Now let’s see about letting in some light again. Um… How do I do this… Un-darkness?

The spell is released, the statue disintegrating into dry pewter dust. Good to know magic in this game is so intuitive. It would have been nice to hang onto the leprechaun for a little longer, creepy as it was. Still, it gives me faith that, despite my class, there are more items in this world that allow for magic.

As the black cloud recedes, I’m relieved to see that my ears didn’t deceive me. Everyone appears healthy and whole. A little gut-splattered, a little blood-caked, but no real worse for wear. Meanwhile the cavern flora worms its way toward the fairies’ corpses and begins to nibble, adding the flesh of their bodies to the mushrooms and moss.

We reconvene in the center of the cavern. 

Wiping spider goop off his belly, Ron frowns. “I need a towel, man.”

Luci sniffs. “Gross.”

“So,” I say, crossing my arms.

“So,” Luci echoes. She snaps her bow back into her sash. “That was easy.”

“Yeah, nice work. You’re a natural Robin Hood. He fought blindfolded sometimes, right? You know, with the apple.”

“I believe you’re thinking of William Tell,” replies Elias.

Luci glares. “Who in heck is William Tell?”

Her uncle’s brow furrows. “I don’t actually know.”

“Can we go now?” asks Éogan. He jerks his thumb at a corridor behind us. “Exit’s that way.”

“Yeah. I guess time is kind of precious now,” I reply.

“Is the fog, uh… is that going to be a problem?” Luci asks.

“Too late now!” I laugh. “But yeah, we should get moving.”

Peace, fairy grotto.

Through the corridor, we come to a stone ramp leading up to a platform. Above the platform stretches a shaft countless stories tall. A line of sunlight glimmers far, far in the distance. There’s something blocking it. Wait, it’s getting closer.

Is this an elevator? A medieval elevator. I didn’t know those existed - and no, now is not the time for some trivia, game.

With an unnerving litany of croaks and whines, the elevator descends and finally thuds to a stop. From above, dust-moted sun beams light up the shaft in palid yellow light. 

I fully expect a final final boss battle, some giant minotaur-esque beast to block our way. Instead, in the center of the elevator sits a wonderfully cliche, medieval wooden treasure chest.

1.

DUNGEON: THE CAVE OF CRUACHAIN

Complete!

Dungeon Power Unlocked!

Among Friends (passive): Earn 50% more XP in combat while in a party of three or more.

2.

Title(s) Earned:

Dungeon Tourist: Complete your first dungeon.

Reward: (1) Training Voucher

“Oh, nice.”

“About time!” Luci exclaims as she skips onto the lift. Elias hoists a leg onto the platform, as though that could stop it from moving.

With both hands, she throws back the hefty lid, releasing a glow of golden light.

“There’s a message here. Oh! We all get to choose something. Uh, should I get a Sidhe Ring of Precision or a, what’s this, a Blessed Belt of the Fair Folk? Both rare.”

“Any more details on that?” I ask.

“Nope. That’s all it’s giving me. And like, an image, kinda.”

“Go with the known item then. Ring.”

The moment she chooses, the light fades. Luci holds the ring up, catching it in the spare sunlight. It’s a wooden band with inlaid silver vines.

“It’s an ability! Whoa. ‘Steady Aim: Slow time for three seconds while standing still.’ Cooooool.” Slipping the ring onto her finger, she hops down from the platform. The treasure chest glimmers with another cloud of light.

Ron goes next. Looming into the light, he absolutely dwarfs the chest. “Hell yeah, man! Three instruments!”

“Yay, Ron!” Luci cheers.

“I got, let’s see, an accordion-”

“No,” Luci and I both say.

“Bagpipes-”

“No!”

“Aaand a traveler’s harp.”

“Harp! Definitely harp,” Luci pleads.

“I’m pickin’ the bagpipes.”

“Ron!”

He reaches in, and out comes a small triangular framed harp with the same dark wooden finish and inlaid silver as Luci’s ring. 

“Dudes, the look on your faces,” he laughs. Slinging it around his shoulder with the leather strap, he sets one foot back and starts jamming out like it’s an electric guitar. “Oh yeah. Got my Sweet Serenade back.”

After the chest reignites, Elias gestures for me to go next.

I step onto the platform. As my face alights, a message appears.

Choose Reward:

Rare Spritely Chausses or Rare Vambrace of Fairy Trickery

So, either pants that may have to do with speed or evasion. Or a single wristguard with more illusion magic. Nice that these are attuned to us, however I wonder if it’s attuned to our class and abilities or whether it’s more of a critique. You know, ‘next time, don’t get sucker-punched so much.’ Or more positively, ‘good job for picking up a creepy leprechaun-cyclops.’

As it turns out, I really liked casting a spell. Sorry, yoga pants. You’re going to have to stick with me a little longer.

Accessory Acquired!

Rare Vambrace of Fairy Trickery

Lightweight wristguard with a bonus component.

Wits Requirement: 10

Provides:

- Fortitude: +1

- Level 15 Ability: Trickery of Choice: Once an hour, create one of the following visual spells: Lesser False Wall, Static Decoy, Lesser Image, Darkness, Lesser Globe of Light. Spell breaks when you take damage.

Scooping up an engraved leather vambrace, I present it to the team. “Vambrace of Fairy Trickery. Who wants some more darkness?”

“What, really? You can do magic now?” Luci asks excitedly.

“A few tricks. A fake wall, a decoy, and so on. So long as I’m wearing this,” I reply, fiddling with the leather ties. “Also I need help putting it on.”

Finally, Elias takes his turn. He doesn’t ask for advice, though I suppose I didn’t either. He removes a padded linen jacket called a ‘gambeson.’ It’s a dark maroon tunic with a slightly raised collar and V-shaped hem at the bottom, buckled across the chest with several leather fastens and cinched at the waist with a leather belt. It’s a slender fit, like a duke straight out of a CW medieval romance.

I’m not sweating. You’re sweating.

“Increased fortitude and charm, as well as immunity to bleeding,” is all he says.

“Uh huh,” is all I manage back.

The NPC children don’t make any remarks during this time. They appear uncannily disinterested. Feature of the game, I guess. Although, before we leave, Éogan demands that his little sister ditch the frog she’s been carrying.

We crowd onto the elevator, shoulder to shoulder. The floor creaks but doesn’t buckle. Elias mans the crank, and we ascend to the surface.

Treasures aside, it seems anticlimactic almost. At the same time, it feels right. There’s no rallying crowd at the end of the marathon. There are no fireworks, no curtain calls. The dungeon is just… over. Now here’s your reward. Get on the elevator and get lost.

To be honest, it’s just my style. The monsters didn’t kill us. The humans didn’t chase us. We saved the children, and now we get to leave in self-satisfied silence. Despite all of our victories across the isle of Hy-Brasil, this feels like a real accomplishment. Some well-deserved punctuation at the end of a tedious run-on sentence.

And I don’t think I’m the only one feeling it either. As we climb toward the town, a sense of relief ripples through the party. It’s cleansing, like an autumn breeze whisking away the decaying fall leaves. Maybe when we reach the surface, the dreary, overcast light of Ireland will feel brighter.

After what feels like an eternity, the elevator grinds to a stop inside what appears to be an empty pantry. Through the doorway is a perfectly unassuming, unoccupied house. Rough-hewn stone bricks, small windows, dirt floor, some old rotting table and chairs, a hearth full of cobwebs.

Again, I expected a little fanfare. Maybe a troop of halberd-bearing guards. However, they appear to be occupied. As soon as Ron opens the front door, before we even step into the well-worn streets of Glasbaile, we can hear the commotion.

Lord Cathal’s hall is under siege.

            






Chapter 53


                A mob of angry Irish folk gather at the foot of Lord Cathal’s hall, held off by a trio of nervous guards. They aren’t quite at the torches and pitchfork phase, but it’s getting close. Beneath the overcast afternoon sky, dozens of men and women shout and jeer, demanding that the lord release their children.

What strikes me though isn’t the size of the crowd or the chaos of the town square; I’ve seen unrulier mobs at a soccer match. It’s that, before now, I didn’t quite realize how many medieval people don’t wear pants. They’re all just in tunics and long, raw cotton shifts. No wonder that tailor was so bewildered by Elias’ request.

“Helen!” barks Elias.

“Huh? What?”

“How do you want to proceed?”

“Oh. Well. Technically we don’t need to face Lord Cathal. The guy is still ten levels above all of us. My vote is we just go for the necromancer. Though maybe we should try to score some supplies first.”

“I totally wanna teach that rich a-hole a lesson,” Luci interjects. “But I’m kinda anxious to get going too.”

“Then we’re agreed. Chispita, do you-”

“Senan!”

A woman, frumpy with frizzy fire-red hair, bursts from the crowd, then immediately collapses to her knees, wailing.

“Mother!” The boy dashes across the square and into her arms.

Uh oh.

The mob unravels. The front lines retain their positions, fists raised, while those witnessing the reunion between the frazzled mother and her son slowly realize that the weirdo strangers over there might have answers.

It starts as a trickle, just a few pantsless Irish stumbling our way, but it quickly thunders into a storm. “Where are my-” “Who did-” “Have you seen-” “Why-” Strained faces, pushing, jostling, swearing. And all I’m seeing is the definitive titles hovering over their heads: mostly Level 1s and 2s, but a surprisingly fair number of higher levels, all the way up to 15.

It’s getting hairy, is all I’m saying. I’m not going to murder an entire town of grieving parents. That would be bad form.

Finally, Éogan appears on Ron’s shoulders. “Your children are gone!” he screams. He juts a finger at the stone hall. “Cathal fed us to the fair folk! We demand justice!”

The murmur turns into a roar. And just like that, the mob turns again. The tornado spins toward the hall, whipping the crowd into a frenzy, and tearing through the guards. Before long, the doors open as the furious mass pours inside. Within moments, we’re the only souls left in the square.

Éogan climbs off of Ron’s shoulders. “Supplies are free now.”

I scratch my cheek. “Well, that’s not exactly-”

“Oo, I need more arrows!” shouts Luci as she takes off. A shop with a previously occupied forge and anvil await.

Quest Updated! 

INNOCENCE LOST: Complete

Afric has been wrested from the grips of the Sidhe and returned safely to Glasbaile.

Rewards: 100xp, 250g

“Oh. Um, I guess that’s it then,” I say.

Éogan smirks. “‘Spose we won’t see you ‘round.” He whacks Ron on the arm and gives Elias a sharp nod. “Time to crack on. Fair luck to you. Let’s go, Afric.”

Tucking his head into the hood of his mantle, he waves at his sister and saunters down an alley. Before tailing after him, Afric dumps something slimy into my hand.

“Give this to Luci for me, will you?” In a low whisper, she adds, “I didn’t let it go.”

Then she too runs off, and I’m left with my hands full of frog.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with this.”

Our next self-prescribed quest begins awkwardly. I’ve never stolen anything. Never even shoplifted, despite it being a pretty average pastime for city girls like me. It wasn’t necessarily the fear of getting caught - though I always had ambitions that made it particularly risky. I’ve just never been a rule-breaker. Even post-Ethan, when I couldn’t possibly care less, I still felt acutely aware of the rules. 

In fact, maybe it was my adherence to the rules that made my downfall so difficult to overcome. I wanted to do things right, and if I couldn’t do them right, then it was better to wallow in sadness on my sofa instead.

So now with fake shops and fake people and consequences I can simply quash with fake murder, it’s easier, but it still doesn’t feel right. Not at first anyhow.

After the entire group gets a slight headstart on me, I join in. Of course, I do it like a gamer, meaning I stuff everything possible into my inventory. In for a penny, in for a pound, as they say. There’s no weight limit. It just has to fit into the system. 

Even though I don’t need to employ my Sleight of Hand, I feel it at work anyhow. As it turns out, you can’t just touch an object in order to suck it into your inventory. You have to actually pick it up and hold it for a few seconds. My dextrous thieving skill allows me to whisk away items in a way that even I can barely see what I’m doing. Accessories simply disappear into my palms. Weapons slip behind my back, out of sight. And sometimes they vanish down my shirt because yoga pants don’t have pockets and sports bras do, so long as you’re the adventurous type.

Ultimately, the blacksmith’s isn’t as weapon-heavy as one would hope. There’s no armor either. It’s mostly nails, chains, some plows-in-progress, and cookware. Plus the weapons are all common graded. Still, we grab a few swords - likely constructed for Cathal’s guards - and some darts, which a trivia pop-up assures me are not javelins, though it doesn’t exactly elaborate. 

We also empty a rack of concave shields. The ‘targe’, as they call it, is about a foot and a half across, mostly wood, and wrapped in bands of iron. While I don’t have the strength to wear, nor is it appropriate for my class, it seems handy to keep around.

Finally, there’s a bucket full of rings that we divvy out. They each give +1 to a random stat, so we all come out of there looking a little Criss Angel-y. Luci also collects a bundle of barbed arrows.

Inventory items added: (1) Common Sword, (2) Common Darts, (1) Common Reinforced Targe, (3) Common Iron Rings

After clearing the blacksmith’s workshop, I’m ready to admit that nicking shit is quite the adrenaline rush. And what better opportunity is there for loot than a deserted town?

We all handle the task a little differently. I snowball into my pilfering, transitioning from shamefully lifting an item here and there to sweeping up loot like a vacuum. Luci views without touching, then delicately chooses gear with the deliberate grace of a dancer. Ron bumbles about, hoisting various weapons and items into his inventory when we remind him, but mostly he just keeps forgetting the mission at hand. And Elias steals like a pro. He’s focused, one eye on the door, one eye on the prize. No useless perusals. No hesitation.

We stop by the tanner’s next, except it turns out they only supply raw leather. And damn, does it stink. A few doors down sits the leatherworker.

The haul here is a little better. Luci grabs a satchel, solely for the purpose of storing her new frog. And I grab a satchel, solely for the purpose of storing food. We also score a few waterskins. Then we ransack the place. I’m desperate to try out my new gear, but if by chance the mob returns, it won’t be a great look for us.

Inventory items added: (3) Common Leather Belts, (2) Common Leather Greaves, (1) Common Leather Bracer, (1) Common Leather Breastplate

Then we drop by the apothecary, realize there’s still a shopkeeper attending, and smoothly act like we intended to browse there all along. As far as draughts go, he only sells health and stamina bottles, as well as a few expensive potions to temporarily improve extremely specific non-combat skills like herding and horsemanship. 

We each buy three of the health and stamina draughts, cleaning the guy out of ‘em. I also convince the group to blow a few gips on hiking draughts. Seems worth it to get to the necromancer quickly.

Inventory items added: (3) Lesser Health Draughts, (3) Lesser Stamina Draughts, (2) Improved Hiking

Inventory item removed: 220g

Wallet: 2796g

To top off our town-wide burglary, we drop by a vacant roper’s shop and grab 20 feet of rope which Ron slings over his shoulders like a Miss America sash, giving him an aesthetic I can only describe as a medieval mountaineering metal rocker plus harpist. I don’t know if we’ll need rope or why we’d need rope, but it feels like something an adventurer ought to have.

Then we get ourselves a lantern and a pile of tallow candles. These, we purchase. Apparently the chandler’s too busy making candles to worry about Lord Cathal and is very insistent that we know about this.

Afterwards, I remember to snag a map from some novelty market stall. Don’t ever let anyone tell you I don’t take advice from random Irish drunkards. Meanwhile, Elias heads back to the blacksmith’s for striking flint and steel while Ron and Luci raid a food stall - though this particular heist ends up a rather close call. 

As quickly as it vanished, the mob reappears, dragging a pulpy red carpet into the square. Except it’s not so much of a carpet as it is Lord Cathal. A very dead Lord Cathal. 

He didn’t go down without a fight, it seems. The crowd has thinned. Certainly fewer Level 1s around, though more than I anticipated. Maybe the fairies stripped him of his magic as an additional ‘fuck you’.

I wonder if he tried to tell the villagers that he only made a faustian bargain to protect them. I wonder if he told them that this was all a waste; that the now-lethal fog is going to consume the entire isle. In fact, I wonder if every region we visit ends up with the local populace getting fucked.

It’d be nice to know we could reverse it. Sadly, I don’t think killing Sorcerer Laserian will destroy the fog. The isle has always been fated to decay.

Ugh. The villagers are stringing Cathal up against the taskboard now. It’s a difficult job given what’s left of him.

Luci’s eyes widen. “I think it’s time to go…”

“Oh, definitely.”

Rather than leaving the way we came, we just pick a street and scoot. Down the road, past rows and rows of timber-framed houses. Eventually, the cobblestone snags against tufts of grass, and the town simply falls away behind us. Just like that, Glasbaile and all of its residents are gone.

As promised, it appears that the town has moved to the northwestern edge of the isle, though we’re too far inland to see the ocean. We emerge on a stark clump of hills overlooking a forested valley. 

Below, the river we previously crossed continues to snake across the isle, only this portion is wide and churning. Frothing like a rabid mouth, it spills over rocks and dashes against the sides in furious crashes.

“Alriiiiight. More hiking. Woo,” Luci dryly cheers. “So which way?”

With a flap, I lay out the map. The art is rather cute. It’s half-isometric, half-2D, with little outlined trees and clouds with faces blowing gusts of wind. It depicts the hills, the river, the waterfall, the tower - all as Lord Cathal said.

There are another few landmarks too: abandoned farmsteads, an unholy battlefield - complete with a sketch of an adorable wide-eyed banshee-, a dungeon called ‘The Crypt of the Oilliphéist,’ some ruins of an old fort, and countless fairy mounds with strict warnings to avoid at all costs.

“Down to the river and then east,” I answer. “Map makes it seem maybe twenty miles. We could be there tomorrow?”

“Sure. Which way’s east?”

I look up. It’s about noon, and the sun is shyly cowering behind the clouds anyhow, so I have no idea which way we’re facing. 

Simultaneously, we all look at Elias.

He sighs. Saying nothing, he confidently walks away. East, I’m guessing. Together, we follow him into the forest below.

The trees, thin at first, quickly grow into a thick canopy above, casting dappled shadows on the ground. It’s warmer on this side of the isle. Less wind, less moisture. The earthy scent of pine and soil fills the air.

The hills close in around us, hugging the winding trail. Though spotted with rocks and roots, the path is an easy, downhill hike. We make quick work of the descent. After half an hour, we reach the rapids.

            






Chapter 54


                Throughout the afternoon, we hike across the isle like a proper band of fantasy adventurers, scampering across hilltops, slaloming through trees, skipping across boulders that line the fast-flowing river. I can picture the cinematic helicopter shot catching our epic travels overhead as the orchestra swells.

We march onward with a sense of triumph. We don’t meander, unsure of the path forward. We don’t tense at an ill-placed shadow or the errant rustle of foliage. We surge. We fly. And when danger comes our way, we fight.

It probably helps that we’re juiced on potions.

Still, we came into this world traumatized and underleveled. Now, after another run-in with a pair of easily dispatched wolves, we’re all Level 15s - although I’m just over 16, courtesy of all the guard kills. This means we finally have our sweet Level 15 class abilities. For me, that’s the “Unseen” ability. “Grant invisibility to yourself and nearby party members. Invisibility is lost upon damage or an ability is performed. Lasts 1 second per level. May be used twice a day.”

As for the others:

(Luci) Deadeye: Mark a target within line of sight. The next 3 long-range projectiles fired will hit this target, no matter the obstacles. Functional from up to 20m.

(Elias) Inescapable Stance: When activated, a visible ward with a 1m radius is formed around you. All nearby enemies within it are incapable of leaving.

(Ron) Acid Trip: Mute a targeted enemy for 1 second per level. A muted enemy cannot use sorcery-based abilities or attacks. Does not require stamina. Cooldown is 3 minutes.

Seriously, with those abilities alone, I feel we’re sufficiently badass, yeah? We’re also stocked up on draughts. We’ve got rare hard-earned gear. I’m even beginning to look like a proper rogue.

And may I say, a special shout-out to the designers who crafted these outfits. When I looted the breastplate, it looked like a drab, flat-chested piece of armor. Practical, but unflattering. But the moment I pulled it over my head, it transformed into a nice fit with the shape of a corset, fashionable buckles, and a halterneck collar. It’s also breathable, with far more mobility than you’d expect of boiled leather. Complete with the greaves, my jacket, and my new fairy vambrace, I’m lookin’ good. Only a combined fortitude bump of 9, but hey, that’s nearly half of what I’ve got.

Goodbye, Nice Snatch shirt. You were dumb.

My points are also much more evenly allocated. For the last few levels, I brought my wits up to 15 and padded out my fortitude and strength just a touch. Now, no longer will a single attack kill me, though it may place my bones somewhat outside of my skin. My wits should be able to fend off lower level spells, and my resolve should keep me from being swayed by that fire-wielding bitch, if we’re to meet her again. Both my strength and charm still aren’t at even max human levels, so I should probably add a few more points to those when I have the chance.

Same goes for the rest of the team. We’re much better balanced, while still maintaining our main stats.

Best of all, we’re on our way to earning our visa extension. The end is in sight. Or at least, an end. We’ll get a brief vacation. Then off to the races again. But I don’t know. The way I’m feeling, the impossible seems doable.

We hike for hours at a determined pace with only a few sparse breaks here and there: one for fighting, one for food, and a few brief stops for water or a piss. We don’t chat much, and in the silence, I don’t think all that much either. The journey speaks on its own.

Later in the day, as the sun sets and the river slows, our destination reveals itself. 

It’s beautiful. As beautiful and vibrant as a painting. On either side of the river, the light of the dwindling sun spins the grass into gold, the rich trees casting long-reaching shadows. And there, in the distance, a waterfall spills from the slope of a hanging valley, cascading in rivulets down tiers of stone, like water slipping through fingers.

Standing above the waterfall, caught between scabrous mountain peaks, is a tower of weathered brick and ivy. Several stories tall and crowned with a spire, it doesn’t seem particularly dangerous or foreboding. It doesn’t leer from the shadows, surrounded in mist, bones rising like weeds around it. It’s just a very lovely stone tower. More like a lighthouse. Just a pretty landmark punctuating a pretty landscape.

“That looks so faaaar,” whines Luci.

“We won’t make it before nightfall,” Elias agrees. “We should camp here.”

Ron lies flat in the grass, hands behind his head. “Alright, man. Time for a snooze.”

“We need to procure firewood.”

“Alright, man. Time to get some wood,” Ron says, rolling back onto his feet.

Evening comes sooner than any of us anticipated. Before we’ve managed to build a fire, the inky violet hues of dusk have bled from the sky, leaving us alone in the black of night. Once we’re set, Elias strikes flint against steel, lighting a candle first. Then he dips the flame into the ring of sticks and kindle until they ignite.

I’ve been camping before, twice in the Michigan dunes, once in the Catskills, each time with college friends, thoroughly intoxicated, over-roasting marshmallows, chucking twigs at racoons, giggling over dumb ghost stories, and banging indiscreetly in our tents. We always did things with such fervor. I never knew how to relax. I didn’t know or even enjoy peace.

Not like this. We sit silently around the fire. Ron is reclined, gnawing on barley bread and aimlessly plucking his new harp. Beside him, Luci braids blades of grass before playfully placing them in his hair. The frog hops along the top of her bag, content to remain nearby. Elias sits cross-legged. His forehead is aglow with those stubborn, contemplative wrinkles.

Beyond us is nothing. We’re on our own little islet, adrift in an starry sea. It’s intimate. And what’s so strange is that I have no inclination to flee. I don’t have that itch that tells me that if I can’t get out of this situation right now, I’m going to shimmy out of my own skin. I feel fine. Like when the air is the same temperature as you are, and you can’t tell where you end and the world begins. I’m just here.

There’s a connection between us, a tether that began as thin as sinew. But then more and more fibrous strings wound around it, piece by piece, fight by fight, look by look, word by word.

We’re not okay. And we may never be completely whole. But, as a party, maybe we’re enough.

Luci nudges my knee with hers. “You’re staring and it’s creepy.”

“Ha, sorry.”

Ron props himself up on his elbows and stares at her. “Hey, is this creepy?” His eyes go cartoonishly wide. “Yeah, am I creepy?”

“Stop. Stop!” she giggles. Flailing, she accidentally flings the frog off her bag. She quickly scoops him up and rests him on her lap.

I laugh. “Why are you keeping that?”

“Afric said I might need him. He’s like my little familiar.”

“And he just survives in that bag of yours.”

She shrugs. “He’s a Level 1. That makes him as strong as we were when we started, right? And I don’t think we’d die just getting bumped around in a bag.”

“Huh. Touché. Does he have a name?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”

“We should get some sleep,” says Elias. “I can stay on lookout first.”

“On lookout?” I repeat. “It’s called first watch. You know, one day, you’re going to have to tell us what you were before you were an accountant.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Psh,” adds Luci. 

“Either way, we need to prepare-”

Luci chucks a wad of grass at him. “Psssh, Tío!”

“Chispita.”

“Oh, come on! It doesn’t matter anymore. Tío, I’m shooting people with a bow and arrow. I’m not, like, going back to school or getting a job or something. Real life is over. It’s just pretend now. The least you can do is tell us a few stories.”

“Your parents-”

“Aren’t here. What did that jackhat say? This is the new reality?”

I scratch my eyebrow. “I wouldn’t listen to him.”

“I’m not gonna, like, go all murder spree or something. I’m just admitting that prom isn’t on the table. Please, Tío?”

Elias sighs. “I spent a few years in a street gang.”

“I knew it!” I cheer. “I mean. Ahem. I, um, deduced that it may have been the case.”

Luci leans in. “No way.”

“Which one? Which one?” asks Ron.

“No. We are not going into details. Needless to say, I was young. Carlos and I lived in a rough area. It was one of the many reasons we moved to the States.”

“Whoa, wait. Was my dad in a gang too?”

“He was not old enough. However he was headed in that direction. It was not glamorous, Chispita. Like here, it was necessary to get by. But had I been able to choose another path, I would have a million times over.”

We take a beat to process this. The fire snaps as a chunk of wood splits, and a puff of embers fly.

“This might be weird to ask,” I say, “but… did you fight with knives? Seriously, I don’t want to be rude. Just. If you have any tips.”

Elias thinks for a moment. Then his back straightens as he turns to me. “You are watching your opponent’s weapon too much. In our fight with the others. You should watch their body. The way they pivot. They are not skilled enough to hide their intentions.”

“Oh. Should I be hiding my intentions?”

“You are not skilled enough to try.”

“Burn!” hoots Ron.

“Ron, stop aiming for the chest when you fight. No matter the opponent, you should aim for the legs and arms first. An immobile enemy is easiest to strike.”

“I should be aiming?”

“And Chispita, you must follow through with each attack. I can see that you are dropping your bow arm once you release the arrow. Keep your arm up until the arrow hits.”

“Hold up,” she laughs. “You can use a bow and arrow?”

“No. Following through is standard in all combat.”

“Oh. Gotcha.”

“Elias,” I interrupt. “You could have told us this at any time. You should have.”

“I know.” He looks across the fire at Luci as though he’s about to add something. Then he turns back to me, hardened once more. “There is a training facility in Pharos. I suggest we all take time to advance before the next region. For now, we ought to sleep.”

Luci grumbles in protest, but it’s clear the conversation is over.

As promised, Elias takes first watch. He steps away from the firelight and into the void. The rest of us lie down. The ground is hard and uneven.

Ron, as per usual, goes out like a light. Luci wiggles like a restless worm.

“You cold?” I ask.

“Uh huh.”

“Here.”

Inventory item removed: (1) Common Cloak

I toss the summoned cloak toward Luci.

“You don’t want it?”

“I’m fine.”

There’s silence. Then Luci snuggles up beside me and drapes the cloak over us both. It’s actually very itchy. But I don’t move it an inch.

I don’t know how long I’m out before Elias wakes me. Of the fire, only ash remains, though the sky is clear enough to see by moonlight. With a groan I can’t stifle, I stand, tuck the cloak around Luci, and begin the most boring few hours of my life. 

There has to be some talisman for this. Some kind of ward. God, that alarm spell would have been perfect. You know, depending on how it worked.

For kicks, I try out my Static Decoy spell. Focusing on the grass beside me, I repeat the name of the spell in my head with the intention of casting it. And poof! A few feet away, a perfect image of myself appears. Trippy. It doesn’t move, and it’s not physically present; my hand travels right through it. In the dark, though, it looks sufficiently real. I move farther away from it, just to ensure that it’s the first thing an enemy sees, and resume the most boring hours of my life.

Eventually, the sun makes an appearance. Since I haven’t been attacked yet, my decoy remains to scare the shit out of everyone.

Luci juts a finger at me. “Not cool.”

Ron copies her. “Very not cool.”

Elias doesn’t say anything, but I spot a tiny tinge of a smile.

Title Earned:

First Time Camper: Sleep for 4+ hours outside.

Reward: (1) Fire Scroll Voucher

A scroll? Could be good.

After breakfast, it takes us the better part of an hour to reach the waterfall, as well as the cliffside that we’re meant to scale. Despite the tepid appearance of the waterfall from a distance, it still kicks up a healthy spray. A rainbow glistens in the mist. I’m halfway tempted to scour for a pot of gold, but I’ve since learned that leprechauns are a type of fairy, and I’m not inclined to start that again.

Before the blustering roar of the waterfall becomes too loud, we stop, hands on our hips, and stare up at the slope. It appears to be an arduous bitch of a hike, but that’s it. No actual climbing. Which is a damn shame. Rock climbing is quite literally the only sport I’m half-way decent at. It would have been nice to show off.

As we make our way, another hour passes. It’s a great relief we didn’t attempt this in the dark. First, because we would have died. Second, because it’s beautiful. Beneath the fir trees, yellow primrose and tufts of purple freckle the path. There are spotted deer, hares, and copper-red squirrels. A kestrel takes flight and hovers above us.

When we summit the falls, we gaze back over the isle. From this high up, we can almost see all the way to where we left Glasbaile. Or we could, if it wasn’t for the mist.

It’s taken over the forest now, those thin whisps of cotton snagging on the treetops. At this rate, it will blanket the entire isle of Brasil by tomorrow evening.

“No turning back,” says Luci.

“No turning back,” I repeat.

“Oh crap, do we have to go back to the portal?”

“Um…” Shit, I didn’t think about that. “Ours isn’t the only one.”

Propping his knee on a rock, Ron strums a trio of notes on his harp and sings: “On the isle of not-Brazil. The… hold on.” He picks at a couple of notes in search of another chord, then backhand strums it like a guitar again. “The fog rolls over the hill…”

“Yeah, I don’t think you’re playing that right.”

Luci grins. “They climbed the place, killed what’s-his-face.”

Ron plucks a final note. “And win with all their mad skill.”

“Ha, high five!” she cheers.

Ron boyishly slaps her hand, nearly dropping his harp.

I sigh. “We’re doomed.”

Turning, we stroll toward the sorcerer’s lair. It’s close. Just there, across a verdant field. Low-hanging clouds flow quickly over the spire, their shadows passing from brick to brick. The scent of rain carries on the wind.

The tower is much wider than it appeared from below. Taller too. Seems like a lot of unnecessary real estate for a single guy.

Since Elias has the best skill in detection, he takes the lead in case of traps. Cautiously, we poke across the field. Though it’s painfully slow, we make it to the tower without trouble.

Up a mossy set of decaying steps stands a single oak door. Elias tests each stair, then peers at the entrance for an obscenely long time.

Eventually, he stands upright. “It isn’t locked.”

“Then open it,” says Luci.

“It should be locked.”

“Well, it isn’t.”

“Look, the guy probably doesn’t need a security system,” I say. “He can use magic and raise the dead. I don’t think he’s afraid of burglars. But um, Ron, you should probably go first, since you got the fortitude.”

“Right-o!” With no hesitation, he tramps up the steps, grabs the knob, and tugs it with such enthusiastic strength that he nearly tumbles right back down the stairs. With a bashful cough, he rights himself before stepping inside. “All clear!”

“Quiet.” Elias nudges past him. After a moment, he beckons us forward.

We file inside. It’s quiet and musty. Like an old bookstore.

The room, obviously, is round. About fifty feet across. The floor is hardwood, the boards arranged in a circle. 

There is nothing else. Not even the quintessential spiral staircase you’d expect in a cylindrical tower. Rather, the floorboards end prematurely, leaving a six-foot wide circle carved into the middle of the room. I have to assume it’s an elevator. An ensorceled elevator. In other words, without magic, I have no idea how we’re meant to reach the top.

Luci shakes a cobweb from her hand. “Ew. I don’t think anyone’s been here in a long time.”

Elias runs a hand over the stone wall, still in search of traps. When none present themselves, he moves to the rim of the center circle. He looks up.

“Perhaps it levitates.”

“I got the same impression,” I say. “No idea how to work it though.”

When I go for a closer look, a message pops up.

Detected: Skill too low

“You get the notification?”

“I did. It could be a trap. However it could also be identifying the mechanism at work here.”

“If you’re worried, we could always try climbing the outside,” I suggest. “I think I saw a window.”

“Yeah, no thanks.” Luci bounces over. “So how do we use it? Do we just give it a command? You know, like…” She mouths ‘up’ while gesturing upward with her thumb.

With no warning, Ron makes a running long-jump into the circle. “Trap check time!”

There’s a collective gasp. We wait a moment. Nothing happens.

“That is not a good strategy,” I tell him.

He shrugs. “But it worked, man. C’mon. Hop aboard!”

“Um. Sure.” I tap a toe against the circle, testing its temperature, then join him. “I guess we didn’t come all this way to stand here.”

“Yeah, I’m ready,” Luci says with a little dancer’s leap.

Elias saunters inside. “If this doesn’t-”

The circle disintegrates, like sand in a sieve.

For a split-second, I’m mid-air. I don’t even have time to flail. Then my feet smack hard against stone, and I immediately crumple onto my ass with a thud.

“Fuck me.” Groaning, I glance up just in time to see the circle mend itself back together.

This is not how one proceeds up a tower. 

As I take in my surroundings, I almost laugh. It’s ironic landing here, I suppose. Or karmic. Maybe both.

We’re in the middle of a dungeon, locked in a cage surrounded by cages. But before I have time to really situate myself, I’m thrown backwards as our entire enclosure is suddenly shunted into the wall. 

Now, rather than taking center stage, our cage is in line with the rest of the inmates’, making room for whoever invades the tower next.

In the cell beside ours, a cheery voice croaks, “Oh. Oh goodness. Isn’t this embarrassing.”

            






Chapter 55


                The basement of the sorcerer’s tower isn’t as dank and dreary as Lord Cathal’s. The floor is stone, the walls are stone, and there isn’t much here beyond the five iron cages ringing the room. Yet without the harsh shadows and sputtering candle and the stink of stale piss, it doesn’t exactly evoke that same feeling of despair and doom. 

Of course, there’s still a little despair. No one likes being locked in a cage.

But it isn’t that tired, dreary kind of misery. There’s a sizzle to it. An anxious buzz. It could just be me, in my desperate desire to get out of here, though I think it’s more than that.

There’s magic in the air. Not fairy magic. Not Lord Cathal’s tainted magic either. This feels mystical and old, like a dormant volcano or a slumbering dragon. Violet jagged streaks criss-cross over the ceiling, like forks of lightning, illuminating the room. Arcane locks shimmer over the iron bars. The tower is alive. 

Plus there’s a dude in a robe sitting in the cage next to ours that screams wizard.

And then, to add to that, are the contents of the cage to our left. They’re another sort of beast. A foursome of Japanese boys huddled in a nervous cluster. Late high-school, early college-age I think.

The third party.

My pulse rises at the sight of them, but they don’t seem intent on murdering us yet. They look a little - how should I say this - geeky. Like they got hijacked from a webcafe or a manga shop. Three of ‘em gawky, the other overweight, all with bad haircuts and dressed in a mix of oversized sweatshirts and obscure anime tees, donning a few pieces of medieval gear and weaponry. By the looks of it, all but one decided to go with magic.

It’s kind of cute, in a way. An afterschool club gone a-LARPing. I’d very much prefer if I didn’t have to kill them. 

Oh god, we’re going to have to kill them, aren’t we?

Okay. This is fine. Deep, steady breath. The light’s at the end of the tunnel. The finish line is just ahead. Final sprint. Conquer the tower’s gauntlet and we’re golden. The dungeon’s just a set-back. The other party, we can handle. This is just a dump scripted event or something. That’s all.

Deeeeeep, steady breath.

“Everyone alright?” I ask.

Ron pats his backside. “Bonked my rear. Hey button, where are you? Button?”

Luci is frozen, eyes locked on the party beside us.

I touch her arm. “Hey, Luce?”

“I can’t do this again,” she whispers.

“It’s an arcane lock. They can’t attack us. We’re safe in here.”

Elias climbs to his feet and, with the butt of his axe, tests that theory. Luci winces as the metal clangs. Prismatic light ripples across the bars.

On the other side, the wizard man chortles. “No, no, friend. Ye won’t escape like that.”

The stranger is perched cross-legged, one bare leg hiked up in a rather revealing position, looking mightily relaxed and tremendously disheveled. His maroon velvet robe, once probably a defining feature of his station, is stained and tattered. A scraggly blonde beard hangs in threads over his chest. His legs and arms are thin, almost gaunt. There’s no doubt he’s been here a long, long time.

💀 Sorcerer Laserian - Herbalist, Sorcerer, Necromancer (Level 20)

Holy shit, it’s him. This is the man we’ve been hunting. This guy. Balls out and everything. We could kill him right here, and it’d be over.

Alright, don’t hyperventilate. We can’t kill him like this. We’re in a cage. He’s in a cage. We’ll talk this out, see what’s up, decide as a party. 

Final stretch. Just need to keep calm.

“You’re him,” I say.

“His level is lower than Lord Cathal’s,” comments Elias.

“Yeah, don’t think we were meant to fuck with Lord Cathal.”

Ron gapes. “Where does he piss?”

The man scooches closer. It’s possible that he was rather dashing once upon a time. A square chin, chiseled jaw, bright blue eyes, and fine blonde hair.

“That I am, if you’re referrin’ to me, of course.” His voice is light-hearted and hoarse, his accent thick. “I’m afraid I don’t know who this Cathal fella is. And as to your third, into the very well thought-out trench along the wall. The shite, unfortunately, ye have to rather prod along with your finger there, but I have a spell to clean ye right up, I do, should ye have the need.”

“You can’t do magic in here,” I say. “The arcane locks block it.”

“Oh, there’s no lock on my cage. I have a key.”

“…You what.”

He sheepishly rubs his head. “Oh yes. It takes a magical key or simply an opening spell to undo it, both of which I have. I can release ye at any time. Only I can’t. Or I won’t. Not yet.”

Deeeep, steady breath.

Elias strides across the cell and looms over Laserian. “Explain yourself.”

Not helping.

“My pleasure!” The sorcerer clears his throat. “It began many years ago, when I was a simple herbalist-”

“Shorter explanation,” I interrupt.

“I’ll do my best!” he says with an affable chuckle. Then, in one breath, he continues: “I was an herbalist, dabbled in a wee bit in magic, enshrouded the isle to fend off the mainlanders, the mist rather took on a life of its own, it accidentally killed a woman dear to me, so I turned to the House of Donn, stole the magic of death, and now my love has turned into a, er…”

“A zombie?” I finish.

“I’m unfamiliar with that word.”

“It’s essentially an animated body without a soul.”

“Oh!” he gasps. “No, dear me. No. ‘Tis the other way ‘round.”

“A soul without a body.”

“That’s the one.”

“That’s a hundred times worse.”

“So you see the start of my predicament. She occupies the livin’ space upstairs, ironically. Somewhere in the lab or the scriptorium or the observatory, she is. She and whatever creatures she’s resurrected in these last years. I admit, I haven’t been up there in quite some time!”

“She locked you down here?” I ask.

His face scrunches as he hangs his head. “No. I’m embarrassed to say that I locked myself down here.”

“Release us,” Elias responds. “We’ll clear the tower in exchange.”

Luci pulls on the hem of his doublet, her voice low. “Tío, we’re supposed to kill him.”

“According to the objectives, we’re meant to deal with him. Under the circumstances, I believe this is what we’re meant to do. At least, in part.”

“What about the fog? That was kinda Laserian’s whole deal.”

“Then he’ll dispel the fog as well.” Elias crouches and looks the sorcerer in the eye. “Does that work?”

“Ah. Yes,” Laserian answers. “And also no. The fog is a living spell. Certainly, it will be weakened with the death of the Sluagh. There are a few caveats, however, when it comes to… well… reaching her. In my seclusion, I perhaps became slightly carried away with my security measures. The second and third floors of my tower are made to waylay any trespassers. And if not, at least assess their competence so I can decide whether to make an escape. The enchantments have grown rather fuzzy over the years, so I doubt by now that even I how to circumvent them.”

“We’ll manage.”

“Well, perhaps you will. However, I’d be a fool to let you go it alone. Even if ye reach the top, the Sluagh is a tricky one. Guaranteed, the four of ye just won’t cut it.”

His gaze darts to the Japanese boys behind us.

“Wait, wait, wait,” I say. “You can’t send us with them.”

“But I must.”

“But you can’t. You don’t understand. We’re in a, um…” The hell do I explain this to an NPC. “A competition.”

“May the best team win!” the sorcerer chuckles.

“No, damn it.”

One of the Japanese boys taps the bars. “Sorry, excuse me.”

I spin around. “What?”

It’s one of the thinner ones. He’s a meek, diminutive little thing. His pants are too long, his hair too clipped. Beneath a plaid button down, his black t-shirt depicts an anime woman with a wide mouth and absurdly blushed cheeks, like she’s starring in a not so family-friendly film.

He bows his head. “Miss. We have already completed our quest for the visa extension.”

“What? When?”

“We had the good fortune of spawning near a cursed battlefield. It was our quest to cleanse it. So you see, we have already obtained our extension. A former friend of the sorcerer then offered us another quest to come here. It was our intention to fulfill both extensions. But if you have not completed one, it would be wrong to take that from you.”

“…Bullshit.”

Luci clenches her arms as her shoulders tremble. “They’re lying.”

Elias twists his axe. “We can’t trust them.”

The boy shakes his head. “We would not lie. I swear it. We are glad to have your company. Together, we have a better chance to reach the highest of levels and return to the city even stronger.”

“Please. My name is Shota. I am a Level 15 Drum of Raijin, a sorcerer of storm. My friend here is Hayato, a Level 13 Hikeshi. He can control fire. Kenji is a Level 13 Tesla Coil, a lightning mage. And Eita is a Level 14 Knight Templar. He carries a rare sword from a banshee.” Again, he bows his head. “Please. I beg you to trust us.”

My attention strays to the leather satchel hanging from Elias’ shoulder. He still has the amulet in there, right? If worse comes to worse…

Ron bounds upright, and the Japanese kids gape at the size of him. “I think they’re cool, man.”

I cross my arms. “Ron, that’s only because you like Naruto.”

“Little dude wouldn’t lead me astray,” he replies, pounding his chest in salute.

“Christ.” I sigh as I turn back to Laserian. “We really don’t have a choice, do we?”

“I’m afraid I must hedge my bets. Don’t worry. Ye won’t have to wait long for the others.” He taps his temple. “I can see it.”

My stomach drops. “What others.”

“Another company of adventurers approaches. With the lot of ye, victory will be assured.”

Shit. Shit. Okay, deep breath. Hold it together, Helen.

“No,” Luci whispers. Then, more firmly, “No. No, you need to let us out. Now.” Beneath her hardened tone, her voice quivers. She pushes Elias out of the way and stares down at the sorcerer. “Listen to us. We can do this. We’ve killed wolves and otters and fairies. Those guys killed a banshee and, like, who knows what else. We can take back your tower. I promise.”

For a moment, I almost think she’ll sway him, given her charm. The sorcerer nods along with her, appearing sympathetic. Then he knots his beard around his fingers and says, “I can’t, lass. I’m sure there’s a few worthy fighters between ye, but if you’re not enough to fight the Sluagh, then you’ll only be added to her numbers, and then I’ll have to wait for another army to storm this tower. And the very trace amounts of soothsaying I possess tell me that I will be long dead before then. This is the best chance I’ve had in decades.”

“But you don’t get it,” argues Luci. “The people you’re waiting for are just gonna try to kill us. They’re bad. They’re evil.”

“Hell, they’ll try to kill you too,” I add.

Laserian squints up at us. “Oh, don’t ye worry ‘bout me. But I can see you’re in a panic. There’s an enchantment that triggers upon your departure from these cages that will split your numbers into groups, so you’ll be divided ‘til ye reach the top. But the Sluagh, you’ll have to pursue together.”

“That’s not better!” Luci cries incredulously. She clenches her fists, her chest rising and falling with each rapid breath. “Please. Please. You don’t get it. They’re going to try to kill us. I can’t fight them again. They’ll hurt us. I know it. Don’t make us fight them again.”

She swallows, tears welling in her eyes.

Laserian clicks his tongue and gives a belittling handwave. “Don’t work yourself into a tizzy, now. I see there’s a history between ye, but that’s a history you’ll have to resolve. These things always have a way of workin’ themselves out.”

Luci boils, her nails digging into her palms.

Then, with a bang, her fist slams against the cage. “Fuck you! I hope you die!”

“Luciana!” Elias shouts.

She stands, glaring at the sorcerer for another moment. Then, drawing a stuttered breath, she shivers and shrinks against the wall.

Elias looks at me. I blink at him. Not sure what he thinks I’m supposed to do. 

Eventually, Elias takes a seat, if only to glower at the sorcerer from eye-level. In a group, we sit in silence, our nerves rumbling like engines at the starting line. Luci alternates between biting her nails, stroking the frog in her satchel in various attempts to calm herself, and curling her lip as she watches the empty enclosure in the middle of the room. Ron, hopelessly befuddled, keeps staring at random people and then quickly averting his gaze the moment they look back.

I work on my breathing. If I don’t, then I’m going to start thinking about Dave and Melinda and whoever the third guy is. I’m going to replay the image of their hapless necromancer splitting down the middle and popping like a water balloon. I might even start contemplating what the upper floors of the tower encompass or what a Sluagh is or how many undead we’ll have to fight or whether those Japanese kids are lying or how we’re ever supposed to be okay once we get back to Pharos, if we get back to Pharos, and…

Yeah. Just going to go ahead and keep trying to breathe.

Time passes. Then, thumping. Footsteps above us. Shuffling. Wood creaking.

They’re here.

I stare at the ceiling, waiting. After a painfully long time, I’m almost praying for that damn circle to open. Might as well get on with the inevitable.

And then, finally, it does. Sunlight filters in as the ceiling breaks, and three murderous pricks drop from the heavens and into hell with the rest of us. Their cage slams into the wall. Dave, the asshole archer, gets his bearings first.

Damn, he’s fast.

The same second that he notices us, he nocks an arrow, and sets it loose through the bars. Only, of course, it just slams into an invisible shield and clatters to the floor.

Melinda launches a fireball for good measure, but it sputters against the shield as well.

After realizing that they’re stuck, the archer simply looks at us and cackles.

“How in sweet mercy hells are you still alive?”

“Oh, give it up,” Melinda responds.

“How in sweet mercy hells have you guys not figured out arcane locks yet?” I snipe back.

He snorts. “I don’t see you idiots breaking out.”

“We’re not the ones who got trapped twice.”

For the first time, the sorcerer stands. “Enough!”

I think it was meant to be booming and intimidating. But the man is neither Morgan Freeman nor Gandalf, and it’s all rather undercut by a juvenile crack in his voice.

The archer snickers. “What? I mean… what?! That’s the guy?”

“That’s the guy,” I answer.

“Well, you’ve got the power of a wet fart, don’t you? Come on. Tell us the grift.”

Taken aback, the sorcerer tugs on his beard for a moment as he resets. Then, he breathes deeply, and begins, “You see, it was many years-”

“For the love of god, don’t tell me we have to listen to this. Cut to it, old man.”

Laserian’s lip twitches. “Have it your way. In three groups, you will clear the tower. In one, you will conquer it. Whoever deals the final blow to the Sluagh earns my favor. Fair luck to you.”

There’s no weaving of the arms or chanting of phrases or any kind of magical airs you’d attach to the undoing of an arcane spell. The hum in the air just dims. The iron bars become dull.

And just like that, we’re free.

Dammit. I whip the daggers from their sheathes and-

What happened? This isn’t the dungeon. I’m not in the basement. This is another room entirely. I guess he did mention an enchantment…

Okay, deep breath.

“Luci.”

I snap my head to the left.

There’s no Luci. No Elias. No Ron.

A metal staff clangs to the floor, dropped in shock by one of the Japanese boys. Kenji, was it?

Beside him, Melinda’s droll eyes glare. “Oh, joy.”

            






Chapter 56


                Sandwiched between a frightened Japanese kid and Melinda the swordmage, I can only surmise that Sorcerer Laserian had enough of our shit. Maybe it was always the way his tower was meant to work: the moment a trespasser dispels an arcane lock, he’s portaled to another floor, separate from his team. And maybe, just maybe, we should have let the dumb sorcerer tell his dumb backstory.

Too late now.

A dagger in each hand, I hold them arced in front of me, ready to shadowstep.

Melinda just sighs, her sword sheathed. “Is that really what you want to do?”

“Not die? Yeah, pretty much.”

She tucks a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “I’m fine with leaving the fight until later if you are.”

My eyes narrow. “Why would I believe that?”

“It’s convenient,” she shrugs. “For what it’s worth, I’d rather not hurt you.”

“But you did.”

“True. And quite honestly, I probably will again. It doesn’t have to be now.”

I steady my hands as I try to read her face, her tone, her stance. Watch the body, not the weapon. She’s entirely relaxed, casually surveying the room as if there’s no threat to her at all. Either she’s as quick on the draw as her partner, or she’s really unconcerned that I might attack.

It could be her charm again. But if that’s the case, she appears to be using it to diffuse the situation. She hasn’t directly asked me to lower my weapons either. Besides, whatever threat this tower poses, I’m sure it’d be easier to face as a group.

“And what about the archer?” I ask. “Do I have to worry about him attacking my people?”

“If he ends up with the girl or the big one, I doubt it. If it’s the other one, I’d worry about his tendencies instead.”

“Elias’ll do what he needs to get back to Luci. He won’t waste time fighting your partner if it’ll slow him down.”

“Right,” she says, unconvinced. To be fair, I’m not convinced either. “Dave only cares to get stronger. He won’t miss the opportunity to reach the pinnacle of the tower over a petty grievance.”

“You guys chased us into the dungeon. How is that not petty?”

“Oh, I apologize,” she sneers. “Were we supposed to avoid it only because you were there? An opportunity to clear a dungeon and remove an opponent presented itself.”

“You just had to kill a kid on the way.”

She pauses, then says quietly, “I didn’t make the rules.”

I consider her for another moment. Her neck is bare. No amulet. I don’t remember seeing one on the archer or their berserker friend either. Do they even know about the amulets? If they did, they could wipe out our entire team with a thought. Of course, with Elias hoarding one in his bag, there’s still an opportunity for them to nab it. We should have buried it when we had the chance.

“Did you kill the one that got your partner?” I ask.

“And then some,” she replies, revealing nothing.

This entire time, she hasn’t touched her sword. She doesn’t appear cautious or nervous at all. If anything, she just looks exhausted.

Carefully, I allow one dagger to return to its sheathe. However, I keep one blade in hand, just in case.

My attention falls to the Japanese boy. He’s a chubby, anxious looking kid, all tucked up in baggy cargo pants, a giant orange sweatshirt, and a ratty cloth robe.

“Kenji, right?” I ask. “You’re a lightning mage?”

He nods quickly, then scoops up his dropped staff. “Yes. Yes I am.”

“What can you do?”

“Do? Oh. Yes. I can shock monsters when I hit them. And- and I can ward a small area to shock enemies who enter. At Level 15, I can zap monsters from a distance. But I’m- I’m not a Level 15.”

“Alright.” I would say more, but just looking at him is feeding my own anxiety. The kid’s just going to have to take care of himself.

For the first time, I check out the room. It’s a drab circular chamber. No windows. No furniture. A wooden chandelier spits smokey, flickering light across the stone floor. Along the wall hang dozens and dozens of swords of all different types: broadswords, shortswords, curved guards, tapered guards, ornately engraved grips, and grips of plain wood. Most of the blades are spotted in rust and old blood.

On the far end of the room sits an old stone well. I imagine we’re too high up for it to make complete physical sense, but there you have it.

“There’s a monster in that well.”

“You don’t say.” Melinda rolls her knuckles over the pommel of her sword. “How do you want to approach this?”

“Lure it out. Hit it a lot.”

“It’s a wonder your team made it this far.”

“Why, what would you suggest?”

She tilts her head, squinting in thought. “The kid’s only real attack is a stun. I doubt there’s much damage to it, so he’ll need to use it once and then retreat until he’s needed again. My best attack is fire. However that beast, or beasts, will be exiting from a well. So I can only guess that it won’t catch. In this instance, that’s probably good. That’ll allow you to attack too. Your best attacks are from behind and in succession, correct?”

“Behind is just so they don’t hit me. It only does more damage if they’re not alerted.”

“Interesting. Then why…” She looks me up and down.

“What?”

“It’s nothing. Anyhow, you’ll-”

“No, seriously. What.”

“Fine. Not like I should be telling you this, but you’re incredibly stilted in combat. You zip back and forth in almost a straight line. I assumed you moved that way due to an advantage, but it’s seriously the only way you know how to fight, isn’t it?”

“Well, you fight like… like you were trained. So good work.”

“Only in Pharos. I still need to work on my maneuverability. Just not as much as you,” she answers. “Still, you’ll most likely do the most damage in melee. Unless your points are just as bad as your moves.”

“They’re fine,” I say coldly.

“Good. Here’s the order then.” She looks at Kenji. “You begin, then leave. During the battle, when I say ‘shock him’, you make your attack again, then retreat. Nothing else. I’ll use my long-range fire attack next. If it catches, I’ll move in to continue the assault until the fire is extinguished, as I’m immune. If the monster doesn’t catch, then it’s your turn… Helen, right?”

“Yeah, it’s Helen.”

“Continue fighting until either you need to recover or I call in another shock attack. Retreat, and we’ll begin again. If I’m not accounting for any other abilities, tell me now.”

“I guess it works.” I turn to the kid. “Kenji, how close do you need to be to do the lightning trap? Can you trap the well without touching it?”

“No. No. But I can trap the floor in front of the well.”

“Can we still touch monsters if they’re electrocuted?”

“Yes. My ability only hurts enemies.”

“Then let’s use that to kick us off.”

I glance at Melinda. She gives me a nod, then steps a comfortable distance away as she draws her sword and leashes it in fire. She might be a Grade A Bitch, but somehow, even in a pinstripe pencil skirt and a designer blouse, she looks sufficiently badass.

No one moves.

Melinda sighs. “Kid.”

“Oh, you want me to go now?”

“Yes. Now.”

Nervously, Kenji nods. Then, as slowly as humanly possible, he slinks across the room toward the well. Halfway there, the water gurgles. He freezes.

Melinda groans. “Kill me.”

“You can do this,” I call out.

Clutching the staff in both hands, Kenji proceeds. With another gurgle, water sloshes over the side of the well and trickles down the stone bricks. The kid stops in his tracks. Trembling, he stretches out his arm, his staff quivering as he extends it as far as he can. Then, he lightly taps the floor and bolts back to safety.

A soft halo, about ten feet across, hovers an inch over the stone floor.

“Good work,” I say. “Now to lure it.”

Without a word, Melinda launches a fireball at the well. It splashes over the stone, wisps of flame curling and winking out in an instant. From within, something rumbles as more water spills over the edge.

Okay, now I’m getting impatient.

Inventory item removed: (1) Common Sword

With an overhand arc, I chuck the sword into the well. To my surprise, it hits the rim and plunks right into the water.

Well, that seems to have gotten its attention.

The ground quakes, the sound of water rushing beneath us. Then a geyser erupts. The stonework bursts. I duck as fractured rocks whip across the room. Something monstrous slaps against the ceiling, then smacks down on the floor with a slimy splat.

The entire room ripens with the stench of sewage and rotten fish. A fat wreathe of slick scales uncoils, sinuous fins unfurling like flags as a draconic head rises above us.

💀 The Serpent of Loch Cluhir (Level 17)

This colossal sea serpent once lorded over the lake of Cluhir before two brothers promised to kill it in a bargain for their freedom. Now it’s back, currently downsized to fit within the walls of Laserian’s tower.

A second later, the monster seizes as the electric trap triggers. Countless volts surge through it, blue bolts rippling over its scales.

Beside me, Melinda summons a fat flame and thrusts out her hand, flinging it into the fanged maw of the serpent. The monster barely flinches.

“It’s too big for one person!” I shout. “I’ll take its front.”

“Understood.” Twirling her shortsword into position, she charges toward its exposed belly.

I take a running leap for its face, launching from the floor like the stone is made of springs. One hand tight around the grip, the other flat against the pommel, I plunge the dagger into the serpent’s eye.

The blade shatters.

As I land, steel sprinkles at my feet. 

What the hell is that eye made of? Diamond?

Just as I’m about to whip out my second twin dagger, I catch sight of Melinda’s blade snapping in two.

“Ratshit!” She tries jamming the broken sword into the serpent, but it only splinters further. With another curse, she sends the hilt spiraling across the floor. 

The monster begins to shift.

“Shock it again, kid!” Melinda yells.

Kenji looks like he’s about to piss himself. “It- it takes thirty seconds to recharge.”

Melinda scowls as she hurls another fireball. It dashes uselessly against the serpent’s scales.

Its head rears. A long blue tongue curls behind its teeth. The musculature of its neck tenses. And then it roars. Gills billow, the fleshy fins along its jaw warbling. A torrent of air gushes from its throat.

The gust hits like a truck. One second, I’m standing. The next, my scalp scrapes against stone. My knees clack, my back cracks, then my head, then my knees and back again. I land upside-down, contorted like a ragdoll, somewhere across the room. Behind me, the swords along the wall crash to the ground like daggered icicles.

My head swims, my back spasming in pain. A warm buzz vibrates through me as I down a health potion.

In a staggering blur, the beast hurls toward me.

I lunge sideways. The wall quakes as the serpent’s head smashes into it, followed by its undulating body. More swords rain down, the blades glancing against its scales and cracking into steel splinters. The serpent twists and comes flying toward me once more.

Scrambling to my feet, I grab the nearest sword and slash across its face, then tuck and roll in a storm of sharp slivers. When I stand again, all I see is teeth.

The serpent crashes to the floor. Its body arches, convulsing beneath an onslaught of electric waves. Kenji tucks his hand back into his robe, his expression nearly as shocked as his prey.

Melinda stands. There’s a nasty gash in her arm. Her starched shirt is soaked in blood.

“Its skin… is impenetrable,” she says, her breath heavy.

“It can’t be,” I say. “There has to be a trick to it.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Because otherwise we’re fucked.” I glance around the room. “Maybe there’s something we can do with the well. Or the swords.”

“The well is broken,” Melinda replies.

Kenji gasps. “I- I have an idea. Indiana Jones!”

I blink at him. “Yeah, that means nothing to me.”

“In the Last Crusade. Indiana Jones must choose which cup is the Holy Grail. One of these swords is- is the cup.”

My gaze flits across the walls. “One of them won’t break…”

It makes sense, in a fairy tale sort of way. I snatch the nearest sword and lob it at the monster. It breaks into shards.

Again, the beast begins to stir.

“Go! Come on, go!” I shout, hoisting a broadsword off the wall.

Melinda and Kenji join in, grabbing swords, hurling them, slashing, doing whatever it takes to test the blade against the monster. It doesn’t matter how or where we hit it. Each weapon shatters like glass.

Soon, there are only ten blades left. Kenji jogs around the monster, dodging over its tail in an awkward hurtle, and swipes down with a broad blackened blade. It barely nicks the creature. But it doesn’t break either.

He raises the sword in victory. “I found it!”

Like a whip, the serpent’s body smacks the kid into the wall. The blade spins across the floor…

…and stops just between Melinda and me.

Our eyes catch.

I’m bad with two-handed blades. My strength probably won’t cover the requirement either. But can I really afford to give her a weapon?

Dammit. I swipe up the blade and hand it hilt-first. “Take it.”

“With pleasure.” Sword in hand, Melinda plunges it into the serpent.
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                Once we find the correct blade, the serpent doesn’t take long to dispatch. Since nothing I do has any effect, I spend the next few minutes dodging and yanking Kenji out of the way while Melinda does the grunt work.

Finally, the beast flails and, with a few unsightly spasms, dies.

Enemy Defeated: 

Serpent of Loch Cluhir (Lv 17 💀) [Shared with Melinda, Kenji]

+50% Among Friends

Exp: 55

Earned: 184g

Exp to next level: 82/160

Melinda yanks her new sword from the beast, and it turns to dust in her hands.

“Son of a bitch!” she says, giving the serpent a solid kick. She shakes the steel from her palms, then conjures a sword from her inventory that she stabs angrily into her sheath. “Common piece of crap.”

I stifle a smile.

A halo glows over the circle carved into the stone floor. Kenji leans on me as we hobble into the light. When Melinda joins us, the light blinks out, and the room around us disappears.

But we’re not immediately dumped onto the next floor. For a moment, it’s like the levels of the tower have collided. I see our room, filled with shattered swords and a serpent dribbling blood between its mossy scales. I see our room again, now with arrows scattered and scorch marks marring the stone. And then a third time. Clouds laced with lightning blanket the floor. There’s a glimpse of that bastard berserker wailing on the serpent as Ron grapples it around the neck with a rope. I can see Luci and Shota too.

And then it’s over. My eyes open to a new room.

Melinda immediately steps off the dias. “I suppose that answers that. Dave is with your stubborn friend, in this room or somewhere beyond it.”

Kenji’s eyes grow round. “Parallel dimensions…”

“Shit.” The archer can’t reach the apex first. 

Where are we? It’s not an arena like the last room. At least not obviously. It’s much more what like you’d picture of a wizard’s tower. A cozy cloistered study, arched bookcases lining the walls, a desk heaped in scrolls, flickering lamplight, creaking wooden floors, towers of tomes, loose parchments, spherical astrolabes hanging from the ceiling, sundials and sextants and other astronomical instruments scattered about.

Despite the dust and cobwebs, there’s a sense of life here. A draft from nowhere rifles the pages of an open tome. The astrolabe rotates above us. Something ticks, though I don’t know what.

I check out the corners, the ceiling, the floor. Nothing triggers my detection. No traps. No hidey-holes for monsters, as far as I can see. 

The most obvious game-y object appears to be an old hardwood box wrapped in hammered iron with three distinct keyholes. I jostle the lid just in case, but it’s firmly set. None of us have the strength stats to just break it, and even if we did, we’d probably just be punished for it.

I can feel my pulse racing. We don’t have time for this. “So what the hell do we do here?” I ask.

Kenji, oblivious to any kind of danger, excitedly toddles around the room like a kid in a comic bookstore, grabbing parchments, fiddling with a compass, and smiling at his own reflection in a scrying bowl. I think we could leave him here, and he’d be perfectly happy.

Meanwhile, Melinda saunters toward a large blocky desk in visible disgust. She traces a finger along the surface of a book, then flicks a speck of dust from her finger. “If I have to read every book in this room in search of some pathetic clue, I’m going to jump out the window.”

“Bad luck for both of us. There are no windows.”

“I’ll persevere.”

Melinda deflates into a chair. Wincing, she fishes something out from under her and and tosses it across the desk. It’s a bronze key. “That mean anything to you?”

“The chest.” I pluck the key from the desk. It’s inscribed with a four. “Kenji, try this in the locks.” 

The kid obediently scurries over to the locked chest. Squatting, he jiggles the key in each of the locks multiple times, well past the point that failure has become obvious. “It doesn’t work.”

“Then there have to be more keys.”

Kenji and I immediately set to rifling through the room. There’s a key in a vase, another tied to a scroll. At the desk, Melinda grudgingly opens a few drawers. She drops a key into the growing pile.

“I- I think I found something else,” Kenji says, idling next to small square table. He totters hesitantly from one foot to the other. 

“Yeah, what is it?” I prompt.

“Oh. Right. Here.” He picks up a wooden paddle. There’s a parchment tacked to it, like a medieval clipboard.

“Hold still.” 

“Sorry.”

In the dim light, it’s hard to see. Grabbing an iron lantern off the floor, I angle the smokey orange light toward the page. It’s almost entirely blank aside from three drawn shapes: a triangle with a curved bottom, a circle, and a transparent cube.

“Don’t these look like symbols?” says Kenji. “I think… I think it’s a puzzle.”

Drilling a knuckle into her temple, Melinda groans. “I had the horrible dissatisfaction of attending one of these for my sister’s bachelorette party.”

“One- one of what?” asks Kenji.

She sighs and says bitterly, “An escape room.”

I stare at her for a moment. Then I burst out laughing. “That’s where you draw the line? An escape room?”

“If you were familiar with my sister’s friends, you’d understand.”

“Well, I’ve never done one before. But if it comes down to who you’re with…”

Kenji grins, somehow showing every one of his teeth. “I love escape rooms.”

Melinda nearly chokes. 

“Okay, give me that.” I snatch the clipboard from him and aim the parchment at the lantern. “What have we got. Curvy triangle thing, circle, cube…”

“I don’t think that’s a triangle,” says Kenji. “It looks like, um, I don’t know what it’s called…”

“A sextant. There’s one on the desk.”

With glee, Kenji bounds across the room and swipes the sextant off the desk. Peering through the telescope, he gasps. “There’s a number on the lens. A three!”

Melinda groans like she’s going to die.

“Alright.” I say. “Circle, what could a circle be…”

“The sundial. No… Oh, there’s a bowl over there!” Kenji exclaims, racing to the other side. Grabbing the scrying bowl, he splashes the water into a plant. “A seven!”

“Easy enough. The last is a cube.”

With a grunt, Melinda kicks in the general direction of a bookshelf where there sits a small glass box. She makes no move to retrieve it, so I do the honors. Inside the box is a dried flower, and written on one of the petals is the number five.

“Three, five, and seven,” I say. I rummage through the keys. “We have three, four, six, and nine. We need to find the rest.”

Melinda lolls her head over the back of the chair.

After another few minutes, we manage to add another two keys to our collection. When Kenji finds a third in a hollowed out book, I start to panic that we’re going to need to look through another hundred in order to find the key we need. Luckily, we find it just chilling on a shelf.

With the three required keys, we insert them in the order of the symbols: three, seven and five. As the keys turn, we’re met with a satisfying trio of clicks. I throw back the lid.

“Dammit.” I scoop up a pile of placards, each picturing a portrait of a different man. On the back of each placard is a word. “Anyone know Latin?”

Melinda stands. “I’ll start making a window.”

Twenty minutes later, I’m teetering on a ladder, yanking books off the shelf and casting them into a papery mess strewn across the floor. The placards all feature an image of a man with a name scripted underneath, and all of those names share the same surname: Ó Cuilinn, including one very familiar Laserian Ó Cuilinn. So I figure these guys must be his father and grandfather and so on, meaning we need to find a book or scroll detailing his family history. Put the portraits in order, flip ‘em around, and we get the latin phrase that will teleport us out of here.

Which sucks, because Melinda shared a fun lil’ bit of trivia with us: Dave knows a smattering of Latin, meaning he may be able to skip this step.

So yeah, I’m freaking out a little. I’m no longer terribly worried about Melinda stabbing me in the back, though of course, I’m keeping an eye on her anyways. And I’m wary not to trust Kenji either, even if he seems as affable and loyal as a golden retriever. 

However, the mere existence of that murderous prick somewhere in this tower is setting me right there on the edge. If his group reaches the top first, then he’ll either gun for the big bad or try to kill Elias. Either way, it’s lose-lose.

The mitigating factor there is the pair of boys from the Japanese party. However, I can’t predict how they’ll behave. They may go for the monster. They may help Elias. They may help Dave. Or maybe they’ll just sit this one out. I have no idea.

If, instead, Luci’s group reaches the top first - which I highly doubt - then they’ll be trapped up there with Shota and the berserker with the axe. I’m guessing the berserker will do what he can to stall Ron and Luci until Dave arrives. He won’t be able to take them both out, and he likely won’t be able to deal the final blow to the boss either.

I don’t know what will happen, and it’s killing me. I need to be there. I can’t protect them if I’m not. Is it the soundest strategy to join the fight, knowing I’m bringing Melinda with me? Maybe not. But I simply can’t stomach the idea of arriving in the boss room to find the visa quest lost or my party bleeding out on the floor.

I told Luci that it does no good to imagine a loved one’s death. It’s grief in advance, and no amount of preemptive grieving will stifle the onslaught of sorrow you’ll feel if something actually goes wrong. So there’s no point, I told her. Distract yourself. Prepare for what you can.

Yet I can still see them. Their bodies contorted. Faces pale. Eyes open, lifeless.

I’ll do anything to ensure that doesn’t happen.

“Found it!” Kenji waggles a book in my direction.

And so begins the painstaking journey of lining up Sorcerer Laserian’s ancestry. The book doesn’t have a list or pictures, nor does it go in order, and it’s about as long-winded as the sorcerer himself. We sit on the floor, placards fanned out, as Kenji thumbs through the pages in search of the names we need.

“May I introduce Exhibit K as to why I dislike escape rooms,” says Melinda.

“Boring clues?” I suggest.

“The puzzle in which one man solves it and the rest sit with their thumbs up their asses.”

“You make it sound like you’ve done more than one.”

“None voluntarily, I promise. They’re worse when you’re sober.”

“Lugaid is third,” announces Kenji. He continues to skim.

“Loo-gade,” I snort. Probably butchering the name there. I shuffle the placard into position. “You’re right. This would be better with a drink.”

“What’s your poison?”

“Beer. Dark. You?”

Closing her eyes, she pinches her lips and hums. “Lemon ginger martini. Though I won’t lie. I’d down a bucket of mouthwash if I had to.”

“Yeah, I feel that.”

Melinda stretches, then cracks her knuckles. “I don’t miss it, you know.”

“Alcohol?”

“No. God, no. Everything else.”

“I miss sleep. But yeah, otherwise.” I pick at Laserian’s placard, drawing him a little mustache with my finger. “What’d you do?”

“Risk compliance manager for the Regal Bank of America,” she says with feigned gravitas. “New Jersey. You?”

“I was in law. A student. But my fiancé died and I guess I planned on, uh…” I point a finger to my temple and shoot. “Didn’t get around to it though. I suppose we’re the lucky ones. Not missing it.”

“I assume that’s what they’re culling for.”

“What, adaptability? Resilience?”

“Resignation.”

A stubborn lock of hair hangs over her eyes. She blows at it, then tucks it behind her ear. Her nails still have a few marks of polish left on them. A french manicure.

As soon as we’re done with this puzzle, I’ll have to kill her.

“Um, Conall is next,” Kenji says. He hesitantly leans over and prods the right portrait into the line.

I could do it right now, though if we lose the book in the crossfire, we could be stuck here for a rather long time. I should wait.

Or maybe I just want to wait? She seems so… human. I mean, a bitch, for sure but… do I want to kill her? I don’t want to kill anyone. Hell, before this whole end-of-the-world crap, I’d never even punched someone. I’m more than willing to make an exception for Dave. He’s a threat, and he’s already laid out his intent quite explicitly. But Melinda… why is she even with that asshole?

I turn to her. “Hey, why are you with that asshole?”

She rolls her eyes. “Oh, here we go. I knew you wouldn’t let it rest.”

“You tried to charm me the first time we met.”

“It didn’t work obviously.”

“And you tried to stop him from hurting Luci. You don’t seem like the murderous type.”

“And Dave does, so that makes him worse, does it?”

“Well…”

“But there’s good in me, so I should join your plucky band and callously leave behind my own party because, gosh darnit, you’re just so good, is that it?” she scoffs. “Please. You’re smarter than that. You know who you are. You know what this game is. We simply reached that conclusion first.”

“It doesn’t always have to be that way though.”

“This time it did.”

“You could ditch the visa quest. Teleport to a new region right after this one.”

“So could you.”

I pause. “I can’t put Luci through that.”

“Sounds like an excuse.” She lets out a long, even breath. “I’m with him because he doesn’t hesitate. He doesn’t judge. He saved me more than once. If I’m being honest, I believe my chances are better at his side. He knows what he’s doing. Why are you with your party?”

“I guess… because I know what I’m doing.”

“If that’s the case, then you’ll have to get on his level sooner rather than later. At least someone in your party will.”

“Fee-ah-kra?” Kenji sounds out. “Fiachra. They’re last.”

I move the placard into place. Together, we flip over the pieces to reveal a single latin phrase.

Final piece of the puzzle. My hand rests on the grip of my dagger.

Time’s up.
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                Dimensions collide. The moment the words are spoken, we’re lifted off of the hardwood floor and thrown into a state of limbo. We see a glimpse of the study again with all those books scattered across the floor. Then the image fades to another version. This time, the books remain on the shelves. Melinda was right; they skipped the second clue. 

Finally, the study appears for a third time. Ron and Luci’s group are tossing open drawers, pulling down books, peeking through urns and under scrolls. By the looks of it, they still haven’t found the keys. That cuts our party down to two for the final fight. At least for now.

As my feet find the ground, another room materializes around us. It’s dim and cluttered, which is all I have time to see before I catch the glow of orange fire rolling over Melinda’s blade.

A poison dagger appears in my hand. Even if I’m “stilted in combat”, I’ll get to her first. She has to know that.

But she doesn’t move, and neither do I.

“Where’d everyone go?” asks Kenji. 

Melinda’s eyes narrow. They flit off of me for a split-second. Then her stance changes, brow furrowed, as she scans the room.

Keeping her in the corner of my eye, I take a look as well.

Huh. There’s no one here. We are done with the tower’s security, right?

We appear to be in Sorcerer Laserian’s lab. Part of the room is dedicated to his herbalism. There are several squat shelves of plants, now dry and shriveled, and a wooden potting bench, along with jarred herbs, powders, and draughts. You know, rather innocent, if not neglected for several years.

Along the wall is a curved wooden table with lots of beakers and a coal furnace with an enormous bulbous flask sitting on top. God knows what’s in it. It looks like orange juice I accidentally left in my fridge for a year. Maybe a little less innocent.

But wow, the guy was totally lying about how far he drifted into necromancy. Most of the room is exactly what you’d expect of a mad scientist’s basement. Severed legs and eyeballs and fingers drift in gooey jars. There’s a long stone slab, a table just for butcher’s knives, and a tin bucket filled with blood. The dude’s even got a man-sized bronze cauldron where he probably brewed up his ghost girlfriend.

That’s bad. Evil and bad. And gross.

Thankfully, something is keeping the odor at bay, otherwise we’d all be gagging.

The feature that concerns me, though, is a set of spiral steps leading to the floor above.

“Hayato? Eita? Are you here?” calls Kenji.

Melinda juts a finger at him. “Shhh.” She looks up.

It takes me a moment to hear it: shuffling feet, muffled voices, a sound like wind howling. The noise can’t be coming from the floor above us. It must be higher up.

“They’re fighting,” she says.

The boss or each other?

While she’s distracted, I silently slide the scian from its sheathe. I can attack now. Kill her quickly to give us better odds against the archer. However if I make the first move, Kenji might try to help her. 

No, we should go upstairs and join the fray. Elias might be in trouble, and we need to get the final blow on the Sluagh if anything of this is to count for anything. But who will go up the stairs first? I sure as hell won’t.

This is all too goddamn complicated.

“Um. Uh. There’s a, uh…” Kenji stutters.

“What? Out with it,” Melinda snaps. “Oh.”

Well, that’s new. There’s a crimson glow emanating from the bowels of the cauldron.

💀 The Cauldron of Brân (Level 18)

Featured in Irish mythology and Arthurian legend is a magical cauldron with the power to bring the dead back to life, though without any speech, intelligence, personality, or humanity. It was bestowed upon a warrior, gifted to a king, refused by the king, and exploded by another warrior. Now, it has returned and it no longer needs corpses to create a supply of undead. A fresh body will, however, still work - living or dead.

Got it. No bathing in the cauldron.

Melinda, clearly having read the same description, conjures a fireball in her palm and whips it at the cauldron. It reacts very much like a giant bronze pot would react to a fist-sized flame. Meaning not at all.

A leg clothed in rags extends over the edge of the cauldron. Its toes twitch.

“How long is your cooldown?” I ask.

She sneers. “I’m not telling you that.”

As if to highlight her answer, she doesn’t make another move as a second leg flops up over the cauldron’s rim.

“Fine then. I’ll do it.” 

I saunter toward the cauldron. I’m not going to be one of those people that lets the big bad grow to full power before they do something about it.

With my scian, I lop the leg off the corpse - quite easily, in fact -  as it shimmies upside-down out of the pot. Its bones shatter like old clay. This doesn’t seem too hard.

I raise my knife, poised to slice apart the second leg, when my skin turns to ice. Something tugs at me, and I’m nearly pulled right off my feet.

A cold, dead hand sticks up out of the pot, its boney fingers hooked around my arm, tight as a clamp. Yelping, I try to pull away. 

They won’t let go.

Teeth gritted, I bash at them with the pommel of my dagger. Clay, my ass. They won’t break. Do only blades work? Shit! How are they so strong? It’s reeling me in toward the cauldron like a fish. Another hand reaches up, its splintered fingernails raking across my skin.

Alright, gotta get out of here. Searching out Melinda, I try to shadowstep. It doesn’t work. She must not be tagged as an enemy anymore. At least not until I get a fireball in the back. It doesn’t look like Kenji’s going to help out either.

One more idea. Dumping my poison blade into my inventory, I unsheathe my twin dagger so I can slice those damn fingers right off. It’s hard to angle my body. If something nabs my other arm, then I’m useless. If it grabs my torso, then I’m screwed.

I can’t do this with any amount of stability. Doesn’t matter though. Wrenching the dead hand as close to me as I can, I wriggle the blade under its fingers, carving a deep gash into my own arm, and slice upward. The edge cuts right through.

Free again, I leap back, then shuffle as far away as I can. Stinging pain grips my arm. Better than a dead guy.

Melinda smirks. “Good work.”

“I don’t see you doing any better.” Summoning my poison dagger, I tuck it back into place.

The one-legged corpse is folded back like a circus contortionist, its body dangling over the cauldron by its waist. Then, as gravity tugs it toward the floor, its head and arms spill up and over the edge, and the entire thing crumples to the floor. Unsteadily, the corpse wobbles up onto one foot. 

It’s uncannily whole. Uncracked skin. Bloated stomach. Unblinking eyes. A full, drooping mouth. Like it walked right out of a morgue.

Lurching into its first step, the corpse flops back down onto its belly. Resigned, it digs its fingers into the stone cracks and drags itself toward us.

We all just watch, waiting for it to get within range. The undead that grabbed me comes next. Interestingly, they don’t seem to have levels. They’re just an output of the cauldron, I guess.

Kenji clutches his staff close to his chest. “What do we do?”

“We can’t cut it. Fire doesn’t work. Doubt lightning will. I think we need to blow it up.” I look pointedly at Melinda.

“I can’t do that yet.”

Yet. Sounds ominous. Wait, what’s her Level 15 ability again? “You can turn into a living flame, right? Wait, why didn’t you do that the first time we fought?”

She looks shocked. “I didn’t need to. It burns what I touch, but mostly, it’s beneficial for getting myself out of trouble. It won’t hurt the cauldron from the inside if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Huh. Now that I think about it, what’s the archer’s Level 15 ability? Redirecting his arrow? Or was that his weapon that allowed him to do that? I really need to look into the other classes.

The corpse is almost at our feet. Almost casually, Melinda takes a moment to muster up another fireball and flings it. The room bursts with heat as the corpse ignites. Like tinder, the rags around its body welcome the flames. 

Beneath a blanket of fire, the corpse rolls and writhes in silence. It’s creepy how quiet it is. Sadly, I don’t think Melinda’s attack will actually kill it back to death. If anything, the flames will just lightly roast it.

Melinda seems to have come to the same conclusion. With one swipe of her sword, she decapitates it. The body stills.

From the cauldron, two new corpses flop to the floor.

“We should ignore it,” offers Melinda. “Continue upstairs, burn down the steps behind us.”

“Yeah, so everyone else portals into an undead army?”

“Hmm.” She purses her lips in thought. Is she actually considering it?

“That would kill your guy and a kid who’s not even competing.”

She launches another ball of flame, then turns to me. Ten second cooldown. Two seconds to conjure. “What do you mean, not competing?”

“The Japanese party. They already finished a visa quest. They said they won’t go after this one, now that we’re here.”

“And you believe them?” she scoffs.

I shrug. “Somewhat.”

She examines Kenji before stabbing down into another undead neck. “Give me another plan then.”

Tapping my dagger against my leg, I try to think. Blowing up the damn thing is definitely the best move. The description said as much. Plus it’s made from bronze which I think is possible to cut - certainly more possible than iron or steel - but only if we have the strength. Unless we can get Elias down here, I don’t think we’re hacking through that thing. Question is, would he need a saw or does his weapon take on the power of his own strength?

In fact, how much fortitude does it take to have skin as thick as metal? There’s going to be a time when I might not be able to cut with dexterity alone, unless I get some kind of armor piercing ability. But that would only negate fortitude earned by equipment, right?

My Pharos to-do list is getting longer and longer: up my strength and/or buy some kind of armor-piercing blade, train acrobatics, learn new dagger strikes, figure out how to parry on purpose, stock up on inventory items, train up draught mixing maybe? Then there’s resting, making sure Luci visits her brother, researching for our next region…

Nope, stay in the present, Helen. Cauldron. Must blow up. Right. We need something that can explode.

“Kenji, any items on you?”

“No.” He shakes his head vigorously. “One health draught.”

Alright then. This is a lab. There has to be something here. Just need to look around.

I glance at Melinda. She’s watching the procession of the next two enemies, her sword positioned down across her body. Again, she doesn’t seem concerned that I’ll attack her. She’s even angling her back toward me. Is she that indifferent or is she leaving herself open as a feint?

“I’m going to look for something we can use,” I say. “Cover me.”

With one eye on the ambling corpses, I move for the shelves most likely to contain something incendiary. Sadly, Laserian’s inventory isn’t nearly as organized as Lord Cathal’s. There are several rows of containers per shelf, mostly unlabeled or classified in completely illegible scrawl. The majority appear to only possess ingredients: plants, powders, animal parts like claws and hair and… ew. Don’t know what the hell that is.

Alright, let’s see. Jar of something fuzzy. Jar of something moldy. Pile of random vials. Note the flaming corpse at my feet. Briefly appreciate Melinda’s attentiveness and current lack of betrayal.

Ugh. If Elias were here, his Skeptic bonus could maybe identify some of this crap. And if my alchemical mixing were any better, I might be able to mix that crap together. All I can see are verified potions.

Okay, this looks like something. I pluck a wide bulb of something syrupy and blue.

Concoction Identified: Lesser Level Boost

Ingredients: (?) part shaved horn, (?) unidentified

(1) partial recipe has been added to your menu.

What’s that, a temporary level bump? I guess that could be useful…

Inventory item added: (1) Lesser Level Boost

Scanning the shelves, I don’t see anything else that looks like a potion. The level boost must have been put here by mistake.

A bluish bruised hand swipes at me. Leaping back, I slice it off at the elbow. The corpse wobbles but continues forward.

Kenji ducks in, thrusting out with his staff. Bands of visible electricity coil around the corpse as it seizes up, then topples to the floor.

“Thanks.”

A few paces away, a precise slash of Melinda’s fiery sword beheads another enemy. As a second corpse limps toward her, she summons a ball of fire and simply presses it against its chest. The dead man erupts in flame.

The cauldron is already spewing more bodies. Three this time. 

It’s getting worse.

Kenji places down a ward, but I’m not sure how much good it will do.

“Careful. You’re too close to the cauldron,” I call out.

With several quick bows, he shuffles back, though he’s still dangerously close.

No time to worry about that now. With the room temporarily clear, I chance a quick look at the bookcases nearest to the cauldron. Again, nothing appears useful. Maybe something on the table?

There! Dashing across the room, I swipe up a pair of bottles, ignoring the identifications and recipes I get with them. No time for learning. Only exploding.

Skill Proficiency Increased: 

Alchemical Identification 2 (+3 Wits)

Okay, leveling up is good too.

Inventory items added: (1) Lesser Fortitude, (1) Lesser Volatile Burst

Thank you, creepy sorcerer. That sounds explosive enough to me.

As I reach for a third bottle, the lab is seized by a chilled wind. A horrifying, throaty gasp rattles the walls. For a moment, I can’t breathe, like the air has been sucked clean from the room. But not just the air. It cuts deeper than that, straight to the bone, withering my insides and scraping me hollow. I’m emptied, weak, terrified, and alone.

New Status!

Aura of Howling Fear: Death is here. Your movements have been slowed. Physical attacks do 50% less damage. This status cannot be nullified.

A shape moves into the room. Its shadow catches in the glow of the cauldron, long and sharp. Then, the dark consumes it. But it’s there. I know it’s there, I can feel it dripping with malice. Above me. No, there, looming above the- Wait. Shit.

Footsteps thunder down the stairs. Lunging off the side, arrow nocked, the archer lands on the cadaver slab. Behind him, a sword glimmers with heavenly light. Eita, the Knight Templar. He hurries down the steps, his friend right behind him with a staff wrapped in tendrils of fire.

And then. And then. His boots come first, then those dumb medieval trousers, a flash of his blade, that damn fine sexy jacket. When his face emerges, I feel my breath return to my lungs. My heart swells. He’s alive. He’s okay.

When his eyes catch mine, a near-imperceptible smile flits across his face, just as the howling ghost takes form.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    My friend’s second book just landed on Amazon! Check it out!
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Bog Standard Isekai - Illusionist





>>> 4,000,000+ Views on Royal Road! Now Available on Amazon! <<<

 Brin is scarred, but no longer alone. After giving up his evil Rare Class in exchange for the simple and common Glasser, he’s finally been accepted by the people of Hammon’s Bog. But acceptance doesn’t guarantee safety. Mirrors and glass spearheads offer little protection against threats both outside and within. 

An army of undead is lurking in the surrounding forest, cutting them off from the rest of the world. There’s no rescue in sight, and worse, no one knows why the army is there or when it will attack. Brin’s only lead? A chilling revelation: the army’s movements are controlled by someone inside the town. As tension rises and time runs out, Brin must unmask the traitorous Witch hidden in plain sight before the town is engulfed in darkness.















                







Chapter 59


                The phantom whips across the ceiling, its very presence inhaling the air and life around it like a void. My breath puffs in wisps of white, my fingers numb around my blades.

Elias positions himself at my side, a longsword in his hand.

“What happened to your axe?”

“The serpent,” he answers. He makes a quick scan of the room. Though he says nothing, his forehead folds into creased rows.

“Luci’s okay. She’s still in the puzzle room.”

He notes the awakened bodies writhing on the floor, racked by forks of miniature lightening. “Those weren’t here before.”

“Animated corpses. The cauldron’s making them. We need to destroy it. What about the Sluagh?”

“Flying ghost. When she transitions into her corporeal form is the only time we can use physical attacks against them.”

“Them?”

“Now!”

An arrow darts through the air, sinking into a mess of tattered cloth hovering over the cauldron. Wailing with the strength of a thousand lost souls, the Sluagh wraps decayed black fingers around the arrow and snaps it in two.

No longer floating, the monster is latched onto the ceiling like a spider, her necks twisted towards us. Yeah, necks. The woman, if I can call it that, has four extra heads sprouting like fungus from her shoulders, chest, stomach, and back, greasy clumps of hair hanging over their gaunt, rotted faces. Like their host, they have no lips, no nose, no eyelids or eyes. They glare from hollowed sockets, their mouths hanging open in silent, tormented screams.

💀 The Sluagh (Level 20)

Known as the host of the dead, the Sluagh is a restless horde of countless lost souls. Forbidden from entering the afterlife, they scour the land for dying souls to add to their number. This particular Sluagh began as Laserian’s lost love but is now a vessel to all the dead who have breached the tower.

Elias swats a center bookshelf down to the floor with ease, then propels himself off the back. Mid-air, he clutches his blade with both hands and cleaves a head from the monster’s side. It’s such a clean slice that, when he lands, he manages to shear off a piece of the cauldron too.

An avalanche of corpses spills across the floor.

He lunges back just in time. A hand lashes out from the squirming heap.

Above us, a pie-shaped gash leaks oily ichor from the phantom’s belly. Before anyone can make another move against her, she fades into the shadows and, with a ghastly howl, flees up the stairs.

Just like that, I’m released from her spell. I can breathe again. Warmth returns to my fingers, to my lungs, to my soul.

Dave effortlessly leaps back onto the stairs and bolts after her. A kid from the other party joins him - the other fire wielder, I think. In the center of the room, Melinda makes a move as if to follow, but a pair of undead blocks her path. Cursing, she casts another fiery sheen over her sword and slashes high.

I don’t move. I don’t know where to hit next. With the undead in the way, I can’t chase Dave and the other kid. And I can’t help Melinda clear them without getting in her and the knight templar’s way. I can’t lob the explosive at the cauldron, not while half of us are out of cover. Plus Elias might be able to just slash the damn thing apart. 

This room is just too fucking crowded. 

Okay. I’ll wait until Melinda and the templar take care of their problem. Then I’ll yell at everyone to make a dash up the stairs while I toss the bomb and hope to god I’m fast enough to dodge the shrapnel.

Just need to wait.

I hate waiting.

My attention flits back to the cauldron. At its feet, the freshly spilled corpses flop and wriggle like an emptied bucket of fish. A few hands flounder about in search of something to snatch. 

Kenji smacks one of the prone bodies on the head, shocking it into stasis. Not sure what good it will do. On the other side, there’s another body about to climb its way out. 

“Kenji, back up,” I shout.

Definitely too crowded.

Only a few paces back from the cauldron stands Elias. He’s wound tight as a cable. I can see it in his shoulders. He eyes the stairs, his lip curling. “We need to be careful of Hayato.”

“What, why?”

“Fire hurts the Sluagh when she isn’t corporeal. It appears to take some time for it to melt down one of her heads, but-”

“But only the other two teams have fire mages.”

Dammit. I spare a glance to my side. Melinda’s still struggling against the enemies in her path. She’s jittery. Impatient. In anger, she thrusts her sword.

It’s a bad strike. The blade sinks to the hilt and stays there as flames engulf the living corpse. Luckily for her, the other Japanese kid’s got a glowing sword too. Probably some ‘holy’ magic infusion by the looks of it. He slashes the second enemy in half, giving Melinda the time she needs to recover.

Near the cauldron, Kenji shrieks. A hand is latched around his ankle. Then two hands. Then three. I knew he was too close. 

Elias slashes down, slicing off at least two of the hands and carving a sizeable chunk from the floor. But another hand takes its place.

The bodies yank Kenji off of his feet, dragging him into the writhing tangle. Screaming and flailing, he whacks at them with his staff. The end of the weapon simply sinks into the pile like it’s quicksand. It doesn’t take long before his legs go with it.

Elias raises his blade to intervene when the knight templar shoves him aside. “Kenji, I’m here!”

Before the kid even reaches his friend, he slashes his sword through the air, releasing a darkened shroud in the shape of a crescent. The magic ripples through the bodies, cleaving off rotten slivers of dead. It’s a cool power. But it isn’t enough.

Lunging forward, he slices his broadsword through the snarl of bodies. Angelic light bursts from the blade, piercing the undead mass with brilliant beams and burning flesh away like it’s kindling. With a bloodcurdling scream, Kenji passes out. Then, from beneath the pile, a thick river of blood flows.

Aaand now I’m not the only one to chop off a friend’s leg.

Horrified, the templar casts his blade aside. You know, like a moron. Then he dives into the corpsey clump as if to pry off the undead by hand. Elias, god bless him, tries to grapple the kid by hooking him under the armpits so he can rein him back, but the poor idiot struggles until it’s too late. Soon, both he and Kenji are hopelessly tangled as they’re dragged toward the cauldron.

The templar is buried head-first, his screams muffled beneath the all-too-quiet undead. I rack my brain for ways I can fix this. I have blades, poison, stealth, possibly an explosion, and a handful of parlor tricks. Elias has strength, a common sword, and the ability to take several solid hits.

Shit. Shit. I should have shouted at Kenji until he moved. Restrained his friend. Told their dumb, teenage asses to sit this one out. How did they even get this far?

Suddenly, a thin white circle forms around Elias. It’s waist-high, about two meters across. The corpses continue to writhe and pull, but they’re no longer making headway toward the cauldron. They’re stuck within the ring. 

His new ability.

I immediately fall to my knees and start peeling apart fingers and hands with my dagger, trying to separate Kenji and his friend from the undead. It’s like untangling Christmas lights with a cleaver.

Beside me, Elias crouches and does his best to help with his sword. At one point, his eyes flick past me and his lip twitches.

“Melinda’s gone. We’re losing time.”

A face appears in the crack of the fractured cauldron. Sallowed, empty eyes stare at me, unblinking, unfeeling. The enemy teeters forward, flopping into the pile and crawling over our hard work to reach us. Elias’ ‘Inescapable Stance’ is a one-way door. He can stop enemies from leaving; he can’t stop them from getting in.

The corpse claws over the dead and the living and grasps my wrist, its grip as tight as a vice. I slice off its hand, shuffling back just before its other hand reaches out. Another corpse tumbles free of the cauldron. More are closing in from the other side.

Kenji is still unconscious, his lower half buried. It doesn’t seem to matter how many hands and fingers I sever. They’re digging into him with their teeth, wrapping their legs around him, doing whatever they can to constrict his movement and tug him deeper and deeper into the growing pile. His friend continues to kick, so I know he’s still alive, but his screams have dulled to a whimper. He can’t be getting much air down there.

I stumble back, tugging Elias along with me. Then I swipe up the templar’s sword and hand it to him hilt-first. “Destroy the cauldron.”

“Carving a hole into the cauldron is what caused this to begin with.”

“And if it’s gone, the undead have nothing to do but stumble around. The cauldron is the monster, not them.”

He sets his jaw. Then, with a curt nod, he approaches the cauldron. The circle around him dissipates, no longer of use. Arcing the sword behind him, he sweeps the blade across the pot, chipping a wedge off the rim.

With my scian, I decapitate the nearest corpse ambling towards Elias, then carve off a wrist as it inches too close. More bodies surge forward.

Elias whacks at the cauldron again and again. Chunks of metal clang to the floor. I’m keeping the undead off of him, but I don’t know how long this can go on. At his feet, the enemy has almost managed to lug Kenji inside. I don’t know what will happen to him once he’s in there. Nothing great.

More and more bodies spill across the floor the more Elias cuts. They’ve latched onto his ankles, clambering up his legs as if to pull him down. He’s stalwart, but he can’t stand tall forever. This is not how our story ends.

With a whump, the air shifts and my ears pop.

“What the giant hells is that stink, man?” 

Ron, Luci, Shota, and the berserker stand behind us, noses wrinkled. They’re back! I manage a quick smile before stabbing another dead guy.

Luci tenses as the berserker side-eyes us and then races past her up the stairs, a sword in hand. Guess he lost his axe too. That makes three of the dick party and one Japanese kid against the Sluagh. No way I’m letting them take that extension without a fight.

Smelling fresh meat, a pair of corpses stumble toward the new guys. I kick the legs out from under one and stab down into its neck. 

“Go upstairs! Everyone else is with the Sluagh. Physical attacks when she’s corporeal. Fire works when she’s not. Heads need to go. We’ll finish up here.”

“Are you sure?” asks Luci. Drawing an arrow from her quiver, she casually nocks it. The process comes easily to her now, her fingers doing the work. 

I nod. “If those bastards attack you, scream. I’ll turn you invisible. It’ll last sixteen seconds. Stay out of the way, and we’ll come find you.”

“Okay.” She swallows, giving me a weak smile. Then, without another word, Luci darts up the stairs with Ron behind her.

Finally, Elias shears off another slab, reducing the cauldron to little more than a frying pan. Somehow, the undead are still squeezing out of some unseen, bottomless hole, but the bodies around us have stopped. Every enemy left standing is just milling about, no longer surging towards us or clawing for purchase. Those attached to Elias have sloughed off and are now checked out on the floor. Even the tangle is falling apart, the corpses wriggling aimlessly like blind worms.

“Wait, Shota!” I shout. The Japanese kid reappears on the stairs. “Grab Kenji.”

As Shota spots his friend, his eyes go round. “Kenji! Eita!”

Eita. That’s his name.

As Elias continues hacking at the cauldron, Shota and I pull his friends free from the loosened pile. I still have to snip off a few rotting fingers, but the zombies have definitely lost their steam. The templar comes first and immediately gulps down whatever air he can find. Then we grab Kenji, blood smearing our hands. Shota nearly faints.

“Hayato?” he asks.

“He’s upstairs,” answers Elias. “The portal is above us. Take your friend there. Give him a draught. The Volese will take care of him.”

With a quick bow, Shota helps hoist Kenji into the knight templar’s arms. They shoulder past the meandering dead, then vanish to the floor above.

Elias takes a moment, craning his neck and shaking out his leading arm. “I can’t destroy the bottom of the cauldron. It reflects every blow. We should leave it.”

“We could, but the dead’ll keep coming, and then we’ll be fucked if the Sluagh decides to camp down here. You know, or they figure out stairs. I vote for Plan A.” Sheathing my dagger, I summon the new potion from my inventory.

Inventory item removed: (1) Lesser Volatile Burst

The bulb of luminous orange liquid feels electric, vibrating in my palm.

“You just want to blow something up,” Elias states.

“Aw, you know me.” I elbow him. “Come on.”

Bouldering through the remaining corpses, we hurry up the steps. Elias crouches on the final stair. I stop behind him, giving myself just enough room to peer down into the cauldron. My insides shudder as a dead face stares back at me. 

“Here it goes,” I say, and I throw the potion into the cauldron before ducking for cover.

A burst of heat explodes below us. The tower rattles. Shrapnel punches into the wall as the tangy, pungent smell of death wafts upward.

1.

Enemy Defeated: 

💀 The Cauldron of Brân (Level 18) [Shared with Elias]

+50% Among Friends

Exp: 86

Earned: 288g

2.

Level up! You are now Lv 17.

Exp to next level: 9/170

Attribute points available: 3

Damn zombies didn’t even count toward the shared XP. 

Holding my nose, I dare to look down into the stewy mess of metal and limbs. It’s hella gross. Whichever corpses were left whole after the explosion have keeled over and now lay lifeless as ragdolls. A blanket of horrifying, malodorous, empty-eyed ragdolls.

Alright. Stop looking at the creepy bodies. We still have a bunch of soulless heads to murder. And the Sluagh, am I right? See, it’s funny because we probably have to kill people, and I may be slowly losing my mind.

I stick one point in fortitude, and two in resolve. Strength will have to wait for when I’m not afraid I’ll die. Then I recall the poison dagger from my inventory, keeping it in hand. Scian in my right, toxic death in my left. Three potions of health and three of stamina. 

We can do this.

With the penultimate hurdle behind us, we head to the fifth floor. Along the perimeter of the room appears to be furnishings for a scriptorium as well as Laserian’s living quarters: bookshelves, a slanted writing desk, a bed, a table, a slatted basin for washing.

A window on either side emits thick bands of morning light, dustmotes drifting in the beams. Even with a casual glance, I can see the fog, thick as yarn, rolling over the valley below. Making the trek back to the portal would be a nightmare.

Yet there, right there in the middle of the room, stands salvation. A flat white disc with a matte finish, unnaturally spotless save for a fresh trail of blood. The portal. We could piss off right now. Zap ourselves to another region ASAP, leave this whole isle behind.

There’s a lot of problems with that idea, but one rather central issue: the portal isn’t empty. One kid lies unmoving, his three friends cursing and yelling through streams of tears.

Shota wipes his eyes with the back of his hand. A simple oak staff lies beside him. “It won’t activate while enemies remain. The Sluagh must be destroyed. Kenji is dead.”

            






Chapter 60


                “Heyo, incoming!”

Ron bounds down the stairs in the same moment as the Sluagh flits into the room, its wispy cloak casting shadows across the floor. Behind him, Luci tentatively nocks an arrow, then fires it into the eyeless head stretching from the enemy’s shoulder. Recoiling, the head twists around to seek out just who had the audacity to pull that stunt while the rest of the Sluagh descends toward the grieving teens below.

New Status!

Aura of Howling Fear: Death is here. Your movements have been slowed. Physical attacks do 50% less damage. This status cannot be nullified.

And just like that, it’s like I’m stuck in a Chicago blizzard. The cold feels raw in my throat as I struggle for air. Every move is like I’m frozen in ice.

In a blink, the phantom falls upon Hayato, wrapping its arms and legs around him like it wants a piggy-back. Its splintered fingernails dig into the boy’s chest. Then all three remaining heads rear back before their rotten teeth sink into his flesh.

Hayato screams as the most ghastly sucking noise fills the room. It’s throaty and heaving, long coarse gasps followed by deep resonant gulps.

Everyone’s in the room now, and it’s absolute chaos. Arrows zip overhead followed by a ball of fire and some kind of concussive blast from Shota. Elias rounds the back, trying to find an in, but ends up pulling back his slash just in time to dodge another of Shota’s attacks. I’d try to join in too, but I feel slow as shit, and I’m not ready to cosplay as a pincushion.

Of course, Ron has no such qualms. He goes ahead and slaps his sword against the enemy’s side as a rogue arrow grazes his arm. Even for Ron, his moves look sluggish.

Two arrows sprout from the Sluagh’s shoulder-head as fire and air smacks it in the face. The enemy shivers but remains latched.

More arrows, more magic. In seconds, Hayato has gone pale, like the Sluagh is consuming his very essence. Beside him, Eita just huddles, hands over his head.

Then, finally, a shot from Luci pins the shoulder-head for a final time. Its neck wilts and the head slumps right off the Sluagh’s body and onto the portal, like melted ice cream slipping off of a cone. 

Turning incorporeal once again, the phantom dashes back up the stairs. Shota catches Hayato as he sags to the floor.

Two heads remain: the chest-burster and the original, which I assume won’t die until the other drops off. In other words, just a few more attacks before one of us strikes the final blow and the visa extension is rewarded.

My eyes catch Elias’ before we both glance at Dave and Melinda. There’s no way they’ll let this opportunity slide. They’re going to attack us; it’s just a matter of time. In fact, I’m surprised they haven’t already.

As if reading our minds, Dave winks at Elias before giving chase to the Sluagh, Melinda following close behind.

The berserker is a little less subtle. He’s short and stocky, his shoulders hunched. One foot propped on the steps, he levels his sword toward us. “Follow us and you’re dead. That goes for all of you.” Then he darts up the stairs after his team.

Luci shuffles back as she watches him go, her face blanched and fist clenched. I run to her side, resting a hand on her arm.

“You alright?”

She nods. “Yeah, I’m okay. He’s just been a jerk is all.” It’s a purposeful understatement. The poor girl looks terrified. She nudges open the flap of her bag and peeks inside.

“Frog okay too?”

“Mm-hmm.”

On the portal, the Japanese kids are in shambles. Kenji is dead, his blood pooled around him. Eita is cowering. Hayato has collapsed and is shaking like he’s deathly cold. Shota is the only one among them who appears to be in fighting shape, but I doubt he’ll join in. His friend in his arms, he clenches his staff and locks his eyes on the stairs. If he moves to attack the Sluagh, his teammates will be sitting ducks.

Ron strolls across the room, aimlessly swishing his sword. “That dude is a major grade A dickwad.”

“Elias, you had the choice to pick Varangian Guard, right? What can he do?” I ask. “Short version.”

His brow furrows in concentration. “A series of three consecutive attacks. They’re extremely strong, however he can’t stop once he begins. He can also perform a whirlwind attack with a strong chance of crippling his enemy. I’m unaware of his Level 10 ability. He may be at a disadvantage as his sword is only one-handed.”

“Okay. Melinda can make her weapon fiery, shoot fireballs with a ten second cooldown, and turn into an invulnerable flame,” I rattle off quickly. “And Dave… I don’t know. He has some kind of triple shot, he can redirect his arrows, he can jump and kinda hover there. His bow looks fancy so I don’t know if those are all class abilities. There might be more. And I have no idea what Level 20’s got, but I’m guessing he’s reached it. Maybe they all have.”

“What matters is the monster. However, should they attack, allow me to handle the archer. If Ron can head off the Varangian Guard, then perhaps Luci… Luci?”

Luci is backed up against the wall, arms folded around her and teeth chattering. Her haunted eyes stare at the portal. 

“Luce, you okay?”

“I don’t think I can do this,” she says, her voice quaking. “I’m sorry. I tried. You were right. I can’t do it.”

“Hey. Hey now.” Daggers sheathed, I grab her shoulders. “You’ve got this. It’s just a couple more hits ‘til we’re done. And if the rest of ‘em are going to be assholes about it, we’ll protect you. You know that.”

“You keep saying if. If they attack. If they’re assholes. You know they’re going to. You know they are. That man. When it was just us, he kept saying… he was saying…”

Ron crosses his arms. “Psh, that dude’s got nothin’ on you, button. He lost two axes to an overgrown snake.”

She swallows, glancing at her uncle. “Why can’t we just leave?”

Elias takes a deep breath, brow furrowed, and I’m almost sure he will tell her to sit this one out, like he always does. “There is no guarantee they will leave us alone once the monster is defeated, and returning to Pharos with so little time to spare is a great risk.”

Her head shakes. “I want them to hurt. Is that wrong?”

I exchange glances with Elias. “I don’t know, Luce. I think morality kinda changes when the world ends.”

She nods, then says quietly, “It’s like he said then. This is the new reality.”

“Eh, I wouldn’t start quoting that bastard quite yet.” I sigh, taking her hand. “Listen. You can always kick the can down the road in the hopes that you’ll get a better shot later. But the fact is that life never gives you perfect opportunities. It gives you shit. It gives you pain. And the longer you stay on a path you can’t stand, the farther you have to claw back. Believe me. So if you really don’t want to, we’ll wait for the portal, and we’ll take our chances with the time we have left. But the perfect opportunity isn’t handed to you. It’s when you decide to fight.”

Above us, the Sluagh howls. There isn’t much time left.

“Now, do you want to get the visa extension?” I ask.

“Of course.”

“And pretending your uncle isn’t glaring at me, you want to hurt those assholes, right?”

“Yeah. But if something happens to you, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

“Then don’t let anything happen to us,” I reply. “And we won’t let anything happen to you.”

“That’s impossible.”

“I can turn you invisible. Don’t tell me what’s not possible.”

“Okay.” Teeth gritted, Luci draws an arrow from her quiver. “Let’s do this.”

I give Ron a nod. And then a shove, because he clearly doesn’t get it. After giving his classic ‘rock-on’ gesture, he launches up the stairs two at a time. Dagger and scian in hand, I run after him with Luci and Elias close behind.

Reaching the top of the tower, my breath is stolen by the view. It’s Laserian’s observatory, so it’s almost entirely made of windows. Around us, the sky has darkened with the threat of rain as the fog steadily rises. It feels like we’re in a flying fortress, hovering low above a mocking abyss.

Otherwise, since the room doubles as a game space, there isn’t all that much to it. Beneath a lofty domed ceiling, there’s a telescope, a plush armchair, a few short scroll stacks, and a vibrant rug already splattered in ichor and blood.

The howl of the dead hits us for a third and hopefully final time. The world slows to a painful, chilling crawl as the air is sucked from my lungs.

The berserker spins around and raises his sword overhead. “Told you to stay down!”

“Oh, cut it out, Antony,” scoffs Melinda. She launches a fiery sphere at the rafters, catching the phantom’s chest-head in the face. The ghost howls as embers rain down. “Eye on the prize.”

Snarling, Antony’s attention darts between us as if gauging which of us he’ll attack first. He doesn’t get the chance to decide. In a puff of withering black tendrils, the phantom dissipates, then reappears between us before unleashing a wave of energy that ripples across the room.

Ron lunges in front of us, consuming most of the blast. On the other side of the Sluagh, the berserker braces against the attack, not moving an inch, while Dave leaps above it. Melinda isn’t so lucky. The wave smacks her in full force, throwing her backwards.

She still hasn’t used her invulnerable flame ability. She’s waiting.

A split-second later, the phantom evaporates again. I’m not sure where it went until I see the archer twist around, dodging the fully corporeal Sluagh with an insane backwards leap. Mid-air, the archer aims like a pro and looses an arrow directly into its second head.

It’s a bullseye. With an ear-piercing shriek, the vessel of the dead falls to the ground in a heap, the head on its chest rotting into a wrinkled walnut before dropping off. With its final superfluous head gone, the Aura of Howling Fear melts away.

The monster quakes with anger. The monster howls. The monster writhes.

But the monster does not get up.

It’s still alive. Immobilized, but alive, awaiting the final strike that will decide the end to all this dumb chaos. If the other party is going to attack us, it’ll be now.

As the monster lies prone, time stops - figuratively. I feel like I need to be clear in this sort of context. But it feels like we’re frozen, stuck in a Renaissance tableau. I’m poised just in front of the stairway, blades in hand, one foot back as I prepare to shadowstep. Beside me, Elias throws his leather satchel to the floor as he brings his sword into a tactical guard. 

Like a wall, Ron poses stalwart before us. His longsword looks like a twig in his meaty hands. He’s holding it like a baseball bat because of course he is. To our right, her back against the window, stands Luci, her bow aimed at the enfeebled monster but her focus fixed on the archer. Her back is straight, eyes narrow. ‘Atta girl.

Antony, the berserker, is positioned a couple feet in front of Ron. He’s facing the Sluagh, but if I’m right, he’s just about to turn. At the far end of the room, Melinda climbs to her feet, the growing flame in her hand casting her face in an orange glow.

And finally, there’s the damned archer, Dave. As his feet touch the ground, he’s already nocking another arrow. He’s not even looking at the monster anymore. He’s looking at Antony, his expression sealed in determination. He’s giving his man the go-ahead.

Reviewing the picture unfolding before me, I can see it clearly now. I thought, perhaps, if I had made a different decision along the way - a smarter decision, a more moral choice, something more mature - that I could have avoided a moment like this. How many times have I regretted something I’ve said? How many times did I think a greater person, someone more well-adjusted, could have changed the outcome for the better?

I just wanted Luci to stay whole. But you can’t pull someone back from the brink when the brink is all there is. All you can do is leap in first so they have somewhere soft to fall.

Warning! You’ve attacked another party.

Dave - Trick-Shot Tembo (Level 20)

Melinda - Cultist of the Mystic Fire (Level 19)

Antony - Varangian Guard (Level 20)

I dodge around Ron and swipe my poison blade across the berserker’s arm in the same moment as he whips around, slashing his sword into Ron’s. The blades clash as both men lock themselves into an immovable battle: Ron in his defensive stance, Antony in his relentless attack. But Antony is weakened, green foam seeping from his pores.

A split-second later, Luci fires into the archer’s back. The archer winces, his shoulderblade punctured by her arrow. With a growl, he reaches back and grabs it, spinning on his heels to face his attacker. Luci’s eyes go wide as she fumbles for her quiver.

Just as the archer draws the bloody arrow into his bow, Elias surges forward. This time, Dave’s ready. Dodging Elias’ charge, the archer leaps inhumanly high and fires. The arrow becomes three. One punches Elias in the chest, another hits the wall, and the third explodes into splinters as Luci uses her Steady Aim ability to shoot it out of the air.

That’s the last I see of them, for the time being. After a few quick stabs into the berserker’s back - hopefully giving Ron a leg up -, I shadowstep behind Melinda where I use my poison blade again. Then I summon a decoy in my place as I shadowstep a second time behind the Sluagh.

It’s perfect. Both participants flounder, toxic sweat beading on their skin, while I deal the final blow to the monster. With my scian, I stab down into the spirit’s neck, then ram my dagger into its temple.

Only, my dagger never hits its target. The hideous bitch turns to smoke in my hands.

So close. I was so close.

The Sluagh soars right through me before it swoops across the room. Melinda flings a fireball at it, missing, then covers her sword in fire as she sprints forward. She’s the only one who can hit it, and I’m the only one who can stop her.

I don’t need to shadowstep; I’m fast enough as it is. I leap, tackling her to the ground as I dig my blades into her spine. She screams, and the next thing I know I’m hugging fire.

Pain sears through me, blistering agony stinging every inch of exposed skin. Crying out, I hit the floor and immediately press myself against the soothing chill of the stone. The living flame disappears; I have no idea where. I can’t see. My eyeballs feel like they’ve been stabbed.

I don’t know what my health is at, and I don’t care. I down a health draught anyway. Instant relief floods my system like ice-water to the veins.

My eyes snap open. There isn’t enough time to act. Melinda’s fiery figure levitates across the room unchallenged. I scream at Ron to mute her, but it’s too late. Like a match to a wick, she engulfs the Sluagh.

With an immortal shriek, the phantom erupts into flame and burns straight to ash.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    IMPORTANT UPDATE!

Hey guys! First of all, thank you so much for following Helen and her story this far. While I’ve done a lot of professional writing in the past, this is the first time it’s been 100% all me which has been both rewarding and extremely nerve-racking. Quite frankly, I was hella nervous to share my soul with you, but you guys have made it so worth it.

Now for the real stuff. Book #1 is nearing its end which means that I’m going to go on a brief hiatus in order to get a head start on Book #2. Sadly I’m not as fast as the big-hitters, and I’m also rather obsessed with my character arcs, so I need time to write and refine before I start posting. I promise, I am not ditching you. Just like the first book, I have all the major beats laid out and I’mma write my heart out over the next couple months to give you the sequel you and Helen deserve. I will be back in January. Hopefully y’all will be too busy with the holidays to even notice I’m gone.

Of course, even though it’s necessary, I feel kinda bad about it. So on Wednesday, you’re getting the full ending: Chapter 61, 62, and the epilogue.

Aaand I think that’s it. Happy Canadian Thanksgiving!



                







Chapter 61


                It’s over. I can hear my voice screaming in protest in my head, but I’m too damned tired to let it out. All of this pain. All of this bullshit. For nothing.

Enemy Defeated: 

💀 The Sluagh (Level 20) [Shared with Elias, Luciana, Ron, Antony, Melinda, Dave, Hayato, Eita]

+50% Among Friends

Exp: 21

Earned: 70g

Exp to next level: 30/170

“Among Friends.” That stupid name is going to kill me every time, isn’t it? And for such a measly amount of XP. What a goddamn insult.

An arrow pings against a window behind Luci. Dodging the attack, she draws back her bow.

“Dave, stop it. It’s over,” barks Melinda. The flame is gone. The room chills, empty of fire and all remaining ambition.

“So you’re with them now?” the archer sneers. His focus darts from target to target. 

“Of course not.”

By the stairs, the berserker heaves, his face sweaty and red but his sword positioned to attack. If he or Dave keep going, I don’t know on which side Melinda will fall.

It’s a Mexican stand-off. Again. 

Screw this. I look at Luci, her sweet face contorted in outrage and dispair, and just like that, my exhaustion is brushed aside by will. No, not will. Adrenaline. And anger. Righteous anger. I have spent this entire damned apocalypse on the edge, and now that I’ve looked into the abyss, how dare this game allow it to look away. I will not be cowed by failure. I am not ceding this fight.

My blades itch in my hands. Almost everyone is standing on the opposite half the room from me: Ron and Antony to my right, the rest along the perimeter in front of them. Even with Melinda’s concession, they all look poised for combat.

All but Elias. Eyes locked on mine, he gives me a near-imperceptible shake of the head.

The hell is that supposed to mean?

He sighs, then shifts his eyes down to his right, then up again, then down to his right.

Is he having trouble with his vision? Something to do with his near-sightedness?

Annoyed, I mimic him and my dismissed notifications pop up. Right. The lower-right hand corner is where they appear. Is there something he wants me to see? The last message I got just details the death of the Sluagh and the sad amount of XP we earned, and that’s it.

That’s it. There’s no quest update.

The quest hasn’t been completed. Maybe the other team still needs to speak to Laserian and get him to lift the fog? Either that, or we’re actually meant to simply kill the guy. Whatever the case, the visa extension is still out there. We can win this.

The longer we stand here, the more apparent it becomes that something is wrong. A damp draft sweeps across the floor, scattering the monster’s ashes. The tension pulls like a taut wire. None of us move. None of us speak.

The floor trembles. Below us, a sound like a jet engine roars to life, then instantly hushes into silence.

Warning! A party has left the region. There are now (2) parties remaining.

The archer snaps. He pulls away from Elias’ reach as he grabs another arrow, leaps into the air, and-

A swell of energy pulses across the room. The telescope clatters to the floor, bookstacks topple, and Dave careens into a window.

Then, in the center of the observatory, it’s as though the space itself unfolds. From the opening emerges Sorcerer Laserian. He stands tall with an air of authority he didn’t quite manage to muster when he was huddled and stinking in his own prison.

The opening zips shut.

“And to the victors go the spoils!” he announces, extending his arms. He’s facing away from me, his twiggy ankles sticking out of his worn velvet robe. “With the death of the Sluagh, the isle can…”

I don’t hear the rest. Instead, I make the most impulsive decision I’ve ever made. There’s no plan or second guesses, only action.

Straight from my inventory, I trigger the Lesser Level Boost draught. A jolt runs down my spine as a message appears.

Level up! You are now Lv 22.

Three attribute points have been distributed to Strength, Fortitude, Dexterity, Wits, and Resolve. This affect lasts 1 minute.

His level is equal or lower than mine. He’s unalerted to my presence. If this skill works on elites…

With no hesitation, I shadowstep behind Laserian and jam a dagger into his neck.

When I pull the blade, the lonely wizard drops with a thud. Blood and piss leak out from under him, trickling into the grooves of the stone floor before spreading forth across the room.

He’s dead.

And if I’m right, Helen fucking wins.

Quest Updated! 

THE PROBLEM WITH MAGIC: Complete

As per Lord Cathal’s request, Sorcerer Laserian has been defeated.

Objectives:

- (Optional) Retrieve a weapon worthy of defeating Sorcerer Laserian: Complete

- Deal with Sorcerer Laserian: Complete

Rewards: 200xp, Visa Extension (15 Days)

My heart is in my mouth as I stare at the sorcerer’s body. It worked. We did it. We won! No amulet of doom necessary. And I leveled up.

Warning! The winning condition for this region has been met. The region’s decay is now imminent. Enemy activity no longer disables the use of portals.

Title(s) Earned:

Vacationer: Earn a visa extension.

Reward: Travel Card Voucher

World Ender: Meet a winning condition.

Reward: Uncommon Accessory Voucher

The archer seethes. “What did you do?!”

An unbreakable grin spreads across Luci’s face. Elias places a protective hand over her as he steps in between her and the archer.

“Luci…” he warns.

But she doesn’t listen.

“Win, asshole,” she answers.

“No.” A bottle appears in the archer’s hand. “No, you didn’t.” 

He lobs the potion overhead, pulls an arrow, and shatters the concoction mid-air, showering the room in a spray of green. Luci retreats, appearing just out of reach as droplets scatter, hissing on impact. Elias, however, isn’t fast enough. He bulls forward as a drizzle of acid hits his neck and back. Smoke rises, his skin sizzling like oil in a frying pan.

Again, Dave leaps over Elias’ charge, but Elias - even when he’s getting deep-fried - is clever; he isn’t aiming for Dave. Instead, he surges just past the archer and preemptively punts Melinda across the room just as she wreathes her sword in fire. Then he whips the templar’s sword through the air, unleashing an arc of dark magic that slashes her as brutally as any blade. Before she even hits the floor, she’s blown another few feet back. She rolls and lands, splayed out, a gash open across her chest. She doesn’t get up.

With the acid eating into his back, it’s all Elias has in him. His sword clatters against stone as he collapses to his knees.

Behind him, Dave is already launching his next attack. At me.

His bow aims my way. He’s ridiculously fast and - as much as I hate to admit it - too goddamn cunning. I’m just about to shadowstep, given it’s my best method of dodging a blow. But he knows this. It’s my expelliarmus. My tell. So when the arrow doesn’t immediately fly, I realize he’s waiting.

Let’s see how he likes this then.

I disappear. Rather, my entire party disappears. It feels fuzzy, like static, all those fine little hairs along my arms rising in anticipation of a storm. When I glance down, a subtle sheen outlines my figure, but it must only appear that way to me. Luci, Elias, and Ron are simply gone.

Swearing, Dave fires anyway, his arrow splitting into three. I duck, and the projectile whizzes over my head as the other two go wide.

Okay, I have eighteen seconds of invisibility and one more use after that. Let’s make it work.

Ron whiffs it immediately, unable to dodge the berserker’s frenzied attack. Not his fault; he’s a big dude. He reappears as he takes a direct hit to the shoulder, then raises his own sword in defense.

As always, I’m not entirely positive who to attack here. It seems fair to say that mages need to go first. However, when I tiptoe toward Melinda, I spot the light catching on a prismatic dome around her. No idea what it is, but seeing as it triggered when she went unconscious, I’mma guess it’s not going to let me touch her.

Add that to my to-do list: get an item or ability that can identify just what the hell people are doing.

I already used my poison, so unless I want to get smacked by a whirlwind attack, I should probably just stay clear of the berserker. That leaves Dave.

But what do I do? Just stab him in the back? Ugh. This feels like the exact same battle as last time. The tanks duke it out, Elias waylays the mage and archer, Luci and I chip away at everyone’s health. They use draughts. We use draughts. Whoever has the maximum number of draughts wins? Unless, of course, they have other throwables. I think Luci still has a Poison Cloud tucked away somewhere.

Although…

Twelve more seconds. I reroute towards Dave. He’s circling the perimeter of the room, arrow nocked, likely in an attempt to get an angle on our tank. Luckily, Antony appears to be just as much of an oaf as Ron and doesn’t have the foresight to provide an opening.

With Silent Step, I approach the archer unseen and unheard. Soon, I’m within just a few inches.

Six seconds left.

I focus and imagine peering into his inventory.

And behold: a list materializes before me.

Dave’s Inventory

Lesser Health Draught x2

Lesser Stamina Draught x4

Lesser Resolve

Common Leather Belt

Rare Talisman of Lesser Spell-Holding (Broken)

???

???

[Obtain Advanced Sleight of Hand to identify more items.]

Shit. Still. Holding my breath, I try to nab the health potions and feel a resistant pull. Okay, fine. I try to steal one of the health potions.

Inventory Item added: (1) Lesser Health Draught

Skill proficiency increased:

Sleight of Hand 5 (+12 Dexterity Bonus)

Title(s) Earned:

Novice Thief: Steal from an NPC or participant’s inventory.

Reward: Lesser Stealth Draught Voucher

Time’s up. Good for a first try, I guess. I’m definitely keeping that strategy in my back pocket for next time.

For now, I guzzle my Lesser Fortitude draught and drive my blades into his back. The crazy bastard twists away from me, nearly gutting himself on my scian, then leaps several meters backwards as he fires.

It’s the same ability he used on the Sluagh, meaning first, it’s a crippling shot and second, he doesn’t have time to prepare for a follow-up. 

Shadowstepping, I emerge behind him and stab him again. He quivers with a tell-tale shiver as he downs a health draught, then spins and retreats again. This time, I figure if I teleport, he’ll be ready for it. However, since he still can’t pull another arrow on time, he’ll probably follow up with his jump ability. So in lieu of my shadowstep, I slide under the crippling shot and attack him head-on.

Meanwhile, the tanks continue to clash. Elias is back on his feet, as is Melinda. Just as a ball of fire ignites in her fist, Elias calls out for Ron to mute her. The flame sputters and she blocks with her sword, falling onto her back foot. At the same time, an arrow flits up the stairwell, rounds the room, and drives into Dave’s back, though Luci herself is nowhere to be seen. Must be her new Deadeye ability. Another two arrows follow.

Screaming in rage, Dave chances it with a point-blank triple shot, forcing me to shadowstep and dodge before he can do it again.

It’s a weird tango we have going. The fight in the fairy grotto seemed like utter chaos. Abilities pulled from a hat, one after the other. There was no telling what anyone would do. Besides, we didn’t want to fight. We had no experience or desire to engage with other participants. The entire encounter felt wrong and doomed from the beginning. It seemed only fitting that it ended the way it did.

Now, here, floating in a tower among the rain-soaked clouds, we’re locked in a frustrating chess match. We know the moves, the patterns, the bluffs. Maybe we didn’t necessarily want this fight, but we prepared for it. We came to terms with its inevitability. And yes, it seems like we’re winning. We’re moving our pieces into position, whittling away at their strength, and backing them into a proverbial corner from which there’s no escape. 

So why does it feel wrong?

As we continue the dance, I consume a stamina draught. Then another draught a minute later. Two down, one left, and I imagine Dave’s in the same boat. Slash, retreat, arrow, dodge, drink, slash, retreat. I don’t know how much longer this will go on. It doesn’t even feel like Dave is trying all that hard. Besides two mystery items and a Level 20 ability, what else could he have?

Sweat beads on my neck. I’m stabbing and slashing so much that I feel like my hands are permanently molded around the grips. Muscles burning, I try to conserve my stamina, but the archer is fucking relentless. Eventually, I down my final stamina draught. Still have two health potions though. Had to use one for a screwed up dodge.

Is this it then? In a battle of attrition, I believe we’ll win. We outnumber them, and due to the Sluagh, we’re not terribly outleveled either. But if there’s something I’m missing, I need to figure it out. Now.

Come on, plan girl. Think. How do I seal the deal?

I spare a glance to my left where Elias and Melinda clash swords. Luci’s against the window, launching arrow upon arrow at the Varangian Guard as Ron continues to challenge him head-on.

Skirting my attack, the archer smirks. “You’re better than last time.”

“You’re worse.”

“Still mad you let us escape?”

He knocks back my scian with his bow, then lazily jabs an arrow in my direction. It’s an easy dodge. Guess he’s trying out his melee moves?

The archer cackles. “If I’d been you, I would’ve chucked an explosive in our cell and called it a day. You got a team you clearly care about, and I told you what would happen. Maybe you didn’t believe me? Or maybe you’re just a coward.”

My next attack slashes into his arm. He dances back, shaking off the pain with a manic grin. Seriously, why’s this guy talking so much? It’s a waste of stamina.

“Now Melinda’s roasting your man and the little one’s going killer.”

I grunt. “You need to work on your charm.”

Ducking around him, I stab down behind his knee, missing him by inches as he rolls forward. He hops onto his feet, shoots, and dives toward me in the arrow’s wake with a dagger in his hand. Sidestepping the arrow, I tap my empty sheathe. When the hell did he get that?

Something slaps in me in the back. Then a hot, burning pain lances through me as the same arrow I dodged bursts out of my shoulder, blood running in rivulets along the point. Before I can tear it out, the archer drives his bow into my stomach and tries to land a blow with my own damn weapon, but I shadowstep behind him.

My arm won’t move. Dismissing my scian, I wrench the arrow from my shoulder. Redirection. Cute. Also ow.

The archer spins around. “You know what your real issue is?”

“I only have one dagger.”

He laughs as he slings his bow over his arm. “You still think this fight is fair.”

Then he leaps inhumanely backwards. That same retreat ability again. What’s he thinking? I wait for the archer’s crippling arrow to follow, but he doesn’t attack. Kicking up dust and ash, he slides to a stop just beside Luci.

Before I can shadowstep, he slips behind her, back to the window, the roiling clouds warping like wings around him. Both arms lock across her chest. The dagger glints in his hand.

She can’t retreat.

I sprint towards her, screaming for Elias.

The curved blade fits around her collar like a necklace. Her eyes go wide as the dagger’s point digs into her flesh.

Her body goes rigid. She’s holding her breath, arms pinned to her side. This isn’t how this is supposed to go.

“Any closer and she earns a new smile.”

I freeze.

“Now back up.”

“No.”

He snorts. “Shouldn’t come as a shock to you that my strength could use some work, but - and I’m very willing to experiment here - I think I got the right position to get this thing through. Whadya think?”

A drop of crimson runs down her neck.

“Now back up.”

I don’t move. I won’t move. I’m going to murder him. I’ll tear his throat out with my teeth. There has to be a way. There’s always a way. I need a Plan B, an exit strategy, a trick, something. There’s always something.

My body moves for me.

“More. All of you, into the middle.”

Another foot moves back.

Come on, brain, think. Luci can’t retreat. I can’t shadowstep. Invisibility won’t break his grip. If Elias charges, best case scenario, he knocks them apart. Worst case, he punts them out the window. If I move forward, he kills her. If Ron moves forward, he kills her.

I bump into Ron. Elias braces, snarling, beside me. Melinda idles on one side of us, her blade and palm bereft of fire. Antony completes the flank. His sword gleams in his hand, ready for the attack.

The archer’s eyes flash. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”

He doesn’t get to tell us.

A foggy green concoction appears in Luci’s grasp. Fist clenched, the bottle shatters, bloody shards tinkling against stone as an impervious cloud explodes around her.

From within, the archer coughs. “Do it!”

            






Chapter 62


                I miss the comfort of apathy. The chilling, soothing release of indifference. It just sits there. Take it, leave it. Doesn’t matter.

Love, on the other hand, is so insidious. It sneaks up on you, digs its roots down deep until you can’t pull it out without ripping out your own heart. It isn’t a weakness, as some might imply. But it sure as shit complicates things.

I strain to see Luci through the toxic fog, begging that she’s alright, when a guttural war cry bellows from the berserker’s throat. 

Pushing against Elias and Ron, I scream, “Run!” as I move to escape the center, but it’s too late.

New Status!

Stunned: Lose the ability to move or attack for 5 seconds.

My muscles turn to lead, my head screaming and pulsing under unyielding pressure.

Blood dribbles from the man’s mouth and eyes as the flash of a blade rends through us in a whirlwind. The sword thunks into Ron, toppling him like a giant, then revolves around the berserker in a fatal arc straight towards me.

Elias can’t be stunned. He bulls into the berserker in what would’ve normally been a knockback. But the berserker is unstoppable. He spins, faster, ripping the blade across Elias’ stomach, then faster, slicing again.

Elias stumbles, the edge catching him in the chest and keeping him on his feet in a grim, unrelenting volley, and all I can do is watch. Twice more the berserker whirls. Twice more, the blade cuts deep. When he finally slows, and Elias finally falls, his entire torso is nothing but a paper mache mess of pulp and blood.

The status effect blinks out. And that’s when the blast tears through us.

A bottle explodes at our feet, and a force, sharp and strong, punches the wind from my lungs. The world twists and turns. Then I crack against the window before the floor hits. 

A cold black veil falls over me. It’s so sudden that I almost let it.

Health. I need health.

When I down the draught, the relief doesn’t come to me in a shiver. Instead, my whole body spasms, then burns. Crisp, precise pain at first. Then throbbing agony, my hand most of all. And my head. And my leg.

I curl into myself, cradling my hand against me as blood gushes from my fist. The health draught does little; the pain only grows. When I dare to look down, I have to wipe my hand again and again, poke, and prod, and stare until I understand what I’m seeing. 

First, I can’t see out of my right eye. And second, both my ring finger and middle finger are gone.

My pulse spikes. Don’t faint. Don’t you dare faint.

Dammit. My health is still tanking. 

A notification blinks.

New Status!

Crippled: Lose the ability to move or attack with the targeted limb for 1 second per enemy level.

Great, which fucking limb?

I fumble around and yank out a shard of glass imbedded in my shin, stifling a scream. There’s another in arm. Something… something in my stomach…

My teeth chatter, clacking against each other. It’s loud. I’m not cold. Am I? I’m definitely shaking… Maybe if I just let myself sleep for a moment…

With a second draught, I blink back tears. Finally, the pain dulls, though my heart drums and body aches with the echo of an aftershock. 

My sight wavers as I scan the room. I can make out Elias, prone and bloody on the floor. He appears whole. But alive? I don’t know.

Ron is still in the center, struggling to stand. The explosion doesn’t seem to have left much of a dent.

Luci. Where’s Luci?

The world is still off-kilter, covered in gauzy film and stinging tears. Through the blur, the archer swaggers sideways across the observatory as he casually twirls an arrow. He’s closing in on Elias.

I have to stop him.

Only I can’t get up. Gotta be my leg that’s crippled. If it was Dave who threw the explosive, then I have twenty seconds of this.

Okay. Come on, Helen. This is your role. Get yourself out of this. Save everyone. Keep them whole. Stave off the misery of the apocalypse. Ignore the pain. Pave over depression. Make. A. Plan.

Nothing.

I have nothing.

In a last ditch effort, I trigger my invisibility for a second and final time.

I have eighteen seconds to figure this shit out.

Now move, Helen. Move.

My fingers claw at the stone floor. One glance at my missing fingers, and my head swims. Man, Eógan took that loss well, didn’t he? Of course, he was a changeling. Because that’s a thing.

I hate this world.

I don’t even know where I’m going or what I’m aiming to do. Not until I see it.

Elias’ leather satchel. It’s lying there, unassuming, unmarred by all of this chaos. This disorder. A few char marks. A few nicks and slashes. Hardly worse for wear.

My one eye waters, the other still nothing but black. Clenching my jaw, I drag myself across the room. When I try to stand, my body rebels by taking on the fortitude of jelly. Stats, be damned. Trauma wins.

Ten seconds.

I don’t know if I’ll use it. Maybe I just need the pendant in my hands, knowing I could court death if I pleased. I can use it as a deterrent perhaps? Tell Dave that I’ll blow him up, become Unforgiven, whatever the hell that means, if only out of spite.

Of course, he’s a higher level than I am. They all are. I couldn’t target them with the amulet even if I tried.

There’s an alternative though. At first, I ignored it, but the more Elias and I discussed the amulet, the more I realized how purposeful it was. Their wording is always purposeful.

‘Mark a critically injured individual of equal or lower level within 5m,’ it says.

An individual. Not an enemy.

Obviously, I’d never target Ron or Elias or Luci. But I know of one individual that could work. If it meant saving everyone, would it be worth it?

The berserker stumbles over Ron’s body, knocking him out of invisibility. With a satisfied grunt, he slashes his sword across Ron’s legs and stomps on the back of his head, then sinks the blade into his back. Or at least he tries, but he only gets about a finger’s length of steel in there. Turns out the big guy has the fortitude of a truck, and the bastard’s strength can’t match it. Still, he keeps trying.

Yeah, maybe it’s worth it.

I slink behind an upturned armchair just as the feeling returns to my impacted leg. Propping myself up, I tug the bag toward me. Through bleary eyes, I fumble around inside. There’s the fountain pen, the ink jar, some parchment… 

There’s no amulet. It’s gone.

The invisibility fades, and I find myself in a shadow.

Ankle boots, scarred legs, a jean skirt soaked in blood and filth, that dumb chainmail bikini, matted hair, deadened eyes. One arm hangs loosely at her side as a deep gash slowly knits itself together.

Around her neck sits a shimmering celtic knot.

“Luci.”

“Oh, you’re alive. That’s nice.”

“Luci, stop.”

She reaches into her bag and scoops out a small spotted frog. Crouching, she sets it down on the floor, then reaches into her quiver for an arrow. Her movements are slow and methodical.

“Afric gave me this idea,” she whispers. “I think it’s a good plan. I just should have done it from the beginning, you know? You would have. If we hadn’t met.”

“Your uncle and Ron are still alive,” I plead, grabbing her hand. “We haven’t gotten any messages. We can salvage this. We can fight them.”

“All three?” She shakes her hand loose from my grasp. “I don’t think so.”

The frog hops, and Luci drives the arrow through its back.

Level 1. Critically injured.

A small scorched number appears over the amphibian’s head.

5

I stare in horror. “Look. The explosion has a one meter radius. If that blows up within reach of Elias and Ron-”

“It won’t.”

4

I peek over the lip of the chair. Ron is back on his feet, but Antony and Melinda have him pinned like a spit. The fire of Melinda’s blade sears into his bare stomach. Ron refuses to fall, swinging his arms uselessly and roaring like the heavy metal star he was born to be.

Nearby, the archer swipes the templar’s sword from the floor and approaches Elias. He clutches a fistful of Elias’ hair and yanks him to his knees.

3

I’m about to step in, collateral be damned, when Dave spots us. With a grin, he lets go. My breath catches as Elias hits the ground, then subtly rolls onto his back while another sword materializes in his hand.

2

“Ah, there they are,” the archer calls as he meanders over. “Hey kid, what do you got?”

1

Luci shrugs. “Take a look.”

And she pitches the bloody frog right at him.

0

It’s hard to see what happens this time around. It isn’t as visceral or as loud with such a tiny victim. One second, there’s a slimy sack soaring through the air. The next, there’s nothing but a star-shaped splat of blood on the stonework and a pattern of crimson droplets dotting the archer’s stupid, sly grin.

5

The number appears above his head instantaneously, scrawled in burned, jagged lines.

Melinda’s jaw drops. She seems to understand faster than everyone. “Oh my god.”

Dropping her blade, she turns to flee as Elias’ sword slides neatly through her shin.

At the same time, the color drains from the archer’s face. “You bitch!”

He springs at Luci. She spins and retreats, dashing backwards across the room faster and farther than Dave’s ability allows. Not like he’s thinking entirely straight. He chases after her as she haphazardly launches an arrow with Deadeye.

4

I don’t know what Elias says to Ron, but the giant shoves the berserker away from him and hobbles out of the center like he’s got shit in his pants. He’s covered in wounds all the way down to the bone.

Just before the arrow hits, Dave lashes out with the templar’s blade, releasing a shrouded arc in Luci’s direction.

The arrow nails Dave in the chest in the same moment that Luci falls. He snarls, but it doesn’t slow him down.

I do.

3

I shadowstep behind him, jab him in the armpit with the scian, and curl my dagger around his throat. And I know exactly how he’ll react. I pivot just as he twists around and retreats, shooting him backwards like a cannon into the center where he collides headlong into Antony.

It couldn’t be more perfect. Antony and Dave are down with Melinda crippled only a few steps away. One explosion and the next two fall like dominoes.

So long as Elias can break free.

2

Elias wobbles uneasily to his feet, his gambeson torn to shreds. He catches my eye as he takes one lurching step forward.

Beside him, Dave tumbles free. He’s always been fast. Too fast.

He smirks, teeth bloody, as he lunges my way.

But for some reason, he doesn’t manage to get any closer.

A thin, luminescent line blocks his path.

1

Elias has stopped moving. A white ring, two meters across, glows around him. It takes me a moment to realize what he’s done.

I shake my head. “Don’t do this.”

0

Dave ruptures, splitting down the middle as his insides combust, spurting a paltry burst of blood and viscera into a heap on the floor. His bow and sword fall beside it.

Only a few drops hit the others. But it’s enough.

5

Three numbers blaze above three heads.

Inside Elias’ Inescapable Stance, Antony pounds his fists against the invisible walls as Melinda just deflates. Side-sitting, she adjusts her pencil skirt and sighs.

Luci walks across the room. “Tío?”

4

“I didn’t mean to-” she cries.

He nods. “I know. I’m not upset.”

3

Ron paces. “What’s happening, man. What’s happening.”

I pull at his arm, guiding him away from the circle as I gaze helplessly at Elias.

My throat tightens. There are no consternated wrinkles creasing his forehead. None of those stubborn gears visibly clunking against each other in that relentless churn he’s always got going. His eyebrows aren’t even pouting.

2

“So what, losing your leg wasn’t enough?” I scoff. “How am I supposed to be heroic if you keep stealing it from me?”

A fine set of smile lines appear around his eyes. “You’ll find other ways.”

1

“No, fuck you.” Wait, I don’t want those to be the last words he hears. Shit. “Okay. I will, okay?”

0

            






Epilogue


                It ends the same way it started. The big bad is dead, and we portal away to a train station in the middle of limbo before slinking into a car where we sit and stare at a manufactured sky. There aren’t as many passengers this time around. It’s quiet. Somber. Peaceful.

Luci sinks deep into my arms, her legs curled beneath her, head tucked into my shoulder like a puzzle piece. Her fingertips trace the outline of the celtic knot around her neck, lightly, carefully, as though she’s testing the edge of a knife. 

The archer’s bow sits in place of her own. Ron has got the templar’s sword, though we’ll probably trade it for something more his style. I’ll try to convince him to buy a new guitar too, but for some reason, I have a feeling he’ll insist on learning the harp. He’s been clinging to it like a lifeline since we teleported.

That’s it for loot. The rest exploded. Although there is one extra bonus.

Congratulations!

You have completed your first region. Please take this complimentary 1000g. You’ve earned it!

Wallet: 4323g

“Liam’s going to be so sad,” Luci says.

“He’ll be happy you’re okay.”

“Am I?” She looks up at me. “What’s going to happen? The status doesn’t really explain.”

Various replies take form on my lips. “I don’t know,” I finally say. “We’ll check the Index when we get back. It might have answers.”

“I can feel it, kinda. Like, there’s something there in the corner that’s reaching for me. I already feel… strange.” Releasing the pendant, she sighs. “If I change, I don’t know if I’ll still be me.”

Through the train windows, Pharos’ indefinite dusk paints the car in a dull pink, turning Luci’s auburn hair into a golden, fiery red. I run my hands through it, then rest my chin on her head as I stare at the city spiraling below.

“So, there’s a Japanese art. Can’t remember the name. Kinsa-something. Doesn’t matter. Anyway, the idea is that when a piece of pottery breaks, like a bowl or a vase, instead of shoveling the pieces in the trash, you glue the fragments back together and paint the joints in gold. Whatever broke isn’t hidden. It’s highlighted. Celebrated. Its past left a mark, like it does on all of us. Imperfections, trauma, our fight to overcome… They make us beautiful.”

Luci looks up at me again. “I’m not a vase.”

“No. You’re much more beautiful and a thousand times stronger.” I pause. “Or at least twenty times stronger. I don’t know the fortitude of a vase.”

“That’s not funny. You’re not going to make me laugh.”

“Hey, if I wanted to be funny, I wouldn’t have been born a woman.”

Her whole body nearly spasms as she bursts with a single involuntary laugh. “Stop! That’s horrible.”

“Okay, okay.” I tug her closer. “Look. There is no bouncing back. There is breaking. And there is changing. And you know what I like about that Japanese art the most? It takes someone who loves their pottery very much to make it into something new that is also something beautiful.”

“What I’m saying is, I am here. You are badass. Ron is Ron. And I will burn a thousand worlds to keep it that way.”

“Promise?” she asks.

“Promise.”

Fiddling with the pendant, she squints at the city as it crystalizes below us. Five floating islands appear, extending like petals from a central terraced hive.

Perhaps it’s a trick of the light again, but at a certain angle, her eyes almost appear green.

The train feels slower this time around. My eyes begin to droop when a message materializes before me.

You’re invited!

You have received an early invitation to begin your initiation under the patronage of House Endal. This invitation is extended to you and you only. Any discussion of this message or its contents will immediately result in the revocation of this and any future invitations. Congratulations!

Great. No time like the present for more corporate nonsense.

I dismiss it, then bring it up and read it again. Dammit. I can’t promise to burn worlds and then refuse to accept a degrading invite. Whatever it takes to win, right?

In fact, as we descend into Pharos, I experience something new. A feeling unlike any I’ve felt before. The relentless threat of despair remains. Grief hangs overhead like a storm-filled cloud. That derealizing hum fizzles along the edges. But a sensation, fierce and sharp, cuts through it. It’s harder than love. More violent than hope.

It feels like a beginning.

A rough beginning, maybe. But I think I can work with it.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    And that’s it for Book 1. Thanks for reading! See you in January!



                







**BOOK TWO UPDATE**


                Hey everyone! Sorry, this is not a chapter - just an update. I wanted to let you guys know before January hits that I have to delay the release of Book 2 until March. Unfortunately, there’s been a medical issue in the family that took up the better part of last month and remains somewhat ongoing.

I have been writing and I’m very excited about what I have to show you! It’s just that the last few weeks have been a lot slower than usual and if I rush, I’m gonna start posting crap that isn’t the quality that I want and that you guys deserve. My typical MO is to write an entire act and then do a swift developmental edit before publishing on RR, and then give myself a backlog for family stuff and potential mental breakdowns, so once I have 30ish chapters, I’ll be ready.

Thanks so much for your patience. I promise that this is not a dreaded hiatus where I never return. Whatever happens, I’m posting in March.

Cheers!

            






BOOK 1 SUMMARY


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Ah! Welcome back! Happy New Year to all. Sorry this took a bit longer than projected. Whole family got sick, I got pneumonia, good times were had. But now Book 2 is finally under way, and I’m excited to get posting once again.

Today, I’m posting a summary of the first book to catch you up. And in two days (Wednesday), prepare for Chapter 1! 

You may note the * halfway down. That is because this is a new addition. I’m currently in the process of editing Book 1 for publication and I’ve had to make a few adjustments. For the most part, I’m just working on line edits, some dialogue passes, etc. but there have been a few bigger changes - first and foremost being the part I asterisked.

None of those adjustments have been reflected in anything I’ve posted as of yet. I’ll be making the * edit to Royal Road in the near future. Essentially, I’m just moving the invitation that Helen gets from House Endal in the last chapter to when she first enters Pharos (around chapter 22). After the Meet & Greet Orientation, she will have a very brief meeting with a House representative where she tells them that she’s uninterested. There will be more on the Houses in Book 2.

Once again, I’ll be posting Monday and Wednesday. I’m a slow writer, so that’s just the way it has to be. See you again on Wednesday!



                

                So here’s the situation. I was at a grocery store, acting totally normal and minding my own business, when the Earth shattered. It was like a galactic ice cream scooper had balled up chunks of the planet and set them free like a loose bouquet of balloons, gravity be damned.

Then a voice inside everyone’s head told us we better hightail it to the nearest portal or we’d be “reconstituted.” So I stole some beer and headed out. Next thing I know, I was fleeing from flying piranha monsters and accidentally taking refuge in a Crossfit gym. 

It was there that a preteen named Luci came to my rescue. As payment, she insisted that I help her pick up supplies at her house and drive her to the nearest highrise to scout out where the portal might be. At her house, we met Elias, her uncle. And at the highrise, we met Ron. 

And thus, our party was born. The fierce preteen, the stick-up-his-ass accountant, the middle-aged stoner, and me, the depressed law school drop-out and apparently the only goddamn person who understood what levels and abilities were. So, with one hour to spare, we killed some monsters, leveled up, took out the final boss, and made it to the portal. Also, to save his life, I had to chop off Elias’ leg.

Having finished the tutorial or whatever the hell it was, we made it to Pharos, a liminal hub city. There, we learned that we were subject to an event called the Global Initiation. See, countless years ago, a spacefaring civilization made up of our hominid ancestors, known as the Volese Assimilation, had seeded various planets with life. That turned out to be a mistake. Apparently, once we all got past the industrial age, we sorta-kinda always ruined the planet and the planets weren’t fond of that.

So oopsies, now they had to pick us all up again. Only, according to them, they couldn’t just vacuum us up. They had to put us through a Global Initiation which, in this case, took the form of a role-playing game. They say it’s per the Earth’s request, but I’m a little skeptical.

But it didn’t matter what I thought, because according to the rules I now had one day on my visa to live. If I wanted to extend that visa, I had to jump back into another region, fight more monsters, and win a visa extension quest. This will go one until all the regions are conquered, and then the remaining survivors get to join the Volese on their fancy spaceships. Allegedly.

*Incidentally, I also received an invitation to align myself with one of the Five Houses. They’re the VIP Volese who run the civilization. I’m told it’s quite the honor to join them. I don’t know. House Endal found my depression a little neat or something. I told them, diplomatically, to fuck off.

After resting, gearing up, and having a heartfelt last supper, Ron, Luci, Elias, and I teleported to the next battlefield, which turned out to be Hy-Brasil, a mystical island off the coast of Ireland, in 1466 CE. 

Almost immediately, Elias murdered a fisherman. Then, as we journeyed inland, we killed some wolves, got a quest to escort some kid named Éogan to town, and fought a pair of giant otters. As you do.

In town, we met with Lord Cathal who gave us a visa extension quest to deal with some evil sorcerer named Laserian in his magic tower. Easy enough. However, that night, Éogan asked us to break into Cathal’s hall to rescue his sister, Afric. And we did. Quite easily, in fact. I used stealth and everything. It was awesome. But we didn’t find Afric in the hall’s prison. We found another party. However, they seemed sketch, so we left them there.

Afterwards, we found a secret passage in Cathal’s office that descended into our first dungeon, a fairy grotto. This is where things got a bit out of control. The Sidhe were bad enough - frickin’ Riverdance hopping psychopaths - but what ruined our happy little adventure was twofold: First, the party we ditched broke out of prison and decided to stalk us. Second, there were creepy little fae-touched children with magic amulets that could blow people up from the inside - and whoever the explosion touched would also blow up. A chain reaction of instant death. The ability was called Doom Clock.

When we saw it in action, I truly thought that was the end. Luci had a panic attack. Even Ron broke down crying. I never wanted to see them hurt again.

Still, we made it out. We escaped the dickish party, discovered Éogan was a changeling, found the real Éogan and his sister Afric, looted an explode-y amulet (but decided not to wear it due to an enigmatic curse) and finally, learned that Lord Cathal had been kidnapping children and feeding them to the fairies in exchange for magic that could keep the nefarious Sorcerer Laserian at bay.

We gave the town the news and they went absolutely batshit, giving us the opportunity to loot the place before heading out on our final quest.

Finally, we made it to the sorcerer’s tower. Only we weren’t alone. There were two other parties present: a group of Japanese college kids and the team from the prison - Dave, Melinda, and two other assholes. Sorcerer Laserian was also there, albeit shielded by magic. Essentially, to “deal” with the sorcerer and win the visa quest, we had to make it to the top of the tower and kill Laserian’s ex-girlfriend who now just so happened to be a five-headed phantom.

We reached the top, and it was a frantic fight to the finish line. Having lost a teammate, the Japanese team portaled out - they’d earned a visa extension from another quest. But we didn’t have that option. It was our team or Dave’s.

When Dave’s team got the final hit on the phantom, we thought we’d lost. Only when Sorcerer Laserian came to congratulate them, I stabbed him in the back, winning us the quest. Turns out there was more than one way to “deal” with the guy. Of course, Dave’s team didn’t like that. So they attacked us.

Needless to say, it wasn’t pretty. They had nothing to lose, and they fought without mercy. We were already behind when Dave threw an explosive. It crippled my arm and leg, took out my eye and two of my fingers. In a last ditch effort, I used the final instance of my invisibility ability so our party could regroup. Then, with every ounce of life I had left, I dragged myself over to Elias’ satchel to get the amulet. If I had to take on a curse to blow up everyone to hell, then so be it. But Luci got there first.

She targeted Dave. Crippled as we were, our party jumped into action to make sure his explosive death took out his team and his team only. But he was too fast, and I wasn’t the only one terrified that Luci might get hurt. Elias used his ability, Inescapable Stance, to trap Dave and the others in a circle around himself. And it worked. Dave popped like a water balloon, and the Doom Clock moved on to his other two teammates. Only, Elias was imprisoned there as well. So, with the deadly timer ticking above them, the rest of the other party and Elias died.

With the enemy vanquished, Luci, Ron, and I activated the portal. We’d successfully gotten our visa extension and could now return to Pharos. Only now, not only did we lose Elias, but Luci was stricken with a powerful amulet she couldn’t remove and a curse we didn’t understand. And in just a few days, we’d have to do it all over again.

On the train back to Pharos, I realized I had to finally accept that damn invitation to meet with House Endal and sell myself to whoever would help us succeed. I didn’t care what it took. I wasn’t going to let anyone or anything fuck with us again.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Check back on Wednesday for Chapter 1!

And see five chapters ahead on Patreon!



                







Book 2 | Chapter 1


                I rap my knuckles on the hotel counter. The marbled linoleum is peeling and yellowing on the edges. The design has got to be on purpose, like someone alien-googled “two-star hotel” and then had a delightful time mimicking the very essence of roadside middle America, all the way down to the jilting hum of the coffee machine and a tray of packaged breakfast pastries that somehow qualifies it for that extra star.

A piece of paper taped to the table reads: “In remembrance of those we’ve lost, we will be serving complimentary wine coolers between 17:30 and 19:00.”

Offensive, but I still add it to my to-do list - among all the other things squirming their way into my agenda. 

God, when’s the last time I actually abided by a schedule? Now I have a team to take care of, training, and, most importantly, an appointment pinned to the top of my inbox that I’ve been trying to ignore but is pretty much burned into my retinas for all the times I’ve glared at it.

When I accepted the invite from House Endal, I rather thought I’d just get an orientation letter and be done with it. Instead, they want to meet again. At their embassy. And they’ve been making me panic over it for seven straight days.

And I’m still not allowed to discuss it with my team.

Hopefully that changes today. This morning. In about forty minutes. Shit.

“Phinny?”

“You’re in a hurry, I get it.” A fuzzy hand slaps the counter as a bonobo leaps up and over. Landing on the floor, he tugs on his blazer and runs a few fingers through gelled black hair. His gaze flicks to my thigh. “You itchin’ for a fight or somethin’?”

I look down to find my fingers laced around the grip of my dagger. “Oh,” I reply, releasing my grasp. “Sorry.”

“Don’t worry ‘bout it. Ain’t the first novice I’ve seen with a bit of jump in their step.”

“Yeah.” That’s one way to describe debilitating trauma. “So, are you going to help?”

“Mmm-hmm. You know, technically, it’s against hotel policy to be openin’ up doors that ain’t yours.”

I blink at him. “Last week, a man disintegrated in your lobby.”

He nods solemnly. “RIP Momo. Moto? Mongo? One a’ those.”

“Phinny!”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Propelling himself on all fours, Phinny whips across the room and launches himself up the stairs. As casual as he is about my world ending, I sorta like the primate. Between the last remnants of Earth-kind and a bunch of middle managers pretending to feel guilty, it’s nice to know a guy with no emotional baggage whatsoever. And he looks so cute in his li’l suit.

I guess it’s why we decided to stay at The Hotel Universal again after everything that went down. It’s so unassuming, so boring and small and unimportant. And it reminds me of home. Not Chicago-home. Just general America-home. The squat terracotta building looks more New England-y maybe. Or somewhere out of Louisiana. I don’t know. It looks like something a traveler’s brochure would call a ‘local establishment’.

Of course, the more likely reason we’re here is because we just trauma-stumbled our way back to something familiar and forgot to leave.

It’s been eight days now since we returned from Ireland, meaning we have seven days remaining on our visas. Or, given that Pharos days are only nineteen hours long, it’s been somewhat less than that. Elias would’ve known the exact number. I mean, nineteen times seven. It’s not hard. But I don’t want to do the math and if Elias were here, he would tell me the answer. He’d admonish my laziness, and I’d make a remark about him being a tool, and everything would be right with the world.

Instead, he’s gone. Evaporated on a floating island west of wherever all the chunks of Ireland are floating. I miss him. Honestly, I barely knew him. I barged into his brother’s house, insisted on being a bad influence to his niece, chopped off his leg, and then argued endlessly about stupid shit.

But somewhere in the middle of there, I came to rely on him. He was stubborn, uptight, unyielding - like a ship’s mast in a storm. Like, exactly like a mast. Seriously, the man was rigid and wooden as a damned pole. But I think I needed that. We needed that. And two years after Ethan, it felt nice to just look at someone again.

A day after we got back, we pinned Elias’ profile picture to a memorial board they installed just outside of the Novice District train station. Well, Ron and I did. Luci said it was stupid. We asked her if she wanted us to add her parents there too. She said that was also stupid.

She’s thirteen. As it turns out, it takes a thirteen-year-old to tell you how stupid everything is.

In a dimly lit hallway on the second floor of The Hotel Universal, Phinny flits his eyes back and forth as he musters up a keycard from his inventory.

“You know, maybe you oughta think about gettin’ one of those fancy apartments in the Adventurer’s District. If memory serves, you only gotta be Level 25. Nice digs, those. Lotta great services right in the comfort of your own home. If your girl is havin’ a rough go of it, then-”

“Yeah, sure,” I interrupt. “The door?”

Phinny flashes me a bonobo grin that I think might be sarcastic, then swipes the keycard across the lock.

And there’s my girl. Five feet of fury and spirit bottled inside a mini skirt and a chainmail bikini, bouncing barefoot on a king-size bed. Dua Lipa blasts from a portable speaker. Yeah, turns out the Volese appropriated all of our media. And yes, that means I’ve got plans to down ice cream like a dumped girlfriend and re-binge Vampire Diaries, and no, I will not apologize for that.

On the bed, Luci sings along and dances with the wild abandon of a wacky inflatable tube man, arms and hair flailing. An open handle of liquor sloshes around in her fist. Her hair is a frazzled mess, her fingernails chewed down to the pink.

Her bow and quiver are propped up against the wall - her new bow, earned in blood. Around her neck hangs a leather strap with a silver pendant. It’s a celtic knot, also earned in blood.

She’s been taking her uncle’s death quite a lot like I took my fiance’s: drunkenly. It isn’t right. But I’m not going to lecture her for underage drinking when her home, the government, and the rest of the world got thrown in the shredder. It’s bad form.

“Um, I’m going to need Ron on this one,” I say.

“I ain’t sure-”

“Thanks, Phinny!”

I step inside and shut the door behind me, sealing myself into an all-new type of dungeon.

“Okay Luce, time to get down.”

“I gotta yell them to my shelf, I got fruit rules, I fountain!” Luci slurs to the music.

Not sure those are the lyrics, but I’m doing my best to translate here.

“Luci, come on. Don’t make me pull out the big guns. I’ll do it.”

“Don’t Letterman, don’t Letterman!”

The door swings open as Ron bursts in. The big guns.

When we first broke into Ron’s apartment on the day this all started, I figured the oafish 43-year-old wannabe rockstar with the fresh aroma of skunky weed would be a short-term acquaintance. He’s not the type of guy you imagine surviving an apocalypse. But we loaded him up with a hell ton of fortitude and gave him a bludgeon to haphazardly wield, and somehow he just kept on living. And now we’re here: Luci, me, and the couch-surfing older brother you just can’t say no to.

Like Luci, he’s dressed in an unspeakably inappropriate outfit: no shirt, an open leather vest, skinny jeans, a pair of worn steel-toed boots, and a bare belly paunch that deserves a level all on its own. And let’s not forget the wooden fairy harp. Ron certainly hasn’t.

“Aw man, I’m late to the party,” he says.

“No party. We’re training today. Can you get her down?”

“Yeah, Ron’s on the job!”

He lurches across the room, and with one arm, grapples Luci around the waist and whisks her around in a circle and down onto the floor. Before she can get her bearings, I pluck the bottle from her hands. In the bathroom, I tip the liquor into the sink. I stop. I take a swig. Then I tip the liquor into the sink.

“Alright Luce,” I say, tossing the bottle into the trash. “What did we say about pregaming our training sessions?”

She stumbles, grabbing onto Ron to right herself. “S’no shooting not sober. An’ no barfing on Ron ‘gain,” she adds.

He gives her a squeeze. “Aw, it’s okay, button. One laser shower and a quick pop into the microwave laundry and I’ll be right-o to go-o. Now let’s drop you in the tank for a spell, and we’ll see if we can’t wreck us a few monsters before lunch, yeah?”

“Yessir.” Blinking through bleary eyes, she grabs her boots and bow.

Ron raises a fist like he’s Superman. “To the recovery center!”

“Yeah, about that…” I say. “Do you guys mind getting there on your own? There’s something I need to take care of.”

Luci juts a finger at me. “What do you have to do that’s so special…”

“Nothing. Just, um, checking on a friend. They got lost in the system. Administration said they’d get back to me.”

“You’s don’t have friends…” 

She careens into the wall.

“Luci!”

We lunge for her at the same time. I get there first, catching her before she slides to the floor and then quickly transferring her weight to Ron. He hooks an arm around her before giving me a panicked smile.

I sigh. “Okay. I can come with you to the recovery center. Then I need to go.”

“Thanks, man.”

Head lolled against Ron’s shoulder, Luci smiles as she pokes at my chest. “Why you suddenly all ‘sponsible?”

“Hey, you take that back.”

“I dunno. If s’shoe fits…”

Outside the hotel, we step onto the streets of Pharos, a strange liminal city where we can sleep, train, and hang out in between the times that we’re fighting for our lives back on Earth. 

I still haven’t entirely grasped where the city is or even how it works. It’s made of six floating islands: one large circle in the middle and five petal-shaped islands around it, all tethered by bridges and walkways, like a flower tangled in cobwebs. Above, around, and below us hangs a sunset-pink sky. Eternal dusk everywhere and everytime you look. 

In the center of the city, surrounded by terraced discs, looms an enormous sculpture of a female figure in a long garment and hood. From an extended arm, she holds a globed lantern illuminated by a blue flame. She’s either someone important or just there to fuck with us. My guess is the latter.

Anyway, given that it’s a hub for all three planets participating in this iteration of the Global Initiation - Earth, Handor, and Loxilil - we’re probably in a spaceship somewhere, in a solar system far away, strung together by wormholes or something. I haven’t managed to get straight answers on that though. I haven’t managed to get straight answers on anything.

With any luck, that’s about to change.

That, or I’m about to sign my rights away to the devil for nothing.

We head down the stairs to an underground station, then pile into a railcar that’s more slick and punctual than anything you’d ever get on Earth. Except at Disney World. And probably Japan.

My god, what would the Orlando region look like now? Just imagine the monsters. Copyright-infringement everywhere.

As the door zips closed, I jolt. Gotta stop doing that.

A few minutes later, the doors open, and we climb the stairs up to a smooth gray road bordered by overly ornate buildings. Like the rest of Pharos, the district is a mix of clinical efficiency, greenery, historical architecture, and weird alien stuff. It’s like if a quilt were made by two dozen people of varying skill, all with different fabrics and patterns, and only half agreed it was a quilt while at least one person was solidly convinced it was a horse.

We stop in front of a building that looks like a dollop of yogurt, wait for the congealed yogurty doors to dissolve open, and nudge Luci inside. 

As we wait for an attendant, another participant offers a cordial wave, then immediately retracts it. It’s my expression. I’ve got resting what-class-are-you-what’s-your-weapon-and-how-can-I-kill-you-first face.

Oh, and a new eye. And two metal fingers. That could have something to do with it.

Technically, I didn’t lose my eye in our final fight against Dave and Co., but I did lose the ability to see with it, which is rather the whole point of an eye. My regen wouldn’t grow my cornea back, thus the new peeper.

I’m not complaining. The iris is a lighter brown than my own and nearly half a centimeter wider, but it was cheaper to get a pre-grown Loxilil eye than to custom grow an Earth one. Same with the fingers. If I wanted skin, it cost extra. And, to be honest, I like scars that show, especially if it means I get an alien eye and cyborg fingers. As a bonus, Ron thinks they’re rad, and it’s my hope that they make Luci feel a little better about her own changes.

Thus far, the only way the fairy amulet has changed her is that her eyes tend to look green now and then, and she doesn’t like french fries anymore. And maybe she’s a little more violent in our training sessions? Though, to be frank, that’s the sort of thing that can easily be attributed to blowing up your uncle.

“Right this way, dear.” With a tactful smile, an attendant ushers Luci into a recovery room. 

“Well, that’s one item off the list.” I glance at the clock on the wall. “Okay, I gotta go. You alright here?”

Ron plops down on an inflatable sofa. “Right as rain.”

“And you know how to set up the training room?”

He pulls out his harp and starts plucking a tune. Nirvana, I think. “Uh, coordination skills for me. And Luci said she, uh…” His face reddens.

“Said she what?”

“Sorry, bro, memory’s shot. Anyway. S’all good. We got it covered, boss.”

“Cool. Also don’t call me that. I’m not your boss.”

He shrugs. “Sure, man, I can stop callin’ you that but I can’t make you not the boss.”

“Yeah, well.” I step toward the door, tapping my foot as it takes its sweet time opening. “See you soon.”

And then I jog back to the station and head straight for the district of the Five Houses. Time to duck behind the curtains and meet the wizard.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Disclaimer: I do not condone underage drinking
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                On the day this all started, I received a message.

You’re invited!

You have received an early invitation to begin your initiation under the patronage of House Endal. This invitation is extended to you and you only. Any discussion of this message or its contents with other participants will immediately result in the revocation of this and any future invitations. Congratulations!

So, in Pharos, after the orientation, I begrudgingly met with a representative from House Endal. And in my non-confrontational way, I did my best to tell them to get fucked. I wasn’t about to be wined and dined by a county club or whatever the hell else a “House” is on the day they destroyed my world before I at least had a nap. 

Still, I looked them up on the Index afterward and… well, I’m still a little unclear, but I got the idea that not everyone gets to join a House. It’s an honor that only a portion of the Volese ever earn, and invitations to even try to join one is kind of an honor onto itself.

To be honest, this was a major turn-off for me. I’m not a massive contrarian or non-conformist, but anything that brags about its exclusivity is often something that has little to brag about otherwise. It’s like being popular because you’re popular. I don’t get it, and I don’t feel like doing the kind of dance it takes to join. No offense against the girls of Delta Gamma. Sister life forever and all that.

Except.

Elias died. Luci got cursed. And I have to wonder how much of that could have been avoided if I’d said yes. We’re in this game whether we want to be or not, and that lands everyone square at the bottom of whatever hierarchy is going on here. It doesn’t matter what system you’re from; in any sort of hierarchy, if you’re not at the table, you’re for dinner. And I’m one of the few that got an invitation to dine.

So. Here I go.

In minutes, the railcar zooms through the Adventurer’s District and beneath the island where the embassies of each of the Five Houses reside. 

As I emerge onto the plaza, I’m thrust into an entirely new world of architecture. No New England hotels or blobby alien buildings to be seen. Instead, using the map overlay, I thread my way through layers of angular stark white buildings. All around me loom towers of squares and rectangles stockpiled like Jenga pieces with gushing waterfalls and pink leaves bursting from the seams. 

Like so much of Pharos, it’s uncomfortably beautiful. Water pours from hovering cubes into ponds dotted with lily pads in a weird mishmash of serenity and brutalism. At one point, I have to cut my brisk walk short and just stare.

I also wonder if maaaaybe I should be dressed in something a little fancier than a leather breastplate and yoga pants.

Among the blocks, an intimidating, windowless pillar shoots into the sky, torrents of water streaming down both sides and a door about three times taller than any door I’ve ever seen smack in the middle. The embassy of House Endal.

Cool… Okay, no, I can do this. 

Digging my nails into my fists, I set my shoulders back and march toward the doors like I belong.

Then I stop. There are no handles, and I’m left standing there like an idiot.

Do I knock?

I glance up and around for a camera I can wave at.

Well, don’t I feel stupid.

For a minute, I loiter awkwardly. Then, with a hiss, wisps of mist swirl at my feet as the massive doors slide open.

Very showy.

I hold my breath as I step through the doorway.

Inside, I’m met with a lofty steel atrium painted in black with walkways and boxy rooms jutting out of the sides at every level. Countless fountains trickle down the walls or spurt from one cuboid pond to another. I can’t tell if the aesthetic is meant to evoke a spa-like tranquility or some kind of relentless pelting of inevitability. Maybe both.

Aside from the waterfalls, it’s deathly quiet. A few Level 50s flit silently across the atrium.

I take a step forward, my boots squeaking against the tile.

An arrow lights up beneath me. I guess I’m supposed to follow it?

Hesitantly, I move in the assigned direction. Another arrow appears.

I continue to feel like an idiot.

One by one, I follow the arrows out of the atrium, down a dark corridor, and into small square area that looks uncannily like a police interrogation room. 

Sitting behind an uncomfortable block of black concrete is a man. He’s another type of ancient human species: a severely sloping forehead, a round jaw, a sharp brow, dark brown skin, long frizzy hair with shocks of silver running through it, and - though he’s sitting - I want to say at least seven feet tall.

A black transparent robe hangs over his muscled frame. I have no idea if he’s wearing underpants, and no matter what conversation we’re about to have, I guarantee this will weigh on my mind for the entire duration.

 

Mydow - House Endal Representative (Level 50)

 

He watches me with keen eyes and says nothing.

I scratch my chin. In front of the concrete slab is a cube that I assume is my chair. “You’re not the guy I met with before.”

Suddenly, his face crinkles as he breaks into a wide smile. “Miss Helen Gables! A pleasure to meet you. Have a seat.”

“Okay.” I sit.

“So, you’ve reconsidered joining House Endal.”

“I’m thinking about it.”

“Great! What changed your mind?”

“I don’t know that I have.”

He rubs his chin. “Mm-hmm, mm-hmm.” He stares, clearly waiting for me to continue.

“So… can you tell me what the houses even are? I’ve read stuff on the Index but it’s all pretty obtuse.”

“It would be my pleasure,” he says in an eloquent, rehearsed tone. “The Volese Assimilation has remained largely unchanged since the beginning of our awakening from stasis, in the first stage of our Grand Experiment. We live in what many consider to be a relative utopia in a fleet of what is currently 137 starships ranging from exactly 120 to 2860 kilometers in diameter.

“After rescuing several new populations, we arrived at the uncomfortable truth that not all civilizations share the same priorities as others. The Houses were founded to keep us in an equilibrium by recruiting individuals of similar values and aptitudes to champion particular interests as we progress.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” I interrupt. “What sort of priorities and interests are we talking about? Like, how to set the thermostat or where you stand on slavery or…”

“None of the Volese condone the possession of other individuals.”

“Good. Neither do I. Obviously.” Banging start, Helen.

“Many Houses provide their members with privileges that make their lives more suited to their tastes. If they so desire, they can even vie for positions where they can provide direction within the House and the Assimilation as a whole. We have many other community establishments within the Assimilation as well, but joining a House offers, by far, the most value.”

He pauses and blinks at me expectantly.

“Right,” I say. “Um, so, do you have examples of what you guys do?”

“That information will be divulged later in your initiation.”

“Alright. And are all Houses the same or do you have particular values or…”

“That information will be divulged later in your initiation.”

“Cool.”

If this is an interview, I’m nailing it.

“At this time, we are interested in you, Helen Gables.”

I stare at him. “Why?”

“As we see it, you represent our aspired future.”

“Really? Me?” That can’t be good.

He spreads his arms across the table, fingers splayed. “Tell me, what do you think of the Grand Experiment?”

“The experiment where you guys populated a bunch of planets, we messed it up, and now you’re going around saving us so we can join your spaceship fleet?”

He chuckles. “In short, yes.”

“I think the rescue could be better.”

Another wry smile. I’m so happy he finds this entertaining. “And before we arrived. Can you describe what life was like for you?”

I shrink. “People usually don’t want to hear my take on that.”

“Indulge me.”

“Okay. Well. I wasn’t happy, I guess. I tried. I really did. It just didn’t work.” I clench the sides of the chair.

“And?”

“And I don’t know. Life feels like dragging yourself across a really boring, plain field. And at the end there’s a flicker of light. And you think maybe if you make it, you’ll be okay. But when you get there, you’re just told to turn around and do it again.”

“So why continue?”

I shrug. “Sometimes the flicker of light is pretty cool.”

“Hmm. Well, needless to say, you have exemplified certain attributes we deem to be valuable to the goals of House Endal.”

“Like what? Wait, how do you know?”

“That information will be-”

“Divulged later,” I interject. “But, I got the invitation kinda early, so was it ditching a grocery store full of people or trapping myself in a Crossfit gym or…”

“I will say this. According to our data, we can see that within the first hour of your planet’s Global Initiation, the alcohol in your system increased, you nearly died, and then you joined the party of a thirteen-year-old girl.”

“And you liked that?”

He says nothing.

“That’ll be divulged later, right?” I say. Damn, this chair is uncomfortable. I try not to squirm in it. “Okay. So what do you want from me and what happens if I say no?”

“What happens if you decide not to pursue a place in House Endal is that you may, possibly, receive an invitation from another House. All Houses are allowed to make a certain number of alloted bids, and those bids may be made at any time. Though, let me be clear, the fact that we are interested will very likely make you less appealing to the other four Houses.”

“If,” he continues, “you do not join a House before joining the Assimilation, you will still lead a wonderful life, however certain advantages will not be available to you and your party. And, from what I’ve gathered, I do believe you will be interested in what House Endal has to offer.”

“What about the rest of my party?” I ask.

“Once accepted, you may extend privileges to a number of family members and other designated guests.” He folds his hands on the table. “What we require from you is that you pledge for House Endal before you continue to your next region, as we may have some tasks we’d like you to perform. In which case, you will be given access to private vendors both in the field and in Pharos, upon your return.”

“What do you mean by ‘tasks?’ Like, quests?”

“Quests that have been specialized for the region and your team, yes.”

“Do I get to tell my team about these quests? Surely they’ll notice if I’m pissing off and doing other stuff.”

“Now that we’ve had this chat, the choice to reveal your initiation into House Endal is at your discretion.”

“Oh. So I can tell them right now,” I reply. That’s a relief. Restricting information from my team did not go well the first time. “What about people outside of my party?”

“If you’d like,” he answers, his face revealing nothing. “Though you may find, upon receipt, that you’d rather keep your cards close.”

“Right.” I lean forward to rest my elbows on the table, but the distance is just shy of making that possible. “So, just so I get this straight, you’ll help me and my party survive in the games if I do special quests, and if I live, I get to be in your club. You know, when we join the Volese Assimilation. In a spaceship. I guess.”

“In essence.”

“So then, what is it that you get in exchange for all this?”

He smirks. “You.”

“Cool…” I say. That’s not an unsettling notion. He did say they were against slavery though. So that’s a plus.

“Unfortunately, that is all I can divulge at this time. If you have any other questions, you may confirm your pledge at an Index by simply replying in the affirmative and-”

“I have one before I go.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Oh?”

I take a deep breath. “One of my party members got an amulet in the last region and it cursed her.”

“Ah, is that why your mind has changed?” he smiles. “Go on.”

“It gives her a status called ‘Curse of the Celts’ and she can’t take it off. I want to know what it means and how to get rid of it, because I looked up ‘celtic curse’ on the Index and all I saw was something about erectile dysfunction.”

“Yes, well-” His mouth twists as he realizes what I said. “I can assure you it’s not that. However those are game items. Only those within the Global Initiation committee have jurisdiction over its direction. Luckily, we have House members on the committee. However, privileged discussions such as these are available to all members.”

“Right. So I have to pledge,” I answer for him. Annoyed, I lean back and nearly tumble off the seat. Goddamn, backless cube.

“As a novice member, it may be more difficult than that.” He closes his eyes for a moment. “However, if you pledge, I will bring this topic forward to the appropriate individuals.”

“Oh. Great. Thanks. So, follow-up. Last question, I promise.”

Wrinkles form around his eyes. I’d think the guy would be impatient but, if anything, he looks amused. “Go on.”

“Where does this fit into the whole Grand Experiment thing?”

“How do you mean?”

“Okay, well…” I pause, acutely aware of the precarious position I’m in. It can’t be a coincidence that this room is the most uncomfortable, nondescript, blockish room I’ve ever seen outside of a prison. And even then.

Ah well. Apparently I already made a good first impression somewhere between ditching my bunny slippers and destroying a made-up version of Ireland. Speaking my mind can’t make it worse, right?

“It’s been two weeks,” I say, “so my recollection may not be perfect, but during the orientation, it seems like the Volese kind of think of the Grand Experiment and even the Global Initiation as something noble. You know, flawed, but noble. They called all of this a rescue. And now you’re telling me about Houses and recruitment into your club and that feels, I don’t want to say less noble, but maybe a little more self-serving. And I don’t mean this to be rude. I just think, well, which is it? What’s the point?”

“To be frank, Helen Gables, I don’t believe knowing there is point would change your mind either way.” His smile widens. “It has been a pleasure to meet you. I do hope you choose to pledge with us.” He gestures toward the entrance.

“Sure. Yeah, good to meet you too,” I say as I awkwardly slide off my chair.

“And Miss Gables?”

“Hmm?”

He tucks his hands beneath the table. “I cannot recommend any particular actions until you pledge. However your party is missing a vital component. Mainly, a fourth member. And a fifth, if you’re so inclined. It may be… difficult to retain your membership should you choose to remain as you are. Do keep that in mind.”

“The future may not be as set in stone as you think.”

            






Book 2 | Chapter 3


                During the ride back to the Service District, I have exactly six minutes to contemplate what I learned in the embassy of House Endal, which I’ve chosen to sum up as somewhere between a hell ton and not a damned thing.

Outside of information about Luci’s amulet, I’m not sure what I hoped to learn. I was under the impression that I’d likely meet someone nefarious, and ultimately I would leave the meeting fuming. Instead, I’m not charmed, per se, but I’m also not mad, and that makes me mad all by itself.

I’m not someone who angers easily. Maybe I used to be, but after Ethan, I guess I’ve just been resigned to whatever fate throws at me. The thing is, I want to be angry. What happened to Luci, what she did… They have no right. She doesn’t deserve that.

But who am I supposed to blame? Yeah, I could say myself. I could definitely say fucking Dave. But we didn’t create the game. That would be the designers. Of course, the Volese who designed the game were essentially just a team of software guys, so they were probably just engineering the mechanics according to the demands of some people higher up the chain. So let’s say the Volese administrators.

But, as they’ve said, the Volese allegedly had to make concessions based on their negotiations with the Aethes of Earth, so I could say the planet is to blame. However the Aethes was apparently only fighting back against industrialism and climate change and whatever, so then I’d have to figure out who to blame for that, and in the end, it wasn’t Taylor Swift’s love of private jets that demanded we fight to the death over who gets to kill some ex-girlfriend’s five-headed ghost.

So who’s to blame? Where do I find the tyrannical head honcho twirling their mustache behind a desk, insisting that we suffer? Where’s the snake-eyed dude that smells like blood and roses? Where’s the ruthless capitalist and his evil avatar? Who do I gotta kill to make myself a damned hero here?

Because honestly, I’m getting the picture that if I want to save Luci, I need to join a yacht club, and that is not something that makes any goddamn sense. The world has ended. I should be killing stuff.

Next Station: Adventurer’s District 2

Two more minutes.

Here’s what I really want to know: if I join a House, am I becoming part of the problem? And if I become part of the problem, does that make it easier to solve?

Or is it that mentality what made the world shatter in the first place?

And how the hell are we supposed to find a fourth person? 

Should we?

Next Station: Service District 1

Ugh. I probably need to talk to Ron and Luci about it, sooner than later. But right now, I need to stab something.

With a sense of desperate enthusiasm, I launch up the stairs and head on to my destination. 

While the other half of Service District is dedicated to medical needs in weird blobby facilities, this half of the island has exactly one feature, and that is a similarly blobby training center. I understand that I keep using the word “blobby” but it’s simply the best way to put it. Spherical or bubbly suggests some kind of congruence, whereas Handorian architecture is strictly formless. Just globular heaps of amorphous polycarbonate spotted with windows, seemingly inserted at random.

This particular heap is as big as a football stadium and quite obviously the most popular place for the nearly three million participants situated in Pharos, if we’re not counting the kids. A small portion of the facility is dedicated to standard gyms with average equipment like weights and treadmills, albeit slightly more advanced. For instance, the weights have adjustable resistances and the treadmills are less like stocky conveyor belts and more like glass closets that simulate whatever environment you damn well please. 

Most of the building, however, houses karaoke-style rooms that you can rent out and personalize with all the crazy shit you’d expect of an advanced society: adjustable gravity levels, AI coaching, environmental control, simulated sparring opponents, and so on.

Interestingly (or horrifyingly - I haven’t decided), most of the work when it comes to the simulations can be attributed to the nanites they stuffed into us. So, in effect, the room will present us with a 3-D animation of an enemy, and our own bodies will make us feel the impact of the fight. As Luci succinctly put it: creepy!

When we first got back from Ireland, there weren’t too many trainees. Apparently, we took less time in our region than most. Now, a week later, the training center overflows with participants.

As I head inside, I weave through dozens of parties coming in and out of the center. It’s strange to see; it isn’t like any other fitness center where most visitors are fit and disciplined, duffel bags over their shoulders, condensation dripping from their thermoses. No, everyone here is… well, everyone. There’s no discernable demographic. Everyone is represented, no matter their age, stature, ethnicity, or personality type. 

Disability types though, not so much. Anyone with an issue that didn’t heal naturally by the system’s regeneration likely spent whatever gips they earned in the ‘tutorial’ to get those fixed. I can’t count how many prosthetics I’ve seen.

And then there’s all the weaponry. It’s not every day you spot a dude going to the gym with a war hammer.

Given what we’ve all been through, most people keep to themselves. Sadly, the facility is too big and individualized to really germinate a gym buddy.

A pair of doors melt apart, and I arrive in a large dome lined with glass pods. After four days of this, what started out as novel as already become rote. I plop myself down in a pod, announce the number of the unit we’ve been renting out, and cross my fingers that Ron and Luci haven’t changed rooms. The pod seals shut, and I’m whisked off through a shaft. A few seconds later, the pod drops me into a bright corridor. The wall congeals behind me.

Across the way, beside a circular door, a screen reads “Luciana Martez, Ron Cook.”

Beneath their names, I tap “Join.” It takes a moment as it confirms with my party that it’s alright. Then the door slides open.

The hard floor disintegrates beneath my feet as the chilly, plain room transforms into the grassy coastline of the Mediterranean Sea. The air is hot and dry with the smell of briny waters and fish on the breeze.

Across the room, Ron dances around an ogre, head down, as he bumbles along the animated lines at his feet. Nearby, Luci stabs a rubber knife into a squat goblin, then retreats as she summons her bow in one fluid motion. 

“Whoa, Luce!” I shout.

She startles, the bow nearly slipping from her fingers. Then, when she realizes it’s me, she gives a wave and bounds over. The goblin disappears behind her.

“You saw that?”

“I did. Since when have you been trying melee?”

“Uh, I didn’t check the time.”

“Oh, so just now, essentially.”

“Yeah, I mean. It’s okay, right? You guys always have to save me when someone got up close. Like, I can retreat, but only in a straight line. I know it doesn’t go with my class, but the game designer guy said we can mix and match weapons. I think… I just think we need to be stretching the boundaries a little. So, you know.”

“Sure. Well, it looks good.”

“Thanks! It feels so right. Like that goblin just appeared right in front of me, and I triggered the bow, stabbed him, swooshed back, and then the bow was in my hand just like that!”

“That’s really nice, Luce. What’s your melee handling at?”

“Only two. But I’m about to get 10 on long range, so I’m gonna go back to that to get the advanced stuff.”

“Good plan.”

As it turns out, when you hit a skill level of 10, ignoring skill proficiencies or anything you add from equipment, then the skill won’t improve beyond that number until you train with an ‘expert,’ which can either be an AI within the training facility or a vendor that can be found in a region. At that point, the skill turns into an advanced version of itself, like Advanced Acrobatics” or “Advanced Cooking,” and the skill number restarts at 1. Afterward, advanced techniques will simply come naturally to you, just like they did with the basics.

Thus far, I’ve only earned 10 in two individual skills, the first being alcohol tolerance. I have not taken the time to upgrade it, though I hear I’d be able to insta-sober myself. And while that seems appealing, it also seems like a recipe for disaster. I can absolutely see myself deciding it’s a-okay to get drunk mid-quest ‘cause I can always sober up with magic, and then neglecting to do it because I’m too drunk to think I need it. No, thank you. Best way to avoid temptation is to keep it out of the house.

The second is Melee Weapon Handling. I hit 10 two days ago, and since then, I’ve manage to bump that up to Advanced with some AI coaching. Oh, and seeing that message pop up? Chef’s kiss.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Melee Weapon Handling is now Advanced!

Advanced Melee Weapon Handling 1

If I could print it out and get it framed, I would. 

Anyway, since it’s a lot easier to practice with the coaching, the AI lessons continue.

“Helen?” Luci swallows, picking nervously at the edges of her rubber dagger.

“Yeah, Luce, what is it?”

“I’m serious about the boundary stretching stuff.”

“What, being more versatile in combat?”

“That, sure, but also… I’ve just… I’ve been thinking. Last time, it felt like we went down this super strict path. Like, we just went along with everything. And if we hadn’t just done what Éogan said or what Lord Cathal said or what Laserian said… or what Dave said…”

“Luci. This shit is scripted. It’s written that way. There’s only so much wiggle room.”

“How do you know that? I mean, we looted a whole town. Was that scripted?”

“That worked because the dungeon completed with the villagers revolting against Cathal. Remember, Melinda’s team tried to screw with the town earlier, and they ended up in prison.”

“But if they’d done it different then they could’ve also, like, burned down the whole place and gotten a heck ton of XP without any quest at all.”

“I’m really not following.”

She rolls her eyes. “Okay, look at it like this. Little Red Riding Hood. Her mom tells her to deliver cookies for 10 XP. Some wolf comes along, and Red just like, keeps doing the cookie quest and almost dies. But what if she just ignored the quest and murdered the wolf? Or like, talked him out of it? Why follow the quest according to the rules when the quest gets you killed?”

“Luce. Things didn’t go right because we didn’t think other players would, you know, do what they did. It had nothing to do with how we played the game.”

“You’re not getting it.” She sighs and looks away. “Whatever. Forget it. You get your thing with your friend all done?”

Behind her, Ron whiffs an evasion and swears.

“Actually, I need to talk to you about that,” I answer.

“About your friend?” she asks skeptically.

“Kind of.”

“Because before you said you didn’t have any friends.”

Ouch. “Hey, I still have people I want to know are doing alright.”

“Uh-huh. So?”

“I’ll tell you about it after training. How do you feel about the region?”

She eyes me, recognizing the change of subject, but then ignores it. “I like it. Like, it gets all hot and ick if we set it to July but at least it’s not super humid. Me and Ron need to get hoodies or whatevs in case we end up there in winter. Oh, and fighting on sand totally blows.”

“Nice. Well, the Index claims about fifty spots went down since the regions opened and almost all of them are in beginner areas. If we leave the day after tomorrow, I don’t foresee any issues.”

“I’m still super hyped on Dubrovnik.”

“No.”

“It’s King’s Landing!”

“First, you’re way too young to have seen that,” I say. Luci sticks out her tongue. “And second, that absolutely means there will be dragons.”

“Psh. We could take ‘em.”

“Back to training.”

“Psh!” Luci stomps across the room and scoops up her rubber knife. Then she turns back and wags her finger at me. “Psh!”

Ron whirls around. “Aw, what’d I do?”

“Not you, Ron.” She elbows him playfully. Then she rolls her shoulders as another goblin appears in her path.

Alright. My turn.

With a thought, I open my start menu.

Menu

[Status]

[Equipment]

[Inventory]

[Quest Log]

[Map]

[Settings]

At the bottom sits a new option. 

*[Training]*

With a few mental maneuvers, I set my agenda: (1) Standard Simulated Humanoid Enemy - Shuffled, On Command; (1) AI Coach - Goal: Impact Training/Test Cutting. It’s 150g per room rental and another 25g per user. We’ve been taking turns with the rentals, so there’s not much to dish out today.

Inventory item removed: 25g

Wallet: 4739g

A cabinet pops up from the floor. I pick out a pair of smart weapons, setting one to the weight and length of my poison dagger and the other to the measurements of a standard arming sword. To the rest of the world, they look like rubber. To me, they feel like steel.

There’s a dick joke somewhere in there.

As the cabinet descends back into the floor, a kobold materializes. It’s three feet tall, with reptilian scales, tufts of fur in its ears and armpits, and a doggish snout. I think kobolds began as a piece of German folklore, some kind of mischievous sprite, but they’re better known as a typical low-level RPG monster. The fault of Dungeons & Dragons, I assume.

Even though it’s a hologram, I feel a bit bad telling it to stay still as I stab it. However, I command it to stay still as I stab it. I could use a tire or a dummy or something equivalent for this type of training, but it’s easier to feel the impact of each move if the monster recoils, especially if the dagger gets stuck or slips in its blood or… you know, I’m really not making myself sound like the good guy here.

A soothing yet firm voice reverberates in my head.

Hello, Helen. We begin with Dagger Drill Variation #1. You may skip forward at any time. Begin in an angled stance. The first strike is a forehand cut to the eyes, quickly followed by a backhand cut. We then proceed with a forehand strike across the neck, followed by a backhand strike, with a descending centerline attack from-

“Pause and observe,” I state. Then I drop the arming sword to the floor and launch into the drill. Nine attacks flow from one to another, slowly at first, then quickly evolving into a blur of motion.

When the kobold falls on his ass by strike number three, I pull back my attacks until I can successfully volley him through the entire drill. The AI gives me a few pointers, mostly barking about my lack of follow-through. Then I shuffle to the next enemy.

After a few more attempts, the AI cuts in.

Your technical transitions have improved. You may wish to alternate your forehand attacks, aiming in particular between the ribs or up toward the brachial artery.

Skill Proficiency Increased:

Advanced Melee Weapon Handling 2

Hell, yes.

I only started these exercises a few days ago, and immediately I felt like a moron for ever believing I knew what I was doing. In Ireland, I had roughly three moves: stab repetitively, a reverse grip slash and stab, and if I was feelin’ real fancy, I might anchor my scian in a weak spot before pulling that first move. I have since learned that none of those are really moves.

I also believed that my main issue was that I wasn’t incorporating acrobatics into the routine. Again, I have since learned that I should at least learn how to use my feet on the ground before attempting to maneuver above it. Saying that, I promise to eventually learn to incorporate whatever acrobatics are appropriate. And I’m not talking about backflips here. I know those are impractical. Rolls, definitely. Backflips, no. Maybe. No. But also maybe.

The good news is that we live in a world of nanite-enhanced attributes and abilities, so I’ve managed to blow through months of training in a few days. By now, I feel like I could do these attacks in my sleep. Plus, while I can’t make my stat numbers go up while in Pharos, I’ve managed to improve four of my most important combat skills:

Acrobatics 5 (+12 Coordination)

Advanced Melee Weapon Handling 2

Silent Step 8 (+12 Coordination)

The skill I want to improve next is Silent Step, just so I can get to 10. It’s possible there’s an expert instructor in the next region that could bump me up to advanced, but I’d rather have that secured prior to portaling off to the unknown.

After the warm-up, I practice a few different methods for switching my dagger between my right and left hand, then run the drill with my left, before finally grabbing my arming sword. I crack my knuckles against my thigh and set my feet apart.

“Alright, let’s do dual weapons. Basic drills. Highlight target areas.”

Confirmed. Targets highlighted. We begin with Drill #1. You may skip forward at any time. The first strike is a backhand diagonal thrust with your sword arm, followed by a highline thrust with your dagger.

Before I begin, I glance at Ron as he shuffles around some type of tree monster, ducking beneath a flailing branch before tackling the trunk. I’m not sure if that was part of the drill, but it does the job. Nearby, Luci slashes apart a goblin. She pauses the routine, tightens her braid, and quickly launches back into the dance.

Given that she only started training with a dagger yesterday, she’s not bad. Not at all. She glides from one move to the next, balletic from head to toe. She’s right: some melee skills will be useful in case we’re caught in close quarters. Plus, it’ll be nice for her to not have to rely solely on others to get monsters off her back. Her new slash-and-retreat is clutch.

It’s exciting to watch. As one goblin falls, another appears. She thrusts the dagger into his sternum, then slashes across his neck. 

Whoa. I didn’t realize she knew how to connect angles already. 

The monster dissipates. A third takes its place.

Luci barely even blinks. Pivoting around it, she jabs her elbow into its nose, whips around, and tears her blade across its back. Before it can react, her boot smashes into its shin. The goblin buckles to the floor.

Dave’s bow materializes in her hand. A curved arm reaches back and pinches an arrow from her quiver. Keeping the goblin pinned with one foot, she pulls back the bowstring and releases a triple shot into its head.

A smile flickers on her lips. “Gotcha.”
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                After two hours of individual training, we duck down to the cafeteria for a quick break. Previous to the Earth shattering, there’s no way in hell that I would have ever been able to work out for more than two hours, and I most certainly wouldn’t have gobbled up a full lunch and then jumped back into it without feeling like I’d made a gastrointestinal mistake.

That’s the weird thing about this whole ordeal. It’s awful in countless ways. Well, for me, it’s probably a net gain, but for most people, they lost their loved ones, their livelihoods, their freedom, their cultures, their plans for the future. Not to mention the constant dance with death we’re forced to perform.

But then, on the other side of that, we’ve got sweet abilities as well as rapid regeneration, both of which make living minute-to-minute an absolute pleasure.

Sure, after two hours of exercise, I feel a tiny bit sore. The skin on my palms is a little raw. My feet kinda hurt. It feels like I did a really hard workout yesterday. And if I stopped now, within an hour or so, I would feel back to normal. No, not even back to normal. I’d feel better than I ever have. No random aches. No, hey where’d I get that bruise. Dammit, I can even pull a hangnail with reckless abandon and my finger doesn’t have time anymore to exact its infectious revenge. It’s just healed.

Not to mention I had eye surgery and hand surgery six days ago, and it’s only when I look at them that I think about it. Speaking of surgery, I asked whether I could get my serotonin receptors fixed. Sadly, I was told that unless I had a tumor, brain surgery was off the table. I’m not sure I would have gone for it anyhow. I’m already off of my meds, and altering my brain chemistry any further seems like a bad idea at the moment. Ah well. A little more than fleeting happiness would’ve been nice.

Anyhow, back to training. After lunch, we head right back to the room for our daily team drills which, to put it in diplomatic terms, have been a little stressful.

We snag our practice weapons from the cabinet and get into position: Ron up front with a mace, Luci in back with her bow and arrows, and me somewhat in between and off-center with a dagger and sword. Once in formation, we command the simulation to spawn a monster.

Beneath a cerulean Mediterranean sky, a twelve-foot-tall cyclops appears. Decked in shitty steel armor and wielding a spiked club, the one-eyed giant bellows, then ducks its head and bulls forward.

If we can’t scout out the enemy ahead of time, the first thing we’ve decided to do is evade and assess, when possible.

To conserve stamina, Luci has made great strides in evading enemies without the use of her retreat ability. Of course, when she has to move inhumanely fast, she’s learned to angle herself so she can retreat in a direction that isn’t just straight back, since that’s really only helpful against a melee attack. As for me, I’m trying to only use my shadowstep as an offensive move rather than relying on it as a dodge, both to conserve stamina and make my moves a little less predictable.

“One eye! No depth perception!” Luci shouts as she dodges to the right.

“Giant! Slow reaction time! Ron?” I ask, side-stepping the charge.

“Ah!”

The giant tramples Ron.

In addition to formations and assessment, we’ve also been practicing team roles and turn order. For enemies that we’ve classified as giant, Ron battles the beast head-on, I dodge around back and try to take out the legs or paralyze its arms if I can reach, and Luci tries to nail the thing in the eyes, ears, and just the head in general. She’s also responsible for calling out additional enemies. 

For smaller enemies, we’ve created a rhythm for taking turns - usually Ron as a constant with Luci and me alternating -, while multiple enemies require something a little more intricate.

Behind the cyclops, Ron hobbles to his feet, his joints audibly crackling. The floor rattles as the monster stomps toward Luci. It hunches and swings its bludgeon low.

Luci zips backwards, loosing an arrow into its eye.

Roaring in frustration, the cyclops arches its back and yanks the arrow out. It wails as it blindly traipses forward. Ron jogs alongside it, hopping a little, like he’s trying to get in front.

Just hit it Ron.

Chunks of grass fly as the monster clobbers the earth with its club. In anger, it rolls up a hunk of rock in its fist and hurls it in Luci’s direction. Since it can no longer see well, its aim sucks, but Luci still has to leap sideways as she’s pelted by a shower of dirt. She shoots Ron a glare.

“Ron, aggro!” I shout.

“But I’m behind it!”

“Hit it and it’ll turn around!”

“If you say so!” He slams the mace into its thigh.

With another deep-throated roar, the giant stops in its tracks to rub its leg, nearly swatting Ron as it does. Realizing there must be another enemy, it bumbles around in a circle until it’s facing our tank. Ron gives it another whack.

Finally, its back is exposed. My turn. I dart forward, slide beneath its club, and spin on my heels before slicing my sword down its shin and through the buckle of its greave. The chunk of armor slides off with a satisfying clank. Following the momentum, I thrust my dagger into its other leg and slash upwards. The second greave falls.

From the front, Ron pummels its bare shins as I cut the fastens from its thighs. Both cuisses drop to the ground. With its legs unarmored and its focus locked on Ron, I carve both blades into the back of its knees, one edge followed by the other until the giant crumples.

“Luci!” I call.

“What?”

“Keep shooting!”

“Why? It’s only got one eye.”

“It still has a head!”

“Well, Ron’s in the way.”

He wasn’t two seconds ago.

Deep breath. We’re just practicing.

Blood sprays. Ron smashes his weapon into the giant’s face - with excellent follow-through too. Since this is just practice, I take a running leap onto the monster’s back and execute one thrust-and-slash after another into the gap between its cuirass and helmet.

After a moment, the giant stabilizes. I jump and roll to the ground. It raises its club.

Okay, you can dodge this, Ron.

The monstrous bludgeon blurs, quickly transforming Ron into a six-foot pinwheel as he sails through the air. A slow, deep ‘heh heh heh’ bellows from the giant.

I sigh. “Pause.”

The entire simulation freezes. Even the wind and grass goes still.

Luci slouches. “Why’d you pause? We had that.”

No, I had that, my mind screams.

“Okay, you’re, like, clearly thinking shit you’re not saying,” Luci scoffs. “And if you say language at me, I’m quitting.”

Clutching his side, Ron waddles over. “What’s happenin’? Did we win?”

“It’s fine,” I say, steadying my breath. “I just feel like maybe we’re not playing according to our roles the way that we agreed earlier.”

“Well, I don’t feel that way,” Luci replies. “I blinded him in one try. That’s the main goal, right?”

“Right, but-”

“I looked for an opening after that and didn’t get any. You can’t get all mad that I didn’t shoot one of you. Like, my abuela always honked at people for not running a red light when they totally would’ve run someone over if they did. And, you know, that’s not helping.”

“Are you calling me old?”

She shrugs.

“Fine,” I sigh. “I’m sorry for yelling at you. Ron?”

He grins. “What’s up.”

“You kept trying to get in front of the cyclops.”

“Yeah-huh.”

“A monster like that is too big. Just hit it. It’ll turn around.”

“Uh, yeah, dude, but I’m supposed to be in front.”

“And it becomes the front when it turns.”

His eyes narrow in thought. “I see how that’s possible, but you didn’t say that.”

“Do I need to have said that?”

“Well I can’t read your mind, man! Maybe in a couple levels. That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” He laughs and reaches for a high-five.

Steeeeadddy breaths.

“Alright, let’s run it again. Ron, if you’re easily able, stay in front of the enemy. If not, please hit it until it focuses on you. Scream and taunt it if you have to. Whatever draws its attention. Luci and I will focus on damage. And for attacks that mess up your position, try to dodge or use your inescapable stance.”

Luci winces.

“Uh, my heavy stance?” corrects Ron.

“Right.” Shit. The other ability was Elias’. “Heavy stance. It limits damage and makes you immune to knockback. So long as your health and stamina aren’t way down already, it’s a great ability.”

“Right-o!” With a happy twirl of his mace, he jogs back into formation.

“Hold up, gotta get my arrows,” says Luci.

We wait for her as she sashays from arrow to arrow, plucking them from the simulated grass with staggered dancer’s fingers. God, I wish I looked that graceful just picking shit up. She spins and kicks up another into her hand. Damn.

When she’s done, she prances into position. Then, with her lips curled together, she sighs. She catches my eye and gives me a thumbs up.

“Alright. Restart,” I announce.

The cyclops rematerializes across the room. With a roar, it charges forward.

Thankfully, we do a little better the second time.

The afternoon continues, one mythic beast or cryptid piling onto the next: a pair of yetis, some witches, an overly haughty herd of centaurs, a triggering banshee that we immediately skip, a creepy emaciated reindeer, and a bizarre collection of egyptian cats.

Three hours later, our final foe of the day appears. From the clear, cerulean sky emerges a flock of Level 15 harpies. 

It starts well. Ron jumps up and down for their attention, strumming his harp to negate their siren songs, as Luci snipes them from the sky. When the monsters get too close to her, I activate my shadowstep and twirl mid-air, slicing their wings so that they drop, hobbled, to the ground. 

After about five of the beasts, our typical strategy against flyers begins to falter. These aren’t winged piranhas or cave bats. They’re three feet of stringy muscle and screeching chaos. They don’t go down easy.

I strike one with my poison blade and try to punt it over to Ron as another dives toward Luci. Amidst a cloud of feathers, Ron waddles over and tries to aggro it with a kick, but the birdy bitch seems to like my smell. It won’t let up.

Meanwhile, Luci loads several arrows into the harpy descending toward her. With a swift pivot, she dodges its talons. It’s the perfect time for her to pull out her retreat ability and shoot it from afar.

She goes for a different method.

With an overhand strike, she hammers her bow into its spine, driving the harpy into the ground. The bow drops as a dagger appears in her hand. Grunting, she rakes the blade through its wings. Feathers pasted in blood stick to her arms as she tears its wings to shreds.

Another wave of harpies appear. Three of them.

“Incoming!” shouts Ron.

Dammit. I finish up with the hanger-on.

“Luce! Above!” I call. “Luci!”

No response. In a Hail Mary, I pitch my dagger into the chest of a swooping harpy, then shadowstep behind another and latch onto its back.

Before I even get a hit in, the first harpy barrels into me. Air rushes past before the ground hits. Thud. My ribs scream, my abdomen spasms. I can’t catch my breath. Then, my legs turn to fire as countless claws dig into my flesh.

“P…pause,” I whimper. “Pause.”

Just like that, the agony subsides. Only the ghost of the pain remains. Grimacing, I climb to my feet and dust myself off. The harpies hang in suspension around me.

Dammit. I glance at Luci, her figure bathed in pixels of blood.

“Let’s call it, yeah?” I suggest.

“Right on,” says Ron. He shakes himself off like a dog.

Luci taps a pointed toe behind her as she looks at the massacred harpy below. “Okay.”

Your session has ended. To rent this room again, please exit and follow the instructions on the screen. Thank you for visiting The Ability’s Edge - The Maderund Vigor Training Center. Goodbye.

The cabinet pops up, the door opens, and an ominous countdown to GTFO begins.

“We got it, we got it,” Luci barks at the timer. 

Upturning her quiver, she shakes out her practice arrows into a compartment. Ron and I reset our weapons to the state of suggestive rubbery batons before jamming them into their slots. With seconds to spare, I grab a quick sip of water from the fountain, then dash out of the room.

The door slides shut. In the hallway, opposite the room, a portion of wall melts away to reveal a glass pod. We squish inside before we’re spirited away to the lobby. During the ride, no one speaks. I wipe the sweat from my forehead and lean back.

As we exit the training center, I fully expect the night sky to greet us. Instead, it’s a normal alien hue of pink. The weird time limbo here still trips me up.

“Alright. Who’s ready for dinner?” I say, less abundantly enthusiastic than before. To be honest, I don’t want to eat out and socialize. Rather I have a strong urge to microwave a Hotpocket and eat on the floor in a pile of crumb-laden pillows and empty bottles with a bad reality show blaring above me - a specific scenario illustrated only for hypothetical purposes.

Ron hoots. “What’s up? Supper s’up!”

“I guess I’m hungry,” answers Luci, hiking her bow up her shoulder.

“Yo, can we go to the Adventurer’s? I hear there’s a Mexican place with killer sush’.”

“Mexican… sushi?” I repeat hesitantly. Beside me, Luci stifles a laugh.

“Yeah, man.”

“Um. Alright. Let’s do it.” I’ve learned it’s better not to ask. “I’ll tell you all about my secret meeting too.”

Luci stares, her eyes glinting green. “Secret meeting?” 

“Right on! Follow me, boss!” Ron shouts as he excitedly bounds off.

“I’m not your boss!” I shout after him. Then I sigh. “He’s going the wrong way.”
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                That night, as we camp out in a Day of the Dead/Dojo themed restaurant, chowing down on several ungodly rolls of burrito-sushi, I relay the details of my meeting with the representative of House Endal. I, um, leave the portion about the amulet out of it. I know, I know, I said keeping secrets was a bad idea, and it is, but in case nothing can be done, I don’t want Luci thinking I’d rather she be any different than she is. Of course, any pertinent information that arises, I will tell her about immediately.

“So what do you guys think?” I ask.

The low Japanese-style table is a mess of scattered plates, nacho bowls, napkins, and empty glasses. I’ve gone from sitting cross-legged on my pillow like a proper person to slumping in a comfy self-made bundle, my chin resting on the table as I slurp on my third margarita.

“Tacooooos!” Ron replies, waving a souvenir sombrero. Beneath the dull murmur of the restaurant’s clientele, a twangy Japanese lute plays a somber version of La Cucaracha.

“Okay, buddy. Luci?”

She rolls her eyes. “Hard pass.”

“What, really?”

“It’s just another group of people telling us what to do. We have enough of those.”

“I guess…” My head plunks on the table. “I don’t know what to do.”

Ron picks the cocktail umbrella from his frozen rainbow margarita, then taps it against his chin pensively. “I joined the Free Masons.”

My head shoots up. “You what?”

“Yeah! Robes, blindfolds, the whole works.”

“What’s the Free Masons?” asks Luci.

“It’s a fraternity,” I answer. “Really old. Middle Ages old. Honestly, I really only know about it because of that one movie.”

“That’s why I joined, man!” exclaims Ron. “Got invited by a couple dudes from work. I thought I’d get into some real Danny Brown stuff.”

“And?”

“Meh.” He sticks the toothpick end of the umbrella in his mouth. “There were some cool folks. There were shills. There were peeps that had their hand up the government’s asses, and a bunch of bros from a dock union who were nice as all get-out. But, Helen, bro, it was boring A.F. Dumped it after a few degrees. I mean, I tried, dude. But it was too on the line. None of the cerebral stuff, you know? Joined a frat too ‘fore I dropped out of college. Oh, and a secret tree house club when I was real little. Like 17.”

Luci’s nose scrunches. “You dropped out of college?”

“Thing is, man, not a one of those had just good or just bad. And no one batted an eye when I ditched. They don’t want folks who don’t fit,” he says, dumping the chewed umbrella back into his drink. “I think, in the ultimo, you just get what you put in.”

“Hmm.” I ping the bottom of my glass. “I suppose that makes sense. Somehow.”

“No, it doesn’t,” snaps Luci. “You can leave your weird cult thing and your frat and whatever. I don’t think these Volese guys will just let you go.”

“It’s a risk. But if it means getting you through this…”

“Getting us through this. Us.”

Sighing, I pull a nacho bowl over and dig for crumbs. “There was one more thing the House Endal guy mentioned. He thinks we…” I glance cautiously at Luci. “He thinks we need a fourth person.”

“Are you serious?”

“It was just what he said,” I add quickly. “What he implied. Heavily.”

“Why would we need some rando? We’re awesome.” She looks at Ron for support.

Ron pretends to guzzle down his drink. The fact that it’s empty inside makes it slightly less effective.

“Yeah, no, I know we’re doing good,” I say, “but we are missing a few roles. None of us have attacks that can hit multiple enemies at once. We can’t knockback, restrain, root, push, pull, freeze, or slow. We need crowd control. Or maybe buffing-”

“You’re doing that thing again,” Luci says.

“Oh. Crowd control lets us manipulate the enemy’s position. Buffing means giving ourselves temporary perks, like better health regeneration or magic resistance, and so on. You know, we don’t have a support class.”

“So? We can just get those abilities with weapons and armor, can’t we?” Luci says.

“Maybe. Though the classes-”

“Super. We’ll just shop for that stuff then. Let’s do it tomorrow.” She tosses a pillow off her lap and hops to her feet. “I need to pee.”

Once she’s gone, Ron sets down his drink and shakes his head at me. “Replacin’ our Tío. For shame.”

“Really? Yesterday, you said we needed a lightning mage.”

“Nah, I said wind mage. A dude who can fly.”

“So you do want a fourth person.”

“Oh, totes, if he’s a wind mage, yeah.” Then he shakes his head at me again. “For shame.”

“Very helpful as always, Ron.” I nibble the salt on my margarita. It’s gross.

In the hotel, I go to bed with my head full of thoughts that whiz by like derailed trains. Sleep doesn’t come easily.

Since I only just spoke to the House Endal rep, I haven’t had all that much time to think through what it would mean to add another couple members to our party. I figured the idea of pledging myself to an enigmatic organization would be the controversial part, not the suggestion of a fourth person. However, it makes sense that Luci wouldn’t be keen. Not so soon after losing Elias. But it’s not terribly ideal to go into the next region with three-fifths of a team either.

On the other hand, I’m sure people are out there doing just fine by soloing it. That was my plan before I met Luci. Though, to be fair, without a party, I’d probably be dead.

And even if we all agreed to add another party member, there’s no system for acquiring someone. There’s just walking up to a person and asking them. Pretending I have the social skills to pull that one off, I’d have to find a single survivor with the skills we need, the ability to work as a team, and a temperament that doesn’t make me want to punt them off the side of whatever floating rock we find ourselves on.

In the end, we’re better off with a team of three that we trust than with a talented fourth member that might get us killed. Right?

At the same time, I don’t think House Endal would have suggested it if they didn’t think it would help me survive. Yet again, they weren’t there when another group of humans nearly obliterated us. Trusting a stranger to have our backs is a big ask.

When I wake up the next morning, I’m groggy and anxious. I bumble down the stairs, arms out like a zombie as I search out a cup of coffee. The Hotel Universal’s included continental breakfast doesn’t include much else: a chewy muffin, a boiled egg, and a questionable banana. All very suspect but great for the ‘I don’t care, just fill my belly’ crowd.

Once everyone arrives and has eaten, we launch into our adventure for the day: shopping. First on our list of stops is The Armory. It’s the first store I visited last time, a standard sports equipment warehouse with high ceilings, exposed rafters, and several shelves, racks, and piles of gear.

A buff saleswoman waves us down as we enter. “Oh ho, I remember you!” She smiles at Luci in particular. “Do I spot a trio of veteran participants? Tell me, what are you lookin’ for? Can’t be a bow. That looks like a House special.”

Luci grins mischievously. “It’s a Rare Savage Three-Shot Bow. I killed three people for it.”

“Oh!” The woman’s smile solidifies like plaster. “Well. Do have a look at the rest of our wares.”

She quickly vanishes into a back room.

Luci snickers as she glances up at us. “Oh, psh, don’t look at me like that. That was funny.”

“More of your bound breaking strategy?” I laugh.

“Yeah maybe.”

“Well, I need help picking out a- Wait, shit, we need to sell things first.”

“Uh.” Luci looks at the counter. “She’s way gone.”

“Then we look first. I need a new sword. And Ron needs… what’d you decide on?”

“The bashin’ stick from yesterday. Not the hammer. The, uh, one of those clubbin’ things with the thing on the end.”

“A mace?”

“Hell yeah, a mace!”

“Cool. Look for something with stun or knockback then. I’m going to try to find something that can restrain. Freezing, entangling, and so on. Luce, help me look?”

We spread out and hunt down the aisles in search of the good stuff. After twenty minutes, Luci and I find three weapons for me that might do the trick: all lightweight one-handed arming swords with bleeding slash and strengthened riposte as well as their own unique abilities.

Uncommon Xiphos of the Cryomancer

Coordination Requirement: 15

Wits Requirement: 10

Level 15 Ability(s):

- Freezing Wave: Fires a short-range conal ice attack that temporarily freezes impacted enemies of lesser Wits. Briefly slows enemies of higher Wit. Range: 1.5m. Cooldown is 1 minute.



Uncommon Knightly Sword of Sloth

Coordination Requirement: 20

Strength Requirement: 5

Level 15 Ability(s):

- Slowing Attack (passive): Every attack has a 25% chance to temporarily slow enemies.



Uncommon Fearful Kampilan Bolo

Coordination Requirement: 20

Wits Requirement: 10

Level 15 Ability(s):

- Attack of Surrounding Fear (passive): Every 10 seconds, attacks cause nearby foes of Lesser Wits to cower in fear until they are damaged. 50% chance to briefly slow enemies of Higher Wits.

Metal sings as Luci flicks a wide, shiny sword. “Oooo, I like this one.”

“Yeah, the Xiphos is cool.”

She pouts. “That means you’re not getting it.”

“Well, hold on.”

“I know your faces. That’s a ‘no’ face.”

“I’m just looking at the higher wits option. The Xiphos will slow opponents every minute, but the Kampilan has a good chance of doing it every twenty seconds.”

“Only if there’s another monster.”

“True… Let me check on something.” I spot the saleswoman lurking conspicuously toward the back of the store. When she glances our way, I wave her down.

With wide eyes and a strained smile, she hurries over. “Hi, again there. Y’all have questions?”

“Yeah, the ‘freeze’ status. Does that just cause the enemy to stay in place or do they temporarily turn to ice? As in, if I freeze someone, can my friend over there use his mace to shatter them?”

“Shatter?” Her eyes widen even more. “You mean, into little bits?”

“Ideally.”

“Lordy. No, I don’t think there’s a power that does anythin’ quite like that.”

“Damn. That would’ve been handy. Thanks anyway.”

The woman scatters.

“I don’t think she gets this game,” Luci remarks. “Okay, if not the ice one, then I bet you’re going for…” Her fingers dance across the blades. Hissing, she yanks back her hand. “Ow!”

“Are you okay? Did you cut yourself?”

“No, I like, shocked it or something,” she says, nursing the tip of her finger. “Whatever. It’s dumb rusty iron. I bet you want this one.”

She juts her chin at the third option, the kampilan bolo. It’s a flat one-sided blade, similar to a machete, with an ergonomic wooden grip and a short guard. In total, it’s about 20 inches long. I pick it up. It’s a good weight. Raw, powerful steel. And I like the idea of a passive ability. It’s hard enough to keep all the tools at my disposal running in my head at once. A weapon that strikes literal, visceral fear into my enemies without me even trying sounds rather tantalizing.

Luci grins at me. “Yeah, I see you, lady. That’s the look of a happy Helen.”

“It’s 2000 gips.”

“Psh. Get it! I mean, what else do you need to buy anyways?”

“Pants. Probably a better breastplate too. And a few spare daggers. Need to keep the poison one for, you know, poison-y situations.”

“Whatevs. You got plenty then.”

“Hmm. Let’s see how the big guy’s doing.” I glance around. “Ron?”

Taking the sword with me, I weave through the warehouse until I find our tank punching and spinning a mace in each hand. A pair of customers contemplate how to navigate around him before giving up on the aisle entirely.

“Hey, any luck?” I ask.

“Wa-cha!” He jabs a bludgeon in my direction, then hands it to me. “Check this one out!”

It’s a hefty shaft of glittering gold, with a head ornamented in gaudy engravings. It looks very much like one you would find in the hands of the Pope.

“Rare Divine Mace of the Heralds? Ron, you don’t have this much money. And you don’t have the wits requirement either.”

“Oh, du-doy, I meant this one,” he says, offering the other.

The second option is equally weighty: a hollow steel shaft wrapped in leather at the base and a head made of seven spiraling flanges, each as sharp as a blade.

Uncommon Stunning Shishpar

A heavy one-handed blunt weapon with the ability to stun from a distance.

Strength Requirement: 25

Level 1 Ability(s):

- Dazing Bash: Attack with a 50% chance to daze the enemy.

Level 15 Ability(s):

- Counter-Bash: After blocking, inflict 50% more damage with the next attack within 5 seconds.

- Stunning Quake: Smash the ground to send a tremor in a straight line, stunning every enemy in its path.

“Now this one looks good,” I say in admiration. “What’s ‘daze’ mean?”

“The dudette says it knocks ‘em out of the thing they’re doin’. Stops their abilities pronto. They can try ‘em again after a couple seconds, but all that stamina they used is just poofed away. Bam, oh no you don’t! Bam, no you don’t again! Ha ha!”

“Shit. That’s great, Ron.”

“She seemed not so stoked when I said that last part though…”

I shrug. “She’ll come around. Come on, let’s sell our shit and see what we have left.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Hey guys! Surely you’ve heard of Bog Standard Isekai by now, but if you haven’t, my friend Miles has written a killer series. The characters, prose, and story are all amazing in their own right, so if you like good books with high stakes and big emotional arcs, this one’s for you. First three books are on Amazon, and you can start reading the 4th now on RR. Do yourself a favor and check ‘em out!




	


[image: image]


Bog Standard Isekai





>>> Book 1 available on Amazon here

>>> Book 2 available on Amazon here

>>> Book 3 available on Amazon here

Sometimes dying isn’t even the worst part of your day

Mark has been reincarnated into a dead town in a bog, one that has been recently destroyed and occupied by ravenous undead. They disappear every day and return again at night, mindless and hungry, hunting for any survivors. He’ll need to use cunning and subterfuge to avoid them, because since he was transported into the body of a child, he can’t level up. At least not yet.

Bog Standard. It means “totally normal”, right? But for the small towns found in these bogs, there’s no quick rescue and not much trade. Everything has to be made to last. To them, it means “excellent quality”. Mark will have to prove he’s Bog Standard if he hopes to survive.

This is an Isekai of excellent quality. It’s a progression fantasy set in a LitRPG world, rags to riches with an eventual OP main character. The pacing is slow-burn, incremental progression, sometimes slice-of-life, punctuated by moments of intense violence and possibly traumatic content.

Updates are Wednesday and Friday at 11:00 am MST.















                







Book 2 | Chapter 6


                A sword slips off the growing pile on the counter and thumps onto the carpeted floor. Luci slides it back in like a puzzle piece.

Behind the ungainly heap of medieval gear, the saleswoman’s mouth hangs open. “And this is all from one region?”

Luci nods. “We raided a village.”

“No one died though,” I add.

“Well, Lord Cathal did. Like, super badly. But that wasn’t us. The villagers were just real mad after we told them he kidnapped their kids and fed them to fairies.”

The saleswoman gives a weak, horrified laugh. “Oh. Ha. Well. I see you have a couple items there that you want to buy?”

I raise the sword above the counter. “This here. And these.” I pat the blades filling my thigh sheathes, just two common daggers I hope to replace with better ones in the field.

Ron wiggles his mace. “Shishpar! And shield,” he adds, jerking a thumb toward his back.

“And this,” says Luci. She shows off an armband decorated with silver leaves around her bicep. She winks at me. I have no idea why.

“A charm boost,” the woman comments. “I’ll just ring those up.”

Inventory Item Removed: 2600g

Inventory Item Added: Uncommon Fearful Kampilan Bolo, Common Daggers x2

Wallet: 2139g

“Now, let’s just take a looksie at your loot here. Hmm, mostly common items: a halberd, one staff, five swords, eight darts, four targes, four chausses, twelve belts - quite a few there -, four greaves, four bracers, three breastplates, a recurve bow, three iron rings, a pair of rustic breeches, and a flannel shirt.”

As she rattles off the list of loot, the gear disappears into the store’s inventory until only two items remain.

Carefully, she unfolds a dark maroon tunic made of padded linen. A gambeson. Though our last battle found it split down the middle, it appeared in Luci’s inventory after we portaled out. A parting gift.

“Two rare quality items: a Sidhe Lord Gambeson and a Wailing Blade,” she continues. “The total comes to 7650g.”

“That’s all?” Luci says. “That doesn’t even cover what we just bought.”

“Sorry, dear. Sold items only get ‘bout 25%.”

“Even the rares? There’s gotta be something you can do.”

The woman shakes her head. “I know you worked hard.”

“We did. We worked so hard.” She pauses. Then her face contorts into a look of despair as her voice cracks. “You don’t know what we went through. This is all we have. Please.”

“Oh, honey. You should be proud. A heap of gips like that is quite the haul, but-”

“It’s not enough.” Luci’s lips quiver and her eyes gleam with unwept tears. “I thought we could buy the armor we need too, but… if we go out in this… If we… Oh god, I don’t want anyone to die again.”

“No, no, sweet dear, let me see.” The saleswoman’s attention darts back and forth as she rifles through her internal menus. “I don’t see a bonus I can apply unfortunately…”

Luci gasps as though choking back tears.

“But, well, let me just move around a few numbers here. How does 8500g sound?”

Biting her lip, Luci squeaks, “9000? Between the three of us?”

“‘Course, darling. I can do that. Three-thousand each.”

Inventory Item Added: 3000g

Wallet: 5139g

“Thank you,” Luci responds solemnly. “It means so much.”

Turning away from the counter, she grabs Ron and me and quickly pulls us out of the store. A pair of glass doors whispers shut.

“Luci…” I begin to say.

“9000 gips!” she quietly squeals. “I didn’t see any good armor in there, but Phinny says there’s a shop this way that’s just right for me. C’mon!”

With dry eyes, she bounces down the pink-hued streets.

Charm. She was just using her charm.

“Hmm.” I look at Ron. “Uh-oh.”

He nods sagely.

As Ron and I hurry after Luci, I grow increasingly nervous that she’s leading us toward the gear shop that, last time, reminded me of a Hot Topic. Thankfully, we find ourselves in an ordinary boutique store, although instead of sparse racks of overpriced shirts, it sells armor.

It has the aesthetic of a frilly tea room, with lacey curtains, pink window frames, and several gaudy, tasseled lampshades. Still, the selection is sound enough.

“I don’t know what Phinny was thinking,” scoffs Luci as she aggressively rips through the racks, slamming one outfit into the next. “Ooo, wait, I like this.”

She holds up a shin-length skirt made of various differently patterned scraps of fabric, all earth-toned save for a few splashes of orange and rose-pink. It’s flowy, with an asymmetric hem and a high waistband.

“Goes well with your top,” I admit.

“Oh, ew, yeah, I need to change that. But I’m talking about the stats. Resolve and charm.”

I frown. “More charm?”

“Oh yeah.” Laying the skirt over the top of the rack, she taps on her new armband. “Five points in this alone! I mean, you saw how I got more cash from that lady, right? To be honest, I was kinda uncomfy with the whole idea at first. Like, fibbing to the fisherman’s wife was way weird. But back in Ireland, that creep told me how that witchy mage almost got you to break them out of the jail cell and I thought, dang. We could avoid a lot of trouble, you know? Like if firepower doesn’t do the trick.”

I shiver, an image of the berserker flashing in my mind. “He told you that?”

“Yeah. He said it doesn’t work on your own party. They tested it. That archer… he wouldn’t have let it happen if it could, he said.” She exhales, her gaze skirting the floor. Then she looks up at me. “You weren’t worried about that though, right?”

“No. No, of course not.”

“Okay. Good.” She pulls a pair of velvet, cheetah-imprinted shorts from the rack and mimes vomiting. “Can you imagine?”

“Eh, you could probably pull it off.” Hesitating, I trace my fingers over the coat hangers. “Are you okay with that though? Using charm? I don’t want you to feel like you have to take over in every conversation. You’d have to be in charge a lot.”

And, while I keep this part to myself, I’m not entirely eager to hand the role of decision-maker to a traumatized preteen. Of course, I don’t really want to be the decision-maker either.

“We can still talk stuff out,” she replies. “I mean, sure, that chat with Lord Cathal wasn’t terrific but like, imagine what kind of info we could’ve got if I was better at it. Or the sorcerer. You know, maybe we could have avoided the whole thing.”

Oh. “It’s possible. But like I said, the game has certain inevitabilities though. Certain scripted pathways. I don’t think it’s possible to circumvent them.”

She shrugs. “Maybe we just haven’t tried.”

A knot coils in my stomach. “Luci. I know things didn’t work out how we wanted last time, but we have a chance to do this region differently. We’ve undergone a lot of training, and with the help of House Endal and another person-”

“I’m getting this,” she interrupts, sweeping up the skirt again. “And new shoes. Walking in these blows chunks.” Spinning on her heels, she skips across the store.

I guess we’ll continue that conversation later then.

Nearby, Ron waves around a pair of ripped blue jeans and some black combat boots. “Check it!”

“You found something?” I ask, walking over. “What are the stats?”

“Whatever I want, man. The denim comes in all types. What do you think? Strength? For-attitude?”

“You get a lot of fortitude with jeans?”

Ron scratches his belly paunch. “Is eight a lot?”

“Oh. Yeah, damn, for this level of uncommon, definitely.” I spare a glimpse at my yoga pants. “Maybe I should get a pair.”

“Right on, dude!” He playfully jabs my arm, nearly knocking me over. “We could match! But it’s got a big ol’ requiremento. You got twenty strength?”

“I do not.” I pick at the shredded knees, winding the loose threads between my fingers. The tear feels hard and immovable. “That’s interesting. All the perks and requirements of a steel suit squished into a pair of blue jeans.”

“They got ones with lower stats for you coordinated folks,” Ron replies, gesturing at the shelf. “Oh, man, maybe I should do Coordination?”

I shake my head. “We should reserve that stat for when you level. If you lose your pants, I don’t want you to lose your aim too.” Strange that I consider that a possibility. My eyes drift to his bare chest. “Have you thought about a shirt?”

“Nope.”

“You should think about a shirt.”

As Luci tries on new shoes, and Ron excitedly swaggers over to the cashier with his new jeans and boots, I take a few minutes for myself. Now that I have new blades, my spirit for shopping is dwindling. However, I’m now the only one left with original Earth shit, and my yoga pants really aren’t doing me any favors.

After a bit of mind-numbing perusal, I come up with a pair of slim pants and these ringed garter belts strapped to my thigh that, while being completely impractical when it comes to the concept of normal clothing, give me a fair bit of extra resolve and an insanely quick draw. Given how much I switch from one blade to another, it’s hard to pass up.

I top it off with a studded leather pauldron on my right shoulder for another small burst of fortitude.

Inventory Item Added: Uncommon Powered Leggings, Uncommon Cutter’s Garter Straps, Uncommon Mage’s Pauldron

Inventory Item Removed: 3100g

Wallet: 2039g

To finish our shopping excursion, we make the rounds to the accessory shops and item shops to exchange our vouchers. As far as consumables go, we all end up with a free lesser fire scroll and a trap of our choice: crippling spikes for me, a poison cloud trap for Luci, and a rope net for Ron - he found that imagery utterly hysterical. I also snag a free lesser stealth draught and a free lesser health draught.

To top off my inventory, since we can’t have more than ten total consumables, I buy three Basic Health Draughts and three Basic Stamina Draughts, each costing five times more than the lesser versions while only dishing out double the points, but they take up less room. Ron and Luci go for similar combos.

Sadly, scrolls aren’t purchasable. I also ask around about Arcane Keys to no avail.

Last, and probably least, we find ourselves at a jewelry store. It’s just your typical American mall jeweler. Polished, elegant, inoffensive art, walls lined with illuminated glass display cases. You know, the kind of place where Ethan and I selected an engagement ring. So, not triggering at all.

Since I never used my accessory voucher from Chicago, I still have two left.

One case glitters with diamond rings, rose-gold wristwatches, and pearls, but I think it’s more for show, a display for gazing wistfully and saying, ‘Oh yeah, that was life once upon a time.’ The rest are lined with more fantasy-inspired trinkets like serpentine ear cuffs and a hell ton of necklaces featuring keys and moons and shit.

As Luci peers through the glass, her fingers play across the top like it’s a piano. “How do I spend my voucher, Helen? I don’t know what to get.”

“Yeah, my iron rings feel rather dull right about now.” That’s when I notice Luci’s hand. “Where’d yours go?”

“Didn’t like ‘em.” She points through the case. “This one’s dope though. Hey!”

Without waiting for an opinion, she races off to find the clerk. Her timely escapes seems to be the trend for the day.

Meanwhile, Ron waddles up, dangling two giant plastic hoops from his ears. “Take a look, lady. What do you think?”

“I think you belong back in the 80s.”

“Don’t I wish!” He slaps the earrings back down on the case. “What are you gettin’?”

A grunt is all I can muster. I’m losing steam fast.

Ron snaps his fingers. “Oh, shit, wait, I found somethin’ for ya.” With a wild grin, he sprints across the store.

This oughta be good.

A moment later, he returns with glee as he dances with a belt between his hands. It’s black leather with silver inlays and a small pouch tethered to the side. Wait, are those inlays shaped like skulls?

“I don’t really need a belt, Ron.”

“Uh, I’ve played Ass Creed. Rogues always need more belts.” He looks at me like a little puppy dog.

“Alright, alright, let me look.”

The moment it’s in my hands, my eyes widen at the description. The stats are fine: just a small fortitude boost. It’s the ability that piques my interest.

Level 15 Ability(s):

- Alchemical Pouch: Creates a separate in-game inventory for alchemical ingredients and tools.

I’ve been thinking a lot about alchemy since our last fight. Dave’s Volatile Burst and Luci’s Poison Cloud arguably defined our final battle, but so far as I’ve seen, you can’t purchase that kind of shit. Meaning you’re just at the whim of whatever random compounds you find out in the field. How nice would it be to simply make your own? Especially since we’re limited to just ten consumables. Oh, you used up a health draught? Don’t worry, I’ll whip up another.

Saying that, I have, what, two recipes? And how exactly am I suppose to even collect ingredients, aside from raiding labs? I suppose there was that one bulletin task in Glasbaile for picking flowers… But what about animal items? Am I going to have to skin wolves and milk spider glands? Milk spider glands. Why would my brain even come up with that idea.

I have no idea what any of that entails, and it’s too late to find someone in Pharos who can teach me.

Still, if I want to make any headway once we’re out, not having to lug around a heavy satchel would be a major bonus.

“Huh. Yeah, this might be pretty useful,” I say.

“Dude, right,” replies Ron. “‘Fore I went to skinny jeans, my pants were always fallin’ down.”

“Yup, that is exactly what I meant,” I answer dryly.

After giving him a reassuring pat on the arm, I head off to buy my new belt. On the way, I snag a new helix earring: a tightly looped chain with a tiny dagger on it that allows any sorcery-based attack I make to ignore 25% of an enemy’s wits, making my new fear ability that much more potent. And hopefully more abilities to come.

As far as wits go, it’s that or a new ring that just gives me three stat points. In the long run, I feel like the piercing is the worthier trade.

I’ll admit I was tempted to get an arm cuff that highlights enemy arteries - femoral, carotid, brachial -, but I’m happy to say my training has made that ability rather moot. Gimme a goblin or a king otter, and I’ll tell you exactly where to stab. Slime enemies, maybe not so much. But they don’t have arteries. Or nervous systems. Or blood.

That’s the nice thing about being able to pick and choose our accessories rather than leave it up to chance: their perks seem to be very specifically targeted and can often be negated by a participant’s own abilities.

Ron, for instance, found a wristband that subtly alerts him when a teammate has been targeted. Pretty meh if you’re an observant tank. Very useful when you’re not.

So yeah, he got it.

Inventory Item Removed: Uncommon Accessory Voucher x2

Inventory Item Added: Uncommon Occultist’s Belt, Uncommon Wit-Piercing Helix

Finally, several painful hours later, we’re set. Buying a round of smoothies, we sink onto a park bench to relax and admire our new gear.

Ron is fully kitted out in his dream clothes: combat boots, shredded jeans, a leather vest, and a gym wristband. No shirt. I’m still waiting for when his strength attribute tightens up that stomach of his, but it’s possible he’s retaining it out of sheer willpower.

His choices all center on fortitude. From now on, with his class points and armor focused on keeping him tanky, he’ll be dedicating his level points to strength, with just a few points going to coordination in order to keep his aim and stamina on track. With his new stun-powered mace and friend-in-trouble spidey sense cuff, I’m feeling a lot better about his ability to fill his role.

Similarly, my armor is also focused on fortitude. However in my case, if I lose my clothes, I’m right back to being an average human being. Ignoring that, coordination is still my best attribute with wits and resolve nearly tied for second.

Whatever the case, I definitely look the part. With my leggings, breastplate, hooded jacket, greaves, pauldron, vambrace, and belts galore, I feel quite ready to either slash apart waves of hapless guards or add my profile pic to Pinterest under “generic rogue assassin.” I do feel awesome. Don’t get me wrong. I just wouldn’t mind a little more character.

Maybe I’m just not used to feeling stylish. It’s been a while since oversized t-shirts and dirty bathrobes didn’t define me.

And I’m not the only one who’s made a change. No longer preppy chic, no longer the picture-perfect fashiontok model, no longer the “It Girl.” No, Luci’s adventures have transformed her style into something new. Woodsy, cloth boots - ones that she assures me have a ‘never wet’ perk. A flowy skirt. A leafy arm cuff and a ring in the shape of a dragonfly. It’s ethereal. Whimsical. Not really what you’d expect of a hardened huntress.

Nearly half of her armor stats are dedicated to fortitude while the rest is all charm. It’s more than I’d like, certainly, but it’s her choice. Her coordination is great. Her wits and resolve are decent. I’m just a little worried about her ability to take any damage. I think she’s banking on not getting hit, by either talking herself out of it, sniping her targets from a distance, or… I don’t know. Something else.

Setting her smoothie on the bench, Luci pops up in front of us. “So,” she sings, twirling in a circle. “You guys haven’t told me what you think about the new fit.”

Ron gives a thumbs up as he noisily slurps down his drink.

“Looks great, Luce,” I answer. “We’re all equipped to go.”

“Great!” She claps her hands together. “Then there’s no stopping us from leaving tonight, right?”

“Uh-huh,” I mutter. “Wait, tonight?”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Got another recommendation for you! This guy started his series a little bit before mine and yet he’s at chapter 200+ because the man is a PHENOM. Again, good prose and storytelling. And you can really feel the LitRPG-ness of this one. Makes me itch for my WoW days.
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Dungeon of Knowledge [Raid combat litRPG]





Aliandra Amariel loved magic, dedicating her academic years to the study of runes and spells, pushing the boundaries of mana’s infinite possibilities. Like most Fae, her destiny seemed clear until that fateful day of her Class Trial, when the Blind Lich unleashed an undead apocalypse on her home, the fabled underground city of Dal’mohra, and triggered The Breaking – a cataclysm that forever reshaped the world. 

Saved by her mother’s legendary time-stasis spell, Ali wakes thousands of years into a dark future. Everything she knew and loved is gone, buried under a mountain, transformed into a twisted dungeon by the malevolent will of the Lich. 

Now, Ali must confront her deepest fears, mastering the arts of battling monsters and braving a town riddled with corruption. As the Lich’s grand design shadows her every move, she scrambles to forge new friendships and unearth ancient knowledge in her fight for survival. 

Why must she struggle? All she had ever wanted was to curl up in a comfy chair with a few thousand good books. But the immortal Lich is drawn to her unique magic, ever hungry for more power to fuel his cold-hearted ambitions. 

How will she survive the giant target painted on her back as her advancement slowly reveals the horrifying truth of the Class she chose to save herself? Will she falter, forced into the eternal servitude of undeath, or will she rise against all odds and cast him down, ridding the world of his evil?



Release Schedule: Tuesday, Thursday, Sunday.



Patreon has +30 additional chapters.



What to expect:

- LitRPG elements cover classes, skills, monsters, enchantments, and items. Stat blocks appearing at the end of chapters are generally considered informational and can be skipped if desired.

- Multiple POVs as we follow Ali and her friends on their adventures.

- Heavy focus on Group and Raid dungeon combat inspired by games like WoW, PoE, and Diablo.

- Some profanity, lots of gore, a touch of humor

- No romance.

- This is not a traditional dungeon core story with a fixed consciousness plotting levels in a hole.

 















                







Book 2 | Chapter 7


                My smoothie sits abandoned at my feet. “We still have six days left on our visa.”

“And?” replies Luci. Her toe traces the ground in a circle, fidgeting in the form of ballet. “We can’t level anymore just sitting around.”

“What about training?”

“Oh my god, we’ve done daaaays of training. I’m over it.”

“Alright, but what about-”

“What about what?! C’mon, Helen. Since when do you care about, like, being all responsible and whatever anyways. You’re not Tío Elias.”

The straw drops from Ron’s mouth. He tries to nab it with his lips again, screeching the plastic against the lid like a squeaky violin.

It’s the first time Luci has mentioned her uncle. It’s possible she mentioned him when she met with her little brother, Liam, at the kid’s facility, but I wouldn’t know. She won’t talk about it.

I stare at her, speechless. It’s a low blow. I’m really trying here. With training, minding our stats, which skills we should do, which drills we should follow, our mental health, Luci’s drinking issue, my drinking issue, Ron’s… I mean he’s fine, but all of it has just been so much and the only reason I’m not drowning is I just keep placing one foot in front of the other, and who elected me leader anyhow? I sure as hell didn’t volunteer, did I?

Did I?

When we returned from Ireland, I promised myself I’d let Luci make her own choices. She needs room to be herself. To find herself. To change into who she’ll be. Same for Ron. Same for me.

As I look at her, something inside me shifts. My brain and my heart realign, and it’s as though a great burden lifts from my shoulders.

“You’re right. I’m not Elias.” I sigh. “Fuck it. Let’s do it.”

“Wait, seriously?” Luci exclaims.

Ron blinks at me. “Yeah, man, seriously?”

“Not tonight,” I say. “Tomorrow. I want some sleep. But yeah, screw it. We’re trained, we’re geared up, we know where we’re going. Why the hell not. Plus it’ll give us a buffer in case we can’t find the visa quest.”

“Yes!” Luci pumps her fist. “And just us three, right? No other party members? No stupid House?”

“Um…”

“Helen!”

“Bear with me.” I hold up a finger. “I don’t want to run around recruiting anyone, but we ought to keep an eye open for someone who might fit.”

Luci crosses her arms, her nose flaring. “That’s bullshit.”

“We’re short of a full party by two people, Luce. I just want us to be safe. But,” I say loudly before she can cut me off, “I’m not your protector. We’re equals here. So we’ll just play it by ear, okay? It’ll be a team decision. I promise.” I lean forward, elbows propped on my knees. “And as far as houses go, again, team decision. But I really think I should pledge.”

“What? Why?” Luci’s eyes flash in anger. “You don’t know anything about them!”

“Look, there are a lot of games where you earn reputation points to get elite gear. It’s not unusual. ”

She sniffs. “But this goes beyond the game. You don’t know what they’ll make you do.”

“Not entirely, no. However we need every advantage we can get.”

“There are other ways to get an advantage.”

“How.”

“I don’t know! Exploring more. Breaking the rules. You have Sleight of Hand, right? You never use that. We could be like stealing from every house in town. There are millions of ways. You just don’t listen to me.” A joyless laugh escapes her. “Ron?”

Ron, who has deflated deep into the bench, bites down on his straw in an obvious attempt to avoid the question.

The cup flies, slushy chunks dashing across the ground. The straw hangs uselessly in his mouth. Satisfied, Luci recrosses her arms.

“Ron?” she reiterates.

“Uh. I… think…” he begins, shifting his gaze between us, the straw twisting in his hands, “that… you’re both right…”

I snort. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Ron.”

“Like, seriously, grow a pair,” adds Luci.

Ron gulps. “I don’t know, man! You’re real puttin’ me on the spot here. Maybe, maybe, Helen does her pledge thingy.”

Luci gapes in betrayal.

“Sorry, button! Just don’t think we should poo-poo better gear ‘cause we’re worried about what could maybe happen down the line. If things go far down south, we scrape out a fix together,” he continues, growing in confidence. “And, to Helen… in my humble opinionato, we’re good, the three of us. I don’t wanna fix what ain’t broke. Just gotta mind our battles a li’l more.”

In wait of our response, he freezes, glancing cautiously between us.

After a moment, Luci relaxes. “Fine,” she replies curtly.

I nod. “Yeah, that works for me.”

“So… we good then?” he asks.

“Yeah.” Thumbing her amulet, Luci adds, “Sorry about your smoothie.”

He hangs his head. “It was a really good smoothie.”

And just like that, our fate is set. With one evening left, we separate to do whatever we need to do to prepare ourselves for the journey ahead.

Since Luci has only visited her brother once, I suggest she see him one more time before we go. He’s lost everyone, and unlike her, he doesn’t have an adventure to distract him. I don’t push it though. Again, it’s her choice.

I have no idea what Ron will get up to for the night. He mentioned karaoke. I’m not sure if he was serious.

As for me, I return to my roots. I nab a greasy, synthesized burger from the nearest eatery and a bottle of their cheapest wine. Then I curl up in the hotel-provided bathrobe, flip on the TV, select the third season of Vampire Diaries, and casually wonder if one day I might fight a vampire of my own.

A couple hours in, the show fades into the background. I find myself drifting in and out of sleep, my memories and imagination intermingling in a hazy montage. When I finally haul myself to bed, my cheeks are streaked with dried streams of tears. I can’t pin why. For Ethan. For Elias. For myself. For my team.

Definitely not for Vampire Diaries. I’m not about to admit that I’m an adult per se, but now that I’m not in my teens, it just doesn’t seem as hot to date an abusive centenarian.

The tears feel right though. A worthy purge before I awaken to tomorrow’s struggles.

It must work. As my head hits the pillow, I slide into a fitful sleep. And when the morning comes, I feel as ready as I can be.

Before meeting with Ron and Luci, I reach across my nightstand and grab an Index console. A days-old message awaits.

If you’d like to pledge to House Endal, confirm with “Yes.”

Here goes nothing. I reply.

Yes.

Within a second, a new message appears.

Welcome to House Endal, Initiate. You have (0) House Points. Your rank is: Apprentice. Your first quest will be issued at Level 20. We will look forward to your progress.

And that’s it. No fine print. No rules or regulations. Kinda anti-climatic really.

Out of curiosity, I open my profile to see if anything has changed. Beneath my name, Helen Gables, it now reads <House Endal Apprentice>. As far as I know, my profile is only accessible by me, so I guess the label is just for my own benefit. Sadly, no game title or reward comes with it. Maybe once I enter the next region.

Nothing else to do now, I suppose. After an all-too-brief laser shower, I pull my hair into a ponytail, dress in my new gear, buckle my sheathes to my thighs, check my daggers, glance at my inventory, and finally give a last glance to my hotel room.

Bye room.

We convene downstairs in a small dining area behind the stairway: a closed off, dingy room with four round tables covered in fraying picnic tablecloth.

A de-shelled boiled egg rolls across my paper plate. Beside it steams a cup of coffee.

“Bit of a sad farewell breakfast,” I mutter.

“Speak for yourself, man,” Ron says as he crams another muffin into his mouth.

Luci sits with her legs curled up. She pokes at a banana. “I can’t really eat anyways.”

Phinny’s Index console is stationed in the center of the table. No other hotel guests seem to be teleporting out today, so he said we could use it for the morning. The dapper bonobo keeps ducking his head in to see if we’re gone yet. I think he’s excited to see it in action.

Right now, the screen is sitting on the list of regions. We already set the filters, so there’s about fifteen places remaining that meet our criteria. Unlike the mad dash of yesteryear, there’s no rush to make our choice. The number of available regions hasn’t fluctuated much the last couple of days. And even if all fifteen options suddenly disappear, there are still plenty of places on Earth that we can visit. Just none that we’ve researched.

“Should we do it then?” I ask.

“Hold up!” exclaims Luci. “I got you a surprise.”

A cloth materializes in her hands. With a cheeky grin, she tosses it my way.

I barely have a moment to shake it out and look before Luci bursts out laughing.

It’s a fitted white T-shirt with a martini and quirky font in a sunset gradient reading: ‘Oh sip! It’s a girl’s trip!’

“Luci,” I state flatly. “Why though.”

“Aw, come on. The ability isn’t bad.”

Uncommon Girl’s Trip Tee

A lightweight garment with a bonus component.

Coordination Requirement: 25

Provides:

- Level 15 Ability (Passive): You cannot be stunned by male NPCs, enemies, or participants.

I can’t tell if this is meant to be commentary on our last battle, a dig at my tastes, or some kind of recruitment repellent. Still, it could come in handy. Getting stunned by that berserker definitely screwed us last time. And it would have cost her a fair bit to just be a joke.

“That is a highly specific perk,” I say.

“Yeah, sure. It’ll super surprise any guy who tries it though, right?”

“True.” I sigh. I guess I did want to add some character…

Throwing Luci a pointed look, I unfasten my pauldron and pull the t-shirt over my head. When I reattach the pauldron, I look down. Badass boots. Badass pants. Badass greaves and vambrace and pauldron. Sweet jacket. Extremely tacky bachelorette shirt.

“Yo, what’s it do?” asks Ron.

“I can’t be stunned by guys.”

“Aw, dude.” He nods at me sympathetically. “You just gotta find the right one.”

Luci claps in satisfaction. “Yay! Perfect ten. It just hasn’t been the same since you ditched the first shirt.”

“Ohhh, so this is punishment.” I reach for the Index console. “Alright, alright, we ready now?”

Scooching her chair over, Luci plonks her elbows down on the table and leans in. “Sure.”

Ron loiters behind us, muffin crumbs cascading down his bare chest.

“Okay. So we’re still on the same page about the region here?”

“Heck yeah, I’ve never been to Europe,” cheers Luci. “Portugal, right?”

“Yup. Warm, cheery, not too many wars we might get caught in. Sounds ideal.”

“And no fairies.”

“No fairies. Alright, then. We have fifteen regions, all level 20 to 25.” I pause. “Are we still sure about that? We could go for something easier. It’s not as though all the level 10 ones got obliterated the first go around.”

“But that just means they didn’t get their win condition, right?” replies Luci. “Like, if we didn’t kill Laserian, there’d still be fog everywhere and maybe one quest. And the loot will all be way lame at lower levels. I don’t wanna fall behind.”

“Good points, all. Then along the southern coast, we have Lagos and Faros, both of which look like they haven’t been touched. But remember, those were major hitting points for pirates. So if get caught anywhere between the 1500 and 1800s, they could be an issue.”

“And pirates… aren’t a bonus?” questions Ron.

“Not sure,” I admit. “Lisbon is still open, but quests are limited. I’m also nearly 100% sure that region includes the 1755 earthquake. There’s no way they didn’t include it.”

“Chodes be dicks,” Ron sensibly comments.

“We could go more inland,” I suggest. “There’s the old capitol, Coimbra.”

Luci’s hand shoots up. “Beaches are my one thing. I want a beach.”

“You said fighting in sand was a bitch.”

“It is! But… the beach.”

“Then how about this one?” I point. “Sines. I don’t think the town will be too hard to locate, so we’ll have a head start on a place to stay and vendors and shit. The only real downside I’m seeing is there’s a hell ton of quests which suggests we’ll run into a fair number of parties.”

“I don’t care about that,” says Luci.

I turn away from the Index. “Really?”

“Yeah. I’m good.”

My eyes find Ron’s. He shrugs.

“Well, if that’s the case then, I say Sines is our best choice. Can you guys double-check this?”

Clicking on the town, I bow away from the screen.

SINES CAPE

Level Recommendation: 20-25

Area: Includes Sines, Portugal and Porto Covo, Portugal

Climate: Maritime Temperate

Recommended Items: None

Available Quests: 17

Towns: 1

Dungeons: 3

Strongholds: 0

Additional Notes: None

Ron folds his hands behind his head. “I’m down, man.”

“Yeah,” says Luci, nearly bouncing in her chair. “Let’s get the heck outta here.”

My finger floats over the button, my heart pounding. “Fuck it. Here we go.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    UPDATE:

Hey guys, sorry to leave you JUST when the team is finally heading out, but with Easter weekend coming up, my writing days have gotten cut short, so I’m going to be a bit behind. In summary, no chapter on Monday. But I will be back in action next Wednesday at 11am EST as per usual. Thanks for your understanding! Happy Easter :D

 



                







Book 2 | Chapter 8


                A white light steals my vision, scrubbing the hotel from existence. For a moment, I’m entirely senseless. Then, the searing white fades into a world of blue, there’s a rush of air, and my rear smacks the ground. Hard.

My party freefalls around me. Luci hits the ground on her feet, then faceplants as Ron tumbles into her.

Ten feet above us, the hum of the portal goes silent as the disc evaporates into nothing.

I swear, one of these days, they got to put that portal somewhere nice, if only because they’re out of options for dickholery.

Before I manage to stand, I’m assaulted on all sides by colorful chaos. The sun pelts sweet, beautiful heat from above, brightening every banner, ribbon, and rose in sight. The whitewashed houses glisten, the cobblestone shines. The blue sky stretches forever above us, and to the west is an endless sea that shimmers like sequins.

It’s beautiful. Too beautiful. And too busy. I knew it probably wouldn’t be hard to find the town. I didn’t imagine finding ourselves abruptly inside of it.

We’ve been dumped onto a narrow street bordered by weathered, two-story homes topped in orange clay tiles. Ahead appears to be a modest square.

Unlike the town from our previous journey, Sines is positively bustling. Women in long embroidered dresses hurriedly broom the dusty stones and drape green garlands from windows as children in bare feet rush with arms full of baskets that brim with flowers and sprigs. There appear to be few men, though judging from the countless boats bobbing in the bay and the overwhelming stench of brine and fish, my guess is they’re out netting sardines and shit. This is a fishing town, afterall.

SINES CAPE, 1822 CE

Along the Alentejo coast lies the rugged cape of Sines, Portugal. Before industrialization struck the region, this was a modest, peaceful place of maritime tradition and agricultural life, only occasionally disturbed by the violent affairs of the wider world. Enjoy the briny charm of the quiet life, but be sure to find a way back before your time is up.

There are (6) parties in this region.

New Status!

Visitor: You have entered a town. This is not a safe zone. Lawbreaking, if caught, will be met with swift reprisal.

Ron scratches his head as he takes in his surroundings. “Woo! Found the town.”

Luci spins around, her bow in hand. “There are so many people! They’re all looking at us. Are they looking at us?”

“They just saw us drop out of a portal. I think it’s fine,” I reply, trying to steady my breath.

“It’s too bright. I don’t like it.”

“It’s okay, Luce.” I don’t tell her that my heart is pounding out of my chest too. It’s weird being accosted by all this… cheeriness.

Rubbing my ass as I stand, I try to take in the details. First of all, no, it doesn’t appear that anyone is looking at us. Sure, we’re getting a few spare glances, but everyone seems quite busy and not at all concerned by an alien portal. The street echoes with the clang of a hammer. Fresh lilies and roses line the road. Silvery ferns hang in wreaths on the doors. They’re preparing for something. A holiday?

There’s a little girl just a few feet away stacking herbs next to a stone stool. It’s topped with a small figurine of a robed woman and several tallow candles. A shrine, then. Something religious.

You know, I should have guessed that religion would crop up at one point or another. This would be, what, Catholicism probably? I don’t know anything about religion. Hopefully that’s not an issue.

The girl turns, spots me, and immediately scatters away. It’s only then that I realize my hands are both in an vice grip around my daggers. My shoulders are tense, my eyes alert.

Oops.

Of course, just as I begin to convince myself to relax, an alien buzz vibrates in my ears. Ron, Luci, and I snap in attention. There, at the end of the street, hangs another portal. It dumps out a group of four participants, then disappears.

Warning! A new party has entered. There are (7) parties in this region. This region is now closed to further visitation until all parties have left.

We stand, frozen.

Beside me, Luci sucks air through her teeth as her arm wrenches back for an arrow.

I touch her elbow lightly. “They can’t attack us out in the open, Luce. Town rules. If they try, they’ll get sent to the prison.”

“I know that,” she bites back. “Do they?”

The other party notices us. One of them, a warrior-type, offers a cordial wave before motioning for his party to walk the other way. They quickly disappear down the cobblestone path toward a crenelated castle wall.

A notification flashes in front of me.

An unmet party has received a quest. (16) quests remain.

Luci tenses. “Already?”

“Looks like they stagger our entrances. Who knows how long everyone’s been here.”

“That’s unfair.”

“Yeah, well. We should probably check this place out before everyone snatches up all the quests. Sound good?”

Ron gives a thumbs up as Luci nods.

With more confidence than I feel, I let my arms hang at my sides and force a casual stroll into the square.

There’s a reason we chose coastal Portugal. Several reasons. Some of it was pure aesthetics. After undergoing the slog that was made-up Ireland, we wanted a more inspiring location. Fewer overcast skies and drizzle-specked whorls of mist. More vibrance. More life. Also, Luci demanded a beach. And hell, if we can point at a map and literally teleport anywhere around the world, why not live it up a little?

After limiting our ourselves to a more colorful palette, our reasons focused on safety. History is rife with conflict, especially in countries where history began early. Imperialism, trade wars, religious crusades, plague. Pick a time, and you’ll find a disaster.

Now, as a disclaimer, the only research the Volese has available is essentially an AI-written composite of the internet, topped at about 5000 words per country. However, given what we could find on the Index, Portugal felt like a good bet. Back in its kingdom days, there were sieges and crusades. Way, way back, there were the Romans, of course. And more recently, there were civil conflicts. But unless we wanted to drop ourselves into the middle of the American wilderness, Portugal’s geographical location and relative neutrality during large-scale wars made it a comparatively peaceful choice, especially if we avoided the major hubs.

And finally, for our third and final reason, their folklore isn’t terrifying. Again, the Index didn’t fully elaborate, so I don’t doubt we’ll run into a fair few surprises. But, from what we were able to gather, their fairy tales are actually rather uplifting. For instance, they have enchanted seductresses that don’t suck out your soul. Thematically, that feels like the right direction.

Thus far, things are looking good. The weather’s great. The town is beautiful and festive. The air is clear of clashing swords or cannon fire.

There’s only one problem. I don’t trust it.

As I arrive at the border of the square, I slow to a stop. There are dozens of people here, busy and cheerful. A trio of women perch on a stone step, embroidering shawls amidst a spirited discussion. An old man hammers together a temporary market stall. A little boy ambles, blindfolded, after a small troop of giggling children. Several other women are occupied with decorations, pinning cloth pennants to doors and window frames.

The hammer bangs, and my fingers snap to my blades. Dammit. Gotta stop doing that.

“What’s up?” asks Ron.

“Nothing. I just have no idea where to start.” That and the anxiety I thought I murdered along with the flying piranha matriarch seems to be reincarnating.

Luci fidgets with her bow. “That’s a good thing, right? More options.”

“Talkin’s a start. Why not chat these dudes up?” Ron suggests. “Who we got? Point me at ‘em.”

“How about the old guy?” At least that way, he might stop hammering for a minute.

“Right-o!” Mace slapping against his thigh, Ron saunters across the square.

In a shadowed corner, an old man, his back bent with age, hoists a thin strip of wood from a pile. With a few tired strikes, he nails the plank to another. He stands back, admiring his work. He takes a moment to wipe his forehead with a handkerchief from his trouser pocket. Then he puffs out his chest in preparation before he clutches the bottom of the structure and attempts to stand it upright.

Joham - Carpenter (Lv 10)

“Hey, hey!” Ron lunges, catching the side of the stall just as it begins to teeter. With ease, he lifts it into position.

The man stumbles, then cranes his neck up at Ron. His face is tan and creased like crinkled paper. “Meu Deus! And just what whale birthed you? That strength! Mind if I use the height as well?” He hobbles a few feet, fist pressed into his side, and sweeps up a bundle of cloth. “Set this up there, will you?”

“No problemo.” Ron handily drapes the canopy over the top. And just like that, it’s a market stall.

“That’s one, then,” the man says, wiping down his brow again.

“So, uh…” Ron scratches his belly. “You got any quests?”

Oh god, he should not be doing the talking.

“Quests?”

Stifling a sigh, I jump in. “He means to ask what’s going on here.”

“Ah, that would be the Festa de Nossa Senhora das Salas. Our Lady of Salas. The patron saint of our fisherman.”

“Aw yeah!” hoots Ron. “When’s the party on?”

“The party?” the man echoes. His mouth presses into a thin line. “No, it is not a party. We celebrate, yes. But it is a day of devotion and gratitude.”

This is going all wrong. I prod Luci. “Your turn.”

“Uh, yeah. Looks like a party to me,” she responds.

“Not what I meant.”

“What? It does.”

The man’s temperament thaws as he looks around. “Hmm. It does rather…”

“Can you tell us when it is?”

“My pleasure, young lady,” he answers, cracking into a broken, yellow-toothed smile. “In six days, we make our first procession. The church usually opens for mass the day that follows.”

“Mass?” she repeats. Her head droops. “Seriously? The world ends and I still have to go to freaking m-”

“Sorry, you said it usually opens?” I interrupt, giving Luci a not-so-subtle nudge. “Has something changed?”

His smile fades. “If you have questions, you should visit the church.” He flaps his handkerchief at the road to our left. “It won’t take you long to find it.”

With that, he steps away from us and returns to his work.

Dammit. Should have let Luci keep fielding that one. Whatever she did to her charm attribute, it’s working.

Shielding my eyes from the blaring sun, I squint in the direction he gave us. It’s another thin cobblestone road cordoned by houses with nothing but the glimmering sea at its end. Even from here, above the rust-orange roofs, I can spy a white cross.

“Guess we’re going to church.” I poke Luci. “Try not to be too sacrilegious.”

“I’m a Catholic,” she scoffs. “I have a right to hate mass.”

As we depart, Ron gives the old man a jovial wave.

West of the square, the warm, briny breeze grows stronger. The houses become sparse, and it isn’t long before the cobblestone gives way to a strip of patchy grass dotted by palm trees. From there, the embankment dives sharply into a long stretch of unspoiled sand. And then it’s nothing but blue.

For a time, of course. The horizon is much closer than it ought to be.

Leon’s party has received a quest. (15) quests remain.

“That’s the party that came after us!” says Luci.

I shrug. “Must have found something in the castle.”

The beach is quiet. Wind whips past my ears. It’s not to say the beach lacks activity. Countless boats freckle the pristine water. A few children pry mussels from the sand. A fisher hauls a dingy onto the shore. There’s another man inside the boat, literally knee-deep in sardines.

The sun bastes my skin in warmth. I strip off my jacket and tie it around my waist so my arms can feel it too. According to the system, the jacket is still equipped.

Ron sighs contentedly. “Whoa. The ocean, man.”

“Right? You think it’s warm?” asks Luci.

“No idea,” I reply. “I’m not a big fan of saltwater. Or fish. Or sand.” Or Leviathans or Krakens or whatever other Portuguese monsters are likely lurking beneath the surface, though I keep that image to myself.

“Psh, you wouldn’t be,” Luci snipes, shooting me a cheeky smirk.

“Hey, the sun’s nice. And it’s pretty.”

“Oh, good for you, not entirely hating the beach.”

I nudge her with my elbow. “Hey, I came here, didn’t I?”

Ron screws up his eyes as he blinks toward the water. “Never seen the ocean.”

Luci gasps. “For real?”

“Can’t swim.”

I blink at him. “This would have been pertinent information, Ron.”

“We went snorkeling in Florida during spring break a couple times,” Luci says. “I was gonna get my SCUBA license next year maybe. Liam was mega convinced we’d see mermaids but Tío…” Her voice tapers off. “Whatever. Doesn’t matter.”

“Hell, maybe we can,” I reply. “You know. See mermaids. Except for Ron.”

“Sure.” Luci digs her boot into the grass and lazily kicks up a chunk of dry dirt.

Hiking up her bow, she heads off toward the church. Ron and I fall into place behind her. My skin itches, prickly with the feeling of salt and sand.

Before we turn the corner, the murmur of a crowd cuts through the silence. We arrive at the church, though I suppose it’s more of a chapel. It’s white and stocky, bookended by several triangular buttresses topped by cones that, to me, look a little like party hats. At the front, above the doors, is a grated window, and above that, a pediment. One of those New Mexico-y pueblo style arches.

My breath hitches. Not at anything I’d consider breathtaking but at the various people in front of it.

Other participants. And by my count, it’s nearly all of the parties in the region.

My arm crosses in front of Luci. Her breath is heavy.

“You okay?” I ask, keeping my tone steady.

“Yeah. There’s just a lot.”

“Yo, button,” chimes Ron. “Want me to check it out? You stay put?”

She glances at me. I shrug. She claimed she’d be okay with a bunch of other parties. Maybe she was just putting on a brave face. Or perhaps she didn’t expect to encounter anyone outside of a fight.

Maybe we’re both just more comfortable now when there’s blood to spill.

“They look okay to me,” I say. “And I’ll be honest. We’ll look a lot weirder standing here.”

Swallowing, Luci nods, and together, we head toward the crowd.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Okay, I’m gonna keep this shout-out short because MY GOD I could go on and on here. Over the winter break, while pneumonia was eating away at my soul, this series kept me going. I think I read everything that was on KU in less than a week, jumped onto RR for Book 4, and then immediately subbed to the Patreon to get the dish on Book 5.

Now, I’m a horror fan. But I’ve heard from a few folks that the horror tag is what keeps them away from this series, and if that’s you, I would still really, really encourage you to try it anyhow. The prose is admittedly weak in the beginning, but I have very rarely been absorbed in a story this quickly and this emphatically. The system and worldbuilding are both superb. Five books in, and it’s still a page-turner. Seriously, try it out.
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The Game at Carousel: A Horror Movie LitRPG





Book One is out on Amazon!

Book Three Stubs November 8th (Chapter 85 - Chapter 118)

Could you survive a horror movie?

That’s the question Riley must answer after he and his friends get lured to Carousel, a malevolent town where horror movies come to life.

Riley thinks he is in big trouble when he is assigned the Film Buff archetype, a minor support class that has a penchant for dying early in movies. At first resigned to his fate to die over and over, he believes he has found a way to survive. Upon obtaining the Oblivious Bystander trope, monsters and killers will not harm him as long as he can convincingly pretend he has not noticed them. At first, this ability appears to be a joke, but Riley thinks that with some clever exploitation, it might just be his greatest strength.

What to expect:

-Strategic gameplay and clever uses of movie tropes to survive

-Perilous storylines right from your favorite horror movies

-Creative Twists of Classic Horror Movie tropes

-Moderate stats-based combat and strategy

Discord: https://discord.gg/3VdE2cpD25

Art: Andrew Clark artstation.com/atcillustration
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                Excitement buzzes through the band of participants as they mingle in front of the churchyard. Despite the swords and knives at their hips, they seem utterly nonchalant. Happy, even. If I didn’t know better, I’d think they were gathering for a waterfront brunch.

As we near, I spot a shimmer on the church doors. A circle with lines cut through it hovers over the wood. Some kind of arcane symbol.

I stop short. “You guys seeing that?”

Before Luci or Ron have a chance to reply, a young guy breaks free from the crowd, one hand casually placed in his pocket as he saunters forward.

He’s dressed smartly: khaki slacks, a dark orange turtleneck, a sensible jacket. And he’s decidedly cute, though it could just be his effortless confidence. The poise, the casual smile, the perfectly trimmed mop of curly hair.

Though he looks about my age, he carries himself as though he’s older, as though commands come easy and respect is a given. Probably a rich upbringing then.

For a split-second, I try to guess his class. Something to do with a rapier or a polo mallet probably. Then I spot metal flashing across his knuckles.

He’s a pugilist? Wearing that? Maybe his attire is more flexible than it looks.

“Another group!” he exclaims, his diction as crisp as his posture. He tosses his head back toward the others. “I believe that means we’re lacking just the one then.”

A trickle of heys and hellos filter through the noise. A woman, also in her 20s, sidles up beside him. She’s slinky, dressed in a boho crochet top and baggy pants, her long, wavy hair loose and wild. I don’t want to be overly judgey here, but I’d bet she’s more wealthy than hippie. A trustafarian, as they say. A simple wand sticks out from a thick leather belt.

“Wow, it’s just the three of them?” she asks the guy. Her long hair writhes in the wind, whipping strands into her face.

“Appears so,” he replies. He lifts an eyebrow, prompting me to answer.

My immediate instinct is to lie. Which would be stupid given that they have eyes. “Yeah.”

“How impressive!” the woman exclaims.

“Isn’t it? I’m Joshua. This is my sister, Aggie. And our party members Ravi, Matt, and Tom are… somewhere in there. Ah, you’ll meet them soon enough. I’m Joshua.”

“You said that already,” chides Aggie as she props an elbow on his shoulder, her bangles clacking. “I love your t-shirt.”

“Oh, thanks,” I mumble.

After that, Aggie appears to lose interest, her eyes wandering as she picks at the beads on her shirt.

“So then, who might you be?” asks Joshua.

“Um. Helen,” my voice croaks. I clear my throat. “Helen. This is Ron and Luci.”

With a grin, Ron puffs out his chest. “Nice to meetcha, dude.”

A forced smile flickers as Luci anxiously taps her bow against her thigh. “Hi.”

Joshua’s gaze lingers on her for a moment. He’s probably wondering whether to question her age. Luci lifts her chin, daring him to speak. He wisely decides to remain silent.

“Well. Welcome,” he says, settling his attention on me. “Have you completed a community event before?”

“A what?”

Aggie tugs at a strand of hair stuck in her mouth. “Ugh, this wind. Maybe they should get the quest first.”

“Ah, right. It’s over here.” He bids us to follow with an assertive wave and heads back through the congregation towards the church. With a bored stretch, his sister goes with him.

I hesitate. It’s one thing to stand idly in front of a crowd of participants. It’s another to intentionally surround myself with them, their blades and magic just out of sight.

Beside me, Luci’s shoulders rise and fall with a great, heaving breath, her fingers laced tightly around her bow.

Ron, happily towering above everyone, dives in after Joshua.

Alright, Helen. You can do this. They’re just people.

Burying all the flight or fight instincts I’ve got, I march forward. Luci follows just inches behind me.

Just as we reach the church doors, I’m bombarded with a wall of text.

New Community Quest! FESTIVAL OF THE SEVENTH SON

The town of Sines is preparing for a festival that will end in the Church of Our Lady of Salas in seven days, yet the festival cannot proceed until the town is deemed safe.

Objectives:

- Complete “The Wish of the Fountain Maiden”

- Complete “Beware the Night”

- Complete “Terror of Threes”

- Complete “A Brother Without Sleep”

- Complete “One Step at a Time”

- Complete “A Whisper of Wolves”

- Complete “Fishermen’s Bane”

- Return the 7 orbs to the Church of Our Lady of Salas

Rewards: XP, Visa Extension

[This is a Community Quest. All parties that participate in this quest will receive the reward.]

Damn. And there’s a visa quest. Just like that.

“So there you have it,” says Joshua, leaning against the wall. He lazily pokes at the rim of the intangible circle suspended over the doors. “Quite handy, isn’t it? Our last excursion wasn’t near as efficient.”

I try to use my detection skill on the door, but nothing comes up. Not an arcane lock we can dispel then. “Am I going to get zapped if I try to go in?”

He scratches his chin. “I don’t believe so. We tried the doors. They’re quite solid.”

“Huh. What’s inside?”

“A chapel, I assume.”

Curious, I set my eye against the crack between the doors. In the slit of the door, I make out a single room: a chapel lined with rustic, time-worn pews illuminated by dusty strips of daylight. It feels old and simple, as though it’s been sitting unused for hundreds of years. At the far end of the chapel sits a much more ornate altar, painted in gold and blue and enclosed within several golden arches.

I’m sure it’s all very sacred to the people of Sines. What I care about though is what’s in front of the altar: that stark white disc that seems to define my life.

“You’re kidding me. None of you saw this?”

“What is it?” Luci asks. She looks next.

I look at Joshua. “There’s a portal in there.”

“Is it? Well, I’ll be. Even more efficient!”

“No, it isn’t,” Luci scoffs.

“It’s not?”

“You came through a portal, right? And it disappeared?”

“Yes.”

“And now the only portal is behind a door that doesn’t open.”

“Ah,” he replies. “Well, it may not be the only one.”

Luci glares at him.

“It’s possible there are more visa quests and portals,” I reply. “But I wouldn’t count on it.”

Ron thumps a fist against the wall. “So we bash our way in.”

“Yeah, I don’t think the NPCs would be super keen on strangers trying to dismantle their churches.” My hand goes to the door, the steel of my new fingers clacking against the wood. Then I glimpse Joshua eyeballing my prosthetics, and I quickly pull my hand away.

“Well, I don’t see it as much of a problem. Do you?” He brushes a few flecks of sand off of his turtleneck. “Seven quests, seven parties, seven days. We can easily manage that. In fact, Frank’s team already found one of the quests earlier. Which was it, Aggie?”

“Hmm?” She glances up from the braid she’s been weaving in her hair. “What do you want?”

“The quest. Which one did Frank’s team get?”

“The bandit one in Porto Covo. ‘Terror of Threes’.”

“That’s right. All the other quests appear to be up for grabs. I suppose if this is the only visa quest, we ought to only take one per party then.”

“Great,” I say. “So I guess we’ll see you around.”

“Oh, you don’t want to meet the others? Hmm, just as well. You may as well get a head start. The plan is to disperse from here in search of our respective quests. And tonight, we’ll meet at the guest houses to share our progress. Frank, the man over there, claims there are several guest houses for rent just south of the square. We’re having a potluck!”

“North,” Aggie corrects. “We’re already south.”

“Either way. Tonight, we’ll meet there and narrow down which quests we have yet to obtain, and discuss the ventures we’ve already discovered. Obviously, some players may be more equipped to handle particular quests. I, for one, am particularly well-versed in sailing. If there’s a boat quest, then I should be on it.”

“Yeah, I don’t think you can trade quests,” I say.

“No, no, of course not. But we can always work together anyhow. The more, the merrier.” He combs a hand through his hair, his brass knuckles catching in the sun. I briefly wonder what his charm stat is.

Luci catches my eye and shakes her head.

“Yeah, thanks for the offer,” I say. “We’ll, um, we’ll have to think about it.”

“Alright…” His mouth quirks. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay a minute and meet the others?”

“Um.” I glance at Luci again. Her grip is white around her bow. “No, we should get moving. Early bird catches the worm.” Oof, that was dorky.

“But surely we’ll see you tonight.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

This time, I can hear Luci breathing heavily. She glares at Joshua, her eyes flashing green. Then, spinning on her heels, she slips back through the mass of participants, disappearing from sight.

Joshua huffs in offense. “Did I say something? You’re still coming to the potluck, right?”

His sister latches onto his arm. “Did you see her eyes?”

“Yeah, sorry. It was nice meeting you!” I spurt before launching after Luci. I reach a hand back for Ron and yank on his vest. “Let’s go.”
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                “Luci. Luci!”

She sets a brisk pace away from the church, back the way we came, until the other participants are out of sight. Soon, she slows, but she doesn’t turn around. When she stops, she’s breathing hard, her face white and clammy.

“What’s happenin’?” asks Ron as he jogs up beside us. “We lookin’ at something? I see a boat. Three boats. Four boats. Five boats.”

“Ron.”

“Ah.” He looks at Luci, his bushy eyebrows arching in concern. “What’s goin’ on, kiddo?”

“Stop it! I- Oh… Ron.” She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I don’t know.”

“It’s okay, Luce. Just breathe.”

She nods as she attempts to gulp down breaths of air. Her fists clench.

“Take your time,” I say. “Whatever you’re feeling, it’s okay.”

After a minute, her breathing settles. She faces the ocean, her skirt rippling in the wind. Wisps of hair stick in the sweat on her forehead. She wipes them off with the back of her hand. “I’m sorry. There were just too many of them talking all at once. I don’t want to talk to those people anymore.”

“You don’t have to. Ron and I can do the talking.”

“No, I mean, I don’t want to see them again, at all.”

“It’s a community quest, Luce. We probably need to organize a little at least.”

“Why? We’ll do our part. They’ll do theirs. Voila. Done.”

“And if it doesn’t work out that way? It wouldn’t hurt to work with them, just so we know that all the quests are getting done.”

“No. I’m not joining some randos just because they say so.” She snaps her head to the side, staring into the air. “I said no!”

“Luci?”

She turns back to me. “I mean, how exactly are we working with them? ‘Cause all I heard is how they wanna do it.”

“I don’t know yet. We’ll just talk things out.”

“And how do you know it’ll end there? What if we go back to Sir Douche-a-Lot’s guest house and he tries forcing us into some other party? Or what if they make us give up our gear? What if he separates us?”

“Sir Douche-a-Lot,” Ron chuckles to himself. Swinging the strap of his wooden harp over his neck, he plucks out a tune, losing most of the notes to the wind.

“They just want to organize quests. What are you worrying about? They can’t make us do anything.”

“And what if you let them?”

My heart stops. “Luci. We are never, ever letting another team take advantage of us again.”

“But they can talk you into it. Or scare you into it. You don’t know.”

“Sure I do.”

“Why, because you trust them?” she scoffs.

“No, because they’re newbs.

“I’m being serious, Helen.”

“So am I. Those guys were naive as hell.”

Luci lets out a short laugh. “What?”

“Congregating in a crowd with no scouts, super basic weapons. Luce, they were organizing a potluck.”

Ron glances up from his harp. “That’s bad?”

“That guy’s sister didn’t even have a hairband.”

Luci smirks. “She didn’t! You’re so right. Like, how’s she supposed to fight with hair in her face.”

I cross my arms. “And Joshua was far too clean. Boxer, my ass.”

“There was a girl in the back I swear was wearing a coverlet with, like, a bikini underneath,” Luci adds. “Like legit she just packed for the beach.”

“No,” I gasp.

Ron pouts. “Aw, there was?”

“Yeah, she was right next to the pirate lady.”

His frown stretches even farther. “A pirate lady?”

Luci looks back toward the water, her mirth fading. “Still, they gotta be around our level though, right? And they had to get a visa or else they’d be toast by now.”

“Could’ve gotten lucky,” I reply.

“I just…” She huffs. “I want to do things different this time. I want to do things our way. Not how they want. Not how the game wants. I’m just so sick of hearing all these voices that aren’t mine telling me what to do.”

“I get that,” I say. “But a community event means we all get a chance at the visa. That’s a good thing, right?”

“Maybe.” Her jaw sets. “But more isn’t merrier. I’m not inviting anyone I don’t like. Which right now is all of them.”

Ron flicks a last lazy strum across his harp, then tosses the instrument back over his shoulder. “Aw, but I want some food.”

I tap my daggers in thought. “How about this. How about we scour the town, pick up one of the visa quests and whatever else, and meet with everyone tonight just to ensure that all of the quests are spoken for. We don’t have to chat or join people on their quests or anything else. Just tell ‘em what we got and go our separate ways.”

“And that’s all?”

“Well, we’ll probably have to meet up again sometime halfway in to check on shit. Make sure no one dropped the ball. Oh, and also maybe don’t mention killing other participants again. If they haven’t met a Dave yet, they won’t get it. But, yeah, other than that.”

Luci pauses, her lips working out a few words before she lands on a response. “Fine. But you have to promise.”

I grin and hold out a finger. “Pinky swear.”

“I’m serious!”

Ron bounces on his feet. “Cross my heart, hope to die!”

“Ohmygod, stop, you guys.”

“…I can’t think of other versions.”

“Good!” She shakes her head in exasperation. “This is serious.”

“I promise,” I say. “Now come on. Let’s see what fucked up monsters this happy party town is hiding.”

Luci grasps my hand. “Thanks, Helen.”

Her fingers folded around mine, my heart tugs toward her. I give her hand a squeeze before letting go. “Always, Luce.”

Turning away from the ocean, we head back into town. Somewhere in the distance, the resonant tone of a church bell rings, startling the crap out of me once again. By the time the bell fades, we’re already lost among the narrow fingers of cobblestone roads.

It’s a small town. Probably not any more than a few thousand people. Yet, being a simple fishing town, there doesn’t appear to be much rhyme or reason to its layout. It’s a labyrinth of well-trodden alleys and identical houses, all dusted in ocean spray and salt. Too many corners, for my tastes. Too many nooks and shadows. And not near enough room for industrialization, whenever that hits.

According to our brief research, Sines eventually becomes a shipping port choked with oil refineries and commercial fisheries. Sometime in the late 1900s, if I remember right. Although, technically, after that, it cycles right back to being a remote fishing town, albeit with quests and magically sealed churches.

Within a few minutes, we find ourselves in another, larger square: what appears to be the center of Sines. While the other square was readying for the festival, this one seems more static. More permanent. Yes, there are still women and children hanging garlands and stacking tallow candles along the walls, but most of the space is taken up by a crates, carts, and market stalls.

For now, the stalls are empty.

“The weekly market is in three days,” a young man unloading an ox-drawn cart tells us. “You won’t see much bustle before that time, I’m afraid.”

I curl my steel fingers into my palm. “And what’s at the market?”

He sets down a crate and peers down at me from the shadow of his straw hat. “What exactly are you expecting?”

“Nothing specific, I guess.” Just a House Endal vendor or task board, though that’s not something I can exactly explain. It’d be nice to know what secret quests I’m supposed to be doing.

“Well, then I hope you have a stomach for fish, stranger! The cod will be in tomorrow, God willing.”

“But what if we got a food hankering now-ish?” asks Ron, rubbing his belly.

“Then you’re out of luck!” the man cackles. Then, still grinning, he fans himself off with his hat and says, “I only joke. You strangers are very funny. Follow your nose. We have many bakeries. And if you have a mind for meat, there is no better butcher than Álvaro near the Chapel of Mercy. However you may have to schedule a cut.”

“Cool. Thanks. So, do you, um, need… anything?”

“Not that I’m aware,” he replies cheerfully.

Yeah, I still haven’t mastered the art of asking for quests.

We chat for another few minutes. Apparently, the town is expecting a new supply of Port wine, and the man won’t let us go before we understand exactly how drastically Napoleon ruined the Port market - which incidentally is how we learn that Napoleon used to be a pretty big deal for the Portuguese and that Luci knows a hell ton more about the Napoleonic Wars than Ron and me combined. It was the last subject she learned in her history class before her school disintegrated.

Afterward, at the guy’s recommendation, we buy a few sweet bean tarts from a nearby bakery and continue on our search for quests. For the sake of experimentation, I try to put a few crumbs of my tart into my alchemy pouch, but it doesn’t like that.

Strolling down the road, munching on pastries, listening to soulful guitar ballads reverberating from some distant alleyway, I find I’m still waiting for whatever lurks in the shadows to reveal this entire, beautiful town to be a sham. It’s stupid because we picked Sines very specifically for its peace and beauty, but I don’t trust it. I just can’t.

Glasbaile simply made a lot more sense in that respect. It was dark and dreary. The townspeople acted strange, the guards felt imposing, the only people who wanted to talk were either trying to sell us shit or drunk. Finding out that the town’s lord was trading kids to fairies seemed just about right for that place.

But here, it’s too nice. Too happy. Judging by Luci’s stance, she feels the same way as I do. Our heads are on swivels, our fists tight around our weapons.

Meanwhile, Ron’s just having a grand ol’ time. I could probably learn a thing or two from him. Although I’d probably feel differently with a surprise monster’s teeth sunk deep into my throat.

Anyhow, for the next couple of hours, we wander about like tourists, taking in the sights and sounds, letting the sun toast our skin. During that time, we find a task board with a few mini-quests which I suppose counts for something. Still no House Endal quests though.

TASK BOARD

HUNT FOR GAMBOZINOS: Find and capture 5 gambozinos. 110xp

CATALINA’S GARLAND: Catalina needs mountain rue to complete her garland. Collect 10 sprigs of mountain rue and return them to Catalina. Reward: 500g

SUNK COST: Jorge lost his favorite axe in the woods to the north. Find and return Jorge’s axe. Reward: 90xp

Other than that, the locals appear to be very content. It’s annoying. Surely someone in this quaint picturesque town is getting haunted by ghosts or some shit.

Eventually, we spot the other participants as they begin their own individual scavenger hunts, so we ditch the town center and aim for the outskirts to the east.

As the cobblestone road turns to trampled dirt, we pass a dilapidated medieval castle. Weeds and rogue shrubberies claim the crumbling walls. There’s a man in a weird hat on the ramparts - a guard, probably - so the castle must be seeing some use.

Since we’re pretty sure that the first party we saw already nabbed a quest there, we continue on, past a flour mill, towards a vast pasture along the shoreline.

A message appears:

Warning: You are now outside the town limits. Lawbreaking will only be met with reprisal if a witness reports it to the proper authorities.

It’s then that the briny breeze gives way to the scent of copper as the sun glistens against grass dipped in a rusty brown sheen.

Blood.

A lot of it.

And I swear to God, I actually feel myself relax.
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                We trod across the blood-laden field, a miasma of brine, fish, and viscera wafting in the air. The town rests behind us. To our right is a sandy ridge that dips down into the ocean. Everywhere else is painfully flat, boring grassland, though there appear to be hills and trees far, far in the distance.

Two shepherds stand near a wooden shelter, the planks shattered and splintered along the side. A wooly heap, stained red, sits nearby. One shepherd has a shovel in his hands as the other drags dead sheep into the newly dug pit.

As we near, my pulse sizzles with excitement; the tableau absolutely screams questgiver.

When I examine the shepherds, their names appear before me.

Diego - Shepherd (Lv 10)

Madalena - Shepherd’s Wife (Lv 5)

Ouch to Madalena.

Luci scrunches her nose. “Ohmygod, I’m gonna puke. It’s like the matriarch all over again. Fish and blood and… ugh.”

“Can’t forget the feces,” I add, dodging a pile of excrement.

“Can’t I?” For the first time today, she slides her bow into its sling, shrugging it onto her back and out of sight. When I give her a look, she brushes it off. “What? So I don’t scare the NPCs.”

A lone sheep lolls its head at us and rudely chews in our direction.

“Poor dude,” Ron frowns. “What got your friends, li’l man?”

The sheep answers with a guttural ‘baa.’

Sheep (Lv 2)

I don’t know what it is about seeing an animal’s level, but now I kinda want to kill it.

The shepherd spots us and stabs his shovel into the earth. His wife quickly dabs the dirt from her forehead, then hands the handkerchief to her partner to do the same. I feel an abrupt desire to jump in and say not to clean up on our account. I don’t, obviously, because I’m just not that outgoing, but I think they’d also take offense.

One of the things I’ve noticed about traveling in the 1800s, at least in these parts, is that every adult is extraordinarily well-dressed. The children just run around in undyed shifts and bare feet, but everyone else is in full traditional attire. Like, this guy’s a shepherd, toiling out in the field, and he’s in a button-up shirt, vest, and jacket, with a sash around his waist and trousers tied up along his calf. In Chicago, no one would blink twice if you went out to dinner in sweats, and here’s this guy, all dolled up to bury his dead sheep.

His wife is similarly adorned: a patterned dress hanging to her ankles, a shawl draped over her hair.

Diego steps forward, the handkerchief wadded in his fists. “Good afternoon, strangers. How can we help you?”

I stare at the gory pile of sheep. “Well… Your sheep look, um… dead.”

Luci cocks her head at me. “Seriously?”

“Fine, you try.”

Straightening her back, she waves politely at the shepherds. “Hi. We’re adventurers. We help, like, clean stuff up and kill monsters and whatever. And we can’t help but notice that your sheep are, like… dead.” She pauses, then looks at me. “It’s really a weird conversation starter.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

Diego shivers. “It was horrible. We always arrive just before dawn breaks. But before we even reached the field, the stench of blood filled our noses and stung our eyes. There, before us, we witnessed a pack of seven wolves, their snouts dripping in crimson. The devilled beasts had torn through the sheepfold and killed half of our flock, leaving their bits scattered across the grass. As the sun rose, they fled for the hills to the east. I fear that, until they are stopped, we will not be safe.”

New Quest! A WHISPER OF WOLVES

A shepherd and his wife have lost their sheep to a pack of seven wolves that have fled for the hills to the east. Investigate and ensure that the threat does not return.

Objectives:

- Solve the shepherd’s plight: In Progress

Rewards: XP, Rare Armor

You have obtained a quest. This quest is no longer available to other parties. (14) quests remain.

“Yo, that one of the ones we need?” asks Ron.

“Yup.”

“Sweetness.”

“Yeah, lucky us,” says Luci. “Wolves again.”

I elbow her. “Come on, now. We’re great at killing wolves.”

The shepherd’s wife, Madalena, gasps. “You musn’t! Did you not hear what he said?”

“Um, yeah?” Luci scoffs. “Wolves blood, sheep dead. I mean, I don’t know what a sheepfold is, but forgetting that, it seems kinda easy to follow.”

The wife stares at her incredulously. “Seven wolves.”

“That’s a special number?” I ask.

Madalena grits her teeth, her chest heaving. She scans us up and down, her glare temporarily resting on Luci’s exposed midriff. Huffing, she mutters, “Harlots and witches.”

Diego gently rests a hand on her shoulder. “Meu bem, they are not from around here.”

“It’s all the same.” With a grunt, she traipses back over the blooded grass toward the pile of sheep. Ripping the shovel from the earth, she begins to dig, but it’s clear she’s doing it more for show than anything.

“What’s her deal?” Luci scoffs.

“As strangers, you must understand,” says Diego. “Of course, we would appreciate if you would rid us of these wolves. However, the number seven speaks of magic. My wife is sensitive to these things.”

“What kind of magic are we talking about?” I ask.

Ron clasps his hands together. “Werewolves. Please be werewolves.”

Diego frowns. “Werewolves are solitary beasts. And such violence is not in their nature.”

I laugh. “Say what now.”

“I cannot guess what type of magic may be at work,” continues Diego. “Perhaps a spirit or a witch. An enchantment or curse. It is impossible to know without further investigation.”

“Sure,” says Luci. “So, go find the wolves that went somewhere that way, figure out what’s up, maybe or maybe not kill them, and that’s it?”

Shielding the sun from my eyes, I look across the plains toward the eastern hills. I’ve never been good at judging distances, but after Ireland, I have a slightly better idea of how long a hike might take. This one appears to be flat and dull, which at least suggests it might be an easier walk. The hills themselves aren’t much to look at either. They’re not the gentle, undulating slopes of Ireland. More of a bump on the horizon.

“How long would you say it takes to get to the hills?” I ask.

“Half a day, by foot. However there is an olive orchard to the north that hires out horses.”

Luci’s posture snaps from a slouch of casual teenage disdain to upright attentiveness. “Horses? How much? Can we do it? Helen, can we do it?”

“Yeah, we can go see.”

She sighs contentedly. “Awesome.”

“And what can we expect monster-wise?” I ask, turning back to Diego.

His brow furrows. “Monster-wise?”

“Beasts. Animals. Any kind of threat, really. On the walk or in the hills.”

“I do not understand.”

“You know. Giant snakes and shit. Um… what did the Index say… Witches? Bruxa? You know, anything we should fight.”

“Fight? No, I do not believe there is anything to fight.” Stuffing his handkerchief into his sash, he crosses his arms and tilts his head in thought. “No, no I cannot think of any particular dangers.”

“What about in town?”

At this, he seems offended. “Sines is a peaceful place.”

“Right.” I glance over at Luci. “You want to ask? There has to be something.”

“Yeah, definitely.” She steps forward. “So… are you sure there aren’t any bad guys out there? Everywhere else we’ve been, there’s something to fight.”

Diego scratches his chin. “I suppose that traders sometimes have difficulty with bandits, but only when their wagons are full and the roads are wide. It is uncommon though.”

“Bandits.” She taps her fingers against her thigh. “Super cool.”

I shrug. “Well, it’s either a rock-solid facade or Sines really is a cheery, peaceful paradise.”

“Yeah, man.” Ron beams and nods. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about.”

Luci and I just look at him.

“What?”

“It just seems unlikely,” I say. “Anyhow, I guess we’ll be heading out. Aaaand not fighting any monsters. Or leveling up. At all.”

“We thank you for your help,” replies Diego. He tugs the handkerchief out from his sash and dabs his neck. “Of course, I would take the usual precautions, especially at a crossroads. Do not pick flowers from a graveyard. When you are home, keep your windows closed past midnight and place salt at your door. Oh, and set rue under your pillow. If you are to find trouble during your search, I would hate to know that we are responsible for whatever befalls you.”

I smile. “Well see now, that sounds promising.”
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                Since it’s already reaching the tail end of the afternoon, we decide to head back to town and resume our quest of the seven wolves tomorrow. No use getting lost in the woods at night without supplies, especially when we have a group of participants to placate.

We take the long way back to town, up and around the northern side, just in case there are more quests waiting on the outskirts. By the time we reach the western coast, the sand is burning orange as the sun hovers over the false horizon.

I wonder if any of the fishermen have noticed that the ocean ends somewhat prematurely. I’m guessing not. Whatever system the Volese have in place seems to guide the NPCs away from getting too curious about things like boundaries and portals and tacky bachelorette shirts.

While we’re out, three notifications alert us that various quests have been taken. Eleven quests remain. With any luck, we’ll be done with the community quest in a matter of days, though that feels a little too optimistic for my liking.

Closer to town, the beach gives way to rocky shoals that take a bit of fancy footwork to traverse. We could head back up to the road, but the coast is nice and no one complains. With our coordination and skills, the journey is easy. We pick across the rocks like children at play, impervious to danger.

Of course, I keep my eye on the water just in case. We might not fall, but that doesn’t mean an evil mermaid isn’t going to pop out and try to kill us.

Ron stops and rubs his belly. “Man, my stomach’s gettin’ the grumbles.”

“Fishermen are back.” I nod toward the empty waters. “You a sardine guy?”

“Eh, not real into fish, man.”

“Ron.”

“Yeah, bro.”

“Why the hell did you let us pick a fishing town if you don’t like fish and you can’t swim?”

He gazes upward, tapping his cheek pensively, then shrugs. “Didn’t really think about it.”

Behind him, Luci snickers. I just sigh. Guess we won’t be taking any boating quests.

Eventually, we pass a tower made of rough-hewn stone. On top, a fire blazes in an iron basket. A sort of lighthouse, I suppose.

Soon after, we earn our “visitor” status again as we arrive at a harbor bursting with activity. Countless boats creak against the wooden jetties beneath a loud cacophony of chatter. It looks like half of the town is here to help. Men dump loads of stinking fish onto a sodden deck as women and children sort the bounty into baskets, tossing useless guts into one crate and good, solid hauls into an array of others - all arranged by size, type, and quality. Some of the baskets are carried away, back to individual homes while others are bartered to fishmongers.

To me, it looks like chaos. To them, it must feel like a coordinated dance.

Whatever the case, it smells like ass.

Among the crowd stands another party, likely digging for a quest. We pass them and head back to the square where we started.

Luci deflates onto a bench with an exaggerated groan. Ron plops down, and she slumps against him, eyes closed. I’m about to protest; we need to find dinner, rent a guesthouse, coordinate with the other participants. But also, fuck it.

I collapse next to Ron.

He slings an arm around us both. “Aw. Sleepy li’l bunnies.”

“I’m not sleepy. I’m bored,” whines Luci, her thumb tracing her amulet.

“Yeah?”

“Um, yeah. Literally all we did was talk at some old people. I’d rather get killed by wolves than die of boredom.”

Ron bumps me. “How ‘bout you, man? You look less jumpy than before.”

“You noticed that, huh.” I stick out my hand. He’s right. I’m not jittery at all. “I don’t know. We spent the whole day not seeing anything really wrong. No changelings, no surprise river otters. The only quest we managed to find, we got to just walk away from for the night. Maybe Sines is actually just… nice. I guess, so long as you put grass under your pillow or something.”

“Hells yeah.” Lacing his fingers behind his head, Ron leans back. “We deserve a good vacay.”

Luci snorts. “Psh. I’m not buying it. This game isn’t a ‘vacay’.”

“Who says?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the Earth?”

I laugh. “Got ‘em.”

For another few minutes, we sit in silence. Children walk by, arms loaded with baskets of stinking sardines. A few women come by to ignite the candles that adorn the various shrines of their fishermen’s patron saint. It’s probably the only lighting we’ll get once the evening settles in. Street lights don’t seem to be a thing here quite yet.

“Oh no. Duck.” Luci lunges behind Ron.

“Why?”

From the darkness of an alley, a figure materializes. For a moment, he’s only a silhouette, though no identification triggers. A participant, then. I don’t think it’s Joshua though. This one carries himself differently: less of a rich guy’s swagger, more casual.

As he saunters into the square, the setting sun lights up his face. He’s broad shouldered and buff, biceps bursting from his cut-off sleeves. His gray tunic hangs open at the collar. Around his waist is a loose braided belt that holds a hatchet and some kind of fur thing. He looks like a rugged outbacker, with tousled blonde hair and a chiseled jawline buried in thick stubble. I’d put him somewhere in his 30s.

Unlike the other participants, he’s fully accessorized: bracers on each arm, knee pads, shoulder guards, one thick glove. A crossbow pokes out from behind him.

When he spot us, he breaks into a smile nearly too wide for his face. “Hey look, it’s the party that wasn’t.” He tips his straw hat. “How’s it hanging, folks.”

Ron bounds to his feet. “Bro, I dig the sleeves.”

The guy chuckles. “Bro, I dig your sleeves. What’s the look? Van Halen?”

I think Ron almost faints.

“So, I’m Carter. How about you?” He looks at us and his smile fades. “Am I interrupting something? Tell me, and I can hitch it up ‘til the potluck.”

I shake my head. “Oh no, is that actually happening?”

“You know, Kaja said the same thing to me. You’d like her.”

“Kaja?”

“Hold that thought. We got incoming.”

Before I can question it, a screech pierces the air as a shadow cuts through the sky. My hands dart to my daggers, but Carter simply squints up.

He stretches out his gloved arm, and in seconds, a feathered bullet careens downward. A gust blows, wings spread. Suddenly, I’m staring into the ceaseless amber eyes of a falcon.

“Um. Kaja?” I ask.

Carter bursts into laughter. The falcon blinks at him, then pecks at his straw hat. Carter quickly stops. “Sorry, sorry, buddy. No, this is Dashy. Kaja is my teammate. She’s human. Or so she claims.” The falcon playfully gnaws on Carter’s glove until he hands it a fleshy strip of meat.

Luci immediately brightens. “Is he yours?”

“She. And yeah, we get along.”

“That’s cool.” Luci tucks her hands under her legs as though she can barely contain herself. “Is she part of your class?”

“She is, indeed. I’m a Wildlands Whisperer, which is an expensive way of saying I’m an animal tamer.”

“Aw, man,” whines Ron. “I want an animal class. How’d you swing that?”

“Well.” He tucks a back hand in his pocket. “Back in the life, I was a park ranger at the Oregon Caves. See, we were rehabilitating a bat that got tangled in a powerline. Cute, cross-eyed bugger. I named him Bruce. The class triggered when the brave little idiot went and sunk his teeth into a monster called a hog snake. Really, I got nothing against snakes, but you add a snout and tusks… Did you get those where you were?”

“Nah, we had flying piranhas.”

“Oh. Well, pickle my mug. I’m not sure which is worse now.” He rubs a knuckle against the falcon’s head.

“Does she have abilities?” I ask. “Sorry for the twenty questions. There are just a hell ton of classes we know nothing about.”

“It’s not a problem. Dashy’s not terribly discreet anyhow. Her best ability is that she scouts for me. When she’s in the air, an alert comes up for anything she sees. Quest, enemy, NPC, trap if my detection is high enough, dungeon entrance, and so on.”

“That’s incredible.”

“Yeah, I think so too. She respawns after a time, so I never need to worry about her. It’s nice, you know, not to be alone, not to worry. And she always does what I say, so that’s a gimme.”

He smiles again, though there’s something sad about it this time. He gives Dashy another affectionate nudge. “Anywho. I need to grab some grub for the potluck. Hope to see you there, uh… Still didn’t get those names.”

“Helen.”

“Yeah, I’m Luci.”

“I’m Ron!”

“Nice to meet ya, Helen, Luci, and Ron! See you in a spell. Say ‘bye,’ Dashy.”

Dashy ignores us and pecks at Carter’s glove. With a laugh, Carter tips his hat and strolls away. Once he’s gone, the square feels oddly quiet without his presence.

I turn to Luci. “He was nice.”

“Yeah. I mean, I guess.” She slumps against the wall, arms crossed. “The bird was okay.”

“Uh-huh,” I reply, stifling a smile. Slapping my knees, I stand up. “Well, come on. We need to go rent a place. And we should see if the bakery’s still open.”

“What? Noooo, we’re not actually having dinner with them, are we?”

“Luci, we have to make an appearance.”

“But, like, with food?”

“Huh.” I tapped my foot. “You’re right. We’re going about this wrong. We should bring alcohol.”

“Helen!”

I back away, hands up in retreat. “Hey, I don’t want to go either. Tomorrow, we’ll just kill stuff, alright?”

Luci hikes up her bow sash as she jogs after me. “That better be a promise!”
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                    Heeeey guys,

So I’ve got a little bad news. As some of you might remember, I got hit with pneumonia a few months ago. Unfortunately, since then, I’ve been running an absolute gauntlet of illnesses, and it turns out if you get pneumonia, Covid, the flu, a sinus infection, and the norovirus in the span of four months, your body does this shutting-down thing that makes your doctor panic and… well, long story short, I’ve been told to stop everything - and I mean everything (video games, people! video games!!) - until I improve. I’ll admit I’m kinda scared. I don’t know how long this will last. And I’m really upset to put things on hold and leave you guys hanging.

I need you to know that I am deeply committed to this story. Helen has become my spirit animal, and I won’t let her go no matter what. I’m allowed to write a half hour a day which is excrutiating but it’ll at least keep my brain well-oiled and ready to go when the time is right. So I guarantee I will be back. Hopefully in six weeks. Maybe much longer. Whatever the case, I will continue to give you guys updates. I just need a little time to heal. Thanks so much for you support and sticking with me through this bs. I love you guys, I love your comments. Please don’t leave meeee.

Okay, so that’s it. I have chapters scheduled through May 21, so that’ll be my last day for the time being. I’ll annoy you with updates until then.

Thank you truly,

Meghan (SavingThrow)
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                As the sky continues to dim, we head to a row of guesthouses glimmering faintly in the dusky light. They differ in size, but each house is perfectly picturesque: white walls, terracotta-tiled roofs, and shuttered windows flanked by potted olive trees.

Chatter and laughter vibrates from within the largest house in the row, a two-storied structure with shrubberies and lamplight on top. There must be a rooftop terrace.

“Uh oh, potluck’s getting started,” I tease.

Ron waggles a set of wine bottles. “Time to party! Ooo, do you smell that? Someone’s cookin’.”

“Noope,” I say, tugging on Ron’s vest. “Gotta rent a safe room first.”

“Aww.” He pouts. “Yeah, boss.”

I bite my tongue. If he says that one more time…

Leaving the party behind, we continue on down the row. Each time we pass a building, a notification pops into view:

Sines Guesthouse #1: Occupied

Sines Guesthouse #2: Occupied

Until, eventually, a new message appears:

Sines Guesthouse #6: Vacant

Would you like to rent? 50g per night.

It’s one of the smaller houses: a squat little square with peeling blue trim and patchy whitewashed walls eaten by decades of ocean salt. I wouldn’t be excited to find it on Airbnb but it’ll do the trick.

I turn to the group. “Yes? No?”

“Yeah man, I’m good to cozy up here,” replies Ron.

“So it’s, like, right next to everyone else.” Luci gives an exaggerated groan. “Whatevs. If it’s got a bed, I’m in.”

I jiggle the doorhandle. “Guess we’ll have to rent the place to find out. I’m going to do three nights to get us started. Sound good?”

Since no one seems to oppose it, I mentally agree to the terms.

Guesthouse #4 now unlocked for Luciana, Helen, and Ron.

Inventory Item Removed: 150g

Wallet: 1289g

And with that, the door unlocks. It opens with a hard tug, sprinkling dust and chipped paint on my boots. Inside, it’s dark and smells faintly of mildew. Otherwise, it’s kinda cute: a hardwood floor, chestnut table and chairs, a divan laden in cushions, a roughhewn stone hearth, shelves stacked with clay plates and cookware, ragged fish nets and baskets piled in the corner.

New Status!

Safe: You have entered a safe zone. Enemies, NPCs, provided food and items, as well as uninvited participants cannot harm you or your equipment for the duration of your stay.

Luci steps in behind me, her nose wrinkling as she inspects the ceiling. “The spiders in here better be Level 1s.”

“Well, it’s a safe room so technically I don’t think they can bite you.”

I fumble through the darkness and open a pair of doors on the opposite end of the living area. Two bedrooms with a single bed in each. No bathroom. Why did it take humans so long to invent bathrooms?

“Someone’s gonna have to take the sofa.”

“Yeah man, I’ll bite that bullet,” Ron volunteers. He dips his nose into a tin on the kitchen counter, then aims it in my direction. “Look, potpourri!”

I peek inside. “I think those are tea leaves.”

“Like, outside the packets?”

“I know. Crazy.” Out of curiosity, I toss a few tea leaves into my alchemy pouch. When that works, I loot a few empty jars off the shelves too.

Alchemy items added: (2) Black tea leaves, (3) glass jars

Hell yeah, it works! Nice to not have those jangling around in some satchel. Oh, this is so going to trigger something new in me. Still have to find some recipes though.

“Party time now?” asks Ron. “Party? We going to the party?”

“Jesus Christ. Yes.”

“Or,” says Luci, “like, super soft pitch here, you can just go for us, tell ‘em what quest we’re doing, and then we meet back here and drink all the wine until we fall asleep.”

I purse my lips. That is a good idea.

Damn it. No, not a good idea. That’s old Helen. New Helen cares about her team and survival and doing the right thing and being responsible. You know, not ‘responsible’ responsible. Just the kind that entails sometimes going to a stupid potluck and maybe vetting a good candidate to add to the group. The kind of thing a leader does. Not a ‘leader’ leader. Like a sometimes drinks, sometimes just wants to fight monsters, but also has some good ideas but then sometimes… you know… if there’s a thing…

Nope, totally lost my train of thought. I do kinda want to see that falcon again.

“You okay, man?” asks Ron.

“Um, yeah. Just having a sort of mid-life crisis.”

“Aren’t you 20-somethin’?”

“Yes. But also the world is ending. I think I’m due.”

Luci perks up. “Does that mean you’re having second thoughts about the potluck?”

“Truthfully, yeah, but also, we should go. If anything, we can steal some food, laugh at the newbs, and take the rest of our wine to go. Alright?”

She groans again but follows me out the door anyhow.

A couple of minutes later, we stand idly in front of the guesthouse of honor. Lights flicker through the windows. From inside, plateware clacks together, the smell of oil and spices filling the air as people laugh and guitar music plays.

I’d much rather be entering a dungeon.

Ron shoulders past me and whips open the door. “Let’s do thiiiiis!”

And so, the party begins. For us, of course. Everyone else looks like they got started much, much earlier. Half a dozen participants flit and stumble across the main room, warmth and alcohol flushing their cheeks in rosy hues.

Unlike our accommodations, this guesthouse is ritzy as hell. It has a hotel-style living area with vibrant rugs and cushions, tapestries, and hanging plants. A mezzanine balcony overlooks the room. Guitar music filters in from a pair of double doors leading to an indoor courtyard. This place has it all.

Something creamy simmers in a pot inside the hearth. Aggie flips her hair over her shoulder and ladles out a few scoops into someone’s bowl. It splashes, and a strip of fish flops onto the floor. The other person laughs, Aggie laughs, everyone laughs.

I have no idea how the other participants can feel so comfortable. I know it’s a safe room, but still, maybe have a little caution. To be fair, perhaps they didn’t have a changeling burst through the window of their safe room on their first night out. And, perhaps, just perhaps, their second night wasn’t spent in an underground fairy grotto with children adorned in people-exploding amulets.

Or maybe they’re just like Ron. Wine lifted high, he parts through the crowd and disappears into the courtyard. The man doesn’t have a care in the world.

Maybe I’m just being paranoid. The town is nice, and it’s not so bad to let go for a bit. Drinking, eating, meeting new people. What galls me though are the axes, spears, swords, and bows stacked against the wall. Again, I know this is a safe room. I got the notification when I entered. That doesn’t mean it’s fool-proof. Honestly, disarming yourself just feels like far too much trust to put in the game designers.

Joshua shuffles past us with a crate of jingling bottles. “Ah, hello there! You came. Food is in the courtyard.” He plucks out a bottle and hands it to me. “Here, take it for the table. It’s ginjinha. A sweet cherry liqueur. Very local.”

“Thanks. Yeah, just wanted to check out your fancy guesthouse,” I reply.

“Well, welcome to the abode. Please make yourselves comfortable. There’s-” He cuts himself short as his entire face twitches.

“You okay there?”

“Yes. Apologies. Allergies, I think. There’s food in the courtyard. Salted cod over the fire. It’s a popular dish, apparently. What did they call it… baca, bacal… oh, who’s to say. We hired a professional guitarist as well. And do be sure to see the rooftop. I hear there may be a werewolf sighting tonight!”

“A what?”

But Joshua is already lost in the crowd, handing out his liqueur.

Luci smirks. “I don’t know about the cod. But I could totally stay for a werewolf.”

I toss an arm around her shoulder and squeeze. “I am definitely rubbing off on you too much.”

We move into the courtyard ahead which, admittedly, is appealingly festive. Dusk has drained from the sky, leaving the air crisp and the color of midnight blue. Countless oil lamps twinkle like stars. In the center sits a long table overflowing with fresh flowers, food, and drink. Ron has already snagged a plate and is loading it up with god-knows-what.

I recognize a few of the participants from the church, now seated at the table and chatting away over dinner, though most of them don’t look familiar at all. I guess my attention was a little narrowly focused at the time.

Luci and I tuck ourselves in toward the end of the table while Ron goes over to bother the guitar playing NPC in the corner. I’m not entirely sure what ends up on my plate, and I feel awkward interrupting people to ask. There’s some kind of rice dish, stewed potatoes, chorizo, bread. I skip the mussels.

As I reach for a scoop of jam, a woman slides in beside me. “I wouldn’t.”

I pause. “It’s some kind of clam or something, isn’t it.”

“Nope. Cow’s foot jelly.”

“Oh. Um.” I glance down at my plate. “Have I made any other mistakes?”

“Just the one.” She grabs the bottle of cherry liqueur and pours it into a clay cup before handing it to me. “Here.”

“Thanks.”

She pours herself a cup and clacks mine in a silent cheers. This must be who Luci called the ‘pirate lady.’ I can’t believe I didn’t notice her before. She’s dressed in a loose blouse, a half corset, and a ruffled skirt, her clipped blonde hair tucked under an honest-to-god feathered tricorn. A curved sword and an old-fashioned bronze lantern hang from her belt.

Despite the cosplay style, she seems poised and serious, with a long nose and a hard jaw. She looks my age, but something about her suggests that she’s much more put together.

I can’t place her accent. Maybe Finnish? Russian? Something in between?

I throw back a swig of the liqueur, immediately setting my throat on fire. My eyes water as I cough. “Oh, Christ, that was a bad idea.”

Meanwhile, the woman downs her cup in two swallows and pours another. “You will just have to practice. Have you heard of Vana Tallinn?”

“I’ve always been more of a beer person.”

“Hmm. You’re Helen, right?” She peeks across me. “And Luci?”

“Yeah… Shit, we don’t have a reputation already, do we?”

“No, no. I know because I have a psychic class.”

“Seriously?”

“That would be nice, wouldn’t it? Carter told me.” She offers her hand. “I’m Kaja. Not a falcon, as you can see.”

“Oh, he mentioned that, huh. Good to meet you,” I say, shaking her hand. “Is it just you two in the party? Or three, if you count Dashy.”

“Yes.” She takes a sip of her drink. “We had another.”

“Shit. I’m sorry.”

She waves me off. “He is not dead. There was a, let’s say, difference of opinions. We parted ways after our first region.”

“And you just came here on your own then? That’s, um…”

“Reckless?”

“I was going to say ‘ballsy.’”

She smiles pleasantly. “Carter and I play a careful game. Though we’re aware that if we find a dungeon, we may need to consider inviting another party.”

Beside me, Luci snorts and mutters something to herself. When I look at her, she stuffs her mouth with an oversized scoop of potatoes and chews at me like an angry chipmunk.

“Good food?” I joke.

“Uhshy, erf puddy nithe.” She swallows. “Actually, it’s pretty nice.”

Joshua strolls into the courtyard, slapping a wooden spoon against his liquor bottle. It doesn’t seem to have the affect he’s going for. “Attention! Ahem, attention!”

Someone in the back whistles. “Hey, shuddup!”

The guitar stops while the dinner guests quiet.

“Thanks for that, Frank. Yes, hello. Thank you all for coming. Aggie, Ravi, Matt, Tom, and I are so delighted that you could join us for dinner this evening. As you know, we brought you here to get to know you but also to discuss where we stand with the community quest to obtain a visa extension. So without further ado, the tally stands…”

He clears his throat. “Frank, Alyssa, Cynthia, and Augusto are in the process of completing ‘Terror of Threes.’ I’ve been informed that they will head to Porto Covo by boat in the morning. Leon, Colette, Edmé, Delphine, and Fleur received a quest to perform a nightly patrol at the Castelo de Sines, ‘Beware the Night.’”

I lean toward Luci and whisper, “What is this guy, a politician?”

“Legit. I’m not gonna remember half these names.”

“Now, do correct me if I pronounce these wrong,” says Joshua, “but Ishaan, Yusuf, Parth, and Akshay received ‘A Brother Without Sleep.’ In fact, I’m told we should see the main subject of their quest running through the streets sometime this evening. Interestingly, Portuguese werewolves appear to be docile. So there’s no need to panic.”

Luci elbows me, muttering, “Oh yeah, everything’s super nice here.”

I shrug. “You never know.”

“Psh.”

“As for my team,” continues Joshua, “we chased down an intriguing quest to the north of the city to an abandoned church. And while beautifully decrepit, the churchyard and subsequent cemetery did not yield results towards our community quest.”

“And finally, two other non-community quests have been taken, neither of which hint toward another visa extension or portal, so the community quest remains first and foremost in our ventures. Furthermore, no dungeon locations have been ascertained at this time either, though-” He stops, his cheeks clenching and face contorting as though he’s about to vomit. “Apologies. Bit too much to drink already! What was I saying. Yes, we strongly believe Porto Covo will hold at least one of the three mentioned. Am I missing anyone?”

Ron shoots his hand in the air. “We got the wolfy quest.”

“‘A Whisper of Wolves?’”

“Yup, that’s the one.”

“Wonderful, Ron. That leaves three quests remaining for yours truly, Carter’s team and… Hugo, you didn’t find anything yet, correct?”

At the end of the table, a gruff voice says, “No, sir, not yet!” He’s an older man, his hair ghost-white and skin patched like a rotting apple. His entire team looks like they ought to be playing BINGO.

“Well, there’s always tomorrow. And that is it for housekeeping. Thank you again for coming. Please plan to meet again in three day’s time unless you are otherwise occupied with a quest. Oh, and dessert is in the kitchen! Thank you.”

The moment he’s done, he bolts indoors, fist clamped against his stomach. Several participants grab their plates and start to shuffle out, probably in search of pastries or whatever they’ve got inside. The guitar music does not start again though. Instead, the notes of a harp echo across the courtyard. Ron, apparently, is still harassing the NPC, plucking strings on his own instrument while the musician points out chords.

Somewhere amidst the crowd, I spot Carter weaving towards us. Dashy appears to be elsewhere.

Luci jams a final bite of sausage into her mouth and washes it down with a cup of wine. Then she flips the cup over and slams it on the table. “Can we go now?”

“Soon, Luce.”

Following my gaze, she groans. “Well, have fun. I’m going upstairs.”

Kaja gives her a cordial wave as Luci disappears. Once Luci is gone, she turns to me. “How old is she?”

“Thirteen.”

“Vau. It must be very hard for her. And you are unrelated?”

“Yeah, we met in Chicago.”

“I have seen very few children since this began.”

“Same. I saw some teens that might have been 18? 19?” My mind flashes with images of that Japanese kid bleeding out on the portal. What was his name? “It… didn’t go great for them.”

“Hmm. You are doing well with her, it seems.”

“Ha. Thanks for saying that. But I’m really not.”

“She is alive.”

“Yeah, that feels like about all I’ve gotten right so far.”

“You do not give yourself credit, I think.”

Carter drops in beside Kaja, plopping a bowl of rice pudding on the table. Just as he’s about to scoop out a bite, Kaja pulls the bowl over, grabs the spoon from him, and grins at him through a mouthful of pudding.

“Can’t figure why I even tried,” he says. “So what’re you girls talking about?”

“Nothing for you, vennas,” teases Kaja.

The two chat for a few minutes, but the words drown in the murmur of the party. I can’t tell if Carter and Kaja are an item or if it’s more of a brother-sister thing, but I feel like a third wheel either way. They say something in my direction, and I nod. Then I bury my head in my fancy liqueur and pretend no one can notice me.

But I don’t have to hide for long. Amid the chatter, breaking through the melodious rock ballads on Ron’s fairy harp and the alcoholic buzz humming in my head, echoes a low, mournful, primal howl.

It sounds beautiful and haunting.

And it sounds as though it’s right outside.
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                    Hey guys, for my final shout-out before I peace it, I’ve got an aspiring author and Writathon partipant. It’s a cultivation story with a twist, and a pretty cool MC in emotional turmoil which you know is my jam. Have a look!
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Rise of the Hunter: I can travel to the Cultivation World!

by Mr.Sinclair 




Jihoon just wanted to awaken—now he’s on the verge of becoming something else entirely.

After a reckless decision traps him in a deadly dungeon, Jihoon must fight to survive in a world that doesn’t care whether he lives or dies. But when all hope seems lost, a hidden power stirs within him—one that doesn’t just change him, but everything around him.

Now able to shift between two worlds, Jihoon begins to uncover secrets buried deep within kingdoms and sects.
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                Apparently, Joshua has done a good job of hyping up the werewolf, because the moment we hear the howl, the party atmosphere splits as everyone races upstairs to catch a view.

I stumble onto the rooftop terrace and find Luci sitting on the parapet, kicking her feet like a child and talking to herself. When she sees me, she jumps down.

Leaning over, I peer at the moonlit street.

“You see anything?”

“Over there,” Luci points.

My imagination is already swimming with possibilities. Will it be a wolf? A terrifying, drooling hulk with red eyes? A man with tufts of fur and gnarled, clawed fingers? I’m not sure what I want it to be. Preferably, I suppose, not here, though it might be funny to watch thirty drunken participants try to battle an angry werewolf.

But when I squint my eyes, all I see is a middle-aged woman, a shawl wrapped over her hair, as she bends down to light one of the many shrines dotting the town’s alleyways.

“Yeah, that’s not a werewolf,” I say.

“No. But that is.”

The moonlight paints the cobblestone in shimmering silver, relegating the darkness to the corners of several sheltered doorsteps.

So when the inky black of a perfectly still shadow begins to bleed out across the street, leeching the sterling light from one stone after another, it’s as though the night itself has come to life.

From the paper-thin blackness, a figure rises. Curled fingers flex into claws, feet twice the size of any wolf pad forward, and a coiled spine straightens to its full height, revealing a bristly, seething beast.

Lobisomem (Lv 20)

Native to Portugal and Brazil, the lobisomem is a werewolf tragically cursed to run through the night in a shape reminiscent of both man and wolf. There are several ways for a man to acquire the curse of destiny’s runner. Whatever the case, when the light of the moon brightens the night, he must run, run, run.

Holy shit. I can’t believe I’m looking at a real-life werewolf. Even from up here, the image is terrifying. If it wanted to, I don’t think it would have any problem boosting up the side of the guesthouse. No carnivorous beast should be so large.

The werewolf lifts its snout, nostrils flaring as it sniffs the air. My heart stutters. Does it see us? Does it know?

Then it silently collapses to all fours before it lopes toward the unsuspecting woman.

Luci unlatches her bow, and a falcon suddenly materializes into place on the back of Carter’s hand. But another participant quickly bows over the wall and waves them off.

“Do not attack! We will lose the quest!” he shouts. “See, see, he will not harm her.”

Carter, at least, seems to somewhat disagree. He scoops up a rock from a planter and chucks it toward the woman just before the werewolf reaches her.

With a jolt, she stands upright. She looks around.

“Run, woman, run,” Carter whispers.

The werewolf stops mid-step, its back rising and falling with each heaving breath. The woman sees it and freezes. A lit candle slips from her grasp, rolls across the cobblestone, and sputters out.

A paw swipes in a blur. Then, slower, the werewolf turns its paw over and unfurls five uncannily human fingers. In its palm lies the dropped candle.

At first, the woman doesn’t move. Then she carefully takes the candle and inclines her head in gratitude.

The beast returns the bow.

Jesus Christ, it really is docile.

For a moment, the beast remains motionless. Its ears twitch. A guttural whine rumbles from its throat. A breath later, it takes off in a sprint, howling as it disappears into the night.

Once the werewolf is gone, it takes a minute before the tension breaks. Then the entire rooftop crowd bursts into chatter.

“Well damn,” I say, unclenching my fists. “I guess Portuguese werewolves are as nice as everything else here.”

Luci rolls her eyes. “This town sucks.”

“Scared me.” Carter gives an exaggerated shiver as he dismisses Dashy. “My anus is puckered like a pincushion.”

“No one needs to hear that, Carter.” Kaja shakes her head. “Really, I am not surprised that the werewolf was nonviolent. Yusuf said the story of the lobisomem is a tragic one. Every night that he turns, he must run past seven crossroads and seven shrines before he can sleep again. If the curse is not broken, he may simply die of fatigue. It is up to them to find the cursed villager and cure him.”

Luci grunts. “There’s no way the game devs added a werewolf just to, like, make you feel bad for it. There’s totally a catch.”

“How do you break the curse?” I ask.

“I don’t know. It is not my quest.” Yawning, Kaja stretches her arms, then swings them at her sides. “I need more to drink.”

“Allow me,” says Carter. He arches back toward a table, swipes a bottle and a handful of used cups, then returns to the group, sloshing lazy pours into each cup before divvying them out. “It’s awful, but it works.”

“Oh you think the liqueur is bad?” laughs Kaja. She snips a blue flower from a vase with her fingernails and hands it to him. “Try this.”

Carter holds it to his nose and immediately recoils. “Holy smokes.”

He offers it to me. I’m clearly not thinking, because despite his reaction, I take a big whiff and nearly gag. For such a small blossom, it reeks worse than the corpse cauldron in Ireland. I wave it toward Luci who makes the much smarter choice of having none of that shit.

“And the guesthouse came with this?” I ask.

“No, no, you can blame Joshua for that,” says Kaja. “For all of his talk of organizing, his party appears to have spent more time with decorating and cooking than quest hunting.”

“Yeah, I don’t think anyone got any action today.”

Luci huffs in agreement.

Carter plucks the flower from my hand and tosses it dramatically over the parapet. “No worries, princesses. I’m sure we’ll see action yet.”

After another few minutes, we return downstairs to the courtyard and pile around the table to nibble on food we don’t need. Ron is still sitting in the corner, plucking away at his harp. He’s actually drawn a healthy cluster of groupies.

The clouds drift across the moon, casting the street in darkness. Sinking into my seat, I get started on my third cup of fancy liqueur. It doesn’t feel any less like fire, and by now, it’s going straight to my brain. When I turn my head to look at Ron again, my vision takes a moment to follow.

Usually, the buzz comes with a sense of relief. The sharp edges of my mind turn dull as the frenetic thoughts begin to slow and drift away. Like blowing on a dandelion puff. Poof.

Now, I find myself squinting, trying to narrow my brain back into alignment, as my fingers beat an uneasy rhythm along the grips of my daggers. I don’t know how these people are all so damned comfortable.

I startle as a voice booms behind me.

“Hello, hello!” Joshua exclaims. “How are my charming wallflowers? My co-hosts for this evening tell me that you haven’t met yet, so may I introduce my party, Ravi, Matt who is our resident chef, and… where did Tom go? Where’s Aggie?”

“Perhaps inside?” suggests Ravi. He’s a dark-skinned man with striking silver hair and a mustache, reminding me somewhat of a dashing, over-the-hill Mario. In a fashionable leather jacket and no apparent weaponry, it’s impossible to tell what class he might be. There’s something about his posture and expression that tells me he was a professor in his past life.

Matt, on the other hand, while dressed as stylishly as the rest of his team, has an expression that tells me nothing real is happening up there. He wanders away, unaware that he is part of the conversation.

“Carter, my mate Ravi here says that you were having a fascinating discussion earlier about-” Joshua’s eyes grow wide. His muscles jerk, his body trembling. Then he appears to calm down as he swallows and beats a cough out of his chest. “Apologies. A bit of indigestion, it seems. Anyhow, I will let you two converse.”

He vanishes back inside. Luci slants toward me and whispers, “Werewolf.”

“You just want to fight him.”

“Guilty.”

On the other side of the table, Ravi and Carter immediately dive into a lively exchange. Something about nanotechnology, houses, and aliens. It actually takes me a minute to realize they’re discussing the Volese Assimilation.

Once we’re immersed in a new region, it’s strange how rarely I think of our alien benefactors. Sure, I think about the game designers, but only insomuch as it helps me strategize. It feels wrong somehow to think about the hows and whys, like we’re breaking the fourth wall.

I find myself glancing up at the sky, as though someone might be eavesdropping up there from their otherworldly spaceships. Why do I suddenly feel like I’m being watched? I don’t remember feeling this way before.

I try to join the conversation or start another one with Kaja. When the spark doesn’t catch, I take my cup and try to mingle somewhere else. It doesn’t work. Whatever party spirit I summoned to endure this evening, it has most definitely fled.

Soon, I gather the troops to say our goodbyes. Ron strums his harp all the way out the door, a smile on his face and wine on his chesthair. Countless participants I still don’t recognize give him a hug or a high-five. Guess he made some friends while I wasn’t looking. Typical.

Before we head back, we each take a turn on the privy opposite the guesthouse. Then, a few minutes later, we arrive back at our dingy little home down the lane.

The second I open the door, Ron tosses off his mace and harp, spins around, and keels over onto the divan.

“That was awesome, man.”

Luci sets her bow against the wall. “That was painful.”

“It was alright,” I shrug.

“Dudes, good food, good drink, good peeps. I even upped my music stuff.”

I look at Ron. “That’s what you were doing all night?”

“Yes, ma’am. Advanced musical performance, now level numero uno.”

“Damn. Way to be constructive.”

Among the shadows, I spot an oil lamp sitting on a dresser. I pick up a tinderbox with flint, steel, and a piece of cloth. How did Elias do this again?

As the flint strikes the steel, sparks fly.

Luci hovers over me. “You’re so gonna burn this place down.”

“Yeah, I’m gonna do this over the fireplace,” I say before fumbling across the room.

After a few strikes, the cloth ignites and whatever is in the fireplace seems dry enough to take it. I waft the smoke away with my hand, then grab a stick from a bucket, pick up a flame, and transfer it to the oil lamp.

As the wick turns to flame, I place the glass chimney over the top. “Oh, yeah. Check it.”

Luci slow claps. “Title earned. You used a lamp.”

Eyes closed, Ron pumps his fist from the sofa. “And you did it awesomely!”

“Thank you, Ron.”

Luci snatches up her bow. “Okay. I’m gonna go to bed. Night!”

“Have a good night, Luce.”

“Night, night, button.”

With a weathered groan, the bedroom door scrapes shut.

I look longingly toward the second bedroom. There’s nothing much inside: a wooden chest, a rotting bedframe, and a mattress stuffed with wool scratchy enough to poke through the linen. But the invitation of sleep, however dreadful, is always enticing.

Instead, I drag a chair out from the table, throw my jacket over the back, and collapse. My brain is running too hot to sleep.

I watch the finger-length flames in the fireplace waver and shrink as they struggle to survive. I didn’t do much to light the damn thing, so it’ll probably go out pretty soon.

Leon’s party has failed a quest. (1) quest has been reset. (1) quest is in progress by your party. (12) quests remain.

Huh. I guess that means the night patrol didn’t go well.

As I sit there, I don’t know how much time passes. The hearth becomes dark and cold. Stretching a toe toward Ron, I nudge him in the shin.

“Hey. Hey. You awake?”

“Yeah-huh.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Yeah-huh.” Knuckling the sleep from his eyes, he lulls his head over the rim of the sofa. “Whassup.”

“How do you do it? How are you so relaxed all the time?”

“I dunno. Like this?” he replies, doing nothing.

I bend forward, propping my elbows on my knees. “I tried this evening. I really tried. But you know, there were all these people we didn’t know. And they’re just chilling when we might only have six more days to live.” Suddenly, I’m on my feet and pacing. “We already lost a fourth of our team. Luci is cursed. Although apparently some curses just make you docile and fatigued, so that’s good news.” I stop and look down at Ron. “Honestly, I just feel torn apart.”

“Eh. Someone’s gotta be the boss.”

“And if I wasn’t here?”

Ron’s cheeks puff out, and he putters out short bursts of air. Then he sits up and peers at me through slanted eyes. “Listen. We’ve hashed out a bit of my past, right, man?”

“A little. You were a valet? And you played guitar sometimes.” I pause. “You were in a frat.”

“Ha, yeah. Yeah, I went to college for a bit. No real aim, but my old man wanted me to go into advertising like him.”

“Advertising.”

“Yessiree. You wouldn’t guess it, but twenty years back, I interned for him. Didn’t have the smarts for it though. Or the stomach. The way people talk in that world, in most the world… it was fast and sharp and mean. I think, like you, I tried to do it their way. And then I slipped and slipped and slipped and then I was 40, valeting for rich folk and livin’ half on my step-dad’s dime.”

“I was coasting a long time, man. There wasn’t much I wanted out there and I was happy with what I had. But still, I think I knew I could’ve been more.”

I slump down next to him. “Sounds familiar.”

“For a lot of folk, I wager. And now, the way I see it, well, that was it. The world went kaboom, and now we’re livin’ on borrowed time. This here’s just the rollercoaster ride on the way to heaven. ‘Course I’ll do what I can to make it keep a-chuggin’, but I don’t have a clue how long it’ll last. Best to enjoy the ride while it’s goin’.”

“That’s actually kind of bleak.”

“Nah. What matters is how you ride it out. You remember when you called it an adventure? It’s always felt that way to me. If it doesn’t feel that way to you, then don’t sweat it. You do what you have to.” He pats my leg. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doin’ a Grade A job. Maybe just don’t worry if it’s right all the time. There’s no tellin’ what’ll be over the next bump.”

“And what about Luci?” My attention flits to her bedroom door. I can already hear her snoring.

“What about her?” He yawns, his eyelids drooping. “She’s a badass fairy queen. So what if she talks to herself now. The little button will get where she needs to be.”

I gape at him. “The hell do you mean ‘talks to herself.’”

“Dude, you haven’t seen that?” Then he slaps his own forehead. “Shitballs. I forgot, I told Joshy I’d flick him our tin of tealeaves. You think it’s too late?”

“Are you serious right now?”

“Bro didn’t have after-dinner drinks and I promised.” He yawns, bigger this time. “Can you do it?”

“Fine.” I march over to the tin. “But this conversation isn’t over.”

Throwing the jacket back on, I tuck the tin under my arm and head out into the night. A cool, salty breeze brushes past me. Somewhere in the distance, a grasshopper chirps.

In Ireland, I’m not sure I would have attempted ditching the safe room by myself, especially without a damn good reason. Maybe I’m finally getting used to Sines, or maybe I’m just better adjusted to the idea of being attacked. Allegedly, if the werewolf is still on its nightly jog, it should be rather tired by now. And I think I can hold my own against a Level 20. At least long enough to pound on some participants’ doors.

Either way, my stealth skills are enough that I can skulk like a cat without even trying. It actually feels nice wandering out on my own.

Luci’s right about one thing: I need to take better advantage of that. Imagine how many houses I could burgle before sun-up.

As I approach Joshua’s guesthouse, it’s apparent that the potluck has died down. There’s no underlying murmur, no barks of laughter or clattering plateware. Lamplight still glimmers in the windows though, so there must be at least a few guests left in attendance.

I hop up the steps and knock out some cheesy rhythm on the door. It swings ajar.

“Hello?”

There’s no answer. All I can hear is the crackle of the hearth and the drip, drip, drip of what I assume is spilled wine.

With a gentle push, the door yawns open.

It’s the smell that hits first.
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                First, it’s the smell. Then it’s the viscous trails of red threading the stone tiles. Then it’s the body spread open on the coffee table. The dead dangling from the mezzanine. A corpse flayed into ribbons, its blood and innards soaking into the sofa cushions. The arm roasting in the fireplace.

It says a lot about me that, when I realize everyone is dead, my first thought is to scan the weapons along the wall and wonder how much they’re worth.

I don’t take them. Yet. An investigation is likely about to go down, and I don’t want to be subject number one. Also, that would be wrong.

My second thought, which probably should have been my first, is that I hope Carter and Kaja are safe. Thankfully, I don’t see them from my position.

My third thought is that I should be more horrified. I know I’ve had that thought quite a lot since this all began, but this time it feels different. This isn’t a mushy jam of matriarch prey or a random dead guard I killed or three exploded assholes that made our lives hell.

These were just people. I knew them. I knew their faces. I talked to them. Drank with them. Only, I suppose when we first met at the church, there was a part of me that knew they were dead from the start. They never had time to become real to me.

Strange, that. I always worried that I would see NPCs as people. I never considered the opposite.

Still, the breath hitches in my throat. My stomach sinks and I swear I can feel my heartbeat down in my gut.

The body on the coffee table is Aggie. Her face is turned away, but that long wavy blonde hair, now matted in blood, is a dead giveaway. Something ripped open her chest. The knitted knots in her shirt are stuck in the tears.

The two on the mezzanine are Ravi and a woman I can’t name. The one on the divan is Joshua. I think it’s his arm in the hearth.

They didn’t deserve this.

What’s more is this shouldn’t have happened. This was a safe room. It’s still a safe room. It says it right there on my status screen:

Safe: You have entered a safe zone. Enemies, NPCs, provided food and items, as well as uninvited participants cannot harm you or your equipment for the duration of your stay.

So how the hell are they dead?

For too long, I loiter in the doorway, daggers poised, bile lodged in my throat, as I try to figure out what the hell to do.

Option A, run. Pretend I saw nothing.

Option B, stealthily creep forward to see if the enemy is still inside the house. From where I’m standing, I don’t hear anything - no flesh chewing or marrow drinking or whatever werewolves do. That isn’t to say there isn’t a phantom lurking in a bedroom or enjoying the view from the rooftop. If it can destroy an entire party or more, inebriated or not, that suggests I may be outmatched.

Option C, go get Ron and Luci, a choice I immediately dismiss. I don’t want Luci seeing this, and the part about being outmatched still stands.

Option D, go get someone else. There are participants all up and down this street. If I can gather enough of us, then we can investigate more safely.

Unless one of the other parties did it?

Option E, stand like an idiot until someone else comes by.

I don’t intend to choose this option, but it happens nonetheless.

“Pardon me.”

My heart jumps as I spin around, expecting a guard or a ghost.

Instead, it’s one of the older participants. I never caught his name.

There’s something terribly uncanny about an elderly person who has been integrated into the system. He has all the signs of age: sagging skin, liver spots, and wrinkles that pull tight around his plump, apple-red cheeks. But he stands tall and alert, eyes bright with energy. And he’s carrying a battleaxe.

“My, did the party die down?” he says, peeking around me. “I must have taken longer on the john than I…”

His eyes go wide. Then he careens up the steps, stumbling into the house and nearly slipping in blood. “What happened?” He appears to be asking me, but he doesn’t wait for an answer. “Hugo? Evelynn?” he stammers as he disappears into the courtyard.

And still, I linger in the doorway. Option A, wait and see if the man gets attacked. Option B, leave before he starts crying. Option C-

A shrieking kak-kak-kak pierces the silence. I turn to see Carter jogging towards me, and I’m surprised to feel relief in my chest. He rushes up to the doorstep and holds out his fist as the whoosh of gliding wings whips the air. Dashy flaps to a stop on his hand, claws curling around the leather glove. She glares at me with piercing eyes and continues her angry seagull-like caw.

“It’s okay, gal. We found them. Good hunting,” Carter coos. “Got the alert you were here. What’s going on?”

Yeah, I’m not totally sure how to explain that. Instead, I lean against the open door and present the interior like a prize show host. “You tell me.”

Carter puts one foot inside, then stops. His jaw drops in shock. “Good crackers in heaven. Are they… Are they dead? How many? What did this? What happened?”

“I haven’t looked yet. I was kinda worried it was still in the house.”

Carter pumps his gloved hand. “Dashy, go.” 

At his command, the falcon dives off his hand with a sweep of her wings and glides through the house. Carter follows, albeit a bit more tentatively.

Crossing my arms, I watch Carter toe his way across the living room. “How did you know something was up?” 

“I got the message ‘bout Leon’s quest failing,” he replies. “You saw it?”

“Yeah. I figured the patrol went bad.”

Carter audibly exhales, rubbing his palms into his temples. “Nah. I only left fifteen minutes ago. They were all here - Hugo’s party, Leon’s, Joshua’s. All drunk as skunks. They couldn’t fail a quest sitting in here, so soon as I saw it, I sent Dashy outside to see if she could find them. First two sweeps, she came back empty. Then she marked you and, after, George.” His voice shakes. He takes a deep breath, steadying himself. “Kaja kept telling me to go to bed but I had this nagging feeling… Fuck. I didn’t expect this, that’s for sure. What about you?”

I waggle the tin. “Just delivering tea.”

“So what happened? You think it was the werewolf?”

“Not sure. It’s a safe room. An enemy shouldn’t be able to get in. Of course, if one of them turned…”

His jaw clenches. “Then we need to see who’s missing, don’t we?”

“George is alive. I think he was in the bathroom outside when it happened.”

“That’s good. Fuck. Alright. That’s Aggie. Ravi. Delphine.” He wipes an eye with the back of his hand as he stares down at Joshua. “Fuck.”

At least one of us is taking this the right way. “Look, if you need a few minutes.”

“No. We need to know what happened. My nerves are just a little twisted, but I can handle this.” 

He takes a wide step across a puddle and heads into the courtyard. Closing the front door, I tag along behind him.

It’s worse amid the carnage. From a distance, it can feel like theater. Puppetry that someone painted in red and pasted with pulpy tissue. But it’s hard to step over a body and not see its eyes. They don’t close like in the movies. They stay open to remind you what lifelessness looks like.

Even more bodies fill the courtyard, each split open and spilling over. Whatever did this wasn’t clean about it. It’s nearly impossible to tell where one person ends and another begins. I’m glad I hardly talked to any of these people. The memory of a friend should never be rewritten by a gruesome death.

What makes it all the more foul is all of the leftover food and drink strewn throughout the gore: sprigs of rosemary seasoning the sinew, salted cod marinating in membrane. It’s gross and weird and terrifying enough to almost make me burst into nervous chuckles.

Carter picks his way across the courtyard, inhaling, grunting, and making all sorts of noises - a mix of grief, terror, nausea, and repeated desperate attempts to appear above it.

“That looks like Matt,” he mutters. “That has to be Fleur. She’s the only one with red hair. That’s Tom. I think. Fuck. This is a goddamn nightmare.”

The air parts as Dashy lands silently on Carter’s glove. 

“Any insights?” I ask.

“Huh?”

“Dashy. Did she see anything?”

“No. No enemies. George seems to be on the roof.”

“Good. That’s an amazing ability.”

“Hmm,” he hums, distracted. The falcon vanishes in a puff of feathers. “It has to be a werewolf, right?”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I don’t want to think there’s more monsters out there that could do this.”

We head upstairs, stepping wide over a body on the way. The rooftop is much the same. The only difference is that the older participant, George, is here and alive, his keens echoing into the night as he cradles a woman I can’t name. Carter moves to console him. I spin on my heels and march right back downstairs. I’ve learned how to hug Luci, and I’m pretty sure I could give Ron a nice pat on the back if he needed it. I’m afraid that’ll have to be my quota for this apocalypse.

After the initial horror, I try to explore the guesthouse again. Only this time, I focus on the details: 

There’s Aggie on the coffee table. At least three slashes cut across her torso, too thick to be blades or claws. Blood drips from her head into a pool on the floor.

Above her on the mezzanine is Delphine. Her back looks like a watermelon punch bowl that someone dug out with their hands. Maybe Ravi tried to help her. I can only tell it’s him because of his jacket.

Back on the sofa lies Joshua. His arm has been sliced clean off, his throat spread open like a gummy smile.

I move into the courtyard. Of the dead, Matt is the only one I personally recognize, though his chest is torn apart like the rest. Near him lies the woman that Carter called Fleur. She’s absolutely saturated in blood. Her clothes, her hands, her mouth. Buried beneath the stench of copper and shit, I can smell charcoal and burned fat.

Squatting over her, I peel back the edge of her shirt and immediately gag. Oof, that is not skin. More like marbled raw meat. In the center of the unsavory steak is a puckered black crater leaking a fluid I cannot and will not identify.

Damn, if this is what a burn victim looks like, I’m happy as hell I didn’t become a fire mage.

There’s an item clenched in her fist. Prying the fingers open, I find yet another fun present. 

An ear. Who’s missing an ear?

For minutes on end, I wade through the carnage. I’m on all fours trying to figure out if this head I discovered lost more than its face, when:

“Helen?”

My head smacks against the table. “Shit. Hi. How’s George?”

“Definitely worse for wear,” says Carter. He’s idling at the bottom of the stairs, his chin lifted high as though he’s trying to hold himself above the water. “What in the Sam Hill are you doing?”

“Trying to find a missing ear.” Reversing out from under the table, I stand. “I mean, I found the ear. It’s more about who doesn’t have one.”

“What?”

“Yeah, um. I have a theory you probably won’t like.”

“Probably not. What have you got?”

I take a deep breath. “I think they did this to themselves.”
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                Carter’s lip curls, his eyes boring into me. He seems disgusted; at the situation or at me, I can’t tell.

“How could you possibly come up with that?” he gawks.

“Look, look here,” I say, beckoning him back into the living room. 

I position myself amidst the slaughter, tapping anxiously on my daggers as I wait. A moment later, Carter appears in the courtyard doorway. He tucks his hands into his back pockets, hesitant to move further.

“Okay,” I begin, “I don’t know where or how it started. But look at this. Ravi, Delphine, and Aggie all have really messy wounds. They’re jagged and haphazard. And then if you look here at Joshua, his wounds are different. He has a clean slice across his throat and through his arm.”

Carter cringes when I say ‘wound’ and ‘slice’, but to his credit, he takes a step closer. “So someone different attacked Joshua.”

“Right. But also, look. There’s blood all up and down his shirt. And on his hands.”

“Well, sure. He was a boxer.”

“And under his nails,” I add. “Which isn’t very… boxer-y.”

“Under his nails?” Carter repeats. Slowly, he edges around the divan. Then, holding his breath, he squats, glances at Joshua’s fingernails, and shoots back up. Exhaling, he looks up at Ravi and Delphine, then across at Aggie. Finally, he shakes his head. 

“God Almighty, you think he did this. With his own two hands?” He laughs. “I know the guy was a pugilist, but come on now. He’d need to have a body made of steel for that.”

“Well… He might have. Think about it this way. If you got your arm sliced off, would someone still need to cut your throat to stop you?”

Carter’s face sours. “Where’s the blade then?”

“Over here.” I march back into the courtyard. This time, Carter is right at my heels.

The night welcomes us again with chirping grasshoppers and rent corpses. As I head around the other side of the table, I try to avoid the mess, not because my boots aren’t already sticky with blood but because it feels uncouth to just splash around in it.

“There,” I say, pointing. “Next to Matt.” It’s an ordinary longsword. Probably common grade. Rusty red coats the edge. “Do you know what his class was? Would he have used this?”

“Yeah, maybe. He was a fighter-type of some kind. We didn’t get a chance to really get into it. The kid wasn’t the talkative type. So, I don’t know, he could’ve used a sword. Killing Joshua though… Fuck. The poor kid said he didn’t even like fighting.”

Solemnly, he kneels down and closes Matt’s eyelids, only for them to pop back open. He doesn’t try again.

“Sorry,” I say.

“Yeah. Me too.”

 Standing, he dusts himself off. Then he pauses with a frown as he tugs at the fabric of his pants to find a new splotch of blood on his knee. His eyes pinch closed. He takes a long, deep breath.

“Alright then,” he says through gritted teeth. “Sword. Matt fights and kills Joshua. Then what?”

I move to the body beside him. “Then Fleur. I don’t know who she killed, but I found someone’s ear in her hand.”

“Yeah, sure. Tore off someone’s ear. Why not.” He clears his throat. “Sorry. Go on.”

“I think she was taken out by a fire mage. After that, a few of them fled upstairs. And then, someone else… I don’t know. I sort of lose track. This could have all happened at the same time too.”

Carter takes a final survey of the courtyard, then returns to the light of the living room. There, he sets his hands on his hips and chews on the inside of his cheek.

“Joshua wouldn’t have done this,” he says with a tinge of anger. “His own sister. His team.”

“They could have been diseased or possessed. Something in the food, somewhere they went.” I pause. “George’s party. Have you seen the other guy?”

“Hugo? No. No, now that I think of it. You figure he escaped?”

“Um…” I tread carefully. “I think we need to consider the possibility that he might be like Joshua and Fleur.”

Deflating against the wall, Carter kneads his forehead with his knuckles. “This is a nightmare,” he repeats. “How are you so damn collected? You weren’t a detective before, were you?”

“Ha, no. Pretty sure you need psych evals for that shit.”

Carter raises an eyebrow.

“Kidding,” I say. I take up a position next to Carter, leg bent behind me, my boot wedged against the wall. “Part of me has always been like this, I guess. But it’s not like any of this is new. After a while, you get callouses. Mentally.” I lull my head his way. “Have you really not seen shit like this? Like when it all began, at least?”

His eyebrows knit into a frown. “No. I was out in the sticks, so weren’t too many people around. Portal wasn’t hard to find either.”

“And your first region?”

“Bit of drama. One of teams got taken out, but we weren’t there for it.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. I hadn’t consider myself lucky, but I ‘spose I was.” With a sigh, he pushes himself away from the wall. “So, since you’re the experienced one, what’s next for us?”

I huff out a laugh. Why are people always looking to me for answers? 

Stifling a yawn, I roll myself off the wall and stretch my arms. “We need to divvy up the community quests again. And we need to figure out where Joshua, Fleur, and Hugo went yesterday. I know Fleur’s team had the patrol quest. They got that from the castle, right? Did they go anywhere else?”

“When we met at the church, they said they were just going to tour the town for the rest of the day. That’s after you left,” replies Carter. “Hugo’s team stayed local too, far as I know. And Joshua’s team found a quest to the north of the city.”

My eyes widen. “At an abandoned churchyard, right? I remember. He said there was a cemetery. If they trespassed or messed with something there, then possession isn’t really out of the question.”

“You really think that could happen that easy?”

“Do I think that the game can be randomly shitty on purpose? Yeah.”

He rubs his stubbled chin in thought. “‘Spose I haven’t seen that side.”

Suddenly, a yawn takes me. “Damn, it is way past my bed time. Let’s pick this up tomorrow.”

Carter gapes at me. “You can’t go to sleep now.”

“It’s like one in the morning,” I answer, gesturing at the open window. 

“I don’t think we should be leaving this disaster for the others to find. And we ought to tell them the gameplan’s changed.”

I wince. “You want to wake people up? Now?” 

“That’s what I’d want if I were them.” He heads for the door. “Come on. We can go together.”

I stubbornly remain put. “Yeah, I don’t think I’m the right person to break that kind of news.”

“Eh, don’t sell yourself short. You got a calming effect about you.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I am not.” A gust of fresh, bloodless air hits as he opens the door. “Out you go. We’ll get you into bed by two.”

“Great.”

And that’s how we end up going door to door like the world’s creepiest Girl Scouts, explaining to sleep-deprived strangers that Sines is, in fact, not as nice as it seems. Luckily, due to the totality of the midnight massacre, we only have two parties to inform: Frank’s party, which has the bandit quest in Porto Covo, and Ishaan’s party, the guys with the werewolf quest.

I figured we’d just kinda explain shit and move on, but after visiting Ishaan’s guesthouse, their party insists on coming with us to Frank’s; at which point, Carter goes to wake up Kaja. As for my team, I decide to let Ron and Luci sleep. Ron won’t care either way, and there’s no way Luci will want to huddle with a bunch of weird adults when she could be in bed.

Once we’re all gathered, it immediately becomes obvious how unorganized we are without Joshua - even unearned confidence makes a decent leader. There’s a lot of grumbling, a lot of repetition, a lot of inane questions that have nothing to do with anything. Eventually, Carter and I manage to explain what went down and what we think happened, after which we try to move onto next steps. But nooooo, everyone needs to see the carnage for themselves and come to their own damn conclusions.

And here, within the house of death, the grumbling and repetition turns into vomiting and crying, then yelling and bickering and finger-pointing and praying. I let half an hour pass before I try to tiptoe backwards towards the door, but Kaja spots me and drags me back in.

Finally, Kaja and I convince Carter to take charge, if only because he actually knows everyone’s names.

Carter drags a chair towards the wall. It teeters as he stands on it. Then he silences the room with a high-pitched whistle. “Hey everyone, round up! Frank, can you get everyone in the courtyard in here? Alright? Yeah, come in, come in. Cynthia, shut the doors, will you? Okay everyone. I know this is all upsetting and we’re tired, but we need to put some things in action before we head off to bed. So here’s how it’s going to work tomorrow. Community quests are still a priority so-”

“We’re just going to move on?” someone barks. “We can’t leave the bodies here.”

Carter shifts uneasily, the chair wobbling. “I know it’s not what anyone wants…”

“What about George?” another asks.

“He’s, uh, choosing to sit this one out,” Carter answers.

“He won’t get the extension.”

“Yeah, that’s right. But,” he says loudly, cutting off angry murmurs, “see, that is up to him, and we need to respect that. And- and- as for the fallen, we can have a memorial for them when we’re done here. Unfortunately, we only got a week to do this. So we got to keep moving. So, uh, as I said, community quests are-”

“We need to find out who did this!”

“Now’s not the time.”

“Oh God, I just touched Aggie.”

“Shut up and let him talk.”

“I just don’t understand.”

Jesus Christ. I inch toward the door. Now that everyone’s in the same room, I can’t open it and leave without people noticing, but I’m getting to the point where I don’t care.

From the chair, Carter looks at Kaja pleadingly. She shrugs and looks at me. Catching my eye, he tilts his head toward the chair. I mouth ‘no’ at him. He mouths ‘please.’ I glance longingly toward the door.

Kaja leans toward me and says quietly but firmly, “Carter is losing this. If you do not take over, someone who shouldn’t will.”

“Me? His charm has to be better than mine,” I whisper back. 

“And that may influence a few of them. But not those with high enough resolve. What will work here are good words and the strength of the person who speaks them.”

Ugh, I should have woken up Luci. “Well, I don’t see how that’s me, but fine.” At this point, I’ll do anything to end this.

I move over to Carter’s chair. “Budge over, buddy.”

With a tight-lipped smile, Carter steps off. “Thanks. Good luck.”

“Yeah.” 

After a deep, long sigh, I jump onto the makeshift stage and look over my audience.

In law school, we were forced to present shit in front of the class relatively often. I always got dumb tips from friends like picture the attendees in their underwear, start with a joke, use a prop. But I wasn’t scared of public speaking back then. The depression and anxiety, while there, didn’t really become debilitating until after Ethan. In fact, I was actually more comfortable in front of an audience than one individual stranger.

An audience is an entity. A crowd. A mob. Thankfully, I’m smarter, wiser, and funnier than a mob, especially if I’m talking about something I know and they don’t. And here’s the real catch. They don’t have to like you. They just have to like what you’re saying. And when chaos reigns, people are willing to accept pretty much any kind of order, for better or worse.

I stand on the chair, arms crossed, hair a mess with tired bags under my eyes. “Hey, so. Listen up if you don’t want to die in seven days.”

“Who are you?” someone asks.

I ignore them. “Hands up if you’ve got the bandit quest in Porto whatever.”

A few people tentatively raise their hands.

“Okay. Good, do that. And the guys with the werewolf quest?”

“That would be us,” answers another person.

“Then that’s what you’re doing. Um, let’s see. Carter, Kaja, you guys still don’t have quests, right?”

Carter shakes his head.

“Then you should probably pick up the patrol quest from the castle. You can’t actually do the quest until nightfall, so maybe try to find other quests if you can in the meantime. If you find one, stop there. And as for my team, we’ve got a quest in the eastern hills. We’ll probably be there overnight. We’ve got a lead on what might have happened to Joshua on the way, so we’ll check that out too. Aaand yeah, let’s meet again right here, on this street, in two nights to see where we’re at. ‘Night!”

Before anyone can protest, I jump off the chair, charge across the room, whip open the door, and head off into the night. Fuck me if I’m staying any longer than that.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    Hey guys. So as I said previously, this is going to be the last chapter for a bit. Still in recovery and doing… okay-ish. I’ll update you at the end of next month as to where I am and when I can start posting again.

Thanks again for your patience and understanding. I’ll try to get better soon!!



                







Book 2 | Chapter 17 *PLUS AUTHOR UPDATE*


                Amber light streams through the windows of our rundown guesthouse, catching dustmotes in its wake. Luci finishes her last bite of bread before fumbling over the table and dragging the cutting board towards her.

“So… no one’s getting the loot then?” she asks.

“Didn’t seem like the right time to bring it up.”

“Huh.” She sighs, her mouth stretching into a yawn. Dark circles mark her eyes.

“Bad night?”

She snorts in reply. Halfway through cutting another slice of cheese, another unbidden yawn takes hold, and she shoves the board away.

I guess I’m feeling much the same. A breakfast of bread and cheese sits tauntingly on my plate, my stomach churning with a feeling that’s pretending is full. Even though my status claims I’m well-rested, I still feel the residual effects from last night. Like coming out of a bar reeking of beer or a movie theater reeking of popcorn. The smell of death takes a little longer to fade.

I try to at least sip my tea, but every time I lift the cup to my lips, I can feel the bile slurping up my throat like a slug. Instead, I stare at my reflection shimmering on the surface. It’s bitter and cold. But so is the tea! Har har har.

“So, do you think we can, like, sneak in and get it then?” she says. “You said no one’s burying the bodies.”

Ron chews open-mouthed on a hunk of bread as he gapes at Luci. “Whoa, whoa, you can’t rob the dead.”

“Why, because it’s wrong? ‘Cause that went out the window way long ago.”

“Because Helen said the dudes were possessed, man. Graverobbing them is a shortcut straight-o to demon-hood.”

“Oohhhh, yeah, that tracks.”

I look back and forth between the two of them. “I’ve raised a pair of monsters.”

“Psh.” Luci plucks a slice of cheese from Ron’s plate and chomps down before giving me a sardonic grin through a mouthful of food.

Yup. This is the party I’m taking to investigate a haunted cemetery.

Not long after, we strap up and head out. We’ve decided we’ll take up the shepherd’s suggestion of nabbing some horses to shorten our travels: first, because awesome and second, because the olive orchard with the horses just so happens to be near the abandoned churchyard where Joshua may or may not have picked up a malicious ghost.

Despite marks of a sleepless night, Luci appears enthusiastic about the prospect of horseback riding. I’ve tried to temper her excitement with all the things that could go wrong: maybe we can’t find the guy with the horses or they’re too expensive or it’s all just some elaborate set-up for another quest. But her enthusiasm will not be deterred.

It is, however, temporarily dampened as we pass Joshua’s guesthouse. We walk by it in silence, heads turned, eyes peeled as though something might pop out at any second. But the house is just a house, the carnage contained. Soon, it’s behind us, and Luci’s lazy but contended swagger recommences.

Even though the sun is only just beginning to peek over the eastern hills, the town is already well into motion. It was actually busier this morning when I went out for food. Now, the storekeepers are tucked away inside, the men are out on the water, and the women are settling into their household chores.

It’s always strange how life simply continues after death. One person’s worst day is just another trivial blip for someone else. And then there’s us, the participants: traumatized but trudging on anyhow.

Since we’ll probably be out for the night, we round up some supplies first - and just like in Ireland, it’s a major bitch to get everything. I’m so used to doing a Target run and just dumping everything from beer to toilet paper in one basket. Boom, all errands done in twenty minutes.

But between the 1400s and the 1800s, nothing much has changed for a small town like Sines. We have to go to the chandler for lanterns, the weaver for sleeping mats, the leatherworker for knapsacks and waterskins, the roper for rope - Ron insists on it playing the mountain man again. Not to mention all the stops for food and a regional map. It’s insanity. Our next region better take place in the fucking future.

Inventory item removed: 345g

Wallet: 944g

Despite all of our shop hopping, there’s still no sign of a House Endal vendor. The town market opens in two days, so fingers crossed for then.

Before we leave Sines, I keep thinking we’ll spot one of the other participants. Who knows if there was a conversation after I left last night. I’d like to think a bit of morose authority was enough to sort them out. Either way, I’m not keen to do a follow-up.

Luckily, we make it out of Sines proper without company. At one point, the town abruptly stops. No more buildings, no more life. Just a single dirt road meandering its way across the plains.

As soon as we step foot on the road, we get the same message as before:

Warning: You are now outside the town limits. Lawbreaking will only be met with reprisal if a witness reports it to the proper authorities.

Ahead is flat and treeless. On either side of the road, spiky sprigs of rosemary and lavender stick out of the sand, offering no shade and very little refuge from the fishy breeze wafting our way. The sun pelts down from a cloudless sky. It’s got to be at least 80 degrees.

We’re only a few minutes out before my tacky bachelorette shirt is sticky with sweat. I can smell myself, and it ain’t pretty.

I pick a few strands of herbs and tuck them into my alchemy pouch.

Alchemy items added: (3) Lavender, (3) rosemary

Still no idea what I’ll do with them, but I’ll get there eventually.

Half a mile into our hike, we receive a notification:

Carter’s party has received a quest. (1) quest is in progress by your party. (11) quests remain.

“Well, that’s good news,” I say.

“Castle patrol quest?” Luci asks.

“Yeah. I don’t think they’re going to do it without another party helping out though.” At this, Luci shoots me a look. “It doesn’t have to be us.”

“Sure,” she says, unconvinced.

Carter and I briefly discussed this before knocking on doors last night: Leveling with a party of two isn’t terribly dangerous. You can usually avoid aggro or run. But certain quests have a way of boxing you in, and you don’t want to be stuck on some castle ramparts in the middle of the night, outnumbered and outmatched.

I told him to hit us up when we get back. Hopefully I can convince Luci to help them out just for one night.

An hour into our travels, the temperature rises as the sun threatens to hit its peak. Farther from the town, the shrubs appear to grow a bit taller, so there are few sparse patches of shade, but really, the breeze is the only thing saving us.

Even still, it’s grueling. I contemplate dumping the remains of my waterskin on my head but I’ve already drained it. Plus, I already look like I’ve jumped in a pool. I’m not sure how much relief I’d get from being wetter.

Ron, our designated backpack carrier, looks even worse. He trudges ahead like a tired dog, either panting heavily or lying in the dusty road and begging us to go on without him. And this is all with inhuman fortitude and stamina regen padded by a ‘well fed’ status. Regular Helen and Ron probably would’ve had heat strokes by now.

Luci, of course, seems perfectly well-adjusted in the sweltering heat, sweat beading prettily on her forehead instead of running down in slick streams like the rest of us. I almost feel like she’s doing it out of spite.

“Okay. It’s been an hour,” I say as I fan out the map. A sweatdrop blooms over Sines. “The olive orchard has got to be coming up soon. Churchyard is somewhere beyond that so we’ll do that second. There’s supposed to be a road shooting off to the right. If we see a lagoon or something, we’ve gone too far.”

“What if we see a goat?” asks Luci.

“A… goat?”

“Be careful? For real? It’s just a goat.”

“What?”

She pauses. “Nothing. I said there’s a baby goat. Look.”

I peer over the map, and indeed, standing in the middle of the road is an adorable brown goat, head cocked in interest, with ears nearly twice as big as its face.

Folding up the map, I fan my face as I stare at the baby goat with distrust.

Goat (Lv 1)

“Did you see where it came from?”

Luci shrugs. “Maybe the orchard’s close.”

“Awww, I want to pet it!” Ron squeals.

I sigh. “Ron, don’t pet it.”

“C’mon, boss. Just a little.”

“I’m not your boss. So do what you want.”

“Yes!” Bending low, Ron approaches the goat and holds out his hand.

The goat whines and shuffles one step back.

“I won’t hurt you! C’mere li’l guy! Goochie, goochie!”

Carefully, the baby goat tiptoes forward. It sniffs, testing the waters, before playfully nipping Ron’s fingers.

“Aw, he likes me!”

With big walnut eyes, it looks up at Ron. Then, wearing a little baby goat smile, it squats and pisses on his boots.

Luci immediately buckles over in laughter. “Ohmygod, priceless!”

“What? Why?!” Ron cries, skipping backwards.

In reply, the goat emits a high-pitched bleat before scampering into the shrubs.

“So mean,” Ron pouts. He frantically wipes his boots in the dirt.

“Amazing,” Luci sighs contentedly. “See? This is, like, exactly why we can’t have randos in the party. We’d never have times like this.”

“Yeah, smelling like urine definitely ought to help us rent some horses.” I wave Ron over and tuck the map back inside the knapsack. Then, giving him a pat, I motion us forward. “Alright, buddy. Time to go.”

Ron doesn’t move. “Go where?”

“To the olive orchard.”

“Uh-huh, uh-huh, and uh… which way is that?” He looks around.

“Um. The way we’ve been going?”

Forehead wrinkled, he scratches his belly. “So, that way?” he guesses, pointing off towards the coast.

“No, Ron. The road. Are you okay?”

He gives me a double thumbs up. “Doin’ great.”

“Alright…” I catch Luci’s eye. She simply shrugs. “Just don’t go wandering off or touching any more baby goats.”

“Right-o.” With a salute, he marches directly behind me.

Yes. Definitely the right party for investigating creepy graveyards.

Soon, stinking of both sweat and goat urine, we spot the turn off leading to the orchard. The path is thin, marked only by the grooves from oxcart wheels. As we follow it, we quickly find ourselves amidst countless tell-tales rows of trees.

It strikes me that, until now, I had no idea what an olive tree really looked like. I’m used to the potted sort, just a slender trunk with a pretty tuft of silvery-green leaves.

But here, centuries old, the trees are thick and gnarled, the trunks contoured like bones with stocky branching arms twisted like they’re reaching beyond their grasp. They sit on dry earth sparsely patched with wild grass and rocks.

It’s quiet. At first, it feels peaceful. Just the whisper of leaves above us, our boots crunching against the hard-packed sand, the pleasant buttery aroma of fresh olives hovering in the sea-touched air. But after a few minutes of walking, it begins to feel like we’re trespassing.

Finally, Luci points at a tree two rows away from us. A farmer balances on a ladder, branches and leaves falling around him as he snips at the foliage with pruning shears.

Davi - Orchard Worker (Lv 10)

“We should ask him where the owner is,” I suggest. “Luci?”

“Yeah, got it.”

Skipping over, Luci shouts a greeting. “Hi there.”

The orchard worker jolts, losing the grip on his shears. In a panic, he lunges for the nearest branch, the ladder wobbling beneath him.

Ron launches into action and grabs the ladder from beneath it.

“No, no!” the man gasps, hurrying down the rungs. He pinches something from a pouch at his side and tosses it over his shoulder. He then hands the open pouch to Ron. “Here, quickly.”

“Uh.” Ron scoops up a handful and stares at the salt in confusion. He then throws it over one shoulder, dumping most on himself. “Like that?”

The man sighs with relief. “Good, good. You cannot be too careful.” Removing his hat, he holds it over his heart. “The Tardo is watching.”

Ron gapes. “Hey, man, I don’t think you can say that.”

The worker whips around. “Why? Is it here? Did you see it?”

The three of us do a brief scan of the olive orchard. Silvery leaves rustle and glint in the noon sun. A bird flutters overhead. It’s very pleasant.

Meanwhile, the NPC clutches his hat with a death grip, ready to flee. I swear I can hear his heart pounding from here.

I tap Luci.

“Oh, right. Uh, can you tell us where to find the owner? Like if we wanna talk to the guy in charge,” she says.

The worker bows his head as he gestures across the orchard. “Absolutely, miss. That way. Three minutes at most. Senhor Silva is… in a state, however. Do be cautious. Take the salt. You will likely need it more than I. And most importantly, speak not to the animals.”

Luci and I both look to Ron.

He blinks back at us. “What?”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SavingThrow
                        

                    

                    JUST FYI, I AM NOT BACK - it just turns out I can’t post an update without a chapter and I have a few chapters still lying around. So… poof! A chapter!

ACTUAL UPDATE:

Hey guys! Thank you so much for being patient with me. I wanted to give you an update on how things are going.

As you may know, I’ve been diagnosed with a nervous system disorder: meaning I’m tired all of the time, a bit nauseous, quite foggy headed, and unable to do any activities that may tax my nerves without destroying myself entirely. Sadly, my nerves appear to be connected to my everything, so that means no physical or cognitive tasks. And that means no video games, no reading, no redditing, and - most importantly - no writing. Initially, I thought I could do maybe a half hour a day, but it was like typing hungover in swimming goggles. And then I’d crash out for a week afterward. ‘Twas no good.

Luckily, I am improving. I’ve started to be able to read a little without getting a headache and I finally just broke my record of days-in-a-row without naps: three! I know it doesn’t sound like much, but it’s a heck of a lot better than sleeping for 18 hours and then just crying for the rest of it. Believe me, the lack of writing and thinking and actually enjoying my life is torturous.



Incidentally, while I really shouldn’t be doing anything strenuous, I sorta-kinda already booked tickets to Denver to go to the LitRPG conference this weekend and I refuse to back out so… yeah. When I’m not in my hotel room sleeping, I’ll be running on adrenaline and prescription drugs so if you’re there and you want to say hi, I’d love to see you! Just look for the 5 foot woman in glasses who’s pretending to be awake.

Again, thank you so much for your understanding. I’ve virtually written the rest of the second book in my head, so not getting it down is driving me insane, and I can’t wait to share it with you. I’ll be back as soon as I can.

Much love,

Meghan

Edit: Aw you guys are the best. Makin’ me cry good tears over here.
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